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      The sound of a spine snapping was cleaner than I expected. Wet, final, and satisfying. Heat gnawed at my bones. A hundred and three degrees and climbing, according to the readout flickering in the corner of my visor. Sweat slicked my palms inside the gold-weave gloves, a dangerous distraction. Below me, the Undercity rioted, but the noise was distant, muffled by the roaring of blood in my own ears.

      I crouched on a rusted gantry, the metal groaning under the weight of my armor. The air up here tasted like burnt ozone, recycled exhaust, and the copper tang of desperation. Neon signs sputtered through the perpetual twilight of the lower levels—advertisements for synth-noodles and black-market collar mods bleeding into static. It was a kaleidoscope of filth, bathed in the sickly green glow of the atmospheric scrubbers that hadn't worked properly in a decade. Screams and the wet thud of riot control batons rose from the market square. My HUD painted the chaos in thermal overlay: a seething mass of orange and red bodies clashing with the cooler blue silhouettes of Asura enforcers. They looked like ghosts wading through a river of lava. Merit Scores flickered above heads like damned souls counting down to zero.

      98.6. 99.1. 0. NULL. Another spike. A hundred and four.

      The reactor in my chest pulsed, a second heartbeat gone feral. I clenched my jaw until my teeth ached, the enamel grinding audibly. Control. Always control. Prajak’s voice, smooth as poisoned honey, whispered in my memory. A weapon is only as good as its wielder’s discipline, Kavin. Do not become the wildfire they fear you are. You are the wall between order and entropy.

      Easy for him to say. He was sitting in his spire-top garden, sipping chilled wine made from grapes grown in real soil, while my blood tried to boil me alive from the inside out. I’d run out of standard donors three days ago. The last one—a low-grade Nak from Processing Sector Gamma—had tapped out after fifteen minutes. I remembered the way her veins had darkened, turning black under the skin as I siphoned the static from her. I remembered her eyes rolling back in her skull.

      A waste. An inconvenience.

      My fault for pushing too hard, taking too much. But the hunger wasn't just a need anymore; it was a physical entity. The Hollow. It lived in the marrow of my bones, a vacuum that demanded to be filled. It felt like a black hook buried in my chest, dragging me down, demanding I open my mouth and swallow the world whole just to stop the shivering.

      The familiar cocktail of self-loathing and necessity churned in my gut, hotter than the fever. I looked at the riot below and didn't see people. I saw batteries. Walking, screaming, dying batteries.

      “Commander.”

      Prajak’s voice crackled in my comm implant, jarringly clear amidst the din. It sliced through the fever haze like a scalpel. “Status report. The Council grows… impatient.”

      I didn’t flinch. Flinching showed weakness. Weakness got you retired. And in the Gilded Sector, retirement meant liquidation.

      “Sector Seven containment proceeding,” I replied, my voice a gravel scrape against the inside of my helmet. The lie came easy. Too easy. “Minor resistance. Asura units handling dispersal.”

      A pause. I could picture him, steepling his fingers, holographic displays painting his ageless face in shifting colors. He would be looking at my biometrics. He would see the spike in my core temp. He would know I was lying. “See that it is handled, Commander,” he said, his tone shifting from commander to disappointed father. “We cannot afford another thermal incident. Not with the Amrita quotas due.” A subtle threat, wrapped in velvet. “Find a donor. Quickly. Or I will be forced to find a replacement.”

      The line went dead.

      Static hissed in its wake, mirroring the noise in my own skull. Replacement. They would strip the armor from my body, reclaim the wings grafted to my spine, and toss the meat into the incinerator.

      My fist slammed into the gantry railing. The metal buckled, shrieking. Pain lanced up my arm, a brief, blessed counterpoint to the internal inferno. A hundred and five. The warning lights in my HUD turned from yellow to a strobing, angry crimson.

      CRITICAL TEMP. SYSTEM FAILURE IMMINENT.

      Move. Hunt. Feed.

      I pushed off the gantry, my wings snapping open with a metallic rasp that sounded like a blade being drawn. The flight rig grafted into my spine hummed, stabilizers whining as they compensated for the turbulent air currents rising from the riot below.

      I didn't fly; I fell with style.

      I dropped like a blade, weaving between crumbling ferrocrete pillars draped with frayed power cables. The wind roared over my sensors. The thermal overlay shifted, painting the world in gradients of hellfire. Bodies packed tight, radiating panic-heat.

      I saw a woman clutching a bundle of rags—a child, maybe, or just scavenged tech—running from a drone. I saw a man on his knees, begging an Asura unit for mercy. The machine didn't pause.

      An Asura unit—designation Echo-7—waded through the throng, its hydraulic limbs pistoning, shock batons crackling with blue electricity. A rebel lunged at it with a lead pipe. Echo-7 backhanded him casually. The impact was wet. The man’s thermal signature flared bright white—the heat of trauma—then winked out to a dull, cooling grey.

      Merit Score: zero. Lotus Protocol candidate. Another soul for the recyclers. Disgust curdled in my throat, acidic and bitter. I banked hard, avoiding a spray of flechettes from a scavenger’s jury-rigged pulse rifle. The projectiles pinged harmlessly off my chest plate, scratching the gold-weave.

