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Prologue
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Inside a state-of-the-art conference room bathed in the glow of blue holographic projections, Director Regina Ward stood at the head of a long table. Around her sat a team of researchers, analysts, and operatives. Floating above the table was a detailed hologram of a middle school. She tapped her fingers on the table as she studied the glowing image. “Let’s start with the school selection. We need the ideal environment to launch Phase One of Project Sentinel. Is this our best option?”

The lead researcher, Dr. Hayes, stepped forward and swiped at the holograms. “Yes. This school meets every criterion - right age group, diverse population, and most importantly.... the lowest likelihood of external interference.”

The hologram expanded to fill the air above the table. Detailed schematics of the school’s layout materialized, showing classrooms, hallways, and key access points. Data streams flickered along the edges, displaying student demographics, security measures, and faculty profiles. The room fell silent as everyone studied the intricate projection.

“Jefferson Jr. High,” Hayes continued. “A STEM magnet school outside Lakehaven with a smaller, more controlled environment. Its advanced curriculum and focus on technology align perfectly with the AI Innovations Expo taking place in three weeks. The school’s size allows us to monitor the students without drawing unnecessary attention.”

Ward examined the details of the school. “The expo is an ideal catalyst. The school’s smaller size works in our favor; fewer variables, and more control. Any objections?”

One of the younger analysts hesitated. “Director, a smaller school could also mean less room to maneuver if things go wrong. If the students suspect anything -”

Ward cut him off. “They won’t suspect anything. Jefferson is the perfect choice. Begin embedding our surveillance systems into the school’s infrastructure immediately. I want every corner monitored. And ensure the staff remains unaware. This needs to look natural.”

Dr. Hayes nodded. “Understood, Director. I’ll have our tech team start immediately.”

“Good.” Ward returned to the table where another set of holograms flickered to life five student profiles. “Now, let’s discuss the candidates.”

Dr. Hayes swiped the holograms, bringing the first profile to the forefront. A confident young Black boy grinning in the image.

“Jordan Daniels. Fourteen years old. A tech prodigy with an extraordinary talent for understanding and manipulating technology. When he was ten, he reverse-engineered proprietary software and his recent school projects demonstrate an almost instinctive connection to tech. He’s our ideal candidate for technopathy.”

She studied his profile with a sharp gaze. “A sharp mind can be both a strength and a liability. Make sure he’s monitored closely. Next.”

The hologram shifted to reveal a muscular Indian boy with an easygoing smile.

“Next is Ravi Patel. Thirteen. Exceptionally athletic with a natural inclination for competition. His physical resilience and determination make him the perfect candidate for enhanced strength. However, his confidence borders on recklessness.”

Ward smirked faintly. “Recklessness can be an asset if properly directed. Proceed.”

The next image revealed a studious-looking Asian boy with glasses. His face was illuminated by the glow of a computer screen.

“This is Jiho Li. Thirteen. A VR gaming prodigy with unparalleled creativity and problem-solving skills. His ability to navigate immersive environments makes him our choice for virtual reality manipulation.”

Ward raised an eyebrow. “Creativity is unpredictable. Ensure he remains focused on the task at hand. What’s next?”

The hologram shifted again, revealing a girl with blonde hair and piercing eyes.

“Ava Price. Fourteen. Highly empathetic and intuitive, with a natural talent for understanding social dynamics. She’s ideal for emotional manipulation. However, her empathy could lead to complications if she becomes too attached to others.”

“Empathy is a double-edged sword,” Ward remarked. “If harnessed correctly, it could be a powerful tool. And the final candidate?”

The last hologram flickered to reveal a Hispanic girl with sharp eyes and a confident smirk.

“Camelia Suarez. Thirteen. Charismatic and highly persuasive, with an innate ability to influence those around her. Her instincts and keen observation skills make her the perfect candidate for hypnosis. However, her charisma could be dangerous if left unchecked.”

