
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


He was built to erase magic. She was born to wield it. Together, they could ignite a war—or something far more dangerous.
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AFTER A BRUTAL WAR between spellcasters and machines, the Dominion rules with code and steel. Magic is forbidden. Spellborn are hunted. Enforcers, merciless cyborgs, make sure of it.

Ciliana is one of the last healers surviving in the ruins and ashes. She knows better than to show mercy. Until she finds a broken Enforcer in the dirt. Against all reason, she saves him, unwittingly forming a bond.

Calix was designed to destroy her kind, but now he’s protecting her, bound by a command buried deep in his code. As they flee across the wastelands, hunted by enemies on all sides, his memories begin to resurface. A battlefield. A girl. A purpose that no longer makes sense.
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CILIANA MITCHELL PAUSED at the edge of the wasteland, her eyes narrowed against the dusk-light that painted the horizon in shades of burnt orange and ashen gray. The outpost ahead was little more than concrete husks and rusted metal. It stood like a decaying monument to a world long dead. She brushed her fingertips against the knife at her hip, a habit born from years of solitary survival, and scanned the surrounding area for signs of movement, for the telltale glint of Dominion tech. Nothing stirred but the wind, carrying the scent of sulfur and decay.

She counted to sixty, then once more for certainty. The waiting was a ritual as important as any healing spell. Patience had kept her alive when magic would have seen her burned. Satisfied that no immediate danger lurked, she moved forward with practiced steps, each footfall deliberate and light against the ash-strewn ground.

The outpost had once been a Dominion checkpoint, before the borders had shifted and the war had moved on. Now it served as shelter for those desperate enough to claim it. The concrete walls stood fractured and incomplete, like broken teeth in a skull’s grimace. Metal supports jutted at odd angles, their edges softened by years of windstorms. Ciliana approached the largest structure, noting the faint glow of firelight seeping through cracks in boarded windows.

A soft cry from within made her freeze, her hand instinctively finding her knife again. But it wasn’t the mechanical whir of drones or the organized movements of soldiers...it was human, pained, and small. A child.

She slipped through a gap where a door had once stood, her back to the wall as her eyes adjusted to the dimness within. The space reeked of sweat and fear and something else—the sweet-rot stench of infection.

Five villagers huddled around a small form lying on a makeshift pallet of worn blankets. Their clothes hung loose on thin frames, marked by the same dust and desperation that clung to everything in the outer wastes. They turned at her entrance, their faces tightening with the wariness of those who had learned that strangers rarely brought good news.

“I mean no harm,” Ciliana said, her voice low and even. She kept her hands visible at her sides. “I’m a healer.”

A woman with a face lined beyond her years moved forward, her eyes measuring Ciliana with equal parts hope and suspicion. “We’ve nothing to trade.”

“Let me see the child first,” Ciliana replied, already moving closer to the pallet.

The villagers parted reluctantly, revealing a small figure shivering beneath a threadbare blanket. The child couldn’t have been more than seven, all knobby knees and elbows, with skin stretched tight over prominent bones. But it was the blackened veins spreading like spiderwebs beneath the skin that drew Ciliana’s attention, the angry weeping wounds that marked where the infection had broken through.

“How long?” she asked, kneeling beside the child.

“Three days since the fever started,” the woman answered. “The black lines appeared yesterday.”

Ciliana recognized the signs immediately. Waste fever. It was a disease that flourished in the toxic ruins, feeding on weakened bodies and spreading through contaminated water. Without treatment, the child would be dead before morning.

She placed a cool hand against the child’s forehead, feeling the heat radiating from her skin. The child’s breathing came in shallow, labored gasps, each gasp for air a little struggle against the inevitable. Around her, the villagers watched with the desperate silence of those who had already begun to grieve.

“Has anyone else shown symptoms?” Ciliana asked, though she already knew the answer. By the time symptoms appeared, the infection had usually spread.

“Two others have fever,” a man replied, his voice heavy. “Nothing like this yet.”

Ciliana’s mind raced through her options. She carried herbs that might ease the fever, bandages that could cover the wounds, but they would only prolong the suffering. True healing required magic, and magic left traces that the Dominion’s technology could detect. Using her gift here meant risking everything.

The child moaned, a small sound that cut through her hesitation like a knife. The little one’s eyes fluttered open, glazed with fever but conscious enough to register pain. The gaze found hers, and in it, Ciliana saw no recognition, no plea, just the unfocused gaze of someone slipping away.

“Everyone back,” she ordered suddenly, her decision made.

The villagers retreated a few steps, confused but compliant. Ciliana pulled her sleeves up, revealing the faint scars that marked her forearms. It was evidence of magic channeled too often through unprepared flesh.

She pressed her palms against the child’s chest, feeling the rapid flutter of the heart. The familiar heat built within her, not from the surface but from somewhere deeper, a well of power that the Dominion had spent decades trying to extinguish. Orange-gold light seeped between her fingers, warm and alive against the child’s ashen skin.