      Irritation flared, hotter than the fever. This was a waste of time. A waste of me. Prajak’s precious weapon, reduced to policing gutter-rats while my core cooked itself. I needed a donor. A strong one. Not these weak, flickering sparks. I needed a bonfire. Anything to bleed off this pressure before the reactor breached containment and turned this whole sector into slag and screaming.

      My HUD pinged. A priority alert, flashing crimson in the corner of my vision.

      THERMAL ANOMALY DETECTED. SECTOR 7-GAMMA.

      I frowned behind my visor. Anomaly? Down here, anomalies usually meant scav tech overload or a malfunctioning environmental regulator venting cryo-fluid. Both were hazards. Neither were useful. I almost dismissed it.

      Then the readout flickered again, the numbers resolving through the static.

      -5°F.

      I blinked. My systems had to be glitching.

      Absolute zero. In the middle of a riot radiating body heat like a furnace. Impossible. Thermodynamics didn't work like that. Energy couldn't just disappear.

      The HUD glitched, static snow fracturing the thermal overlay for a split second. When it cleared, the anomaly was moving. Fast. A negative space cutting through the seething oranges and reds, a hole in the heat. It was a tear in the fabric of the thermal world. A ghost made of ice.

      It was heading for a collapsed service tunnel on the far side of the square.

      Curiosity, cold and sharp, cut through the fever haze. A glitch? Or something… else? Something Prajak hadn’t told me about? Something potentially useful? My hunger spiked, reacting before my brain did. The Hollow inside me twisted, sensing prey. It didn't smell like tech. It smelled like… void.

      Decision crystallized. Target acquired.

      I folded my wings, dropping like a stone. Air whistled past my helmet, a high-pitched keen. The riot surged below—a churning sea of desperation. I hit the ferrocrete roof of a ramshackle noodle stall feet-first. The impact was violent. The corrugated metal buckled and shrieked under the tonnage of my exoskeleton. Pots clattered, spilling greasy synth-broth that hissed as it hit the hot pavement.

      The stall owner, a wizened Kon woman with cybernetic eyes that whirred in panic, shrieked and scrambled back. Her Merit Score flickered yellow. Fear.

      Not my problem.

      The anomaly was darting through the edge of the crowd now, a shadow within shadows. My HUD struggled to lock on, the thermal signature flickering in and out. Negative heat. It defied physics. Defied the First Law. My reactor pulsed, a fresh wave of agony washing over me. A hundred and six. Warning chimes blared softly in my helmet.

      Containment breach imminent. Seek stabilization.

      No time for subtlety.

      I ignited my wings. Gold filigree etched into the carbon-fiber vanes blazed to life, casting harsh, strobing light across the square. It was the wings of an angel, if angels were built by weapons manufacturers.

      Panic rippled through the crowd. People scattered, screaming, trampling each other to get away from the Golden Executioner. Asura units turned their sensor clusters towards me, protocols recalibrating. I ignored them. I ignored the cries for mercy. I ignored the smell of unwashed bodies and fear.

      My focus narrowed to that impossible cold spot, weaving through the chaos towards the tunnel mouth. It vanished into the dark maw of the collapsed service tunnel.

      I landed at the entrance, boots crunching on broken glass and discarded ration wrappers. The tunnel was a jagged tear in the city’s underbelly, choked with debris and reeking of stale water and decay. Darkness swallowed everything beyond the first few meters.

      My helmet lamps clicked on, piercing beams cutting through the gloom. They illuminated rusted pipes dripping condensation, graffiti-scrawled walls screaming curses at the Council, and the skittering forms of cyber-rats fleeing the light.

      No thermal signature. Nothing but ambient chill and the oppressive weight of the city pressing down.

      Had I lost it? Had the fever finally cooked my brain, conjuring phantoms? The Hollow groaned in disappointment, a physical cramp in my stomach.

      Then—a scuff.

      A breath. Too controlled. Too quiet. From deeper within the shadows. To the left. Behind a fallen support beam that had once held up the world.

      My hand went to the pulse pistol holstered at my thigh. Standard issue. Non-lethal. Usually.

      “Come out,” I commanded. My voice was amplified by the helmet’s external speakers. It echoed in the confined space, harsh, metallic, and utterly devoid of humanity. “Compliance is advised.”

      Silence. Thick. Tense. I took a step forward. The reactor throbbed, a white-hot brand against my sternum. A hundred and seven. Sweat stung my eyes inside the helmet, blurring my vision. My hands were shaking. Not from fear—from the vibration of an engine running too hot, too fast.

      Control. Discipline.

      “Last chance,” I rasped.

      I raised the pistol. The whine of its capacitor charging cut through the dripping silence like a mosquito. Movement. A blur from behind the beam.

      Not towards me. Up.

      My head snapped up. A figure, small and wiry, had launched itself towards a sagging cluster of power cables dangling from the ceiling. It moved with feral grace, bare feet finding purchase on the rusted metal, pulling itself higher. Away.

      My HUD finally locked on, painting the figure in stark thermal contrast. Still impossibly cold at the core, but now limned with the frantic orange heat of exertion.

      Humanoid. Female. Small.

      She was dressed in scavenged layers of dark, frayed fabric—leather, rubber, lead-lined canvas. She looked like a heap of trash that had learned to run. A modified collar gleamed dully at her throat—bulkier than standard Nak issue, jury-rigged with exposed wires and a cracked inhibitor crystal. Illegal. Dangerous.