Ward stared at Camelia’s profile for a moment longer than the others. “Charisma can destabilize everything if not controlled. Ensure she remains focused on our objectives.”

The room fell silent as the five profiles hovered above the table. Ward’s gaze swept across them, her expression unreadable.

“These five students will be the cornerstone of the Project Sentinel. They will not understand what’s about to happen, and that’s how it must remain. Activate Phase One.”

Dr. Hayes hesitated. “Director, what if they resist? Or if they suspect something before we’re ready?”

Ward’s lips curled into a faint smile. “Then we remind them that resistance is futile. The school is where their journey begins, and it’s where we will shape their future.” She turned to the lead strategist, her gaze sharp. “Ensure the transition is seamless. We can’t afford disruptions.”

The holographic display shifted to highlight key areas within the school. “We control the environment, the information, and the narrative,” she continued. “Once they step through those doors, their path is set.” She clasped her hands behind her back, eyes gleaming with anticipation. “Let’s begin.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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The cafeteria buzzed with the usual lunchtime energy: students talking over each other, the clatter of trays, and the occasional shriek of laughter from across the room. At a corner table, five friends huddled close to discuss the upcoming field trip.

Ravi slapped his tray on the table, causing his soda to wobble dangerously. “Okay, let’s be real for a second. This trip is going to be legendary. I’m talking robots, holograms, probably even flying cars.” He grabbed a slice of pizza and took a triumphant bite. “It’s basically a superhero origin story waiting to happen.”

Ava rolled her eyes as she picked at her salad. “Flying cars? Seriously? Ravi, it’s an educational trip, not a science fiction movie or a superhero audition. Try to keep at least one foot on the ground.”

“Foot on the ground? Come on, Ava,” Ravi replied with mock indignation. “This is the future we’re talking about. You don’t go to an AI expo expecting spreadsheets. You go expecting your mind to be blown.”

“Maybe your mind,” Camelia teased. “The rest of us actually know how to manage our expectations.”

“Hey!” Ravi pointed his pizza at her. “Mark my words. Something big is going to happen. Call it a gut feeling.”

“Your gut feeling is probably just the pizza,” Jordan replied, amusingly. “I read the itinerary. They’re showcasing a lot of cutting-edge stuff. Like, there’s this AI that can mimic human conversations so well that people can’t tell the difference.”

“Does it have a mute button for Ravi?” Ava quipped, earning chuckles from the group.

“You’re just mad because robots won’t care about your mood swings,” Ravi shot back. “Remind me to save you last when the robots rise up.”

“Excuse me?” Ava raised an eyebrow, her voice dripping with mock offense. “I don’t have mood swings. I have... a dynamic emotional range.”

Jiho chuckled softly. “I’m with Ravi on this one.” He adjusted his glasses and glanced at his phone. “The expo is going to be cool. I read they’re showcasing a fully immersive VR system that could revolutionize gaming.”

Jordan excitedly interjected. “Did you guys hear about the tech they’re using to diagnose and fix machines on the spot? Like, you show it something broken, and it tells you exactly what’s wrong and how to fix it. That’s the real game-changer. No more tech support hotlines. Imagine how much money people could save.”

“Not just money,” Jiho added. “Time, too. The whole point of it is to make life easier, right? It’s like having a personal assistant for literally everything.”

Ava raised an eyebrow. “And that doesn’t worry anyone else? Like at all? What happens when it decides it’s smarter than us and starts making its own rules?”

Ravi grinned. “Finally, someone who gets it! Thank you. I’ve been saying this for years. AI is the gateway to robot overlords. We’re one malfunction away from being servants in our own homes.”

Camelia laughed. “Oh please. If anyone becomes a servant, it’s going to be you. The robots would get tired of your bad jokes and put you on dish duty.”

“First, my jokes are amazing,” Ravi shot back. “Second, I’d be the leader of the rebellion. You’d all come crawling to me when the chips are down.”

Jordan shook his head, grinning. “If the chips are down, it’s probably because Ravi tried to eat them.”

