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For those who kept breaking, not because they were weak—but because they refused to forget what made them human.
Memory is not erased by force. It is rewritten by choice.
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Foreword




Phase II begins not with clarity—but with fracture.

This is the part of the story where truths begin to bleed through the cracks, where memory is no longer a tool but a weapon, and where loyalty teeters on the edge of collapse. Prion and Eros are no longer strangers in motion—they are echoes in conflict. Each choice pulls them closer to something neither can name, and yet both cannot deny.

In Fracture Instincts, trust is tested not by betrayal, but by memory itself. What do you do when the one person you're beginning to care about might be the one who breaks you?

This phase doesn’t give answers easily.


It only asks one question louder than the rest:
If you remember pain, does that make it real?



Introduction




The contract was issued. The bullet missed. But the real damage began only after the trigger wasn’t pulled.

In Phase I, an assassin met his target—and failed to kill him. Not once, but again and again. Each failure wasn’t just survival. It was memory pushing back. A bond buried, a connection that refused to stay erased. And now, the cracks are spreading.

Phase II is where the fractures deepen.
Prion, the anomaly New Era couldn’t control, begins to move with purpose.
Eros, the weapon they perfected, starts to hesitate for reasons he can't explain.

Between them lie half-remembered missions, broken experiments, ruined test sites—and a system that fears not their strength, but their recognition.

In this phase, the chase becomes something more dangerous than capture: understanding.

Because once instincts fracture, they don’t break apart.

They realign.

And that is the one thing New Era never accounted for.


Preface




They called it a failed experiment.
But what they feared most was the failure remembering why it survived.

Prion was never meant to resist the resets. He was a calculated risk—an expected collapse. Yet something went wrong. He remembered. And in those fractured echoes, one thing endured: the presence of someone who never should’ve cared.

Eros wasn’t designed to hesitate. He was trained to kill, conditioned to forget, stripped of self. But Prion made him falter—and New Era didn’t forgive hesitation.

Phase II begins not with an explosion, but with a quiet unravelling. Every memory denied. Every instinct suppressed. Every connection severed. They’re coming back.

Not cleanly. Not safely.

But powerfully.

Because memory isn’t data.
And emotion doesn’t fracture—it infects.

This phase is where survival stops being accidental.
And starts being rebellion.


Prologue




There was a moment—one New Era never recorded.

A moment between the commands and the silence. Between the memory wipes and the fresh protocol layers. Between the countless failed resets and the singular fracture that didn’t behave the way it should.

That moment belonged to them.

It wasn’t clean.
It wasn’t planned.
But it stuck.

A breath Eros took when he should’ve pulled the trigger.
A word Prion whispered when he should’ve collapsed.
An instinct—fragile, unquantifiable—that refused to die.

New Era thought they could shatter what made the subjects human.
They were wrong.

The cracks didn’t erase the bond.
They exposed it.

And now, in the wake of broken commands and buried fragments, something older is starting to stir.

This isn’t just resistance.
It’s memory becoming weapon.
It’s instinct turning fracture into fire.

And it begins… with a name that should’ve been forgotten.


Chapter 1. Shifting Ground

They weren’t supposed to make it out.


Not after the node collapsed.
Not after Z dissolved into light and protocol screamed itself into silence.
But somehow—they had.


The fallback exit was narrow and half-fused from years of decay, but Prion had mapped it long ago. Enough to carry them both out before the system rebooted.

Now, beneath the gutted transit lines and abandoned grid veins, Prion moved slowly—his steps uneven, jaw tight. Not fully steady yet, but conscious. Awake.

Eros walked beside him, breath still ragged. His fingers twitched like he didn’t know if he should reach for his weapon or claw at the inside of his skull. The override pulse had faded, but the aftershock hadn’t.


“You’re still glitching,” Prion said quietly. Not a question.



Eros’s jaw clenched. “Yeah. Thanks for that.”


Prion said nothing.


He didn’t need to.
They both knew the Echo Rebuild triggered more than a trace. It had forced the system to react. The override hit had come fast, strong—one of the worst so far.



“You jammed it,” Eros muttered, like the words tasted wrong in his mouth. “You took the core of it. I felt the spill.”



“You would’ve felt worse if I hadn’t.”



“That’s not reassuring.”



“I wasn’t trying to reassure you.”



They moved through the underbelly of the metro sector—abandoned, dark, and cold.
Each footstep echoed in the empty space.
Eros could still hear the system buzz in the back of his skull—faint, like a memory trying to overwrite itself.