The burning sensation began, as it always did, at her fingertips and traveled up her arms. With it came the memories.

Her mother’s hands, glowing with that same light, healing a neighbor’s broken arm. “Our gift is for giving, Cilia. Remember that.”

The infection beneath the child’s skin began to retreat from her touch, the black veins receding like the tide from the shore.

The child’s breathing eased, color returning to her cheeks. Sweat beaded on Ciliana’s forehead as she drew the poison from the small body, containing it within her magic before burning it away.

The last of the infection yielded to her power. The light faded from her hands, leaving behind fresh burns that would add to her collection of scars.

The child’s eyes opened again, clear now and focused. They looked at Ciliana with wonder, her mouth opening to speak, but a mechanical whirring from outside silenced whatever she might have said.

Red light sliced through the cracks in the boarded windows, scanning methodically across the interior of the shelter. The distinctive hum of Dominion drones grew louder, circling the outpost like mechanical vultures.

The villagers froze, their eyes widening with terror. They knew that sound. Everyone in the wastes knew that sound.

“They’ve detected the magic,” Ciliana said, already on her feet. The burning in her hands was nothing compared to the cold fear spreading through her chest. “They’re coming.”

Ciliana grabbed her pack from the corner where she’d left it, her movements swift and economical. No wasted motion, no hesitation. The luxury of deliberation belonged to those who weren’t hunted. Outside, the drones’ mechanical whirring intensified, their scanning beams slicing through the darkness like crimson blades. She’d stayed too long. Again.

“What are those things?” a young villager whispered, eyes wide with terror as another beam swept across the boarded window.

“Dominion seekers,” Ciliana answered, not looking up as she stuffed her few possessions into her pack. “They detect magic signatures. They detected me.”

The older woman who had spoken earlier moved closer, positioning herself between Ciliana and the child. “What happens now?”

Ciliana slung her pack over her shoulder, wincing as the strap pressed against a half-healed burn on her collarbone. “Now I leave, and you forget I was ever here.”

She knelt beside the child, who was sitting up now, the fever broken, her eyes clear. The transformation was remarkable, from death’s threshold to alert awareness in minutes. This was why she risked everything. These moments when her cursed gift actually saved someone. The child reached for her hand, but Ciliana pulled back, remembering the drones outside.

“Listen carefully,” she said, addressing the gathered villagers but keeping her voice low. “Hide the child. If the Dominion comes and they find her, say the fever broke naturally. Say no one visited. Tell them you’ve seen no strangers.”

“But they’ll know,” the man from before protested. “Those machines—”

“They detect active magic, not healed bodies,” Ciliana cut him off. “By morning, there will be no trace in the child’s system.”

She reached into her pack and extracted a small cloth pouch, pressing it into the older woman’s weathered hand. “Brew these for the others with fever. Three leaves per cup, no more. It won’t heal them like magic, but it will give their bodies the strength to fight.”

The woman’s fingers closed around the pouch. “We have nothing to—”

“I was never here,” Ciliana interrupted, her tone final. Payment meant records, records meant memories, memories meant witnesses. “That’s all I ask.”

A red scanning beam swept directly over the child, lingering for a moment before moving on. The mechanical whirring outside changed pitch, becoming more focused, more insistent. Ciliana detected three distinct drone signatures now, triangulating.

“They’ve found me,” she muttered. She moved to the far wall where she’d noted a partially collapsed section hidden behind stacked crates earlier. “Stay inside. Don’t follow.”

She pushed aside the empty containers, revealing a narrow gap just wide enough for a person to slip through. Cold night air rushed in, carrying the acrid scent of the wastelands. Outside, the drones’ lights painted the ruins in alternating darkness and blood-red illumination.

Ciliana paused at the gap, looking back at the villagers. The child stared at her with solemn eyes that had seen too much for their years. She knew that look, had worn it herself once.

“Thank you,” the child said softly, her voice raspy from days of fever.

Ciliana nodded once, then slipped through the gap into the night.

She pressed her back against the outer wall, counting the seconds between drone sweeps. One...two...three... 

The beam passed overhead, and she darted to the cover of a fallen concrete pillar, her boots silent against the ash-covered ground. Another count, another dash to a rusted shell of machinery.

Behind her, the drones converged on the building she’d just left, their sensors scanning for residual heat signatures. She had perhaps two minutes before they expanded their search perimeter. Two minutes to vanish.

Ciliana reached a relatively clear stretch between her current position and a promising tangle of collapsed scaffolding. Too exposed. She dug her fingers into the soft ash beneath her, whispered words in a language the Dominion had tried to erase from the world. Pain flared in her palms as they began to glow faintly, orange-gold light seeping between her fingers into the ash.

“Bind and blind,” she murmured, feeling the magic respond, feeling it burn through her already damaged skin.

The ash beneath her fingers shimmered briefly, then settled back to dull gray. Where her boots had left deep imprints, the ground now appeared smooth and undisturbed. The spell would mask her trail for fifty paces, enough to reach the next cover if she moved now.

