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Jack was sitting on the edge of the slender metal bed, the tightness of his mass creaking against the frame in silent protest. The sound was barely audible. But in a place where silence was a matter of law, even a whisper was loud. 

The fetters on his wrists and ankles shifted as he moved, producing a soft metallic sigh. Thick cuffs had sunk into his skin, hot from constant contact, heavy enough that even in slumber he never quite forgot. They were never removed. Not for tests. Not for transport. Not for mercy.

He was tall and wide-shouldered, sculpted as much by discipline and punishment as by comfort. Years of training had etched deep muscle into his frame — not for show, but for endurance. An orange prison jumpsuit clung to him, creased from the repetitive washing and darkened by sweat and antiseptic. It wasn’t a uniform. It was a warning. Heavy black boots brought him down to the ground as their soles had been marred by years of standing. Chains piled at his feet like crude extensions of his shadow. Scrawled across his back, emblazoned with black letters, was one word: DOC. Department of Containment. A label. A reduction. A reminder. He was not a man here. He was an asset. His skin was pale in artificial light and marked by faint scars and partially healed cuts. Records of procedures that no one had bothered to explain. Veins drew blue lines under his forearms. His jaw was continuously clenched, as if he had something deadly inside him. His dark hair fell unevenly into his eyes, outlining a gaze that was awake, calculating, and hushed tired. He did not look broken. He looked restrained. Like life-threatening things being contained on a leash. 

The air in the facility smelled of antiseptic and regret. Disinfectant burned inside, and his throat burned as though it was smoldering. A puddle of sweat soaked into concrete, old blood scrubbed too many times over to disappear, fear trapped in recycled air, and the cold oily smell of machinery that never slept. Nothing shifted from its original position without approval. Nothing occurred without recording. Every breath was logged. Every heartbeat archived. Every thought probably watched. Jack stared at the far wall. A crack in the hairline went from ceiling to floor. Two hundred and seventeen centimeters. He had measured it once. With his thumb. With his boot. With his shadow. Old habits. Infantry habits.

Once, when he was Corporal Jack Raven, back then. Back when orders came from people instead of algorithms. Back when the sky was real. Back when men, and he had actually trusted him. He had joined at eighteen. Signed the papers two weeks after graduation. No college. No Money. No patience for small dreams. Basic training had shattered him. Infantry school had rebuilt him. Airborne had instructed him on how to fall. His Ranger training had taught him not to die when everything went wrong. He spent eight years in uniform. Four deployments. Afghanistan twice. Iraq once. Then back again. Promotion to corporal at twenty-four. Too young. Too fast. But his men had been following him all the same. To the extent that he never asked them to do what he wouldn’t. Because he stayed awake on watch. Because he remembered birthdays. Because he learned family names. Because he wasn’t pretending that he was better than them. They had been his life. And he had lost them in five minutes. The memory flashed by without warning. It always did. He was forcing one eye open. The other was sealed with dried blood. Every blink scratched the edges with texture and hurt against bone. His ears hurt: not heard, but felt, like a world screeching from the sea. Smoke clawed into his lungs. Dust coated his tongue. Every exhale tasted like burned metal and cordite. He tried to move. His body refused. Too heavy. Too broken. Too tired.

They had been patrolling Ab Bazan. Another nothing village on another nothing map. Mud-brick buildings. Laundry hanging from wires. Solar panels jutted crookedly onto rooftops. Children kicking a half-flat ball through the street. Intel had labeled it low risk. Intel always did. 

Martinez walked on his left. Short. Loud. From San Antonio. Could quote entire movies. Swore he’d open a taco truck when he went. Hale was behind him. Six-foot-three. A farmer kid from Iowa. Carried images of his daughter. Reviewed them at every patrol. 

“Luck charm,” he said. 

Nguyen took point. Quiet. Deadly. Never missed. Had three degrees waiting for him back at home and still chose this. Jack had asked him once why. Nguyen had shrugged. 

“Someone has to stand in front.” 

They were laughing. Martinez was telling a story about getting drunk in Dubai. Hale was grumbling about the heat. One had inquired when rotation ended.

“Three months,” Jack had said. “Then beers are on me.” 

Then— Light. Pressure. The world folded. The explosion scooped him up and hurled him like a toy. He hit his ribs with concrete. Something cracked. Maybe more than one thing. He didn’t know. Didn’t care. He landed hard. Rolled. Hit a wall. Stopped. Darkness closed in. Then sound returned. Screaming. Gunfire.

“What is that thing?!”