A voice that wasn’t his.
A command that hadn’t landed.



“Don’t forget.”
“Don’t break.”


He stopped walking.

Prion didn’t.


“You saw something,” Prion said without looking back.



“Maybe.”



Prion turned his head just slightly. “You paused.”



“You dragged a kill order through my head,” Eros snapped.



Prion raised an eyebrow. “It didn’t land.”



“No,” Eros muttered. “Because you bled for it again.”


They ducked into an old maintenance corridor—one Prion had clearly marked before. No drones. No signal bleed. Just dust and disconnected metal.


“You planned this,” Eros said, watching him. “The escape, the fallback, even the override.”



“I prepared for it. That’s different.”



“You wanted the system to react.”


Prion didn’t answer right away. He moved to an old, rusted panel, lifted it clean, and began bypassing the lock beneath with practiced hands.


“I needed to know how deep they’ve laced you. And what Z left behind.”



“So you used me.”



“No.”
He paused. Then, “I used myself. You were just caught in it. Again.”



The panel unlocked with a low click.
A door opened into a small, shielded node room—nothing like the labs above. Clean lines, blackout shielding, manual input only.


They stepped inside.


Eros’s vision pulsed once, then cleared.
Inside this space, there was no interference. No voice. Just the flicker of memory and breath.



“I should be angry,” Eros said quietly.



“You are.”



“I should’ve killed you.”



“You tried.”



Eros turned to him. “Do you ever stop being smug?”



Prion’s expression didn’t change. “Do you ever stop surviving?”



They stopped in the silence that followed.
Not enemies. Not allies. Not yet.
But something was shifting.



The kill order failed.
The override cracked.
And Prion—somehow still standing after the system collapsed around him—was rebuilding more than just code.



He was rebuilding something between them.


And Eros couldn’t decide if that was the most dangerous part of all.


The air in the shielded node room felt almost sterile.
Too quiet. Too still.


Prion moved toward the centre console, fingers grazing over dust-covered glass. Each touch revealed parts of his past—not visually, but in weight. Muscle memory, coded instinct, scars beneath the surface of thought.


Eros stood near the entrance.
Still watching.
Still breathing harder than he should be.



The override didn’t fully clear from his system. It clung like static—buzzing in the gaps between thoughts. Not pain, but dissonance.
Like he was hearing two versions of himself at once.



“You planned this fallback,” he said at last. “This dead zone.”



Prion nodded without turning. “Years ago. The day I realized surviving wasn't the same as escaping.”



“You think we’re safe here?”



“No.”
Prion’s voice was thin. “Just invisible.”



He powered on the main terminal manually. Each circuit chirped to life in stages—slow, old, analogue.
Disconnected from the New Era grid. Just the way he designed it.



“You really built this?” Eros asked, circling slowly, wary.



“I didn’t have a choice.”



“That’s not an answer.”



Prion finally looked at him. “You ever think about what happens when the system rewrites you so many times, you stop knowing what’s yours? Your thoughts. Your hands. Your name.”


Eros didn’t reply.


Prion looked back to the console.
“I built this because I needed a place that wouldn’t tell me who I was supposed to be. Somewhere I could remember what the system kept deleting.”



Eros took another step forward. “And you brought me here now… because I’m breaking.”



“Because you’re waking up.”


The words hung sharp in the air.

Eros’s pulse stuttered.

He didn’t want to admit it—but something was fracturing inside him. He was beginning to notice when things didn’t match. When orders felt wrong. When Prion’s voice sounded more familiar than his own thoughts.


“That last override,” he said quietly. “The system wanted me to kill you again. Didn't it?”



Prion nodded once. “Yes.”



“And you intercepted it.”



“Most of it.”
He looked down at his hand—it was still trembling.



“You took damage,” Eros said, more accusation than concern.



“I always do.”


Eros turned away. His jaw locked.


“I shouldn’t care.”



“You don’t.”



“I do.”


Silence again. Heavy. Loaded.


“You always cared,” Prion murmured, softer now. “Even when you didn’t know why. That’s why you always hesitated.”


Eros closed his eyes.


“I’m tired of hesitating.”


Prion didn’t answer.


The console beeped softly.
A secondary panel opened. Inside—cooler than expected—were stacked crystalline drives.
Unmarked. Untouched. Waiting.



Eros moved closer. “What is this?”



“Backups. Fragments. The parts of me that survived.”



“Survived what?”



Prion met his eyes. “You.”


