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      The lever didn’t want to move. Nothing in Lab 4 ever moved unless the Syndicate told it to—unless it was measured, approved, logged, and bled for.

      I slammed my shoulder into the override a second time. Metal screamed. My palm slipped on the rubber grip because my skin was slick—sweat, saline, a smear of my own blood from where the restraint cuffs had bitten earlier. The emergency lights stuttered overhead like a failing heartbeat.

      Beyond the reinforced glass, the fracture line crawled.

      Not a crack. Not damage.

      A glowing violet seam, bright as a bruise beneath skin, spiderwebbing through the observation wall. It pulsed in lazy intervals, like whatever lived on the other side was breathing against the world and waiting for it to give.

      Prime numbers. I needed them. I needed something that stayed true.

      “Two. Three. Five. Seven.” My lips formed the words without permission. My throat tasted like iodine and copper. “Eleven. Thirteen. Seventeen.”

      The glass answered with a high, hateful whine.

      Overhead, a siren escalated into a steady, punishing shriek. A calm synthetic voice layered over it—female, pleasant, designed by someone who’d never had their oxygen taken away.

      “SCRUB PROTOCOL INITIATED. OXYGEN PURGE IN T-MINUS NINETY SECONDS. ALL ORGANIC CONTAMINANTS WILL BE NEUTRALIZED.”

      Neutralized.

      That was what they called it when they killed the things they’d made.

      A vent somewhere in the ceiling clicked open. The air shifted. I felt it immediately—pressure changing, a subtle tug at the back of my throat like invisible fingers.

      They weren’t just venting the room.

      They were bleeding it.

      Lab 4 was a white box built to survive riots, earthquakes, and ethics hearings. It was not built to survive the Syndicate deciding it was inconvenient.

      I yanked the lever again. My shoulder flared with pain, hot and immediate, and my vision pinwheeled for half a second. The violet fracture in the glass brightened as if it liked the taste of my panic.

      Autonomy versus destiny, my mind supplied, clinical as a scalpel. The oldest argument in my body.

      I could make a list. I could build an equation.

      If oxygen dropped below sixteen percent, cognitive function would degrade. If it dropped below ten, I’d lose consciousness. If it dropped below six, I’d die. That was the math.

      What the math didn’t account for was the way my biology had started screaming the second the siren changed pitch.

      Omega distress pheromones weren’t a thought. They were a reflex—an ancient, humiliating SOS designed to yank alphas into protective violence. I’d spent years treating that reflex like a cancer to be cut out, suppressed, starved, disciplined.

      Don’t flare. Don’t call. Don’t beg.

      I swallowed hard, and the motion scraped against the dryness of my throat. The air already felt thinner, sharper, like it was being filtered through razor wire.

      “Override,” I whispered to the lever as if it could be negotiated with. “Override. Override.”

      A second crackle—electrical, wrong—ran through the lab. The lights dimmed, surged, dimmed again.

      The fracture lines in the glass wall multiplied.

      They weren’t random. They were branching in patterns I recognized from the simulations the Syndicate wouldn’t let me publish. A stress map. A tear map. The world’s skin, splitting where it couldn’t hold the strain.

      My own work.

      That was the part that always made my stomach roll. Not the cages. Not the restraints. Not even the needles.

      The fact that I had done the math that made the cages necessary.

      A low tremor shivered through the floor, delicate as a prelude. The instruments on the counters rattled. A tray of scalpels chimed against steel.

      On the far side of the lab, the lock panel beside the exit door flashed red, then white, then red again.

      ACCESS DENIED.

      Of course. Why would they let me out when they could scrub me clean and call it containment?

      My heart thudded too hard, too fast. I felt it in my teeth.

      “Twenty-three,” I murmured. “Twenty-nine. Thirty-one.”

      The lever finally shifted a fraction of an inch.

      Hope is a chemical. A stupid, treacherous one. It surged through me anyway, lighting up every nerve, turning my hands into trembling machines.

      I drove my weight down.

      The lever dropped with a satisfying, violent clunk.

      Somewhere in the walls, gears engaged—old mechanical teeth the Syndicate had installed back when they still believed in physical failsafes. When they still trusted metal more than code.

      A panel on the far end of the lab slid open with a groan. Not the main door.

      A maintenance hatch.

      Small. Narrow. Unmarked. The kind of exit you gave a rat if you needed it alive for tomorrow’s trial.

      I sprinted.

      My bare feet slapped on polished concrete. The cold bit into my soles. Every breath came shallow now, my lungs already arguing with the thinning air. The hatch was shoulder-width, leading into a black throat of ducting and cable runs.