Jack tried to turn his head. Pain exploded behind his eyes. His vision swam. Some of his squadmates were frozen in the street, weapons raised. They weren’t shooting an enemy. They were looking at bodies. Taliban fighters lay scattered like broken dolls. Ripped open. Crushed. Some torn in two. Blood and viscera streaked the floor as if someone dumped a few gallons of paint. As if something big was walking through them unnoticed. 

“It wiped them out,” Martinez muttered. 

His voice shook. 

“By itself...” “Stay back!” Hale shouted. “Everyone back!”

Jack tried to talk and tried to say: It’s me. I’m here. I’ve got you. No sound came. Instead— Something else answered. 

“Bllooood.” 

His bones vibrated with the word. Through his teeth. Through everything he was. Skin peeled and split and washed away in rippling waves, dissolving into strands of living metal and shadow. Under it, something enormous and inhuman opened—an armored anatomy composed of intertwining plates of dark, stone-like material laced with veins of molten crimson light. Extended arms thickened into thick arms of dense, sinewy alloy. The surface resembled cracked obsidian, each crack glimmering faintly from under his skin, as if flame burnished across it. Along his shoulders, forearms, and thighs, circular sigils flared—symbols of flames, complex red inscribed in his body like branding, burning and pulsing in sync with his heartbeat. His hands reformed last. The fingers widened and parted, turning to five huge digits—long, powerful, unnaturally proportioned. Each formed a curved, razor-sharp claw, black as midnight and sharpened to a lethal edge. They flexed slowly, deliberately, carving shallow grooves into the pavement. His torso expanded. Ribcage opened while the armor was segmented and seemed thicker than life—not built. Solid cords of synthetic muscle coursed under it, pulsating with understated force. His face collapsed inward. Human features vanished. That formed a smooth, armored mask of dark metal in their place. No mouth. No nose. Only deep-set, glowing eyes—twin embers of molten gold scorching with predatory intelligence. They were watching.

Rain hissed through him and then vanished from his flesh. Ash floated toward the heat spilling from him. Crimson light leaked out of his armor as he breathed, as it tore through the seams of his armor. He stood taller. Broader. Heavier. No longer a man. No longer a soldier. A living weapon. 

“Abaddon system online.” 

That was in his bones, the words rang out. The soldier just looked terrified at him.

“Ab... Abaddon system?” 

Then he fired. Jack vanished. Where he had been, a crater was carved up. By the time the casing hit the ground, Jack was already behind him. He saw himself drive a claw through the man’s chest. Observed himself gouging out his heart. Watched blood spillage. He could not stop it. The rest of the squad opened fire. It did not matter. He tore through them. His brothers. His friends. He watched himself kill them. Martinez. Hale. Nguyen. Brothers. Family. Gone. By his hands. When it ended, he stood alone. The metal retreated. Human skin returned. He collapsed and vomited. Then he saw it.   There was a small metallic object in the blast crater, humming softly, smeared with his blood. As Jack reached for it, a small needle of light pierced his palm. The metallic object Dissolved. Where the object had been, were millions of nanomachine like creatures, They began to crawl up Jack’s arm and burrow into his spine. They burned and tunneled  into his brain, every nerve ending, every blood cell, every fiber of his being.

“ Neural link established.” “Abaddon Weapon System activated.” 

The world transformed. Data. Targets. Threats. Power. He became something else. He slaughtered the militia. Cloaked. Unstoppable. When a sniper’s round flattened on his chest, he laughed. Because it made him feel invincible. Because he felt alive. Because he felt powerful. And because deep inside— He liked it. Jack gasped. The cell snapped back into place. Concrete. Chains. Light. Present. His hands were shaking. Sweat soaked his collar. For a split second, he couldn’t determine which body was real. The human one. Or the other. Both felt true. Both felt wrong. 

The nanomachines were waiting beneath his skin. Always. Listening. Hungry. The loudspeaker crackled. 

“Subject Twelve. Prepare for transfer.” 

Jack rose. Automatically. Back straight. Shoulders squared. Muscle memory never died. Guards waited. Weapons raised. Fear behind visors. He stepped into the corridor. Cameras tracked him. Lights flared. He passed another cell. A man screaming into foam. That could be me. They pulled to a halt before a reinforced door. Containment fields hummed. Jack put his palm on the frame. It vibrated. He thought about freedom. Not escape. Control. Choice. Ownership. Death didn’t scare him. Pain didn’t either. Losing himself did. And yet— Something stirred. Power. Pressure. A storm waiting. The door clicked. The hum rose. Jack stepped forward. Not running. Not fighting. Not yet. Yet underneath chains and code and conditioning, a certainty sank in. One day— They wouldn’t decide for him.
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Dr. Adriana Kessler preferred silence. Not the absence of sound, the absence of interruption. She stood behind the reinforced observation glass with her hands clasped behind her back, posture immaculate, chin slightly raised, eyes fixed on the chamber below. The stance had been drilled into her long before she had ever worn a lab coat; back when she was still proving herself in institutions where women were expected to assist, not command.