“Do you think we’ll actually get to try any of the tech?” Camelia asked.

Jiho answered. “From what I’ve read, there’ll be interactive exhibits. Like, they’re supposed to have a fully immersive VR setup where you can step into a virtual world without needing headsets or controllers.”

“That sounds insane,” Jordan said, his voice full of excitement. “What kind of world are we talking about? Like, fantasy? Sci-fi?”

“Probably both,” Jiho replied. “The idea is to showcase how versatile the technology is. It’s not just for gaming. It could be used for training, education, or even therapy.”

Ava frowned. “Therapy? That seems... weird. Like, how do you trust a machine with something so personal?”

“Maybe it’s easier for some people,” Jiho said thoughtfully. “You don’t feel judged by a machine the way you might by a human. It’s just there to listen and analyze.”

Ravi threw an arm around Jiho’s shoulders. “Man, you’re always thinking deep. Me? I just want to see if I can fight a dragon or something.”

Camelia rolled her eyes. “You’d probably lose.”

“Not with my super strength,” Ravi countered, flexing his arm for emphasis.

“You don’t have super strength,” Ava said flatly.

“Yet,” Ravi said with a wink. “But who knows? This trip could be the beginning of something big.”

Camelia tapped her fingers on the table with a knowing smile. “Well, I’m going for the free merch. You know they’re going to be handing out keychains, shirts, and probably some high-tech gadgets we can smuggle home.”

Ravi leaned in and joked. “Okay, but imagine this. What if the AI recognizes our genius and decides to recruit us? Like, ‘Hey, you five look like you could save the world. Here’s a bunch of powers, go nuts.’”

Ava groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Ravi, I think you need to stop binge-watching sci-fi before bed. You’re starting to sound unhinged.”

Jordan laughed. “I mean, he’s not completely wrong. This trip could be a big deal. We’re the only school in the district going. Jefferson Jr. High got picked because we’re the best.”

“And because we’re a STEM magnet school,” Jiho added. “We fit the profile they wanted. Advanced students, smaller group, and easier to manage.”

“Easier to impress, you mean,” Camelia teased. “They know we’ll eat this up and go home singing their praises. ‘Oh, the expo was so inspiring. Let’s all become engineers!’”

Ravi nudged her. “And yet you’ll still be the one taking all the selfies.”

“Obviously,” Camelia replied with a wink. “Someone’s got to document our rise to fame.”

As their conversation continued, the bell rang, signaling the end of lunch. The group reluctantly gathered their trays while still immersed in their debate. As they moved toward the exit, students weaved past them in a rush to their next class. Even as they stepped into the hallway, their conversation carried on about the field trip.

“So,” Ava said as they walked toward their next class, “do you think this trip is going to live up to the hype? Or are we just going to end up listening to boring lectures all day?”

Jiho adjusted his backpack and shrugged. “Even if the lectures are boring, the tech exhibits will make up for it. And who knows? Maybe we’ll see something that changes how we think about AI.”

“Or something that confirms my theory that AI is the first step toward robots taking over the world,” Ravi quipped.

Camelia snorted. “If robots do take over, I’m betting they’d leave you behind, Ravi. Too much chaos for their taste.”

Jordan smirked. “If they need someone to fix their circuits, they’d probably recruit me first.”

“Dream on,” Camelia teased, shoving him lightly.

Ava looked ahead as they separated and went to their classrooms. “You’re all ridiculous. Let’s just try to get through the trip without embarrassing the school. That’s all I’m asking.”

“Define ‘embarrassing,’” Ravi said with a mischievous grin. “Because I might have a plan to see if those robots can play dodgeball.”

“So, should we meet early before the bus leaves?” Jiho asked.

“Definitely,” Jordan said. “I want to hit the exhibits first before the crowds show up.”

“And I need good lighting for my selfies,” Camelia added.

Ava rolled her eyes. “Fine, but no wandering off. If you get lost, don’t come crying to me.”