She ran, keeping low, each footfall precise yet appearing to leave no trace. The drones’ scanning patterns shifted behind her as their algorithms registered the faint magical discharge. They were learning and adapting. They always did.

Ciliana reached the scaffolding and ducked beneath twisted metal beams, her body folding into spaces that seemed too small, finding paths through the debris that would confound pursuers. This was a dance she knew by heart, steps learned through years of running. Duck, slide, pause. Listen for the whir, wait for the scan to pass. Move again.

The outpost’s perimeter fence, long since fallen to rust and decay, lay just ahead. Beyond it stretched the ash-choked forest, the trees standing like charred sentinels, their branches bare and black against the night sky. If she could reach the tree line, the drones’ sensors would struggle with the organic interference, giving her a fighting chance.

A mechanical clicking sound above her made her freeze. A new pattern. She looked up to see a drone hovering directly above her position, its central eye glowing ominously red as it oriented toward her heat signature. It wasn’t one of the standard seekers. This was a hunter class that were faster and more precise.

Three more drones converged from different directions, forming a net around her position. They’d anticipated her route.

Ciliana abandoned stealth for speed. She burst from cover, sprinting across the open ground toward the forest. Red targeting lasers danced around her, trying to lock onto her moving form. One drone dove, attempting to cut her off, mechanical arms extending to capture rather than kill. The Dominion preferred live Spellborn for study.

She dropped and rolled beneath its reaching grasp, then came up running again without breaking stride. Her lungs burned, her legs ached, but the edge of the forest drew closer with each desperate step.

The first trees provided minimal cover, their trunks too thin and widely spaced. Ciliana plunged deeper, where the forest grew denser and the accumulated ash on the ground lay thick enough to swallow footprints. She ducked beneath low-hanging branches, deliberately brushing against them to scatter ash into the air behind her, creating a diffuse cloud that would confuse heat sensors.

The drones followed, their red eyes piercing the darkness, but their movements became more erratic as they encountered the natural obstacles of the forest. She heard one collide with a branch, its stabilizers whining as it corrected course. Another would have lost her heat signature momentarily as she passed behind a particularly dense copse.

Ciliana didn’t slow down. She knew better than to assume safety before she’d put at least a mile between herself and her pursuers. She ran with the efficiency of someone who had learned that pausing too long meant capture, and that hesitation meant death. Her hand occasionally brushed the trunks of trees she passed, leaving behind minute traces of ash-binding magic that would gradually erase her trail.

The forest swallowed her into its depths, the drone lights appearing more distant now, their mechanical voices calling to each other in digital tones that mimicked the hunt cries of long extinct predators. She ran, one foot in front of the other, her path winding but purposeful, always deeper, always away.

Always alone.

Chapter Two
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CILIANA PRESSED HER back against a scorched tree trunk, its bark rough and flaking beneath her shoulders. Her chest heaved as she fought to control her breathing, to quiet the desperate gulps of air that might give away her position. The forest stood silent around her, save for the faint crackling of ash shifting beneath her boots and the distant, persistent hum of the drones still searching the perimeter she’d left behind.

She forced herself to count heartbeats, to measure the space between each breath until the ragged edges smoothed. One hundred beats. Two hundred. The drone sounds didn’t fade entirely, but they scattered, spreading wider as their search pattern expanded without success. They weren’t gone, but were no longer focused.

It would have to be enough.

When her breathing finally steadied, Ciliana lifted her hands before her face, examining them in the dim light filtering through the dead canopy above. Fresh burns marked her palms where the healing fire had channeled through her flesh. Angry red welts crossed older scars, a roadmap of pain inflicted by her gift. She flexed her fingers experimentally, wincing at the pull of damaged skin.

“Worth it,” she whispered to herself, though no one had asked the question.

The child’s face appeared in her mind, deathly pale when she’d arrived, flushed with life when she’d left.

One more saved.

One more risk taken.

The scale never balanced, but she kept weighing the choices anyway.

Her hands throbbed in time with her heartbeat, and with the pain came memory, unbidden and sharp-edged. A border settlement three months ago, where she’d healed a man gored by a mutated wasteland boar. He’d offered her shelter for the winter. She’d almost believed it was safe. Two days later, Dominion patrols had swept through the area, and she’d fled in the night, leaving behind a half-eaten meal and the first real bed she’d known in years.

Before that, the mining camp where children suffered from dust sickness. The riverbank commune with the contaminated water supply. The underground shelter where radiation burns claimed three before she arrived. Different places, different ailments, but always the same ending...her, running, alone.

The nomad’s path wasn’t a choice. It was survival. Stay too long, use too much magic, trust too deeply...any of these meant capture. And capture meant the same flames that had taken her parents.

Ciliana pushed away from the tree, ignoring the protest of her exhausted muscles. Night had fully descended now, but she couldn’t risk stopping yet. First, she needed to erase her trail completely.