      I shoved my hands into the gap and pulled.

      The panel refused, then gave, scraping against the frame as if it was reluctant to help me.

      Behind me, the reinforced glass let out a sound like a sigh.

      I looked back before I could stop myself.

      The fracture lines were no longer just on the other side. They were in the glass itself, glowing violet, spreading toward the center in hungry, branching veins. The observation room beyond—where technicians used to watch me like an insect pinned to foam—was empty. Chairs knocked over. Screens flickering with static. A coffee cup floating half an inch above a desk as the local gravity hiccupped.

      The world was bending.

      We were so close to it now that even the lab’s reality couldn’t pretend.

      “SCRUB PROTOCOL CONTINUES. OXYGEN PURGE IN T-MINUS SIXTY SECONDS.”

      My throat tightened until it hurt.

      If I went into the maintenance ducts, I had maybe—maybe—three minutes before the entire wing sealed and flooded with suppressant gas. Unless the fracture hit first. Unless the violet seam decided Lab 4 was a convenient place to open its mouth.

      I plunged into the hatch.

      The duct space was colder, rougher, full of dust that smelled like old antiseptic and overheated wiring. I crawled on hands and knees over ribbed metal, the sound of my movement swallowed by the thick walls.

      Above me, the lab’s siren became muffled, distant. Like it belonged to another world.

      Ahead, faint light pulsed through a grate—an exit into the service corridor.

      I crawled faster, prime numbers tripping over my tongue like prayer beads. “Thirty-seven. Forty-one. Forty-three.”

      The corridor beyond was lit by strobes and emergency strips. I kicked the grate out and rolled onto the floor.

      The hallway was empty.

      Too empty.

      No technicians. No guards. No hushed panic. Just the constant, escalating alarm and the brittle smell of something electrical burning behind the walls.

      My instincts—what little of them the Syndicate hadn’t beaten into neat compliance—told me to run.

      My brain told me to find the central terminal. If I could get to the network, I could delay Scrub by minutes. Maybe enough to—what?

      Escape? Into what? The Syndicate owned the facility, the perimeter, the air above it. They owned the satellites that watched the snowfields and the drones that patrolled them.

      They even owned the story they would tell after.

      Omega Asset terminated in containment breach. Scrub successful. Fracture risk mitigated.

      Lie after lie after lie, stapled to my corpse.

      Another tremor rolled underfoot. This one heavier. A deeper groan of infrastructure under stress. Dust sifted down from ceiling panels. Somewhere far away, metal shrieked.

      Not the building settling.

      The building being torn.

      I pushed to my feet and ran down the corridor toward the command junction. My legs felt wrong—heavy, slightly uncoordinated. Oxygen. Cortisol. Adrenaline. A cocktail I could name but not control.

      As I rounded the corner, the smell hit me.

      Smoke, yes. Burnt plastic, yes.

      And blood.

      Fresh.

      My stomach lurched. My palms went cold.

      The junction doors were open—blown open, not politely parted by hydraulics. The frames were warped, blackened. Inside, the small control room was a ruin.

      Two technicians lay on the floor. Their white coats were soaked dark at the chest. Their eyes were open and unseeing. A third body was slumped over the console, face down, as if asleep.

      My mind tried to catalog it. Cause of death: ballistic trauma. Entry wounds: high velocity. Time since death: minutes.

      My mind did not want to look at their hands—one still curled around a keycard like he’d thought it could save him.

      I stepped over the bodies because stopping to mourn was a luxury and luxuries got you killed.

      The console screens flickered with error messages and system warnings. In the center display, Scrub Protocol counted down in bright white digits.

      00:00:41.

      I slid into the chair that wasn’t broken and slapped my fingers onto the keyboard.

      The system asked for biometric authorization.

      Of course it did.

      I glanced at the dead technician on the console. His ID badge read: HASEGAWA, M.

      My hands hovered over his wrist. I hated myself for what I was about to do. I hated the Syndicate more for making it necessary.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, and pressed my fingers against the inside of his wrist, searching for the embedded chip the Syndicate used to keep its people leashed.

      Nothing.

      They’d already revoked them. Scrub meant no witnesses. No survivors with inconvenient memories.

      The countdown dropped.

      00:00:33.

      My lungs burned. The air already felt thin enough to chew.

      I tried anyway—manual override commands, backdoor strings, anything I’d ever used to bypass safety locks during late-night unauthorized tests. My fingers flew. Errors blossomed.