The silence cracked. Just a little.


Then Prion added:
“And everything New Era tried to make you forget.”



Eros exhaled slowly.
He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold the line between logic and instinct. Between control and memory.


But whatever came next…

He knew this was only the beginning.


The crystalline drives sat in their recessed cradle, humming faintly. Not from power, but resonance—like the memories inside them were reacting to Prion’s presence.



He hadn’t touched them yet.
Not physically.
But his breathing had slowed. His fingers had stopped trembling.
Like just being near them reassembled something inside him.



Eros stood at the edge of the room, arms crossed, silent.
He was watching too closely now. Like he wasn’t just trying to understand—he was trying to remember.



“What’s in them?” he asked.



“Versions of me,” Prion said quietly. “Fragmented backups. Created after every protocol collapse. They never trusted me to remain stable, so they made echoes. Insurance.”



Eros stared. “You mean clones?”



“No. Not bodies. Just… states of mind. Emotional architecture. Core imprinting.”
He looked at the drive. “They were supposed to delete them when the next reset succeeded. But I rewrote the deletion lines.”



“You what?”



“I embedded false success flags. Made the system think each purge had worked. But every time I collapsed, I left a copy.”



Eros stepped closer.
“And you’re going to restore one of those?”



“No. I already did.”
Prion turned to the wall behind the drive. “This is what’s left of me after all thirty-seven kill orders. After every reset. Every breach. Every time you pulled the trigger—and didn’t finish it.”



“Why didn’t I?”
Eros’s voice was lower now. Pained.



Prion looked at him.
“You know the answer.”



“I don’t.”



“You do.”



The override tugged again—like a thread behind Eros’s eyes.
But this time, it didn’t take hold.


It brushed against something it couldn’t touch. Something burning at the edge of thought.


“I see you,” Eros murmured, barely above a whisper.



Prion blinked. “What?”



“I don’t mean now.” Eros’s eyes glazed slightly. “I see you. In the chair. Inside a containment unit. I had a gun. You looked at me like I mattered. And I—”


He stopped.


Prion said nothing.
But the flicker in his expression—brief, vulnerable—was more than any confirmation.



“They sent me in to kill you while you were still locked down,” Eros said, voice fraying. “Not out here. In there. When you had no chance to run.”



“Yes.”



“And I hesitated?”



“You looked at me,” Prion said softly, “like I was real. Like you recognized me, even when you didn’t know why. Then you lowered the weapon, and they dragged you out.”


Eros turned away, fists clenched.


“You should’ve fought back.”



“I couldn’t.”



“You should’ve hated me.”



“I didn’t.”



“Why?”


Prion’s voice barely carried.


“Because every time you came in, I waited to see if something in you would survive. Not the soldier. Not the weapon. You.”


The quiet that followed was unbearable.


Eros didn’t breathe.
He stood there, hands trembling—just like Prion’s had in the node chamber hours ago.
Except now, the echo was inside him.



“I don’t remember making that choice,” he whispered. “But my body does.”



“Then let it remember.”



Prion finally turned back to the console.
He inserted the final drive—one with no label.
The lights dimmed, then recalibrated. A pulse rippled through the floor. The air shifted. Warmer. Heavier.


The drive loaded.

And a single file appeared.

[Anchor Unit | Kill Protocol #37 – Failure Log]

Eros froze.


“That’s me.”



Prion nodded. “The last one before I escaped. The final time you tried—and failed—to kill me. And the moment I realized I had to leave.”



“Why?”



“Because next time... they might break you for real.”



Eros didn’t ask for permission.
He stepped forward and pressed the play key.


The screen flickered.


A clean room.
A single chair.
Prion—barefoot, restrained, head bowed.
And Eros—entering with a blade.



Silence.
Then:



“Target acquired.”
“Authorization confirmed.”
“Proceed with termination.”


Eros raised the blade.

And then he stopped.


He looked down at Prion.
Then, instead of striking—he whispered:



“I remember you.”


The feed glitched.

Then cut out.

The playback screen went black.

Just static.


The echo of that one sentence— “I remember you”—hung in the air long after the footage ended.


Eros stood motionless. His hands were still clenched, his breath shallow, but he didn’t move away from the terminal.

He had seen his own face.

He had seen the hesitation.

But more than that… he had heard something no override could fake.


His voice.
Soft. Cracked. Real.


He remembered Prion—even then.


Even when everything in his system screamed kill.



“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, without turning.