She knelt and removed a small leather pouch from her pack. Inside it, gray-white ash from a specific type of wood that was rare now, but vital for what she needed. She scattered it in a precise pattern around her, whispering words that her mother had taught her, words that still existed but only in the memories of the hunted.

“Scatter and silence, bind and blind,” she murmured, tracing symbols in the air above the ash. “What walks leaves no mark, what breathes leaves no sound.”

Pain flared in her burned palms as the magic responded, orange embers briefly glowing within the scattered ash before fading to dull gray. The spell would erase her trail for half a mile back. Not just her footprints, but the residual heat signature her body left behind, the displaced air from her passage, even the faint smell of human sweat that keen-sensed Dominion trackers might detect.

“Never stay more than three days,” she recited under her breath, the first rule of her survival code. The ritual of speaking them aloud centered her, a touchstone of certainty in a world of constant flight.

She moved a few steps forward, careful to stay within the area she’d just spelled, and began another pattern of ash.

“Never use magic where tech can see.” Second rule, broken tonight, but unavoidable. The child would have died otherwise.

The ash briefly smoldered beneath her fingertips before settling.

“Never trust anyone who hasn’t earned it.” The third rule, and the hardest and most necessary. Trust was a luxury that had cost too many of her kind their lives.

She completed the second ash pattern, erasing another segment of her trail. Two more to go before she could rest. The work was methodical, precise, and draining, especially with her already depleted reserves, but sloppiness meant death in the wasteland.

When the final ash pattern faded from embers to gray, Ciliana allowed herself to sink to the forest floor. Her legs trembled with fatigue, her hands burned, and hunger gnawed at her belly. She opened her pack and took inventory by touch, her fingers cataloging each item with practiced efficiency.

A small bundle of healing herbs, now reduced by what she’d given the villagers. Bandages, clean and rolled tight. A flint striker. A canteen half-full of water that would need to last until she found a clean source. A knife with a blade sharp enough to draw blood at a touch. A packet of dried meat strips and another of hard biscuits. It was two days of food if she rationed carefully. A spare shirt, threadbare but whole. A blanket, thin but vital against the wasteland’s bitter nights.

Everything she owned in the world fit in a pack smaller than a pillow. Everything transient, temporary, ready to be abandoned at a moment’s notice.

The forest had grown completely dark around her. Above, through gaps in the dead branches, stars glinted like cold eyes watching her solitude. The temperature was dropping rapidly, as it always did in the wasteland nights. Soon, the bitter cold would seep through her clothes and into her bones.

Ciliana forced herself to her feet again. No fire tonight. It was too risky with drones still in the area. She needed to find shelter, somewhere to curl up and allow her body the few hours of rest it demanded. Perhaps a fallen log, or a depression beneath tree roots. Anything to block the wind and hide her from prying eyes.

She walked deeper into the forest, each step measured and deliberate despite her exhaustion. She kept her burned hands close to her body, trying to protect them from the brush and branches that reached out like grasping fingers in the darkness.

Somewhere far behind her, a child breathed easily for the first time in days. Somewhere ahead lay another day of running, another village perhaps, more sickness to heal, if she dared. The weight of solitude pressed against her shoulders, heavier than her pack, heavier than her fatigue.

“Last of a dying breed,” her father had called their kind in those final moments before the pyres were lit. The memory should have crushed her, but instead it straightened her spine. She lifted her chin. They had tried to extinguish her kind with fire, but fire lived in her veins and in her healing hands.

Let them hunt. Let them search. The last spellhealer still walked the wasteland, and while she breathed, the gift endured.

The darkness swallowed her as she pressed forward, one careful step at a time, into the unknown that had become her only constant companion.

Chapter Three
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DAWN BROKE RELUCTANTLY over the wasteland, a grudging smear of gray against the horizon that did little to warm the chill that permeated Ciliana’s bones. Three hours of fitful sleep inside a hollowed tree trunk left her stiff and aching, the burns on her palms throbbing with each heartbeat. She flexed her fingers experimentally, wincing at the pull of damaged skin, then rose to survey the ruins that sprawled before her. Piles of concrete and metal wreckage that once formed an outpost of the old world were now just another tomb in the wasteland’s endless cemetery.

The ruins beckoned with the promise of supplies, perhaps even medicine for her hands. Worth the risk. She was always calculating risks. The arithmetic of survival grew tiresome after years on the run, but she performed the calculations anyway. There was less drone activity this far from settlements, and a low chance of Dominion patrols in a sector this desolate. Although, there was a high possibility of usable resources in the wreckage.

Ciliana pulled her scarf over her nose and mouth as she approached the collapsed structures. Dust swirled in small eddies around her feet, stirred by a wind that carried the metallic tang of oxidized steel and something else, the acrid stench of burned synthetics and the unmistakable copper-sweet hint of blood.

Recent damage. Not the decades-old destruction that marked most wasteland ruins.