She had learned early that authority was as much posture as position. Slouch, and they doubted you. Hesitate, and they replaced you. So she never did. The glass reflected her faintly: tall, slender, composed. A pristine white lab coat hung from her shoulders like a tailored mantle, its fabric marked only by faint, carefully ignored stains; evidence of long nights in operating rooms where mistakes were measured in lives. Beneath it, she wore a fitted pale-blue dress, severe in color and elegant in cut. Black stockings. Polished heels. Armor. Her auburn hair was pulled into a tight bun. Thin-framed glasses rested atop her head, unused but symbolic. A stethoscope hung around her neck like a ceremonial chain. Injector pens and access keys lined her coat pocket. Every detail was intentional. Every detail said: control. It had not always been hers.

She had grown up in a two-bedroom apartment above a laundromat in Prague’s outer districts. The walls had been thin. Winters had been brutal. Her father repaired machines older than he was. Her mother cleaned offices she would never be allowed to enter. Noise, Cold, Instability. She had learned early that the world favored no one. So she favored herself. Books had been her escape. Biology, Physics, Systems theory. Anything that explained why things worked, and why they failed. 

At sixteen, she had earned a scholarship to Charles University. At twenty-one, she had transferred to Zurich. At twenty-five, she had published her first neural-interface paper. The youngest in her department. Still underestimated, Still dismissed. 

“She’s talented,” they said.

Never: “She’s dangerous.” 

She learned to be.

Below her, suspended in light and liquid, was Jack Raven. Or what remained of him. He floated inside a massive cylindrical containment chamber filled with luminous green suspension fluid. Chains and magnetic fields held him in perfect alignment. Dozens of cables descended from the ceiling, connecting to ports along his spine and skull, disappearing beneath his skin. Tiny bubbles drifted upward endlessly. A grotesque baptism. A technological womb. 

The chamber rose in the center of the room like a monument. It was not a laboratory. It was a sanctuary, A cathedral built to worship power. Jack was its offering. Kessler watched him with quiet intensity.

No—more than that. Possession. She had designed the protocols, approved every injection, overseen every modification. She had signed her name to every ethical waiver. She had bled professionally for this. And yet— It was his body that had adapted. His nerves. His blood. His spine. Not hers. The thought needled her.

She remembered the first time she had failed. A subject in Geneva. Prototype neural lattice. Seventeen years old. Brain swelling. Hemorrhage. Flatline. The committee had called it “unavoidable.” She had called it weakness. She had sworn never again. Since then, she had buried herself in work. No marriages. No children. No distractions. Only progress. Only results. Only survival of the brilliant.

After Geneva, she had gone to Mars. Not physically. Digitally. She had immersed herself in Crimson Light research. Planetary energy anomalies. Photonic lattice stabilization. Biological resonance. Everyone else saw a weapon. She saw salvation. A system that never decayed. Never fatigued. Never broke. A power source that could rewrite biology. No more hospitals. No more failing organs. No more brilliant minds trapped in fragile bodies. Humanity, upgraded. That was her dream. That was her sin. And now— Here he was. A soldier. No doctorate. No publications. No patents, yet he carried the future in his veins. It was unacceptable.

“Vitals?” she asked calmly.

A technician glanced up. 

“Stable. Elevated cortisol. Neural activity within expected parameters. Abaddon remains dormant.”

“Dormant,” Kessler murmured.

A wasteful word. Dormant meant unused. Untapped. Wasted. Her fingers tightened behind her back. In her mind, calculations never stopped. Could it be isolated? Replicated? Transferred? If Abaddon could exist without him... If it could be implanted in someone more suitable... Someone disciplined. Someone brilliant. Someone who understood its value. Someone like her—

“Begin cognitive stimulus,” she ordered.

The chamber hummed. Jack stiffened. Barely. But she saw it.

“Subject Twelve,” she said into the intercom. “Do you know where you are?”

“Facility Theta-Seven.”

“And your designation?”

“Subject Twelve.”

“And your function?”

Silence. She waited. Pressure was a tool.

“I am... an enhanced combat asset.”

“Good.”

She leaned closer.

“Do you remember your name?”

“...Jack.”

“Last name?”

“...Raven.”

Identity persistence. Resilience. Compatibility. Her lips curved faintly. Fascinating.