      ACCESS LEVEL INSUFFICIENT.

      I laughed once, sharp and ugly.

      The Omega in me wanted to curl in a corner and cry. The scientist wanted to set the entire facility on fire and watch the data burn.

      Neither option would keep me alive.

      Another tremor hit, and the central display glitched. For half a second, the countdown numbers warped—stretched sideways like they were being pulled into a crack.

      The violet fracture was close.

      Close enough to touch the code.

      The smell of ozone seeped into the room, bright and metallic. It tasted like a storm about to break.

      00:00:21.

      My skin prickled. Not just fear.

      Heat.

      It started low, a slow bloom under my ribs, spreading toward my throat. My suppressant patch—still stuck to the inside of my upper arm—burned like a brand. As if my body knew it was about to die and wanted to make sure it didn’t die alone.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      I slammed my palm against my arm, as if I could push the biology back down with force.

      “Not now,” I hissed. “Not here.”

      My voice echoed in the ruined control room. The dead didn’t answer.

      I turned away from the console, mind racing through escape routes. Maintenance ducts led to secondary corridors. Secondary corridors led to freight elevators. Freight elevators led⁠—

      A sharp crack split the air.

      Not the fracture. Not metal.

      Gunfire.

      The sound was close, reverberating down the hallways like a predator’s call. Another crack followed, then a short burst—suppressed, controlled.

      My blood iced.

      Someone was moving through the facility with purpose.

      Scrub had been initiated, technicians were dead, and someone was still shooting.

      I backed away from the open junction door, eyes scanning the corridor beyond. The strobes painted everything in pulses of red and white, turning the hallway into a flickering mouth.

      My scent—god, my scent—was changing. I could feel it happening the way you feel your own skin flushing. The suppressant had been tailored to keep my pheromones flat, clinical, non-threatening. But the purge air was stripping it, thinning it, making my body panic.

      A distress flare would be a beacon.

      To alphas.

      To Syndicate hounds.

      To whatever bastard they’d sent to clean up.

      Prime numbers, I ordered myself. Stay in the math. Stay in the mind.

      “Forty-seven,” I whispered. “Fifty-three. Fifty-nine.”

      Footsteps.

      Heavy. Measured. Not running. Not stumbling.

      Coming closer.

      The corridor light strobed again, and the shadow that crossed it was too big to belong to a technician.

      I retreated into the junction room, crouching behind a server rack that was still upright. My hands shook as I grabbed the first thing within reach—a metal tool case—and flipped it open.

      Inside: a diagnostic probe, fiber spools, a small plasma cutter.

      No gun.

      The Syndicate didn’t arm its assets. It didn’t have to. It armed the people who owned them.

      The footsteps stopped just outside the open doors.

      For one moment, there was only the siren, the faint hiss of air being sucked from vents, and my own pulse hammering so hard I thought it might bruise my ribs from the inside.

      A figure stepped into the doorway.

      Full tactical armor, matte black with Syndicate insignia on the shoulder plate. Helmet clipped to his belt, not worn—either arrogance or confidence. A suppressed rifle held steady in his hands like it belonged there, like it was an extension of his spine.

      He was tall. Not just tall—built. The kind of body engineered by war and fed by violence. He moved like the floor was his and the building was simply lucky to be carrying him.

      His gaze swept the room.

      And then it landed on me.

      I froze.

      Some instinct I didn’t want to acknowledge recognized him before my mind caught up. Not his face—though it was brutally familiar in the way all Syndicate commanders were: sharp planes, hard mouth, eyes like winter glass.

      It was his presence.

      Alpha.

      Not the theatrical kind the Syndicate paraded at galas with their docile omegas on leashes. Not the polished dominance meant to sell a narrative.

      This was raw command, contained behind discipline the way a blade was contained behind a sheath.

      My omega responded like a traitor.

      Heat curled low in my belly, a sick little spark of want tangled with terror. My scent thickened in my throat, sweetening against my will.

      His nostrils flared.

      A micro-expression—so fast I might’ve imagined it—crossed his face. Something like surprise, then anger, then… hunger.

      He lifted the rifle.

      The barrel centered on my forehead.

      Everything in me went silent.

      Even the prime numbers stopped.

      My hands lifted, empty, slow. The tool case clattered closed on the floor. My mouth opened, but no sound came out at first because my throat had turned into a locked door.

      The emergency voice continued, indifferent.

      “SCRUB PROTOCOL IN T-MINUS TEN SECONDS.”

      He didn’t look at the console. He didn’t look at the dead technicians.