Ravi grinned. “Don’t worry, Mom. We’ll stick together. Mostly.”

As the group laughed and teased, the excitement for the upcoming trip grew. None of them knew just how much this field trip would change their lives forever.
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Jordan was the first of the group to arrive. He clutched his tablet tightly as he scrolled through the itinerary for the expo. The excitement radiated off him in waves. He had barely slept the night before. He was too busy imagining all the incredible things they’d see. Going on the field trip was like a dream come true for him.

Ava arrived next. She looked as calm and collected as ever as she adjusted the strap of her purse. “Let me guess,” she said, nodding at the tablet. “You’re memorizing the schedule again?”

“Not just memorizing,” he said excitedly. “I’m planning. We have to hit the AI demonstration first. It’s supposed to be revolutionary!”

“I’m sure it is, but don’t stress yourself out. It’s just a field trip.”

“It’s not just a field trip. This is what could shape our futures.”

“Or,” came a sarcastic voice from behind them, “it’s what lets us skip class and eat free snacks.” Camelia strolled up with her dark braid swinging behind her as she adjusted her denim jacket.

Jordan shot her a look. “Why don’t you take anything seriously?”

“I take plenty of things seriously,” she replied with a smirk. “Just not things that involve a bunch of nerds showing off their overpriced tech.”

Ava raised an eyebrow. “You do know you go to a STEM school, right?”

“Yeah, yeah.” she waved a hand dismissively. “I’m here for the vibe, not the robots.”

Before they could launch into a debate, Ravi appeared carrying his backpack and eating from a bag of sour gummy worms. 

“Is there a time that you’re not eating?” Ava asked.

“Only when I’m sleeping. Besides, I gotta bulk up in case I get super strength today,” he joked. 

“You’re still stuck on that? It’s not happening,” Ava laughed.

“Why kill my dreams? I’m going to be famous one day.” Ravi joked as he pulled another snack from his backpack. 

Jordan crossed his arms. “Why am I the only one who actually cares about this trip?”

“Because you are,” Camelia said, smirking. “You care about everything.”

“That’s not a bad thing.” Ava shot him a reassuring look.

“Thank you.” 

The last to join the group was Jiho, who walked up with a handheld game and his headset. “Morning.”

Ava brightened. “Jiho! Tell me you’re excited about the expo.”

“Absolutely. I can’t wait to see what they got.”

“See?” Jordan said triumphantly. “At least someone gets it.”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Camelia teased. “He’s probably just saying that to shut you up.”

The bus doors opened with a loud hiss and the students began filing inside. Jordan led the group to a row near the middle, claiming the window seat so he could keep his tablet balanced on his knees. Ava slid in beside him, while the others took the seats behind them. The engine rumbled to life, and the bus lurched forward, causing a ripple of excitement to pass through the students.

“Okay,” Jordan held up the tablet like it was a sacred text. “Here’s the plan. We hit the AI demonstration first, then the VR gaming station. After that, we’ll check out the robotics display -”

“Whoa, whoa,” Ravi interrupted. “You’ve already planned our entire day?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t let you guys experience the full thing.” 

Ravi groaned. “Can’t we just wing it? You know, wander around and see where we end up?”

“We’ll miss all the good stuff if we do that,” Ava argued.

“Good stuff for you,” Camelia muttered. “Some of us just want to find the free food and call it a day.”

Jordan glared at her. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re predictable,” Camelia shot back, smirking.

Ava stepped in to diffuse the tension. “How about we compromise? We can hit one demonstration he wants to see and then we can spend the rest of the time exploring.”

“Fine. But if we miss anything important, it’s on you.”

“Deal,” Ava said with a grin.

The bus turned onto the highway and the chatter among the students grew louder. Camelia pulled out her phone to scroll through social media while Ravi leaned back in his seat with one earbud in. Jiho played a game on his handheld. 