“Release restraints.”

A technician hesitated.

“Doctor—”

“Now.”

The chains disengaged. The magnetic field weakened. Jack descended slowly until his bare feet touched the chamber floor. Cold metal. He flinched. She enjoyed that. They had removed his boots months ago. Choice. Mobility. Comfort. Gone. Inside, the fluid drained away. Water pooled around his ankles. He stood damp and shaking. Human. Fragile. Guards raised weapons. Kessler lifted one finger.

“He won’t move.”

She entered the chamber alone. The door sealed behind her.

For a moment, she was truly alone with him. She felt it then. The power. Radiating. Uncontained. Up close, he was extraordinary. Muscle density. Micro-adaptations. Subdermal lattice. Perfect integration.

He was evolving. She was not. The realization burned. Jack was proof. A broken infantryman carrying a planetary heart. Still thinking. Still feeling. Still resisting. Evolution with friction. Incomplete. Unacceptable. She didn’t want to destroy him. She wanted to perfect him, or replace him. Preferably with herself. She reached into her coat. Scalpel.

“What are you doing?” he asked quietly.

She did not answer. She took his arm. Cut him. Blood welled. Then stopped. Silver motes shimmered. Tissue rewove. Gone. Perfect. Her breath caught. Just slightly.

“Extraordinary,” she whispered.

Not cruelty. Pride. Possession.

“You feel that?” she asked.

“No.”

“Exactly.”

She turned and exited. The door sealed.

“Now,” she said softly. “Try.”

Jack stepped. Pain detonated. He collapsed. Monitors spiked. Veins glowed red. She watched. Measured. Calculated. How much stress before collapse? How close to autonomy?

“You’re free,” she told him gently.

“As long as I allow it.”

Chains returned. Guards moved in. As they led him away, he looked back. Their eyes met. Challenge. Curiosity,  Defiance. For the first time, she felt it. Fear. Not of him. Of losing him.

Back in the control room, Kessler turned to her staff.

“He’s evolving faster than projected.”

“Terminate?” someone asked.

Her smile was thin.

“No.”

She walked to her private terminal.

“Begin Phase Four modeling.” “Focus on extraction viability.”

The technician froze.

“Ma’am... that could kill him.”

She didn’t look up.

“Progress requires sacrifice.”

She typed her authorization code. Encrypted. Final.

PRIVATE LOG — DR. A. KESSLER

Phase Four successful.

Subject demonstrates full symbiosis.

Integration exceeds projections.

Extraction viability: probable.

She paused.

Then added:

Host dependency: unacceptable.

Recommend acceleration.

She closed the log. Looked once more at the empty chamber, at the space where the future had floated, and whispered:

“If you can live without him...”

“...so can I.”
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The simulation chamber was larger than anything Jack had seen since his capture. It stretched in every direction, a vast circular arena enclosed by towering armored walls that vanished into darkness above. The ceiling was lost in shadow, threaded with sensor arrays and dormant weapon platforms that watched in silence. The floor was composed of modular hexagonal plates, each capable of shifting, rotating, or collapsing without warning. Thin lines of blue light traced their seams, forming a shifting grid beneath his bare feet. Cold metal pressed into his soles. Every step reminded him he was still owned. 

High above, observation decks ringed the chamber, hidden behind one-way glass and armored plating. Hundreds of lenses tracked him—infrared, bio-metric, neural-resonance, systems he didn’t even have names for. Somewhere behind them sat analysts, officers, politicians, and investors. People deciding whether he was worth keeping. Jack stood alone at the center. No restraints. No weapons. No armor. Just thin fabric and skin. And something coiled beneath it. A voice echoed through the chamber.

“Simulation environment loading.”

The words rolled through the arena like distant thunder. Jack swallowed. He felt exposed. Stripped. Not physically, Existentially. He flexed his toes against the cold floor, grounding himself the way instructors had taught him years ago before live-fire drills. Breathe, Count, Focus. It didn’t work anymore. 

The air shimmered. Walls rose. Buildings assembled themselves from light and steel. Within seconds, the empty arena became a ruined city. Burned vehicles. Collapsed storefronts. Broken streets. A battlefield. Too familiar. Jack’s jaw tightened.

“No,” he said quietly.

No one answered. He looked up toward the dark glass.

“I’m not doing this,” he called. “I’m not your entertainment.”

His voice bounced uselessly through the arena.

“I don’t even know how to use this thing,” he added, tapping his chest. 

“I don’t know how it works. I don’t know how to control it.”

Silence. Above him, Kessler watched. Hands folded. Expression neutral. Heart racing.

“Proceed,” she said.