      He only looked at me, like I was the only variable that mattered.

      “You’re Karina,” he said.

      Not a question. A confirmation.

      His voice was low, roughened at the edges, as if he didn’t use it for conversation much—only for orders, only for killing.

      I forced air into my lungs. “That’s what the file calls me.”

      I heard the bitterness in my tone and couldn’t stop it. It was a small thing, but small things were all I had left.

      His eyes flicked, just once, to my bare feet, the torn hem of my lab pants, the bruises on my wrists. Then back to my face.

      The rifle didn’t waver.

      “Asset,” he corrected, as if he couldn’t help himself. As if his training spoke before his humanity.

      My stomach twisted. “Is this your part?” I asked. “You come in at the end and make it clean?”

      The corners of his mouth didn’t move, but something dark shifted behind his eyes.

      “Clean,” he repeated. “No.”

      The countdown hit zero.

      I waited for the hiss of gas, for the final drop of oxygen, for my body to fold.

      Instead—

      The lights blew out.

      Not a gentle dim. A violent blackout, like the facility had been punched in the throat.

      The siren cut mid-wail.

      For a heartbeat, the world held its breath with me.

      Then emergency power kicked in, bathing the corridor beyond in a faint, sickly blue. The control room screens flickered, rebooting. The countdown disappeared, replaced by static.

      The violet fracture light seeped under the doorframes, faint but present, like moonlight through cracks.

      The alpha in the doorway didn’t move. He didn’t lower the rifle. He didn’t flinch at the blackout.

      As if he’d expected it.

      As if he’d caused it.

      I licked my lips. My mouth tasted like fear and metal. “Who are you?”

      He hesitated. It was small—barely a hitch in his breath—but it was there.

      Then, “Sergei Borisov,” he said.

      The name hit me like a remembered pain.

      Commander Borisov. Syndicate strike leader. The man you sent when you didn’t want a problem solved—you wanted it erased.

      My hands tightened into fists at my sides.

      I’d heard stories in the lab. Whispered between technicians when they thought I was sedated. A commander who never failed an extraction. A weapon with a human face.

      My omega reacted again, an involuntary flare of awareness that made my skin feel too tight.

      His scent reached me in the thin air—smoke and steel and something colder underneath, like snow packed hard enough to cut.

      It threaded through the blue-lit room and collided with what my body was leaking.

      Sweet. Warm. Omega.

      A chemical confession.

      His eyes narrowed, and his jaw flexed hard enough to show the muscle there.

      “Don’t,” I snapped, voice sharp despite the tremor in my hands.

      He blinked once. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t smell me like that,” I said. “Don’t look at me like I’m⁠—”

      Like I’m a fate. Like I’m food. Like I’m a solution to something you didn’t know was broken in you.

      His rifle lowered a fraction of an inch.

      Not enough to be mercy. Enough to be uncertainty.

      “That’s not what this is,” he said, and the lie in it was so practiced it had probably saved his sanity for years.

      The facility shuddered again, deeper than before. A low groan rolled through the walls. Somewhere far away, metal tore. The violet light under the doors brightened.

      Reality was thinning. The fracture was coming.

      I took one step backward, toward the console. If I could get power routed—if I could⁠—

      Sergei’s gaze flicked to my movement. His body tensed, predator-ready. “Don’t run.”

      I barked a laugh that sounded wrong in the dead room. “You’re pointing a gun at my head and you expect me to stand still?”

      His expression didn’t change, but his voice dropped even lower. “If I wanted you dead, you’d already be dead.”

      My spine went cold.

      Because he was right. Because the gun had been steady. Because he hadn’t fired.

      Because the dead technicians outside proved he didn’t hesitate when he decided.

      I swallowed. “Then do it,” I said, the words tearing out of me before I could stop them. “If Scrub doesn’t, you will. That’s what you’re here for.”

      A flicker crossed his face—something like pain, quickly buried.

      He stepped into the room, boots crunching on broken glass from the shattered console screen. He moved with the kind of certainty that came from never having to ask permission.

      When he was close enough, my omega screamed again. Not fear this time.

      Pull.

      Anchor.

      A sick magnetic tug under my sternum, like my body recognized his as a missing piece. Like biology wanted to reach out and knit us together whether my mind consented or not.

      I hated it.

      I hated myself for feeling it.

      I forced my shoulders back, lifting my chin the way I’d learned in the cage. Don’t show weakness. Don’t give them satisfaction.

      Sergei paused a few feet away. His gaze dropped—briefly—to my throat, where my pulse jumped.