As the city skyline came into view, Ava shook herself out of her thoughts. “Look!” she pointed out the window. “There it is!” The convention center loomed ahead, a massive glass structure with a banner stretched across the entrance that read: Annual Tech & AI Expo.

“Looks fancy,” Ravi said as he pulled out his other earbud.

“Let’s just hope it’s not boring,” Camelia added.

“It won’t be,” Jordan said confidently. He’d been waiting for this trip for weeks, poring over every detail of the exhibits and speakers scheduled. There was no way it could be anything less than incredible. The bus pulled into the parking lot and the students began gathering their things. He felt a surge of excitement as he slung his backpack over his shoulder. This was it, the moment he’d been waiting for.

As the group stepped off the bus and into the crisp morning air, the buzz of conversation and footsteps echoed around them. The scent of fresh cinnamon rolls and popcorn from nearby vendor stands mixed with the metallic tang of machinery from the exhibition halls. Students craned their necks to take in the sprawling venue. Their excitement grew with every glimpse of interactive displays, robotic demonstrations, and towering models of rockets and DNA structures. Some clutched their event pamphlets as they eagerly scanned the schedule for must-see exhibits, while others snapped photos of the massive entrance archway.

“Alright, everyone,” their teacher clapped her hands to get their attention. “Stick with your groups, and remember—this is a learning experience, not just a chance to play with cool gadgets.”

A few students chuckled, already eyeing the virtual reality stations and hands-on chemistry experiments. With their lanyards secured and a full day ahead, they were ready to explore the wonders of science.

––––––––
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AGENT CROSS ENTERED the room carrying a tablet. “The students have arrived, ma’am,” he said.

Director Ward didn’t turn around. Her gaze remained fixed on one particular monitor, showing the group of five friends as they moved through the crowd. She watched as they paused at an interactive robotics exhibit. Their faces were alight with curiosity. A slow, calculating smile formed on her lips.

“I see them,” she said. “They’re exactly as expected. Look at them. They’re curious, distracted, and completely unaware of the storm that’s about to surround them.”

Cross approached and stood beside her. “They don’t look like much.” 

“They’re more than they appear,” she replied. She gestured to the monitors where each exhibit was prominently displayed. “Every station they will visit has been handpicked. Each one calibrated to trigger the latent potential we’ve been tracking in their genetic markers. By the time they leave here, they won’t be the same.”

Cross frowned as his tablet lit up with incoming data. “You’re confident the surge will work as planned?”

She turned to him. “You have to the audacity to doubt me? Of course I’m confident. We’ve run countless simulations. The devices planted at each exhibit are synced to create a synchronized energy pulse. When the power grid is disrupted, it will release a surge strong enough to activate their abilities.”

“And if something goes wrong?” 

“It won’t.” She gestured toward another screen. This screen was on Jordan, who was animatedly pointing at the AI demonstration. “Look at them. They’re curious. Driven. Hungry to explore. This is the perfect moment to unlock what’s inside them.”

Cross kept his expression neutral. “And after?”

“After, we watch. Closely. They’ll think it was a freak accident or a technological glitch. But we’ll be monitoring their progress. If any of them cannot adapt, we’ll intervene.”

“Understood.” Cross made a note on his tablet. “And the scientist? Does he know he’s being monitored as well?”

“Dr. Avery thinks this is his experiment. Let him believe that. It keeps him focused. Once the data is collected and the subjects’ abilities are confirmed, his usefulness will come to an end.”

She turned back to the screen. “It’s fascinating, isn’t it?” 

“What is?”

“The potential. They have no idea what’s waiting for them. No idea that today will change everything.”

“And if they don’t adapt? If they become a threat instead of an asset?”

“Then we deal with them. Permanently.”

A voice then crackled in Cross’s earpiece. “All stations are live. The surge is ready.”

“Good. Synchronize the countdown. Five minutes until the grid goes down.”

Cross relayed the instructions. He kept his voice steady as he coordinated with the team on the ground.
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The students wandered aimlessly through the exhibits. Massive screens projected videos of innovative advancements, robotic arms whirred as they performed precise tasks, and holographic displays shimmered under the bright fluorescent lights. The group had split up shortly after the first exhibit, as they agreed. 