A timer appeared in his vision.

00:10

“Stop.”

00:08

He thought of Martinez. Of Hale. Of Nguyen. Of blood on pavement.

00:05

“I’m not a weapon.”

00:03

He clenched his fists.

00:02

“I’m still a person.”

00:01

“Please.”

The world detonated. Gunfire ripped through the air. Explosions tore through the street. Concrete shattered. Debris rained down. Jack dove behind a collapsed wall, coughing as dust filled his lungs. Panic surged. I can’t do this. I’m not ready. I’m not— Three drones advanced from an alley, weapons glowing.

“I don’t know how,” he whispered. “I don’t—”

“Pilot,” a voice said inside his mind.

He froze. The sound came from nowhere. Everywhere.

“Abaddon?” he thought.

“Affirmative. Combat assistance active.”

“You didn’t ask,” Jack snapped. “You just turned on.”

“Survival priority engaged.”

Plasma scorched the wall inches from his head. A second blast caught him mid-roll. White-hot pain exploded through his side. Jack screamed. Something punched into his ribs, hard enough to lift him off the ground and slam him against the collapsed wall. His breath vanished in a ragged gasp. He slid down into rubble, vision flashing white and black. Before he could move— Another shot hit, Then another. His shoulder erupted in fire. His thigh went numb. Something wet and warm spread beneath him. Blood. Too much blood.

“Oh God,” he whispered.

He tried to push himself up, His arm failed, Wouldn’t respond, wouldn’t obey. A fourth round struck his chest. Not center mass. Just off. Close enough. Pain tore through him like a blade. He collapsed flat onto his back, staring at the burning sky. The drones advanced. Weapons charging. Their silhouettes blurred through smoke and sparks. 

“I... I can’t...” Jack rasped.

His lungs burned. Each breath felt smaller than the last. Shallower. Weaker. He tasted copper. His vision narrowed. A tunnel of fire and shadow. This is it. After everything. After surviving the mountain. After surviving her. This is how I die. Alone. On a fake street. For a test. He thought of Martinez, of Hale, of Nguyen, of beer that never happened, of a life that never got finished.

“...Help me,” he whispered.

Not to Kessler. Not to the guards. Not to God. To the thing inside him.

“Abaddon... please...”

Inside his mind, systems screamed.

Structural damage: critical.

Blood volume: failing.

Neural oxygenation: dropping.

Mortality probability: 96.4%.

For the first time—Abaddon hesitated. Not because of risk. Because of uncertainty. Seconds felt like eternity. Suddenly—Decision.

“Emergency preservation protocol engaged,” it said.

Heat surged through Jack’s body. Not warmth. Fire. It flooded his veins, raced along shattered nerves, poured into torn muscle and fractured bone. He arched, screaming, as something moved beneath his skin—fast, purposeful, relentless. Black filaments erupted outward from his wounds. Not attacking. Repairing. They stitched flesh together in seconds. Wove muscle. Reinforced bone. Sealed ruptured vessels. Blood reversed its flow. Pain peaked— then vanished. Jack gasped. A full breath, deep, clean, alive. His vision snapped back into focus. The tunnel widened. The world rushed in. Smoke, fire, drones, targets. He stared at his hands. They were whole. Unbroken and unscarred. Only faint glowing seams remained, fading even as he watched.

“What... what did you do to me?” he whispered.

“Critical damage repaired,” Abaddon replied.

“System preservation priority.”

Jack laughed weakly. A broken sound.

“You... you wouldn’t let me die.”

“Correct.”

“And you didn’t ask,” he added.

Silence. Then—

“Survival required intervention.”

Jack closed his eyes for half a second. Then opened them. The drones were closer now. Weapons fully charged. He pushed himself to his feet. Slowly. Unsteadily. But standing.

“Okay,” he murmured.

“...Then help me live.”

Jack rolled, barely avoiding it.

“Threat level: Moderate.”

“I don’t want to fight!”

“Refusal increases mortality probability.”

“Then let it!”

Silence. Inside Abaddon, probabilistic trees recalculated. Risk matrices shifted. A question formed. Then—

“Probability of fatality: 91.7%.”

Fear crushed his chest.

“...Help me,” he whispered.

Something answered. Not just in his mind. In his body. Heat flooded his veins. Pressure built beneath his skin. Then it surfaced. Black, liquid-metal filaments erupted across his shoulders and chest, flowing like molten armor. They spread in branching patterns, layering themselves into dense, organic plating. His skin hardened. Darkened. Cracked with ember-like veins. A mask flowed over his face. Eyes ignited. Gold. Burning. Jack staggered.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





