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The door shut
with professional force. '

Young lady,
please give us
! space.

Hospitals, like é
corporations, had 8\
a way of getting rid A |
of people who were
too curious.
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: Winona had

practically shoved
he_r out the door

of Summers Brew
to check on Chase.
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The room was
aggressively sterile —
a stark contrast to
whatever the kids
had left behind.

Tabitha moved . B | He looked
to the bedside, | younger.
expecting d Rested.

devastation.

There should
have been
a ring there.

I'm here, Chase.
I'm right here.







No, Chase.
It's Tabs.
It's me.

Tabs.
Thank God. Where is she?
You're here. . Is she hurt?
BN Where's
Amelia?




Tabs.
What's with the
silent treatment? |
What's going on? {‘

Ch S \ CODE GRAY!
ase, AR =

stop! You'll Y . ; -/ GET THE

: hurt yourself! 4




GET THIS GIRL
out! NOw!

He just
needs to know!
He's panic—

Leaving her exactly
where she stood now.

A posture she'd
practiced all week.
The kind that made
staff look past you.




..protocol . — Something was
isn’t holding... ; : wrong with Chase.
maximum dose. Not just the grief.
Nothing... ; , Not just the trauma.

And she
wasn't leaving.




Thirty miles away,

the air was conditioned
to a perfect, humidity-
controlled seventy
degrees.

There was no
screaming here.

No thrashing. Only
the hum of servers
and the quiet, frantic
typing of content
moderators.

VIM LIVE METRICS

TRENDING INFLUENCERS

Grief, in this
building, was not
an emotion. It was
a metric. A dip in
engagement that
required a patch.

The algorithm
abhors a vacuum, Grey.
We lose two beloved
influencers and the
audience doesn't mourn.
They drift.




Tt’s been
less than
a week, sir.

BRANDY SUNDERSON
DIGISPYCE

Sold wellness brownies
that were boxed mix
with a markup.

The chat knew.

She knew they knew.
They bought anyway.

Which is why
we're late.

GERARD FAULKNER

RAMEN RIKER baby
Argumentative.
Drew the same
audience Chase did.

Two placeholders.
Two contracts.
One problem solved.
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Amelia’s name
dragged the lake
back into the room.

He hated the mistake.
Hated the lake as much
as he hated the image of
Chase in that hospital bed.

ER 2:

PSYCHOSOCIAL

There. The channels
remain active. The revenue
streams stabilize. Now we
can focus on the real work.

Verifying the
status of Eden?




The flower's
safe in Eden. It's
only been six days.

We left enough

food and water
for two weeks.

Besides — I'm not
driving three hours just to
sit in the dark while she

ignores me. You have no
idea how stuffy it gets
down there. :
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The BioSuit-DX
is landing soon. Once
I have that, I don’t just
go down there to visit.
I go down to fix it.

I'll shatter the chain.
I'll bring her up.
SOITI&WI'IEI'C‘- warm, 3\\"8}"
from Father's eyes.
Hawaii, maybe.

He had arrived as a phantom
of their past. She had greeted
him with a hug so genuine

it felt like an assault on

his instincts.
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It's a long time
to be alone in a cube
underwater, sir.

I can go. I can take
a run up there, check
the vitals. Make sure
the flower isn't wilting.
I won't speak to the
contaminant. I'll just
verify.
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Olivia sent an update.

The suit’s delayed a few days —
calibration issues. Actually, better
this way. Gives us the window
we need for Hawaii logistics.
Tactical advantage.

(| bum-EUM-Bum-bum

| I
|

Pretty. Good.

he alert
attern belonged
xclusively to

the cleanup crew.
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' Enough midazolam
- to drop a bull elephant.
| His heart rate didn’t
B\ even dip at first. It was
~ climbing. I've never seen
a human body do this.

Clarify.
How much, and
what did you
use?

Is he down?

e Barely. We’Il be lucky
) if he stays down until
~ morning. s

The dosage described would
have put his own dense,
cold-blooded frame in a
coma for a week.

Chase shouldn’t be thrashing.
He should be dead.




We have
a problem.

Contract dispute?
Give them an extra
five percent.

Chase is
waking up.

He's nothing

like Alfonso.
Nothing like Shen.
Those two — our
family. We're
evolved. Chase is
still human. He
has to be.

He’s metabolizing
the sedative. He’ll
be fully conscious
within twenty-four
hours. Possibly

sooner. They can’'t
keep him down

without killing him.




Then we don’t buy
time. We change the
feed before the chat
runs away with it.

| moderate the room,
Grey.

| need to be at his
bedside before he opens
his eyes again. He's
going to be completely
broken. He needs a
friend right now. Not

a medical team.

And when do you
plan on letting him
know the truth?

When it's safe. Once
the suit’s calibrated
and Amelia’s out of
Eden, I’ll tell him
enough. Maybe all of
it. Maybe we laugh
about it in Hawaii
someday.

But until she’s out of
that lake, he needs
the fire. An ending.
People survive
endings. They destroy
themselves over
loopholes.

Gaslighting
requires stability.
He is volatile.

He’s confused. And
confusion looks for
an anchor. | will be
that anchor.
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A random Tuesday

afternoon clawed its ; HEERY: n
way to the surface. P | 5

wh

Direct result of him
using her memory space
to install a game. She

That smile belonged

to a world of
normal people.

hadn’t yelled. She’d just
given Elvis a mildly

annoyed, fond smile. Not enough Stor
SOme space and

orage space.

a

pl,easeiTEE up

{ry again-
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I'm going to the Garden—

Go to Eden. Check the vitals,
ensure the perimeter’s clean.
Quietly. If my security detail

spots you anywhere near
Naomi Lake, the entire story
collapses. Do not draw
attention.