Prion was sitting now, back against the nearest wall, pale from the aftershock.
But his eyes never left Eros.



“I tried,” he said. “But truth doesn’t survive on its own. It has to be recognized. Felt. Fought for.”


Eros laughed softly. Bitterly.


“You built this place. Hid all these fragments. Burned yourself out keeping the data alive. For what?”



Prion’s voice was quieter now. “For the moment you looked at me again—and didn’t see a stranger.”



The lights dimmed slightly—signal noise from above flickering against the shielding.
The world outside was still hunting them. New Era wasn’t done. The override would return. So would Z, in some form.


But in this tiny, off-grid silence… something real had settled.

Not peace.

Not safety.


Just something unbreakable.



Eros finally turned.
He walked to Prion—slowly, carefully.
Not as an assassin. Not as a soldier.



As someone who had just seen proof that part of him had survived.
A part that Prion had guarded with every breath.


He sat down next to him.

They didn’t speak.

They didn’t need to.

The silence said what words couldn’t.


You survived.
I waited.
We’re still here.



Outside, static crackled again.
A new signal was pinging. Something moving. Scanning.


They would have to run again soon.

But not yet.

Eros leaned his head back against the wall, eyes half-lidded.


“You’re not safe with me,” he murmured. “You never were.”



Prion exhaled a soft, wry breath. “That’s the point.”


Eros didn’t answer.

But this time, he didn’t pull away.

Above them, the system rearmed its search protocols.

New Era was still watching. Still afraid.

But the real threat—the one they couldn’t predict—was already happening.


Not in code.
Not in hardware.
But in memory.
And instinct.
And the quiet bond that refused to die, no matter how many times they tried to erase it.



Chapter 2. Ghost Code

The deeper they descended into the fallback archive zone, the colder it felt—not in temperature, but in memory. Every panel, every pulse of old energy beneath their boots was laced with something Prion knew Eros couldn’t name yet.

Regret.


They reached the junction hall, where a wall of crystalline memory drives glowed softly behind reinforced glass. This sector wasn’t part of the main system. Prion had buried it here—offline, unreachable.
Hidden from even the Directors.



Eros stared at the array. “This isn’t part of the protocol archives.”
“No,” Prion said. “It’s older. Untouched. Before the fractures. Before the resets.”



He stepped forward and laid his palm on the reader.
The system hesitated.


Then, with a low mechanical chime, the seal unlocked.


Light spread across the chamber—soft, fractured projections forming in the air.
Not files.
Not reports.


Memories.


Prion stood still, shoulders tight. “They told you these were destroyed. That nothing from before your reprogramming survived.”
Eros didn’t speak.
He couldn’t.


The first projection flickered—two young figures seated on opposite ends of a sterile chamber. A monitoring tag labelled them:


Subject 7 | Anomalous Instability – Active
Anchor Unit – Emotional Sync Trial Phase 3


The recording pulsed with quiet sound.


“You’re not supposed to talk to me.”
“You said that yesterday.”
“They’ll erase it.”
“Then we’ll say it again tomorrow.”



Eros turned away as the scene bled into static. “Why are you showing me this?”
Prion’s voice was barely a breath. “Because you asked when you became a weapon.”



A second projection spun up—blurry at first, then sharpened.
A hallway, cold. The angle was angled from surveillance.
Young Eros—his face not yet hardened, not yet blank—stood in front of a containment door.


Inside, Prion.

Writhing.

Panicked.


“He’s destabilizing again,” a voice offscreen said.
“Send in the anchor. Don’t let him collapse.”



Eros moved through the door and knelt beside Prion.
No hesitation. Just instinct.



“Hey,” he said gently. “You’re okay. Look at me.”
“Don’t let them reset me again.”
“Then don’t forget me.”


The scene cut.

Eros’s knuckles tightened at his side.


“You were never meant to be more than a stabilizer,” Prion said. “But we made it further than they expected. You stayed human too long. That’s when they got scared.”



“So they reprogrammed me.”



“They erased the part of you that looked at me like that.”



A third projection blinked into view—faint blue light.
This time, Eros was older.
Sharper jawline. Blank eyes.
Prion strapped to a chair.


A system prompt labelled it clearly:

[Anchor Unit – Termination Trial Log #14 – Containment]

Prion tensed—but didn’t look away.


Eros watched himself approach.
Weapon drawn.



“Proceed with termination.”
“Authorization confirmed.”


But then…

The onscreen Eros hesitated.


“I told you not to forget me,” Prion whispered.