She picked her way across a field of debris, her boots scraping against fragments of concrete and twisted rebar. No moon illuminated her path, just the diffuse light filtering through clouds of ash that never quite settled. Her eyes, accustomed to moving in darkness, registered shapes and shadows, potential hazards, and possible cover. Every few steps, she paused to listen, to scan the horizon for the telltale red gleam of drone eyes.

A glint of something reflective caught her attention, not the dull sheen of weathered metal but the distinctive polish of Dominion tech. She crouched lower, approaching the source with the caution of a wasteland predator.

The debris shifted slightly under her weight, a small avalanche of rubble cascading down what might once have been a wall. The sound echoed in the stillness, and Ciliana froze, counting heartbeats until she convinced herself that nothing stirred in response.

When she reached the source of the reflection, her breath caught in her throat.

A Dominion Enforcer lay half-buried in the wreckage, a plasma spear protruding from his chest plate like a grotesque ornament. One leg disappeared beneath a slab of concrete, the other rested splayed at an unnatural angle. His helmet visor, cracked and partially dislodged, revealed a patch of synthskin around one eye, the disturbing blend of human and machine that marked all Enforcers.

Ciliana’s muscles tensed involuntarily, a physical rejection of everything the Enforcer represented. Her breathing turned shallow, faster. Not from fear. She feared very few things after surviving this long. But from the instinctive revulsion of prey encountering a predator.

“Well, this is an awkward situation for both of us,” she muttered. The dark humor was a shield against memories that threatened to surface. Memories of Enforcers dragging screaming villagers to the pyres, of mechanical hands sorting the Spellborn from ordinary humans with cold efficiency.

The Enforcer didn’t respond. His systems hummed faintly, the emergency protocols still functioning despite catastrophic damage. A status light on his collar blinked erratically, orange instead of the steady blue of a fully operational unit.

Curiosity overcame caution. Ciliana edged closer, scanning the Enforcer more thoroughly. Shards of metal embedded in his plating suggested an explosion. Perhaps from a resistance ambush or a drone malfunction. The plasma spear, its energy core still faintly pulsing green along its shaft, bore markings she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t Dominion-issue, which meant rebels or wasteland scavengers.

Her healer’s eye cataloged the damage automatically. Primary power system compromised, auxiliary life support failing, critical damage to mobility functions. The spear penetrated not just the chest plating but the core beneath, the semi-organic heart that powered all Enforcers.

His human eye twitched beneath its lid.

“Still alive in there,” she whispered. “Somewhere between man and machine, and clinging to both.”

The ethical calculus presented itself with brutal simplicity. Walk away and let a Dominion Enforcer die, or use her gift to save someone who would hunt her kind, given the chance. The burns on her palms throbbed, a reminder of yesterday’s healing and its consequences. Using magic again so soon risked more than pain. It risked detection if any long-range scanners swept the area.

Ciliana stood abruptly, turning away from the Enforcer. Three steps. Four. Five. Far enough so that she could no longer hear the failing systems’ plaintive hum.

“Not my problem,” she told the empty air. “Not my enemy to save.”

Another memory surfaced, unwelcome, insistent. Her mother’s hands were glowing as she healed a stranger who collapsed at their doorstep. “We don’t choose who needs healing, Cilia. The gift chooses us.”

“The gift got you killed, Mother!” Ciliana snapped at the memory, her voice echoing against concrete and steel.

She glanced back at the Enforcer. In the growing light of dawn, she could see more details—the precision-engineered joints of his armor, the regulation serial number etched into his collar, and the Dominion insignia stamped on his shoulder plate. The Dominion issued pants and boots...

But also, the curve of his jaw, too human to dismiss. The synthskin, designed to mimic human flesh perfectly. The eye, closed now, but unmistakably created to express emotion as well as process visual data.

“Damn it all.” She sighed, retracing her steps until she stood over him again.

Ciliana knelt beside the Enforcer, her scarred hands hovering above his damaged chest plate. She scanned the horizon once more, searching for drones, finding only the silent indifference of the wasteland.

“This is probably the stupidest thing I’ve done this week,” she muttered. “And I healed a child in a Dominion-monitored zone yesterday, which was already dumb enough.”

She placed her palms against the cold metal of his chest, her fingers splayed around the plasma spear’s entry point. Pain lanced through her existing burns as the magic stirred within her, reluctant, as though it, too, questioned the wisdom of healing this particular victim.

Orange light crept beneath her skin, tracing the network of veins in her arms like molten metal seeking channels. The familiar burning sensation followed, intensified by her already damaged flesh. Her teeth clenched against a cry of pain as the energy built, gathering at her fingertips.

“Consider this your lucky day, Enforcer,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “Though I suspect neither of us will think so tomorrow.”

The magic flowed from her hands into his failing core, orange fire meeting the blue-white energy of Dominion tech. Soot drifted from her fingertips as she worked, ash not from the ruins but generated by her magic consuming her flesh to fuel itself. The pain spread up her arms like wildfire, reaching her shoulders, threatening to engulf her entirely.