      Target confirmed.

      I didn’t hesitate. My wings snapped open again, thrusters flaring. I surged upwards, ignoring the shriek of tortured metal as my wings clipped a dangling pipe.

      She was fast, scrambling along the cables like a gutter-spider, heading for a ventilation shaft near the tunnel’s ceiling. Her head whipped around as I closed in.

      Eyes wide. Dark. Reflecting my helmet lamps like an animal caught in headlights.

      I expected terror. I expected the pleading look of a victim.

      Instead, I saw a fierce, desperate calculation. Her lips pulled back in a snarl. Not prey. Predator.

      Her hand darted into a pouch at her hip. Came out clutching something small and metallic. A grenade? A pulse charge?

      Instinct took over. I lunged, not with the pistol, but with my free hand. I reached out, the servos in my gauntlet whining. My burning fingers closed around her ankle just as she pulled the pin on the device.

      Contact.

      Agony.

      But not the agony I knew. Not the fire.

      Ice.

      It slammed through me like a freight train. Her skin was like frozen metal against my burning palm. A shockwave of pure, arctic cold ripped up my arm, searing nerves, freezing the sweat on my skin. It punched through the gold-weave, through the armor, straight into the marrow.

      My reactor screamed in protest, containment fields flickering wildly within my chest. The heat, the unbearable pressure… it dipped.

      For a split second, a fraction of a heartbeat, the inferno inside me… banked.

      It was replaced by a shock so profound it was almost pleasure. It was the feeling of plunging into a glacial lake after burning in a desert. It was the silence after a lifetime of screaming.

      I gasped, the air rushing into my lungs tasting sweet and sharp. I staggered back, my grip instinctively tightening.

      She cried out—a raw, startled sound—and kicked viciously. Her heel connected with my wrist, finding a gap in the plating. Pain flared, sharp and bright.

      The device she’d pulled clattered to the tunnel floor below.

      Not a grenade. A cheap thermal smoke canister.

      It hissed to life, vomiting thick, grey fog that instantly filled the space between us.

      Distraction. Clever.

      But I had her. My fingers were locked around her ankle like a vice, even as the cold fire she’d unleashed continued to war with the heat inside me. It hurt. Gods, it hurt. Like drinking liquid nitrogen. My nerves were misfiring, sending signals of burning and freezing simultaneously.

      But beneath the pain… relief. A whisper of quiet in the roaring furnace.

      More, the Hollow whispered. Take more. She twisted in my grip, trying to pry my fingers loose. Her other foot lashed out, aiming for my visor. I caught it easily, my other hand clamping around her calf. She hung suspended between me and the cables, breathing hard.

      Up close, through the swirling smoke, I saw it. The faint, iridescent sheen along her hairline, hidden beneath the grime. Like oil on water.

      Naga scales. But not standard. These shimmered with a violet light that defied the gloom.

      “Let go!” she snarled, her voice rough, edged with the distinctive lilt of the deep Undercity. “Get your burning hands off me, birdshit!”

      Birdshit. Charming.

      The cold radiating from her was intoxicating. It was a siren song to my overheating blood. My reactor’s frantic pulse slowed, just a fraction. A hundred and six. Still critical, but… manageable.

      For the first time in ten years, I wasn't dying. I was stabilizing.

      “Negative,” I rasped. My voice was thick, unrecognizable even to myself. It sounded wet. Hungry. “You’re coming with me.”

      Her eyes darted past me, towards the tunnel entrance. The smoke was thinning. Shouts echoed from outside—Asura units converging, drawn by the commotion.

      Trapped.

      Her jaw tightened. A flicker of something desperate crossed her face. Resignation? Calculation? Then she went still. Too still. Her gaze locked back on mine.

      Not pleading. Assessing.

      “Fine,” she spat. The word was a challenge. “But it’ll cost you.”

      The thermal smoke swirled around us, grey ghosts in the beams of my helmet lamps. My HUD flickered, recalibrating. The red warning lights were fading, replaced by a steady, calming blue.

      TARGET PARAMETERS UPDATED. SOURCE QUALITY: ROYAL GRADE. STATUS: ACQUIRED.

      I pulled her closer. She didn't fight this time. She let me drag her down from the cables, her body tense, coiled like a spring.

      The cold coiled in my grip, a paradox made flesh. Salvation and venom in one.

      I looked at the Asura unit stepping into the tunnel mouth, its weapon raised.

      "Step away from the rebel, Commander," the machine intoned. "Protocol dictates immediate termination."

      I looked at the girl. I felt the ice running through her veins, calling to the fire in mine.

      "Belay that order," I said, and for the first time, the hunger in my voice wasn't fear. It was possession. "She isn't a rebel."

      I pulled her flush against my chest plate, letting the cold seep into my heart.

      "She's mine."
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      The alley smelled like piss and burnt circuitry. Like home. My boots slapped against wet ferrocrete, the sound swallowed by the thrum of the Undercity’s failing heart. Above me, the sky was a memory, choked out by layers of walkways, dripping pipes, and the constant, oppressive glow of malfunctioning neon. Sector Seven was screaming tonight. I could feel it through the soles of my feet—a low-frequency tremor that resonated in my bones. The riot was a distant roar, a beast stirring in its cage, but the real monster was crawling under my skin.