And Eros—on screen—blinked.
The blade faltered.



“I remember you,” he said.


The screen glitched.


[System Error: Emotional loop breach detected.]
[Override rejected.]


The feed ended in static.


The projection dimmed. The chamber fell quiet again.
Only the hum of buried power remained.



“That wasn’t the last time I tried to kill you,” Eros said flatly.
“No,” Prion agreed. “That was just the first time you remembered me.”


Eros turned to him, eyes searching.


“You said you wanted to break their system. That you had to forget yourself to survive it.”
“I didn’t forget,” Prion said softly. “I rebuilt.”


Eros’s throat tightened.


“And me?” he asked. “What did they rebuild me into?”


Prion looked at him long.


“The one thing they thought would break me.”
“A blade with my name on it.”


Eros didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.


The final flicker of the projection behind them pulsed once more.
A heartbeat.
A shadow.
A ghost of who they once were.


Eros stood still as the echoes faded. The chamber lights dimmed, as if the system itself had paused to let the weight of what they’d seen settle.


“I don’t remember any of that,” Eros said quietly.



“No,” Prion replied, not unkindly. “But your body does. The hesitation. The way you never struck first. The way you always missed vital.”



Eros’s hands dropped to his sides. “Why would they show me those logs now?”



“They didn’t,” Prion said. “I did.”


He approached a side panel—one Eros hadn’t noticed before. Dust covered the biometric scanner, but Prion activated it without pause. A mechanical chirp, then a low whir. The wall receded, revealing a shallow cache—tucked behind shielding so thick, even internal scans wouldn’t have registered it.

Inside was a single sealed drive. Labelled in old notation:


ECHO DIRECTIVE – Final Stability Logs
[Last Internal Attempt Prior to Escape]



Eros frowned. “You said that log was attempt fourteen. Then this one…”



“The last time they tried to kill me before I escaped,” Prion said calmly. “The final internal failure. It wasn’t number thirty-seven. It just... ended differently.”


Eros moved closer.

The drive activated on proximity, and the room lit again—this time in sterile white. A containment room unfolded in the projection. Familiar. Unforgiving.


Prion, strapped to a reinforced chair.
His expression—blank. Not afraid. Not resisting.
Just… hollow.


The door hissed.

The version of Eros who stepped in was sharper, colder. The transformation was nearly complete. Assassin-mode, but not fully locked in. A glitch waiting to happen.


“Anchor Unit: Eros. Clearance active. Proceed with termination.”


The weapon in his hand didn’t shake.

But his eyes did.


“Why do I always come back here?” Eros muttered in the feed.
“Because you’re still trying,” Prion whispered.


Eros didn’t respond.

He approached. Blade raised. Movement fluid.

But Prion lifted his head.


“You’re not broken, Eros. You’re just afraid to remember.”


And that broke everything.

The Eros on screen flinched.

Lowered the blade.

Then reached—just barely—toward Prion’s arm. Just enough to suggest contact. Not enough to confirm it.


“Don’t wipe him again,” he said—to someone offscreen.
“Please.”
“He’s stabilizing. Just give him time.”


Then—

He slipped something into Prion’s palm.

A small silver chip.


“If they start the loop again… use this.”


The feed froze.

Then cut.

The silence afterward was louder than the playback.

Eros blinked.


“That was me?”



Prion’s voice was hoarse. “Attempt seventeen.”



“You begged for me.”



“No,” Prion said, “you begged for me.”


Eros stepped back, jaw tight, fingers twitching like muscle memory was fighting to surface.


“They punished you after that,” Prion said. “They shut off your vocal layer. You didn’t speak again. Not until the field attempts started. Not until they couldn’t force it anymore.”



Eros let out a breath that sounded more like a curse. “So I broke first.”



“You both broke,” Prion said. “Just not in the way they expected.”



He moved toward the now-dimmed console. “They wanted to see if turning you into my killer would collapse me faster than the memory wipes. But all they proved… was that we couldn’t be severed.”


Eros didn’t answer.

He was staring at the place in the hologram where the chip had glinted.


Eros stared at the spot in the projection where he’d slipped the chip into Prion’s hand.
“I gave that to you…” he said slowly. “Attempt seventeen.”
Prion didn’t move. He reached into his coat—carefully.
When his hand came back up, the silver chip gleamed in his palm.
“You did,” he said softly. “And I kept it.”
A pause.
“Even when I didn’t remember why.”