High above, Dr. Marcus Avery stood in the secluded observation room, watching the sea of students scurrying to each area below. He was a man of science driven by an ambition that often blurred the lines of morality. Today, his work would culminate in something extraordinary ... or catastrophic. 

His fingers tapped rhythmically against the glass as he scanned the crowd, searching for the chosen few. The carefully orchestrated experiment was already in motion. Hidden sensors embedded throughout the expo monitored physiological responses, tracking stress levels, cognitive function, and subconscious reactions to the subtle stimuli woven into the exhibits.

“It’s ready,” a tense voice crackled through his earpiece.

Avery’s lips curved into a thin smile. “Good. Initiate the sequence.”

“But Dr. Avery, the energy levels are unstable. If we proceed—”

“If we don’t,” Avery interrupted. “We lose everything we’ve worked for. Execute the plan.” The line went silent, but the faint hum of machinery in the observation room grew louder. Avery adjusted his glasses. “This is the future,” he muttered to himself. “And they are the perfect test subjects.”

Jordan stood at the edge of the AI demonstration stage, beaming with curiosity. The presenter, a middle-aged woman in a sharp business suit, gestured toward a humanoid robot named Horizon. Its sleek, metallic frame gleamed under the lights, and its digital eyes flickered as it processed the input from the audience.

“This is Horizon and he can predict human behavior with over 90% accuracy,” the presenter announced. “Would anyone like to test it?”

Jordan’s hand shot up immediately. The presenter selected him and he excitedly approached the stage. Horizon’s head tilted slightly as the sensors scanned him when he stepped into view.

“Your name is Jordan,” the robot said in a mix of human and robotic voice.

His jaw dropped. “How did y—”

The presenter smiled. “It’s reading the student badges,” she explained. “Now think of a number between one and ten.”

He bit his lip and concentrated. Horizon thought for a moment. Its light blue metallic eyes flickered as a soft hum filled the air.

“Seven,” the robot stated confidently.

Jordan’s eyes widened in shock. “No way!”

The presenter chuckled. “It’s using biometric analysis. That means it analyzes the subtle shifts in your facial expression, pupil dilation, and micro-expressions to make a near perfect guess.”

“That’s kinda creepy... but also really cool.”

“Would you like me to try again?” it asked.

Jordan hesitated for a moment. “Alright... let’s see if it’s just a lucky guess.”

As he focused on another number, Horizon’s sensors flickered once more and the processors began to work silently. It looked as though it was studying more than just his thoughts.

“Two,” it said confidently.

He blinked. “That’s... right.” The crowd applauded and Jordan couldn’t stop grinning. He didn’t notice the faint static hum that seemed to ripple through the air around him as he returned to his spot.

Camelia sat in a plush chair at the hypnosis station. The presenter, a tan man with a perfectly groomed beard, handed her a sleek pair of headphones. “This isn’t magic,” he explained. “It’s science. These sound frequencies, paired with visual stimulation, can help unlock the hidden potential of your subconscious mind.”

She raised an eyebrow but reluctantly slipped on the headphones. The moment they settled over her ears, a soft rhythmic hum played as it resonated deep in her chest. The small screen before her flickered to life and displayed faint swirling lights that pulsed in sync with the sound.

At first, she felt nothing—just a mild sense of relaxation. But then, a strange sensation washed over her, as if her thoughts were slowing down and unraveling themselves. The colors on the screen deepened and shifted into patterns that felt familiar. But she couldn’t explain why.

The presenter’s voice drifted through the hum. “Just let go. Don’t fight it.”

Her fingers twitched against the armrest. She wasn’t sure if it was the lighting, the sound, or something else entirely, but the edges of her reality seemed to blur. For a brief moment, a memory—no, a feeling—surfaced. Something long buried and just out of reach. She immediately thought, “What in the world was happening?”