      The Static.

      It started as a prickle at the base of my skull, a familiar itch that quickly bloomed into a sharp, stabbing pressure behind my eyes. My breath hitched. Not now. Please, not now. I shoved my gloved hands deeper into the pockets of my scavenged canvas coat, fingers curling into fists. The worn leather was thin, too thin. I could feel the vibration of the nearest streetlight humming against my knuckles, a jagged, discordant note that scraped along my nerves. It wasn’t just sound; it was a physical force, a building wave of energy trapped inside me with nowhere to go.

      My skin felt too tight, stretched taut over a core of pure voltage. Every nerve ending screamed. The air crackled around me, thick with the scent of ozone—the smell of energy bleeding out of control. A flicker caught my eye. The light above a rusted service hatch sputtered, died, then flared back to life with a harsh, white snap. My fault. The Static was pushing, testing the limits of my control, searching for a weak point to rupture. I pressed my back against the cold, damp wall of a crumbling tenement, trying to ground myself, to bleed off some of the charge. The rough brick scraped through my thin layers, a welcome counterpoint to the internal inferno. It didn’t help. The pressure built, a rising tide of agony. My teeth clenched so hard my jaw ached. I needed to vent. I needed to burn.

      A shadow detached itself from the deeper gloom further down the alley. Human-shaped, but moving with the predatory glide of someone who knew the value of silence. His Merit Score flickered above his head—a sickly yellow 35. Low, but not zero. Not yet a Lotus candidate. His eyes, reflecting the sickly green glow of a nearby atmospheric scrubber, locked onto me. Hungry. Calculating. He saw a lone figure, small, wrapped in shadows. Easy prey.

      He didn't see the storm.

      "Hey, pretty thing," he rasped, his voice like gravel grinding against rusted metal. He took a step closer, his hand dipping towards the crude shock-baton tucked into his belt. "Lost? Need some company?"

      The Static surged. It roared in my ears, a thunderclap trapped inside my skull. The pressure behind my eyes became blinding white pain. The streetlight above us groaned, then shattered in a shower of sparks and glass. The alley plunged into near-darkness, lit only by the dying embers raining down. The man flinched, throwing an arm up to shield his eyes.

      I didn't wait. I pushed off the wall, a surge of desperate energy propelling me forward. My shoulder slammed into his chest, knocking him back a step. He grunted, surprise turning to anger. "You little⁠—!"

      His hand closed around my arm. Big, calloused fingers digging in. Bad move.

      The contact was a detonator.

      The Static leaped. A jagged blue-white arc snapped from my skin to his, visible for a split second in the gloom. The smell of burnt flesh filled the alley, sharp and acrid. He screamed—a raw, animal sound of pure agony—and jerked back, convulsing. His Merit Score plummeted. 35... 28... 17... NULL. The numbers flickered and died. He collapsed, twitching, smoke curling from the point of contact on his palm and the singed fabric of my sleeve.

      I stumbled back, gasping. The release was instant, violent, terrifying. And gods, it felt good. Like popping a swollen joint, like finally scratching an itch that had driven you mad. A wave of euphoric relief washed over me, leaving me trembling, light-headed. The crushing pressure eased, replaced by a hollow, buzzing emptiness. My skin cooled. The air stopped crackling.

      But the cost was there, lying at my feet. His eyes stared sightlessly at the dripping ceiling, frozen in shock and pain. Another one. Another spark snuffed out because I couldn't hold the storm inside. Bile rose in my throat, bitter and hot. I forced it down. No time for guilt. No time for anything but running. The scream would draw attention. Asura units. Or worse, other predators who saw opportunity in chaos.

      I turned to flee, my boots slipping on the wet grime. That's when I felt it. A shift in the air. A sudden, unnatural silence pressing down, swallowing even the distant riot's roar.

      Then, the shadow fell.

      Not a shadow. A presence. It blotted out the weak ambient light filtering down from above. I looked up.

      He dropped like a meteor. Gold wings, wide and terrifyingly sharp, snapped open at the last instant, arresting his fall with a shriek of stressed metal and venting thrusters. He landed on the ferrocrete roof of a noodle stall ten meters away. The impact was a physical blow, a shockwave that rattled my teeth and sent pots clattering to the ground below. The stall groaned, buckling under his weight.

      My breath froze in my lungs. The Static, momentarily quieted, surged back in a wave of pure, primal terror. Councilor.

      The Golden Executioner. Kavin.

      He was armor and nightmare fused together. Gold-weave plates etched with intricate, glowing circuitry that pulsed like veins filled with molten lava. The wings, massive blades of carbon fiber and sharpened alloy, folded against his back with a metallic rasp that sounded like a death rattle. His face was hidden behind a visored helmet, featureless, cold, reflecting the fractured neon and my own terrified face back at me. His Merit Score burned above his head—not a number, but a solid, unwavering bar of blinding white light. Absolute authority. Absolute power. Death incarnate.

      He hadn't seen me yet. He was scanning the alley, his helmet turning slowly, methodically. Looking for the source of the disturbance. Looking for me.

