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DEDICATION



CHAPTER ONE — WHEN THE FIRST RULE BREAKS OPEN

 

Mallory felt it before anyone else reacted.

 

A rule had just failed.

 

Not a written rule.

 

A structural one.

 

Augustine Academy had always operated on invisible consistency—things
didn’t repeat incorrectly, people didn’t overlap in impossible ways, and
space didn’t argue with itself for more than a fraction of a second.

 

But this morning—

 

something persisted wrong.

 

Mallory stood in the corridor and watched it happen.

 

A student walked past her.

 

Paused.

 

Then walked past again.

 



But not like before.

 

Not as overlapping timelines.

 

This time, both versions remained visible at once.

 

For longer than a blink.

 

Mallory’s breath slowed.

 

Left presence tightened instantly.

 

Right presence reacted slower than usual.

 

The third presence—

 

flickered.

 

Not gone.

 

Not stable.

 

Uncertain.

 

Mallory took a slow step forward.



 

And the corridor responded incorrectly.

 

Two versions of the same movement layer overlapped and failed to
collapse into one.

 

A teacher appeared at the end of the hall.

 

Then appeared again slightly offset.

 

Then again—fully duplicated.

 

Mallory stopped completely.

 

Because now it wasn’t subtle.

 

The school was no longer correcting contradictions.

 

It was failing to choose between them.

 

And both versions were surviving.

 

A faint pressure moved through the corridor.

 

Not system correction.



 

System panic.

 

Mallory whispered:

 

“…it’s losing resolution.”

 

The air tightened sharply in response.

 

Not denial.

 

Not agreement.

 

Warning.

 

And somewhere deeper inside the academy—

 

something finally stopped pretending it was in control.

 

 

 

 

 

 

HIDDEN BLOODLINE

 



CHAPTER TWO — WHEN PEOPLE START NOT BELONGING TO THEIR
SHADOWS

 

Mallory noticed it in the courtyard.

 

Not the students.

 

Their shadows.

 

At first, it was subtle—easy to dismiss if you weren’t paying attention.

 

But Mallory was always paying attention now.

 

A student crossed the courtyard.

 

Their shadow followed correctly.

 

For a moment.

 

Then the shadow hesitated.

 

Not the body.

 

The shadow.

 



It lagged behind by a fraction of a second too long, as if it had briefly
forgotten whose shape it was supposed to obey.

 

Mallory stopped walking.

 

Left presence tightened slightly.

 

Right presence remained unstable but quiet.

 

The third presence—

 

was no longer separate from her perception. It had become part of how
she interpreted irregularities.

 

The student laughed with friends.

 

Everything looked normal.

 

Except the shadow.

 

The shadow moved again—

 

and this time, it moved independently for half a step before correcting
itself.

 

Mallory’s breath slowed.



 

That was no longer a system error.

 

That was separation.

 

Break came shortly after, but Mallory didn’t go to the field.

 

She followed the shadow instead.

 

And as she walked through the corridor, she saw more of it.

 

Small inconsistencies spreading.

 

A hand gesture slightly delayed from its shadow.

 

A blink that did not fully match the reflection in a window.

 

A student turning too smoothly, like motion had been reconstructed
instead of performed.

 

Mallory reached the corridor near the administration wing.

 

The air was heavier here again.

 

Not unstable.



 

Selective.

 

She stopped.

 

And watched a shadow detach completely for half a second—

 

before snapping back into place like nothing had happened.

 

Mallory whispered:

 

“…you’re losing ownership.”

 

The air tightened immediately.

 

Not in correction.

 

In recognition.

 

Because something inside the school had just noticed the same thing she
had.

 

And it did not like being noticed.
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