Camelia sank and got comfortable in the chair. As the patterns deepened and the sound shifted, she felt an odd sensation. It was almost like a warmth spreading through her chest, as if something deep inside her was stirring. For a moment, she forgot about the crowd, the school trip, and even her skepticism.

“Are you okay?” the presenter asked as she snapped out of the trance.

“I’m fine,” she quickly pulled off the headphones. But her hands were trembling, and she couldn’t shake the strange tingling that lingered. It wasn’t just at her fingertips. It was in her mind. It felt like a buzzing awareness that hadn’t been there before.

She glanced around, disoriented. The expo was still the same, students laughing, machines whirring, voices overlapping. But the expo... it felt like something changed, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. The colors seemed sharper, and the sounds were crisper. It was as if the world had subtly shifted.

The presenter studied her carefully. “That reaction is rare,” he said. “You must have a highly receptive mind.”

“It just felt... weird. Like I remembered something I shouldn’t.”

“The subconscious is a fascinating place. Sometimes, it reveals things we don’t expect.”

She stood up quickly. “Thanks,” she muttered as she walked away. But as she turned, the tingling flared again, and for a split second, she swore she heard a soft whisper inside her own head.

Jiho was in his element at the VR gaming station. The headset covered his eyes and immersed him on a digital battlefield. He sprinted down virtual corridors, dodging projectiles and blasting targets with a glowing weapon. The adrenaline coursed through him as the game’s AI opponents grew more aggressive and agile. 

Their movements were almost too precise. He ducked behind cover and reloaded with a flick of his wrist. The surrounding crowd watched in awe as he effortlessly weaved through the onslaught while racking up points at a staggering rate.

Then, something changed. The game’s HUD flickered, and for a split second, the environment was distorted. A strange symbol flashed on the screen. It was there for a split second, but vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“This is so cool,” he grinned enthusiastically.

The environment felt so real that his heart raced with adrenaline. He rounded a corner and came face-to-face with a towering enemy. He raised his weapon and fired, but the figure didn’t disappear. It lunged.

“Whoa!” He exclaimed as he yanked off the headset.

The technician frowned. “That shouldn’t have happened. It must be a glitch.”

“That didn’t feel like a glitch,” he murmured. “It felt... different.”

The technician tapped a few keys on the console and scanned the data. “Strange. Your session logged an unauthorized modification to the response system. But that’s impossible. These simulations are pre-programmed.”

He wiped his forehead. But the vividness of the encounter stayed with him. It was as if the digital world had seeped into his mind.

Ava sat in a quiet corner of the expo at the therapy booth. A counselor handed her a sleek wristband. He explained it monitored stress levels and emitted calming pulses to help regulate emotions.

“You’ll feel a slight vibration,” the counselor said as he strapped it on her wrist.

The band hummed softly against her skin and sent out a gentle, rhythmic pulse. At first, it was subtle, barely noticeable, but within seconds, a unique, yet strange warmth spread through her arm and traveled up to her chest. Her thoughts slowed down, and she was feeling as if a weight had been lifted.

“Whoa! that’s actually kinda nice.”

The counselor smiled. “It works by syncing with your biometrics and adjusting in real time. Some users even report improved focus and clarity.”

She flexed her fingers and watched as the wristband’s tiny interface flickered with her pulse data. But then, for a brief moment, the numbers spiked and her heart rate jumped unexpectedly. The band’s vibration shifted and pulsed in an odd, deliberate pattern.

Ava frowned. “Is it supposed to do that?”

The counselor’s expression faltered for half a second before recovering. “It’s just adapting. Your body might take a moment to sync fully.”

She wasn’t sure why, but something about the response didn’t sit right. The band still pulsed, but now it almost felt like... a signal.

Ravi found himself at the strength-testing station, mostly because it was nearly empty. The exhibit showcased a futuristic barbell that adjusted resistance based on the user’s strength.

“Wanna give it a try?” the trainer asked.