      Move. Now. Every instinct screamed it. But terror rooted me to the spot. The Static crackled along my spine, a trapped animal sensing the hunter. My fingers brushed the modified collar at my throat, the cracked inhibitor crystal humming faintly under my touch. It wouldn't hide me from something like him. Not from this.

      His helmet snapped toward me. The blank visor locked onto my position.

      Run!

      I bolted. Not deeper into the alley—that was a dead end. Toward the collapsed service tunnel I’d been skirting. It was a gamble. Dark, unstable, full of hazards. But it was the only path away from that golden nightmare. I wove through piles of refuse, leaped over a snoring form bundled in rags, my heart hammering against my ribs like a frantic bird trying to escape. Behind me, I heard the heavy thud of armored boots hitting the ground. He was coming. Fast.

      The tunnel mouth yawned before me, a jagged tear in the city’s flank, exhaling stale, damp air. Darkness swallowed everything beyond the first few meters. Sanctuary? Or a tomb? I didn't care. I dove inside.

      Darkness. Blessed, concealing darkness. I pressed myself against the cold, slime-slick wall just inside the entrance, trying to quiet my ragged breathing. My ears strained. Had he followed? The roar of the riot was muffled here, replaced by the dripping of water, the skittering of unseen things, the frantic drumming of my own pulse.

      Silence.

      Had I lost him? Hope, fragile and stupid, flickered.

      Then, light. Twin beams, blindingly bright, sliced through the gloom. Helmet lamps. They swept the debris-choked tunnel floor, probing, searching. They passed over rusted pipes, fallen beams, graffiti screaming obscenities.

      They stopped. On me.

      “Come out.” The voice was amplified, metallic, devoid of anything remotely human. It echoed off the dripping walls, a command that vibrated in my bones. “Compliance is advised.”

      No. Panic seized me, cold and sharp. I looked up. Power cables, thick and coated in grime, sagged from the ceiling. My only way out. A ventilation shaft, a dark rectangle, beckoned further along the tunnel’s curve, near the ceiling. If I could reach it…

      I didn’t think. I moved. I launched myself at the nearest cable, my bare hands finding purchase on the cold, greasy metal. I hauled myself up, scrambling like a rat fleeing a flood. Higher. Away from the light, away from the death in gold.

      “Last chance.” The voice again. Closer.

      I risked a glance down. He was below me, raising a hand. Not to grab. To shoot. The whine of a pulse pistol capacitor charging cut through the dripping silence. Terror choked me. I fumbled at my hip pouch, my fingers closing around the cheap thermal smoke canister. Distraction. I needed a distraction. I pulled the pin, hurled it down toward the light.

      It clattered at his feet, hissing to life, vomiting thick, grey fog. Yes! I scrambled faster, hand over hand, toward the vent. Almost there…

      Pain. Blinding, searing pain lanced up my leg as a vice-like grip closed around my ankle. His hand. Burning hot, even through the worn leather of my boot. He’d caught me. Through the smoke. How?

      I kicked out wildly, my heel connecting with something hard—wrist armor?—with a satisfying crack. He grunted, a low, pained sound that vibrated through his grip. But he didn’t let go. His fingers tightened, digging in, pulling me down. Down toward the blinding light, the smoke, the predator who’d caught his prey.

      I braced for death. For the crushing grip, the snap of bone, the oblivion promised by the Council’s golden fist. I twisted, trying to pry his fingers loose, my other foot lashing out, aiming for the blank visor. He caught that ankle too, effortlessly. Now I hung suspended, dangling like a caught fish, helpless. Smoke swirled around us, thick and acrid.

      His grip was furnace-hot, radiating an unnatural heat that seeped through my boot and sock, scorching my skin. But beneath the heat… something else. Something terrifyingly new.

      A Draw.

      It wasn't the violent, explosive release I caused. It was a pull. Insistent. Deep. Like a black hole opening at the point where his burning hand met my flesh. The Static, the agonizing pressure building inside me since the alley, the voltage screaming to be free… it surged toward that point of contact.

      It didn't hurt. Not like touching the man in the alley. It was… violation. A profound, soul-deep intrusion. He was taking it. Siphoning the storm out of me. I felt the energy flowing, a cold river rushing out of my core, down my leg, and into him.

      And gods help me… it felt good.

      The relief was instant, overwhelming, almost narcotic. The blinding pressure behind my eyes vanished. The agonizing tightness in my skin eased. The frantic, jagged hum of the world around me softened to a bearable murmur. The euphoria I’d felt after shocking the man was a pale shadow compared to this. This was peace. This was silence. This was the first full breath I’d drawn in years.

      But it was stolen. By him. The Golden Executioner. The Council’s butcher. Rage warred with the terrifying bliss of release. He was draining me, using me, just like everyone else wanted to use me. A resource. A battery.

      “Let go!” I snarled, the sound raw and ragged, tearing itself from my throat. I twisted violently in his grip, trying to break free, to stop the violation. “Get your burning hands off me, birdshit!”

      He didn’t react to the insult. He just held on, his grip like molten iron. Through the thinning smoke, his blank visor stared up at me. Unreadable. Hungry. I could feel him pulling harder, drinking deeper. The euphoria deepened, a sweet, seductive poison. My struggles weakened. My limbs felt heavy, languid. More, a treacherous part of me whispered. Let him take it all.