      Then back to my eyes.

      Up close, I could see the faint scar line along his neck, half-hidden by his collar. A port. An implant.

      Syndicate tech.

      A leash for their golden boy.

      “Neutralization order,” I said, because naming it made it less like a monster under the bed. “That’s what you got.”

      His lips pressed together. He didn’t deny it.

      My laugh came out thin. “So why are we talking?”

      Another tremor hit. This time the floor bucked. I stumbled, catching myself on the edge of the console. Behind Sergei, the hallway lights flickered. A spray of violet crackles danced along the ceiling, crawling like living lightning.

      Sergei’s head snapped toward it—automatic perimeter check, a soldier’s reflex. His shoulders shifted, angling his body subtly between me and the doorway.

      Shielding.

      The gesture punched something in my chest I didn’t have a clinical term for. My mind reached for language anyway.

      Cognitive dissonance. Protective behavior inconsistent with stated mission.

      “Scrub’s failing,” I said, because the scientist in me couldn’t shut up even now. “The fracture is interfering with the grid.”

      “I know,” he said.

      He knew. Of course he did. He was here because they’d planned for this.

      My fingers curled around the edge of the console until my nails bit into my skin. “What are you?”

      His gaze returned to me, sharp as a blade’s edge. “The thing they send when they’re out of options.”

      That sounded like confession. It sounded like someone who knew what he was and hated it.

      My omega shifted again, stirring heat into fear, turning my insides into a war zone. My scent thickened, sweetening despite my attempts to clamp down.

      Sergei’s eyes darkened.

      He inhaled once, slow. Controlled.

      But I saw the way his grip on the rifle tightened. The way his pupils flared.

      His alpha was hearing my body scream even if I refused to.

      “Stop,” I whispered, and it wasn’t an order to him. It was an order to myself. “Stop it.”

      He took another step closer, and my back hit the console.

      Too close.

      His scent wrapped around me, smoke and steel and winter. It hit the back of my throat and made my knees feel unreliable.

      He shouldn’t smell good. That was the problem. My body didn’t care about morality. It cared about survival, about bonds, about ancient rules written in blood and instinct.

      “I can’t,” he said quietly.

      I blinked. “Can’t what?”

      His jaw worked as if he was grinding words into something he could tolerate.

      “Can’t pretend you’re just an asset,” he said. “Can’t pretend I don’t⁠—”

      He stopped. His eyes flicked away, just for a second, as if the rest of the sentence tasted like betrayal.

      My breath shook. “Don’t,” I said again, softer, because some part of me was already losing.

      A sharp crack echoed from the corridor.

      Not gunfire this time.

      A door somewhere down the hall being ripped open.

      Voices—distant, distorted by the building’s groan. Commands shouted in Syndicate cadence.

      Sergei’s head snapped toward the sound. His posture changed instantly, the brief crack in his composure sealing shut.

      Commander mode.

      He moved to the doorway, rifle lifting again, scanning the corridor like a machine.

      “Breach team,” he muttered.

      My blood went cold. “They’re here already?”

      “They were always here,” he said without looking back. “Waiting for Scrub to finish you. Now they’ll do it the old way.”

      The violet fracture light surged again, painting the hallway in bruise-color. The air tasted sharper, like metal filings.

      I pushed off the console, forcing my legs to work. “If you’re not here to kill me,” I said, voice tight, “then what are you doing?”

      Sergei glanced over his shoulder. In the blue emergency light, his face looked carved from stone—beautiful in a way that felt dangerous, like a weapon designed to be admired right before it cut you.

      His nostrils flared again.

      My scent betrayed me, blooming warmer as fear and heat tangled.

      His expression shifted—something like grim realization settling into his bones.

      He lowered the rifle fully.

      Not away. Not safe.

      Just not at me.

      “The mission,” he said, and his voice turned rougher, as if it scraped him on the way out, “was to neutralize you, Karina.”

      My name in his mouth hit different than “asset.” Too personal. Too intimate. Too much.

      I held his gaze, refusing to flinch. “And?”

      He took one slow step toward me again, and my omega surged in response, tugging toward him like my body wanted to close the distance itself.

      His eyes darkened. He inhaled, deep—and I felt it like a hand on my skin.

      Then he said the words that split me open more efficiently than any scalpel.

      “But you smell like the end of my world.”

      For a second, everything stilled.

      The approaching voices in the corridor. The groaning building. The violet fracture light crawling along the ceiling.

      All of it fell away under the weight of that sentence.