“Sure,” Ravi said with a shrug.

He gripped the barbell, which hummed faintly in his hands. As he lifted, the weight seemed to shift, dynamically growing heavier the higher he raised it.

“That’s... strange,” he said as he set it down.

“It’s smart tech,” the trainer explained. “It’s adapting to your limits.”

Ravi’s arms tingled, but it wasn’t from exertion. It was something deeper, like an electric current still running beneath his skin. He flexed his fingers, trying to shake the sensation, but the tingling only seemed to intensify and spread up his arms like static crawling under his skin. His breath came faster. This wasn’t normal.

Then, with a deafening pop, the power went out. The expo hall plunged into darkness, and a collective gasp rippled through the crowd. Through the floor and walls, the hum intensified and vibrated. The faint glow of the emergency lights flickered as they struggled to activate. Murmurs of confusion and panic filled the air, punctuated by the distant crash of something toppling over. Screens across the hall flickered back to life, but instead of their original displays, they showed shifting symbols and distorted static.

“What’s happening?” someone yelled.

Jordan felt a surge of static race up his spine, sharp and electric as if his very cells were being rewritten. He stumbled back, clutching the railing of the AI booth. Camelia gasped, feeling as if she was being burned from the inside, while her fingertips felt ice cold. She gripped her seat while her mind buzzed with a thousand half-formed thoughts. 

Jiho’s vision blurred as flashes of images overwhelmed him that were too fast to process. He dropped to one knee and his breathing became ragged and heavy. Ravi clutched his head as he felt a strange pressure building behind his eyes. It seemed like he felt his brain was expanding. Ava stood perfectly still while she felt her arms tingle with an unknown sensation. Suddenly, she felt hyper-aware of everything; the vibrations in the floor, the whispers in the dark, even the faint breaths of the people around her.

Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the hum stopped. The lights flickered back on, dim at first, then blazing to life. The crowd erupted into murmurs and exclamations.

“Is everyone okay?” a chaperone called out. They all thought the same thing. “No, we are not okay.”

Jiho rubbed his temples. He was still feeling phantom echoes of the VR game’s intensity. “Okay, tell me I’m not the only one who felt something off.”

Ava glanced at the wristband still strapped to her arm. Its faint pulses were now eerily in sync with her heartbeat. “You’re not,” she admitted. “That blackout wasn’t normal.” She ripped off the wristband and threw it on the floor.

Camelia was still feeling the remnants of the hypnosis session. It was tugging at the edges of her mind. “It was like... something reached inside my head.”

Ravi flexed his fingers. “I don’t know what happened, but I feel different. Stronger.”

Jordan looked down at his tablet. “Suddenly, I feel like Horizon is talking to me somehow.”

Ravi looked at him with a strange expression. “Okay, Mr AI. Let’s be for real.”

In the observation room, Dr. Avery watched intently with his hands clasped behind his back. The energy readings on his monitors were off the charts. The surge far exceeded his expectations. “They survived,” he murmured with a mix of relief and excitement in his voice.

Behind him, a shadowy figure stepped forward. The caramel woman wore a navy blue tailored suit. Her face was partially obscured in the dim light.

“Phase one is complete,” Avery said without turning around.

“And the subjects?”

“They’re stable for now,” Avery replied. “But the real test begins when they realize what’s happened.”

Her lips curved into a faint smile. “Good. Keep me updated.”

With that, she turned and disappeared into the shadows, leaving Dr. Avery alone with his monitors.
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Chapter 4
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The day was supposed to be like any other. Students shuffled between classes and teachers droned on about math equations, literary metaphors, and historical battles. But for five students, something was undeniably different.

Jordan had always been the tech-savvy one. He could fix a broken computer in minutes and code a simple game in a weekend. But this was different. It started in the computer lab during third period. He was supposed to be working on an algorithm for a class project, but as soon as his fingers touched the keyboard, it came to life. The screen flickered and lines of code that he hadn’t written appeared.
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