Eros exhaled. “Then we never really broke.”
“No,” Prion replied. “We just never stopped resisting.”



“You remembered,” Prion said.



“No,” Eros whispered. “You did. And you kept giving me a reason to.”


The projection behind them shut down. Lights dimmed. But something heavier remained in the air.

A truth that couldn’t be deleted.

Not anymore.

The room settled into a low, humming silence—the kind that came after truth. Not peace. Not calm. Just the pause that followed a detonation when the smoke hadn't cleared yet.

Eros hadn’t moved. Neither had Prion.

The chip still rested in Prion’s hand, its edges catching what little light flickered from the memory wall behind them.


“I always wondered,” Eros said quietly, “why I never killed you. Thirty-seven times. Protocol screaming in my head. But I’d freeze. Delay. Glitch.”


His eyes found Prion’s.


“You were the faultline in me.”



Prion didn’t smile. But something softened in his expression. “Because you weren’t designed to kill me. You were supposed to save me.”


Eros looked away, like the truth had teeth.


“And when that failed,” he said, “they turned me into the blade instead. Hoped it would cut cleaner.”



“They forgot something,” Prion murmured. “You weren’t just my anchor. I was yours.”


That stopped him.


Eros turned slowly, eyes narrowing. “What do you mean?”



Prion tapped the chip gently against his palm. “Your sync rate never failed during the early phases. Not once. That’s rare in anchor trials. Most burn out after the fourth or fifth loop.”



“Because you adjusted,” Eros said, trying to fill in the logic.



“No,” Prion replied, voice barely above a breath. “Because I adjusted to you. Every time they wiped you… I followed. Every time you looked at me and forgot—I waited. Until something came back.”


He stepped closer.


“Even when I couldn’t speak your name, my system wouldn’t collapse. Because something in you kept me centred. Not the programming. You.”


Eros stared at him—longer than he meant to.

A memory flickered—half-formed. Prion, younger. Holding onto his wrist. Bleeding. Saying something Eros couldn’t hear but felt like it had been carved into his spine.

“Don’t reset if I’m still here.”

He staggered slightly and braced a hand against the console.

Prion watched him, voice calm.


“Do you feel it?”



“I don’t know what I’m feeling,” Eros admitted. “It’s not recognition. It’s not clarity. It’s… weight. Like something’s pressing against everything I’ve been told.”



“Because everything you’ve been told is a lie.”


Eros exhaled slowly.


“Then give me the truth.”



Prion turned to the console beside the memory drive wall. “There’s one more record in here. Not a trial. Not a mission log. A system confession.”


He keyed in a deep-access code—one that required both manual override and voice verification. The system paused, then unlocked.

A final sealed feed opened—not a hologram this time, but a recording window labelled:

[Operator Session Log – Director Veyne // Internal Brief: Asset Collapse Forecasting]


Eros tensed. “Veyne.”



Prion nodded. “One of the original architects. The one who initiated the decision to rewrite you as a killer.”


The file began to play.


“Asset Seven is no longer viable in its current form. Emotional bleed from Anchor Unit 02 has corrupted response patterns. He's retaining fragments between resets. Direct memory wipes are no longer sufficient.”



“The emotional tether has evolved. If we remove the anchor, Seven destabilizes. If we send the anchor to kill him, he adapts. Neither option results in collapse. Recommendation: isolate both, test under controlled betrayal cycles.”



“Projected outcome: either mutual annihilation, or full protocol breakdown.”


The feed ended.


Eros stood rigid. “They knew it wouldn’t work.”



“They didn’t care,” Prion said. “They weren’t trying to save us. They were trying to see what would break first—us, or their system.”


A long silence followed.


Then Eros turned to him, jaw clenched. “And what happens if we keep surviving?”


Prion looked at the chip again.


“Then their system breaks.”


He held it out.


“Time to finish what we started.”


The hallway beyond the archive chamber was quiet—unnaturally so. No hum of system currents. No echo of patrols. Just silence thick with the feeling that something had changed.

Eros walked a step behind Prion now, not out of caution, but thought. He hadn’t spoken since Prion handed him the chip, and Prion didn’t push him to.

Some truths needed to settle like ash.


They reached the auxiliary lift station embedded in the fallback wall. Prion scanned in a sequence—manual, analogue—before muttering under his breath, “This shouldn’t even still be powered.”


The lift groaned, then descended.

Inside the shaft, the walls weren’t sterile metal. They were marked.

Burned.

Layered with scratch marks like someone—many someone—had been trapped inside before.
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