He had checked vitals
before. Secured
perimeters. Verified
assets. Clean, clinical
language, built to keep
the weight of it at a
manageable distance.

Somewhere three
hours away, there was
no server hum. No city
glass. No chat scrolling
too fast to read.

Only water pressure.
Recycled air. And a
woman he had helped
bury alive.
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A dull, wavy

morning light filtered
through the reinforced
glass overhead.

Above the thick
panes, Naomi Lake
shifted in shades of
bruised, murky grey.

A week had passed, roughly.
Counting hours ended when
the tablet died, leaving only
the light to track.

Inventory was
the only routine
left.

Thirty-five cans.
Hearty vegetable.
Chicken noodle.
Not a single

can opener.

She curled her
fingers out of
sight, looking
away.




She had
started with
twenty-four.

Day three.
Desperate to
feel human, she'd
used an entire
bottle to wash
her face and
armpits.

The memory
now made

her stomach
twist with
regret.

Still dirty.

Now thirsty, too.

She'd made

the switch

two days ago.
The bucket
alone would
overflow before
anyone returned.

If anyone
returned.




Sleek.
Expensive.
Useless slate
tiles.

It had died

yesterday.
Frozen at one
percent, on a
video Grey had
uploaded for
her comfort.

The cabin ruins.
And standing there,
looking smaller than
Amelia had ever
seen her — Tabitha.




Last night
that screen
was the only
light in the
room.

Then
black.




She had pressed

the dead plastic
against her ribs and
cried herself to sleep.

Listening to

the word promise
echo in the dark
until it stopped
sounding like a
word at all.

The room was
rotting around her.
The carpet had
been plush and red
when she arrived.

Eden, Vincenzo had
called it. A garden
for you to bloom.

This wasn't a garden.
It was a compost bin.




Vincenzo had used
her until the project
got too difficult.
Now he was going
to leave her here
until the smell
stopped.




Chase. His bluntness
in that first seminar.
The way he'd put her
in her place — then
pulled her aside to
make sure she wasn't
actually hurt.

And Tabitha — who
stood by smoking
ruins, making
promises to ash,
because she refused
to walk away.

They were out there.
Alive. And they loved
her. Even if they
thought she was dead,
that love remained.

A tether.

They are out there.
They are alive.
And they love me.

I am not
a flower.




It was the
only ritual
she had.

The concert.

Her and Tabitha.
She found the

beat in her chest —
one she could
march to.

Stopping meant
waiting to die.
Moving meant
something else.
She hadn't
named it yet.
She just kept
walking.

She kept walking
until the door
opened.
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He arrived just after noon.
In one week, the entire
property had been
thoroughly sterilized.

The luxury had been
completely gutted.
Sturdy, forgettable
furniture replaced
the imported leather.




They must've
laughed in this room.

i
-

Chase probably spilled
red wine on that rug.
Amelia tried to clean it
with club soda and
made it worse.







The unmistakable
hallmarks of Viento
Construction. Alfonso’s
architectural signature.

Down here, it felt
less like a hallway
and more like the
approach to a tomb.
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What do
you want?




Freshman year.

Elvis Santiago, fully
prepared for a solitary
Godzilla marathon.

Come on, Elvis.
It's a psychology
experiment for my
thesis. I need one
more participant

or I fail. Please?
I'll owe you.

He'd failed to see
the logic in it.
He went anyway.
Just because

she asked.
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WEEK LATER. |

IT HADN'T SIMPLY
BEEN GENEROUS. THAT BOX SAT IN
IT HAD BEEN PRECISE. HI5 APARTMENT
SHE HAD ACTUALLY RIGHT NOW.

SEEN HIM. HE HAD KEPT IT
THROLGH THREE
MOVES AND TWO
COVER IDENTITIES.




WELL?
pIp YOoU COME
TO WATCH?
OR DIP You
BRING A
SHOVEL?

THIS IS
STRUCTURALLY
INEFFICIENT.
THE ASSET
MUST REMAIN
VIABLE.

THIS IS
CRUEL.
LOOK WHAT
you pip 70
HER. FIX IT.




WHAT / LUNCONTAINED WASTE
ARE you Ve d CREATES A BIOLOGICAL
POING? HAZARD. THE CLURRENT
CONPITIONS ARE UNFIT

FOR VISITORS.




I WILL REMOVE
THIS. A MORE
SANITARY
SOLUTION IS
REQUIRED.

THE CURRENT
CALORIC INTAKE
15 INSUFFICIENT
FOR LONG-TERM
VIABILITY.

WHY?
WHY DO Yol
CARE?

DID VINCENZO
TELL You 1O
FATTEN ME UP?

THE CARPET
1S RUINED.

IT NEEDS TO
BE RIPPED UF.

REPLACED
WITH RUBBER
MATS. SOMETHING
THAT CAN BE
SANITIZED.

THE GOAL I5
PRESERVATION—

-WE CAN'T
HAVE You
GIVING UP.

I HAVEN'T
GIVEN UP.

I'M STILL
HERE.

I'M WAITING
FOR CHASE.




CHASE.
HE REGAINED
CONSCIOUSNESS
TODAY.

A FULL RECOVERY
IS INEVITABLE.




HE’'S AWAKE.
HE’S ALIVE.
I KNEW IT.
I KNEW HE
WOULDN'T
LEAVE ME.

I WILL RETURN.
WITH WATER,
PROPER FOOD,
AND WASTE
DISPOSAL.

THUD-CLICK

HE'S AWAKE.
HE’S AWAKE,
AND HE'S
COMING.

NO LONGER
THE AIMLESS PATROL
OF A CAGED ANIMAL.

EVERY STEP
BECAME A
COUNTDOWN.