      Because it wasn’t poetry. It wasn’t flirtation. It wasn’t even choice.

      It was biology.

      It was fate.

      It was the one variable I had never been able to control.

      My throat tightened until it hurt. “That’s not—” I started, because denial was a reflex too.

      Sergei’s gaze pinned me. “It is.”

      Another shout echoed closer. Boots pounding. The metallic click of weapons being readied.

      Sergei’s head turned, assessing distance, angles, exits. His hand moved to his belt, fingers brushing something—grenade? knife?—with unconscious familiarity.

      Then he looked back at me.

      “Move,” he ordered, and there was no softness in it now. Only command. “Now.”

      I didn’t move.

      Not because I was brave. Because my body was shaking. Because my mind was splitting into equations and instincts and neither knew how to process what stood in front of me.

      The man sent to kill me.

      The alpha my omega wanted to run to.

      The Syndicate’s weapon—and maybe, impossibly, my way out.

      Sergei swore under his breath, a low, foreign sound, and crossed the room in two strides. He grabbed my wrist.

      His hand was warm through my skin. Strong. Callused. Real.

      The contact detonated something inside me—heat spiking, scent surging, my omega recoiling and reaching at the same time. My knees went weak.

      Sergei’s grip tightened, not painful, but unyielding. He pulled me toward the maintenance hatch.

      “Stop—” I gasped.

      “I’m not asking,” he snapped.

      The corridor erupted with gunfire.

      A burst of suppressed shots, then a scream cut off mid-sound. Shadows flickered across the doorway as bodies moved, fought, fell.

      Sergei shoved me toward the hatch. “Get in.”

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, voice cracking. “You can’t—if they find you⁠—”

      His eyes flashed, cold and furious. “They already did.”

      He pushed me into the hatch opening, and I stumbled inside, catching myself on the ribbed metal.

      Sergei ducked after me, but before he fully entered, he turned back toward the corridor, rifle lifting.

      He fired three shots, controlled, lethal.

      A body hit the floor outside with a wet thud.

      Then Sergei slammed the hatch panel partially closed, leaving a sliver of view.

      His chest rose and fell hard, and for the first time I saw it—the strain beneath the discipline. The way his jaw clenched as if he were holding something back. Not just fear.

      Instinct.

      His gaze snapped to me in the narrow dark. Even in the cramped duct space, his scent filled everything, smoke and steel and winter pressing into my lungs until I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began.

      “We’re going,” he said.

      “Where?” I whispered.

      His eyes held mine, and something feral flickered there—possession and terror braided together.

      “Away,” he said. “Before the fracture opens. Before Scrub resets. Before your body does something neither of us can afford.”

      My breath shook.

      Outside the hatch, boots pounded closer. A voice barked orders—Syndicate, sharp and clipped.

      Sergei’s hand lifted to the hatch panel, ready to seal it.

      Then the violet light surged so bright it turned the corridor into a glowing wound. The duct walls trembled. Dust rained down. My teeth rattled.

      The fracture was here.

      Sergei’s nostrils flared one more time, and his voice dropped to something almost human.

      “Hold your scent,” he warned. “If you call out—if you flare—every alpha in this facility will come.”

      My throat tightened around a sob I refused to let out.

      Because the truth was, my body didn’t care what I wanted.

      It was already calling.

      And Sergei Borisov—executioner, commander, predator—was already breathing it in like it was the only air left in the world.

      The hatch slammed shut, plunging us into dark.

      And the facility groaned like reality itself was about to split.

      Behind the metal, the breach team hit the junction room.

      And Sergei, pressed close enough that his heat bled through the air between us, whispered into the black:

      “Don’t make a sound, Karina.”

      As if silence could stop destiny.

      As if I had ever been allowed to choose.

      The duct shuddered again, and somewhere below, the lab glass finally gave way with a sound like the world cracking open.

      I bit down on my own wrist to keep from screaming.

      Sergei’s hand covered mine, hard, possessive, anchoring.

      And in the pitch-black, with death hunting us and my body betraying me, I realized the most terrifying thing wasn’t that the Syndicate had sent a monster.

      It was that the monster might be the first thing that ever tried to take me out of my cage.

      And I didn’t know if I wanted to fight him—or follow.

      Behind us, the metal began to glow violet.
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      The transport didn’t have a door so much as a wound. I threw Karina through it sideways—lab-bare feet, hair loose, eyes too bright in the dark—then dove in after her as the corridor behind us erupted in strobing violet and muzzle flash.

      The Syndicate’s automated turrets woke up angry.