      “Negative,” his voice rasped, amplified and distorted, thick with something that sounded like… hunger? Pain? “You’re coming with me.”

      His words cut through the drugged haze. Coming with him? To the Council? To the Lotus Protocol? To be dissected, harvested, turned into Amrita for the Gilded Sector? Panic flared, cold and sharp, cutting through the euphoria. No. Never. I’d die first.

      My eyes darted past him, towards the tunnel entrance. Shapes moved in the gloom outside. Blue silhouettes. Asura units. Converging. Drawn by the noise. Trapped. Between the golden monster and the cold, efficient machines. Death by melting fist or death by stun-baton to the skull. Neither option appealed.

      His grip shifted. He pulled me closer. Down from the cables. My feet touched the wet, debris-littered floor. He didn’t release my ankles. He held me there, suspended slightly, his burning hands locked around my calves. The Draw continued, a constant, insistent pull. The relief was still there, a warm, dangerous tide lapping at my senses, but the violation was sharper now, edged with the terror of what came next.

      He was close. Too close. I could smell him through the fading smoke and tunnel decay. Not sweat. Not blood. Ozone, sharp and electric. And beneath it… cold. A deep, glacial cold that seemed to radiate from his core, clashing with the furnace heat of his hands. It was a paradox wrapped in gold-plated death. My eyes, adjusted to the gloom now, traced the intricate, glowing Sak Yant tattoos snaking up the exposed skin of his neck, pulsing with a low, orange light. They looked alive. Hungry.

      His visor tilted slightly, studying me. I could feel his gaze like a physical weight, sweeping over my scavenged clothes, lingering on the bulky, modified collar at my throat. Assessing. Cataloging. Predator sizing up prey.

      I met the blank stare. Not with pleading. Not with submission. With defiance. With the last spark of the storm he hadn’t managed to drain yet.

      “Fine,” I spat, the word tasting like ash and challenge. “But it’ll cost you.”

      His head tilted a fraction. The only sign he’d heard. The Asura unit stepped fully into the tunnel mouth, its weapon raised, a smooth blue barrel pointed at my chest.

      "Step away from the rebel, Commander," it intoned, its voice a flat, emotionless machine drone. "Protocol dictates immediate termination."

      Rebel. The word echoed in the confined space. A death sentence. I held my breath. This was it. Would he let them? Would the golden bird hand his prize over to the scrapers?

      I felt the muscles in his arms tense beneath the armor. He didn’t look at the Asura. He kept his visor locked on me. The Draw intensified for a split second, a sharp, almost painful pull that made me gasp. Then, his voice, colder than the void between stars, cut through the tension.

      "Belay that order." He pulled me sharply, forcing me off balance. I stumbled forward, crashing flush against the hard, unyielding plane of his gold-weave chest plate. The sudden, full-body contact was a jolt. The Draw exploded. It wasn’t just my ankle now; it was everywhere. His heat, his unnatural cold, the humming power of his reactor against my sternum, the proximity… it opened a floodgate.

      The Static roared out of me, a torrent of pent-up agony rushing into the vacuum he offered. The relief was so profound, so absolute, it bordered on ecstasy. My knees buckled. Only his iron grip on my arms kept me upright. I sagged against him, my cheek pressed against the cold metal of his chest plate, breathing in the scent of ozone and frost, drowning in the terrifying, blissful release.

      "She isn't a rebel," he declared, his voice resonating through the metal and into my bones. Possession. Absolute and chilling. "She's mine."

      The Asura unit didn't lower its weapon. "Designation override requires Council authorization, Commander. This unit's protocol is clear. Unidentified Nak/Naga hybrid displaying uncontrolled energy signatures⁠—"

      "Override code Echo-Sigma-Seven," Kavin snapped, the words sharp, commanding. "Authorization: Commander Kavin, Sector Seven Containment Lead. Asset reclassified as personal salvage. Log it."

      A pause. The Asura's sensor cluster whirred softly, processing. "Override acknowledged, Commander. Asset reclassified: Salvage. Transport to Processing Bay Gamma?"

      "Negative. Prepare my transport. Direct route to the Spire. Now."

      "Compliance." The Asura unit lowered its weapon, turned, and clanked back towards the tunnel entrance, presumably to relay the orders. Its blue silhouette vanished into the smoke-stained light outside.

      Salvage. The word echoed in the sudden silence of the tunnel, colder than the dripping water. Not a person. Not even a prisoner. Salvage. Like a piece of scrap tech pulled from the gutters. Property. His property.

      The euphoria of the energy release was fading, replaced by a hollow chill and a rising tide of fury. He still held me against his chest, one gauntleted hand clamped around my upper arm, the other resting possessively on the small of my back. The Draw was less intense now, a low, constant thrum rather than a torrent, but the connection was still there, a live wire humming between us. His reactor pulsed against me, a deep, rhythmic thud like a monstrous heartbeat. Cold radiated from its core, battling the heat radiating from his skin where it met mine. The paradox was dizzying.

      He shifted, pulling back slightly to look down at me. His blank visor was inches from my face. I could see the distorted reflection of my own eyes, wide and dark with fury and residual terror, staring back.

      "Move," he commanded, his voice a gravelly rasp amplified by the helmet. He gave me a small, insistent push towards the tunnel entrance.