Still, she persisted, directing the healing fire into damaged circuitry and synthetic tissue, mending connections between machine and man. The spear remained. Removing it would require more than magic, but she sealed the wound around it, stabilized the core’s energy output, and restored the critical systems to minimum functionality.

Enough to keep him alive. Not enough to make him dangerous.

As the light faded from her hands, Ciliana slumped forward, catching herself just before she collapsed entirely onto the Enforcer’s chest. Her vision swam, the edges blurring as exhaustion claimed its toll. The price of healing two days in succession...too steep, too dangerous.

“That’s all you get,” she told the unconscious figure, her voice hoarse. “The rest is up to whatever they put inside you instead of a soul.”

She pushed herself upright, new burns layered over the old, her hands now a landscape of pain that throbbed in time with her heart. The horizon remained clear of drones, but dawn spread fingers of light across the ruins, dissolving the shadows that provided cover.

Time to move on.

Again.

Ciliana’s hands trembled as she reached for the Enforcer’s collar, her freshly burned fingertips finding the smooth casing of his communication module. Essential work, despite the pain shooting up her arms with each movement. She couldn’t afford to let him call for extraction once he regained consciousness...and he would regain consciousness, thanks to her foolish compassion. The module’s design looked familiar enough. The Dominion changed their technology about as often as the wasteland changed its mind about killing everything that lived in it.

“Let’s make sure you don’t call any friends to this little party,” she murmured, prying open the casing with the tip of her knife. Beneath it lay a nest of color-coded wires and blinking indicators, green for active, red for damaged, amber for standby. Too many green lights for her comfort.

Ciliana wiped sweat from her brow with her sleeve, leaving a smudge of ash across her forehead. Her vision blurred at the edges, a side effect of consecutive healings with insufficient recovery time. She blinked hard, forcing her eyes to focus on the delicate work before her.

“This would be so much easier if you people wore your communication devices on the outside, like normal apocalypse survivors,” she told the unconscious Enforcer. Talking helped to steady her hands, even if her audience remained unresponsive. “But no, you need everything integrated and protected. Typical Dominion paranoia.”

Her fingers identified the primary data node by touch. It was a rectangular chip slightly warmer than the surrounding components. She severed its connection with a precise twist of her knife, satisfaction blooming as three green indicators winked out simultaneously.

The secondary systems proved more challenging, buried deeper within the collar’s architecture. Ciliana leaned closer, squinting at the intricate pathways. A wrong cut here might trigger an emergency beacon or, worse, a deadman switch that would alert the nearest patrol. She’d seen that happen once, to a scavenger who thought stripping an Enforcer’s armor would make him rich. The resulting drone swarm left nothing but ash and bone fragments.

“Not today,” she whispered, tracing the circuit board’s layout. “Not on my watch.”

She located the backup transmitter and pressed her knife flat against it. With a sharp downward strike from the heel of her palm, she crushed the component, producing a metallic crunch that echoed in the morning stillness. Small sparks sputtered from the broken circuits, briefly illuminating the interior of the shattered helmet visor.

In that momentary flash, she caught a clearer glimpse of the face beneath. Not fully synthetic as she’d assumed, but something more disturbing...actual human features integrated with mechanical components. A man’s face, young perhaps, with partial synth-skin stretched over a framework of metal and wire. The Dominion didn’t create Enforcers from scratch. They modified existing humans, volunteers, or conscripts, until the line between person and machine blurred beyond recognition. Most of the time... 

This unit retained a lot of human features.

Ciliana sat back on her heels, suddenly unsettled. She reminded herself that whatever humanity once existed inside this body, the Dominion had stripped away long ago, replacing it with programming and protocols designed to hunt her kind. This wasn’t a person she’d saved; it was merely a sophisticated weapon temporarily deactivated, but for some reason still resembling what he once was.

When a lock of brown hair fell across his brow, her fingers brushed it aside before her mind registered the action. The gesture, so instinctively compassionate, startled her. She jerked her hand back as though burned.

“Stupid,” she chided herself. “He’s not your patient. He’s not even human anymore.”

But the hair felt real against her fingertips, designed to mimic the texture of actual human hair. Or maybe it was still his real hair? The Dominion’s attention to such details seemed unnecessarily cruel. Why create killers that looked so human? Perhaps to make the hunted lower their guard, or perhaps for some more insidious psychological warfare she couldn’t fathom.

She studied his face more carefully, noting the perfect symmetry of features that betrayed their artificial nature. The eye, the single visible eye beneath the partially dislodged helmet, looked genuinely human. She opened the lid that had long lashes to see a deep brown iris, and capillaries visible in the white. Not glass or synthetic material, but actual living tissue preserved from whatever person existed before the Dominion’s conversion process.

After letting the lid fall closed, the eye twitched, a flicker of movement that sent a chill down her spine.

“Time to go,” Ciliana muttered, gathering her pack. She rechecked the horizon. Still clear, but the growing daylight diminished her advantage. Soon, the wasteland would offer no shadows to hide in, no cover from aerial surveillance.