      Rounds pinged off the transport’s shoulder plates with a hard metallic scream. Sparks skated across my visor HUD. The air tasted like burnt lubricant and ozone, sharp enough to cut the back of my throat.

      “Head down,” I barked, already reaching for the manual crank to seal the hatch.

      Karina didn’t duck fast enough.

      She flinched like she’d been hit anyway, her body anticipating pain the way a lab animal anticipates a needle. That did something ugly to my chest. Not emotion—my training had names for weaknesses and none of them were allowed—but something primal that didn’t care what I’d been engineered to be.

      Mine.

      No.

      Asset.

      Neutralize.

      My HUD flashed the mission protocol in the center of my vision, as if the facility itself was screaming it at me.

      *EXECUTIVE COMPLIANCE: CONFIRM NEUTRALIZATION T-MINUS 00:00:60*

      Sixty seconds to report the kill.

      Sixty seconds before the Syndicate decided I was malfunctioning and sent a correction team that didn’t care about collateral.

      I slammed the crank. The hatch groaned, then sealed with a heavy lock, muffling the gunfire outside. The transport rocked as something hit the rear plating—turret rounds, or a grenade. The suspension whined in protest.

      Karina scrambled backward on the bench seat, breath coming fast. Her pupils were blown wide, reflecting the dim blue emergency strips like a startled animal’s eyes.

      And her scent⁠—

      Christ.

      In the sealed compartment it wasn’t just present. It was everywhere. Warm, sweet, edged with sterile antiseptic and panic, like sugar spilled on a surgical tray.

      Omega.

      Not the polished, leash-trained omegas from Syndicate functions. Not the docile breeder stock the higher-ups paraded to prove civilization still had rules.

      This was raw.

      This was distress held back by teeth and willpower and a suppressant patch that was losing the fight.

      My alpha physiology reacted like an attack alarm.

      Every nerve in my body leaned toward her.

      Protect. Claim. Anchor.

      I forced my hands to move with discipline—tactical check, weapon secure, comms silent. The old routine held me together by the fingernails.

      Karina’s gaze snapped to the rifle slung across my chest as if she expected me to lift it again and finish what the order demanded.

      She didn’t understand the problem.

      Neither did I, until my body did the math faster than my mind.

      I shouldn’t have been able to smell her like this. The lab’s air scrubbers, the suppressant in her blood, the facility’s pheromone dampeners—everything was designed to keep Omegas from triggering the pack instincts of every Alpha within a mile.

      Yet here I was, breathing her in like oxygen.

      Like the rest of the world had thinned and she was the only concentration left.

      My HUD stuttered. The violet fracture interference made the text warp for half a second.

      The fracture was closer than the Syndicate admitted. Close enough to bend physics. Close enough to bend rules.

      Close enough to break conditioning.

      Karina swallowed hard. “Where are you taking me?”

      Her voice was hoarse—dry air from Scrub protocol already scraping her lungs. Her wrists were bruised purple rings. She’d been cuffed recently.

      I cataloged it automatically. Injuries. Stress response. Potential shock.

      And then the part of me that wasn’t a Commander cataloged something else: rage.

      Slow, cold, surgical.

      My father would’ve called it inefficient.

      My father wasn’t here.

      “Out,” I said, and turned to the control panel near the driver’s seat. “If you want to stay alive, you don’t touch anything in here.”

      “I’m not touching—” Her voice broke. She inhaled again, and her scent spiked, a flare of sweetness that hit me right at the base of my spine.

      I tightened my jaw until my teeth ached.

      Thirty seconds. If she flared fully, if she let her distress pheromones loose, every Alpha in the facility would home in on it like a beacon. Not just the breach teams. The hounds. The clones. The things the Syndicate kept in lower levels and pretended were “contingency assets.”

      And me.

      My hands shook once as I keyed the ignition sequence.

      Not from fear. Not from adrenaline.

      From the fact that some ancient part of me wanted to turn around, climb over the bench, pin her down and hide my face in her neck until the world stopped trying to take her away.

      That instinct didn’t feel like mine.

      It felt like a trap the Syndicate had built into me.

      It felt like destiny, and I’d spent my life killing destiny with bullets.

      The engine coughed. The transport’s power core whined, then caught, vibrating through the floor.

      Outside, the gunfire intensified. Someone shouted—breach team cadence, tight and clipped—and a plasma charge went off with a concussive boom that made the transport’s sealed walls tremble.

      Karina let out a small, strangled sound, hand flying to her mouth as if she could swallow it back.