      I planted my feet. "Where?" My voice was rough, scraped raw.

      "Transport." He didn't elaborate. His hand on my back urged me forward again. "Now."

      I stumbled, my legs still shaky from the energy drain and the adrenaline crash. He moved with me, his grip unyielding, guiding me, propelling me out of the tunnel’s damp darkness and into the chaotic aftermath of the riot.

      The scene outside was a tableau of controlled brutality. Asura units moved with mechanical efficiency, herding dazed survivors into cordoned-off areas. Medical drones whined overhead, scanning for critical injuries, tagging Lotus Protocol candidates with cold blue beams. The air reeked of smoke, synth-blood, and the sharp tang of discharged energy weapons. My eyes scanned the battered faces, the slumped forms. Had the man I’d shocked been found? Tagged? Recycled? The thought sent a fresh wave of nausea rolling through me.

      Kavin didn't pause. He marched me through the chaos, a golden island of terrifying authority in the sea of despair. Asura units parted before him, sensor clusters dipping in deference. Survivors flinched away, pressing themselves against walls, eyes wide with fear. His grip on my arm was the only thing keeping me upright, the only anchor in the swirling vertigo of exhaustion and dread. The Draw was a constant, low-level hum now, a reminder of the alien connection forged in the tunnel. It kept the worst of the Static at bay, but it also felt like a leash. A brand.

      A sleek, armored transport idled at the edge of the square, distinct from the blocky Asura carriers. It was low-slung, angular, matte black except for the Council sigil—a stylized, golden lotus—emblazoned on the side. Its engine emitted a low, powerful thrum that vibrated the ferrocrete beneath my feet. An Asura unit stood rigidly beside the open rear hatch.

      Kavin propelled me towards it. "Inside."

      I dug my heels in again, a futile gesture. "What are you going to do with me?" The question came out smaller than I intended, laced with a fear I couldn't suppress.

      His head turned slightly, the visor regarding me. He didn't answer. He simply lifted me—effortlessly, as if I weighed nothing—and deposited me onto the padded bench seat inside the transport cabin. The hatch hissed shut behind me, plunging the interior into near-darkness lit only by the soft glow of instrument panels. The sound of the riot vanished, replaced by the muffled thrum of the engine and the faint hum of life support.

      He climbed in after me, his armored form filling the cramped space. The hatch sealed with a final, ominous thunk. He sat opposite me on another bench, the distance barely an arm's length. He didn't secure me. No shackles, no restraints. Just the suffocating closeness and the relentless, silent Draw pulling at my energy.

      He reached up with gauntleted hands. There was a soft hiss, the release of pressure seals. He lifted the helmet off.

      I froze.

      The face beneath was… unexpected. Not the grizzled, scarred visage of a butcher I’d imagined. He looked young, maybe late twenties, though in the Gilded Sector, age could be deceptive. Sharp, angular features, pale skin stretched taut over high cheekbones. Dark hair, cropped short, damp with sweat at the temples. But it was his eyes that held me. They were a startling, glacial blue, ringed with dark circles that spoke of exhaustion, of pain held barely in check. They burned with an intensity that was almost feverish, fixed on me with a focus that felt physical. Hungry. Desperate.

      He leaned forward slightly, resting his forearms on his knees. The movement made the intricate Sak Yant tattoos on his neck pulse faintly. His gaze raked over me, lingering again on the bulky collar, then dropping to my hands, clenched in my lap. He looked… strained. His jaw was clenched, a muscle ticking in his temple. A faint tremor ran through his hands where they rested on his armored thighs. It was subtle, but I saw it. The same tremor I’d felt when he grabbed me in the tunnel. Not exertion. Withdrawal? From the energy? From me?

      The silence stretched, thick and charged. The only sounds were the hum of the transport, the quiet rasp of his breathing, and the low, insistent thrum of the Draw connecting us. The euphoria was gone, replaced by a cold dread that coiled in my stomach. He wasn't just looking at salvage. He was looking at sustenance.

      He licked his lips, a quick, unconscious gesture. His eyes, those burning blue eyes, fixed on the pulse point in my throat. The hunger in them was naked, feral. It wasn't lust. It was the raw, biological need of a predator staring at its only source of water in a desert.

      My own breath hitched. The Static, momentarily quieted by his proximity, began to prickle at the edges of my awareness. A warning. A building pressure. I needed space. I needed him away.

      He leaned forward a fraction more, his gaze still locked on my neck. The tremor in his hands intensified. The air between us crackled, not with my Static, but with the tension of his need, the desperate craving emanating from him in waves.

      I forced my voice out, rough, defiant, a shield against the terror coiling in my chest. "You look thirsty, bird."

      His eyes snapped up to mine. The hunger didn't vanish. It sharpened. Focused. A flicker of something else—anger? Acknowledgment?—flashed in those glacial depths. He didn't speak. He just stared. The transport lurched into motion, pressing me back into the seat. The city outside the small, reinforced viewport blurred as we accelerated, climbing away from the grime and chaos of Sector Seven, heading upwards, towards the impossible heights of the Gilded Spire.

      The golden bird had his prize. And I was flying straight into his gilded cage. The realization hit me like a physical blow. He hadn't taken me to be processed. He hadn't handed me over. He’d overridden protocol. He’d claimed me. Salvage. His personal battery.