She calculated her escape route. Northeast through the ruins, then east toward the foothills where scanner coverage thinned. If she maintained a steady pace, she might reach the abandoned mining tunnels by nightfall. They would provide relative safety, at least for a few hours.

Her muscles protested as she rose, reminding her of inadequate rest and the energy drain from healing. Each breath burned in her lungs, and the new burns on her hands throbbed relentlessly. The smart move would be to find cover now, to rest and recover before attempting a long journey exposed in daylight.

But staying near an Enforcer, even a disabled one, contradicted every survival instinct she possessed.

As she stepped away, a mechanical shudder ran through the Enforcer’s body. The sound of hydraulics hissing, subtle but unmistakable, froze her mid-stride. Power indicators along his armor flashed briefly as his systems rebooted, the emergency protocols she’d stabilized now working as designed.

“No, no, no,” she whispered, backing away. “Not this soon.”

The Enforcer’s damaged chest plate rose and fell in a simulation of breathing, more regular now than the erratic movements of a failing system. The fingers of his exposed hand twitched, the metal joints realigning with soft clicking sounds.

Ciliana calculated the distance to the nearest cover, twelve steps to a collapsed wall, and another eight to a viable exit point. Her legs tensed, ready to sprint. Every instinct screamed for immediate flight.

But when his eyelid lifted, revealing that unnervingly human gaze, she found herself rooted in place.

His eye focused slowly, adjusting to the light, pupils contracting in a perfect mimicry of human response. Then his gaze locked onto hers. Not with the cold assessment of a machine cataloging a target, but with something warmer, more aware. Recognition flickered there, confusion, and something that might have been wonder.

“Impossible,” she breathed, her voice barely audible even to herself.

The Enforcer’s lips moved, forming words without sound. A system reset, she told herself. Meaningless mechanical function. Yet she couldn’t look away, couldn’t force her feet to carry her to safety. Curiosity battled with self-preservation, that fatal flaw of all intelligent creatures.

His second attempt produced sound, a voice hoarse and mechanical yet undeniably human in its inflection.

“You...” he rasped, the single word carrying layers of meaning she couldn’t decipher. Followed by softer syllables. “Found...you...protect...”

Ciliana’s hand found her knife, her fingers curling around the familiar grip. Five heartbeats passed in silence as they stared at each other—healer and hunter, magic and machine, prey watching predator with the terrible fascination of one who recognizes their natural enemy.

Her escape route remained clear in her mind, her muscles still coiled to run. But her feet refused to move, trapped in the gravity of a moment she couldn’t comprehend. The Enforcer’s gaze held her as surely as any restraint, a connection forged in the strange alchemy of magic meeting machine.

In that suspended moment, Ciliana realized she stood at a crossroads she’d never anticipated, one where the boundaries between enemy and ally, between hatred and compassion, blurred as surely as the line between human and machine before her.

Chapter Four

––––––––
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CILIANA THREADED HER way through the ash-choked forest, each step calculated to leave minimal disturbance. The morning light filtered weakly through dead branches overhead, casting dappled shadows that shifted with the breeze. Her hands throbbed mercilessly from yesterday’s healings. First the child with waste fever, then the inexplicable decision to save the Enforcer. That moment of connection still haunted her, the too-human eye locking with hers before she finally fled the ruins. She paused, listening to the silence behind her, then continued forward. Something, someone, followed her trail.

One thousand nine hundred and seventy-eight heartbeats since she first noticed the pattern. It was a footfall too deliberate to be an animal. The subtle displacement of ash that mirrored her own path. The whisper of something metallic brushing against bark.

“You’re getting sloppy,” she muttered to herself, ducking beneath a low-hanging branch. “Or he’s getting better.”

She checked over her shoulder for the sixth time in half as many minutes, her knife already in hand, its familiar weight grounding her racing thoughts. Nothing moved in the gray stillness behind her, yet she felt the presence nonetheless, a disturbance in the wasteland’s emptiness.

Ciliana pressed her back against the charred trunk of what might once have been an oak, counting breaths until her pulse steadied. Ten inhales. Ten exhales. The forest remained still around her, yet not silent. Beneath the ambient sounds of wind through dead branches came the faint, rhythmic sound of something mechanical adjusting its gait to match the terrain.

“Not my imagination then,” she whispered, turning her knife so the dull blade wouldn’t catch the light.

She scanned the path behind her, her eyes narrowing at the subtle signs she’d been trained since childhood to recognize. There, a branch snapped cleanly rather than torn, the break too precise for animal or weather. And there, ash disturbed in a pattern that mirrored her own footprints but wider, heavier, with a distinct impression at the heel that suggested reinforced boots.

Military. Dominion. Enforcer.

Panic fluttered beneath her ribs, a trapped bird beating against bone. She should never have healed him. Should never have looked into that too-human eye. Should never have hesitated when her instincts screamed to run.