      The Draw hummed between us, a constant, violating reminder of my new purpose. The transport climbed higher. The air grew colder, cleaner. Outside, the perpetual twilight of the Undercity gave way to the harsh, sterile light of the upper levels. Towers of glass and polished alloy stabbed towards a sky I hadn't seen in years, gleaming under the glare of artificial suns.

      He hadn't taken his eyes off me. The tremor in his hands was still there. The hunger hadn't abated. It simmered, a low boil beneath his controlled exterior. He needed me. Desperately. That was my only leverage. That was my only hope.

      It’ll cost you, I’d said in the tunnel. The words felt hollow now, echoing in the confined space filled only by his need and my dread. What price could I possibly demand from the Golden Executioner? What could be worth more to him than his own survival?

      The transport banked sharply. Through the viewport, a colossal structure came into view, rising like a spear aimed at the heavens. It was impossibly tall, wider at its base but tapering to a needle point far above the cloud layer. Glistening strands, like threads of captured moonlight, connected it to orbital platforms high above. The sheer scale of it stole my breath.

      The Space Elevator. The umbilical cord between Krung Thep and the stars, between the Undercity rot and the Council's celestial power. We weren't heading to a processing bay. We weren't heading to the Spire.

      We were heading up.

      Panic, cold and absolute, washed over me. Up meant isolation. Up meant escape was impossible. Up meant I was well and truly caught. Collected. Not arrested. Not processed. Collected. Like a rare insect pinned in a display case.

      He saw my reaction. A faint, grim line tightened the corner of his mouth. His glacial blue eyes held mine, reflecting the cold, sterile light of the elevator's approach. The hunger was still there, a constant, terrifying undercurrent. But beneath it, I saw something else. The stark, brutal truth of our situation, laid bare in that shared glance.

      This wasn't containment. This was acquisition.
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      The transport hatch sealed with a final hydraulic sigh. Silence descended, thick and absolute, broken only by the low thrum of the engine and the faint, high-pitched whine of the life support system working overtime. The recycled air tasted sterile, filtered to the point of blandness, a stark contrast to the riot’s stench still clinging to my armor. Yet beneath the artificial cleanness, another scent bloomed. Copper, sharp and metallic, laced with something unnervingly sweet. Blood. Her blood. From where my gauntleted fingers had dug into her arm in the tunnel, or perhaps from the scuffle against the cables. It shouldn’t have registered through the helmet’s environmental filters. But it did. It coiled in the confined space, a siren song to the Hollow gnawing at my ribs.

      I kept the helmet on. The visor was a shield, a barrier between the predator and the prey trapped in this box. Outside the small, reinforced viewport, Krung Thep blurred into streaks of smog-stained light as we accelerated vertically. We were in the express shaft now, hurtling towards the Gilded Sector. Towards the Spire. Towards the cold, ordered cage that was my life.

      My HUD flickered, overlaying the dim cabin interior with thermal data. The bench opposite glowed a steady, ambient blue. The control panel beside me pulsed with warmer yellows. And her. Nara. She was a thermal anomaly even without the HUD. A core of impossible cold radiating outwards, wrapped in the frantic, exertion-warmed heat signature of a trapped animal. She sat rigidly on the padded bench, knees drawn up, arms wrapped tightly around herself. Her thermal signature flared orange at her pulse points – neck, wrists – betraying the frantic drumbeat of her heart. Fear. Anger. Defiance. It radiated from her in waves almost as palpable as the cold.

      The Draw hummed between us, a low, constant current. It wasn't the torrential flood from the tunnel, but a steady, grounding pull. The reactor in my chest, moments ago screaming towards critical meltdown, now pulsed with a manageable, rhythmic thud. 98.6°F. Stable. The relief was profound, a cool balm spreading through veins that had felt like molten lead. But it was a poisoned relief. Every second of stability, every degree of cooling, came from her. From the violation of her energy. The Hollow purred, a satisfied beast momentarily sated, but its emptiness yawned beneath it. More. Always more.

      She shifted slightly, a minute adjustment that sent a fresh wave of her scent washing over me. Copper and sugar and something else… ozone, sharp and electric. The scent of her power. The scent of my survival. My jaw clenched so hard the servos in my neck brace whined softly. The hunger surged, a physical cramp low in my gut. I wanted to rip the helmet off. I wanted to bury my face in the curve of her neck, breathe her in, taste the salt on her skin, feel the cold fire of her energy directly against my own burning need. The impulse was feral, overwhelming. It took every ounce of discipline, every scrap of the Councilor’s mask I wore, to remain still. To keep my hands clenched on my armored knees.

      Control. Discipline. Prajak’s voice, smooth and poisonous, echoed in my memory. A weapon is only as good as its wielder’s restraint.

      Restraint felt like holding back a glacier with bare hands. The cold radiating from her was a physical ache, a blissful counterpoint to the furnace that perpetually threatened to consume me. Up close, without the riot’s chaos, the smoke, the Asura, I could focus. I could study. My HUD flickered, shifting modes. Standard thermal overlay gave way to deeper bio-scan protocols. Authorization: Commander Kavin, Sector Seven Containment Lead. Purpose: Asset Assessment.
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