“Stupid compassion,” she hissed, pushing away from the tree. “It’ll be the death of me yet.”

The forest floor beneath her boots crunched softly, centuries of ash compressed into a substance that was neither soil nor sand. Between the trees, half-buried remnants of the old world protruded like broken bones, twisted metal, shattered concrete, occasional glints of technology that still powered up during lightning storms, sending ghostly signals to receivers long destroyed.

Ciliana stepped carefully around a patch of luminescent fungi that clung to the base of a fallen log. The pale blue glow pulsed gently, responding to her proximity with a subtle increase in brightness. Magic residue...the forest absorbed it from the earth, from the air, from the very ash that blanketed everything. Plants and fungi mutated, adapted, and evolved to consume what humans feared.

Twenty paces later, she spotted a cluster of crystal flowers, delicate formations that looked like glass but grew from living stems. Their petals refracted the dim light into prismatic patterns on the ash below. She gave them a wide berth, knowing their beauty disguised danger. Touch one, and the magic-infused crystals would shatter, embedding themselves in flesh, working their way toward the heart. The flowers thrived on blood and death.

Behind her, she heard another metallic sound, closer now.

Ciliana dropped to a crouch, scanning the area ahead. A tangle of roots created a narrow passage beneath a massive fallen trunk. Beyond it lay a clearing where crimson vines wrapped around the remains of what might once have been a vehicle, their thorns glowing with the same subtle magic as the fungi and flowers.

She moved toward the passage, then stopped abruptly, thinking better of it. Instead, she backtracked three steps and knelt beside her own footprints. From her pocket, she withdrew a pinch of ash, not the gray-white of the forest floor but a deeper, almost black powder collected from the heart of a lightning-struck tree. Magic responded to intention, and intention required focus.

“Bind and blind,” she whispered, the familiar incantation bringing fresh pain to her burned palms as she sprinkled the ash across her tracks. “What walks leaves no mark, what breathes leaves no sound.”

The ash glowed briefly orange-gold, then faded to match the surrounding ground perfectly. To ordinary eyes, her trail had now vanished, as though she’d simply ceased to exist at this spot. Even to Dominion scanners, the magic would scramble readings, sending them in circles.

Satisfied, Ciliana rose and circled wide around the root passage, carefully avoiding the crystal flowers and glowing fungi. She paused at the edge of the clearing, watching the crimson vines pulse with slow, almost heartbeat-like rhythm. Magic manifested differently in various flora and fauna, some benign, others deadly. These vines fell somewhere in between, feeding on ambient energy rather than blood or flesh.

A sound from behind again, soft but distinct. Not the mechanical adjustment she’d heard before, but something else.

A pause.

Consideration.

Ciliana risked a glance back and froze.

Twenty paces behind her, a figure stood perfectly still among the ash-gray trees. Armored in the distinctive chrome plating of the Dominion, the face obscured by a partially damaged helmet, the Enforcer’s posture betrayed nothing of its intentions. One hand rested against a tree trunk, the other hung at its side, empty of weapons but no less threatening for it.

She ducked behind a thick trunk, her pulse hammering in her throat. The Enforcer she healed...it had followed her. Found her despite her precautions.

“Think,” she commanded herself, forcing air into lungs that seemed too tight. “Think through the panic.”

She glanced around, cataloging escape routes, potential weapons, and natural barriers. The clearing with its vehicle and vines offered no cover. The root passage would trap her if the Enforcer moved to block the exit. The only viable path lay to her right, deeper into the forest where the trees grew closer together, where Dominion armor might prove too bulky to navigate efficiently.

Ciliana closed her eyes briefly, centering herself. Then she reached down, gathering another pinch of ash from her pocket. This time, she pressed it directly into the bark of the tree that shielded her, whispering words that flowed like water from memory to tongue.

“Shadow to shadow, ash to ash. What eyes seek, they cannot grasp.”

The spell burned through her fingers into the tree, a brief flare of orange light that crawled across the bark like fire before fading to invisibility. Not true concealment, nothing so powerful, but a subtle misdirection that would cause eyes to slide away, attention to wander elsewhere.

She waited three breaths, then risked another look around the trunk.

The Enforcer remained in place, his head tilted slightly as though listening. Then, with deliberate precision, he moved forward, stopping exactly where her footprints ended before the spell erased them. He knelt, his armored fingers hovering just above the ash without touching it. The helmet turned, scanning in a slow arc until it faced directly toward her hiding spot.

For one terrible moment, Ciliana thought the magic was useless against Dominion tech. Then the Enforcer’s gaze continued past her, scanning the clearing beyond, lingering on the crystal flowers and glowing fungi that dotted the landscape.

He rose with mechanical grace and stepped carefully around the exact spot where her concealment spell had activated. Just as she avoided the magical elements, the Enforcer did the same, moving with deliberate care around rather than through the traces of power.

As Ciliana watched, her breath held tight in her chest, the realization struck her like a physical force. The Enforcer wasn’t just following her.

It was mimicking her.

* * * *
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