      I didn’t look at her. If I looked, I’d lose the thin line of control I had left.

      My HUD flashed again.

      *EXECUTIVE COMPLIANCE: 00:00:41*

      I had forty-one seconds before the Syndicate’s net flagged me as nonresponsive.

      I slapped the comms switch to silent mode. Not off—off would ping an alert—but silent, the kind of half-dead line you used when you wanted to look compliant while you went rogue.

      Then I did the thing that would end my career.

      I reached up, fingers finding the biometric tracker embedded at the base of my neck.

      The Syndicate called it a “command authentication node.” A little piece of tech that confirmed I was where I said I was, doing what I said I was doing, being the man they’d built.

      My father had called it necessary.

      I could feel the thin seam of scar tissue around it. The skin there was always tight, always a reminder of ownership.

      Karina’s eyes tracked the movement. She didn’t know what I was about to do.

      Neither did the Syndicate.

      I hooked two fingers under the edge of the node and ripped.

      The pain was immediate—white-hot and wet, like tearing out a tooth with your bare hand. Blood ran down my collar, warm against my skin. My vision narrowed for a second.

      Then the HUD went quiet.

      No pings. No location tag. No compliance feed.

      Dark.

      The transport’s internal systems blinked once, confused, then defaulted to manual. The Syndicate’s leash had been severed.

      Karina stared at me like I’d just torn out my own throat. “Why would you⁠—”

      “Because they’ll use it to find you,” I said, voice low. My hands were slick with blood as I wiped them on my tactical vest. “And because I don’t have time to explain.”

      Her lips parted, a question forming.

      I cut it off with motion.

      I slammed the transport into gear.

      The vehicle lurched forward, tires screaming against polished facility flooring. The inertia threw Karina sideways. She caught herself on the bench, knuckles white.

      I took the first turn hard—too hard for a civilian ride, perfect for an extraction vehicle built to survive riots. The transport drifted, rear end swinging out, and I corrected with muscle memory.

      Outside the viewport, the corridor lights flickered between blue and violet as fracture energy crawled along the ceiling like living lightning.

      The facility was breaking.

      Behind us, the hatch we’d sealed took a heavy hit. The transport’s rear camera showed three Syndicate hounds—Alpha operatives in matte armor, helmets on, eyes reflecting red laser sight. They moved in a coordinated pack pattern, flanking the vehicle, trying to force it to stop.

      My former men.

      Or the Syndicate’s property.

      I didn’t have time to decide which.

      “Hold on,” I said, and punched the boost.

      Karina’s head snapped up. “Hold on to what?”

      “Anything,” I said.

      The transport shot forward, acceleration slamming us back into the seats. The corridor blurred. We tore past security gates that didn’t have time to close, past shattered glass and bodies that had bled out in neat Syndicate silence.

      My mind tried to keep it tactical.

      Route options. Elevation changes. Exit points. Scrub protocol failures. Fracture interference patterns.

      But beneath all that, the pull kept dragging at me.

      Every time Karina shifted, every time she breathed, my alpha tracked it with obsessive precision. Scent. Heat. Pulse.

      A normal alpha would be fighting arousal.

      This wasn’t arousal.

      This was survival instinct reassigning itself.

      As if the world had chosen her as my anchor point and everything else was optional.

      Karina pressed a hand to the wall as the transport took another turn. Her breathing was too fast. Her skin was pale beneath the harsh interior lighting.

      She was trying not to flare. I could smell the effort—the sharp bite of adrenaline under the sweetness.

      She was strong.

      That made the pull worse, not better.

      My HUD—still active in my helmet’s internal systems, though the Syndicate feed was gone—pinged a local alert in red.

      *AUTO-TURRET GRID: ACTIVE FRIEND/FOE: UNCONFIRMED*

      “Of course,” I muttered.

      The transport’s onboard defense system had lost authentication without my node. Now it didn’t know if I was friendly or hostile.

      And the facility’s turrets didn’t care.

      The corridor ahead opened into a wider junction—an industrial artery connecting labs to launch platforms. Ceiling high enough for cargo cranes. Walls lined with recessed gun emplacements.

      I saw the turrets pivoting before I heard them.

      A whir of servos.

      Then the first burst of gunfire.

      Rounds hammered the transport’s front plating. The windshield spiderwebbed with cracks, fracture light catching in the glass like bruises under skin.

      Karina screamed.

      The sound hit me like a hook.

      Not because I cared—care was a liability.

      Because my biology did.

      I drove one-handed and reached across the cabin, catching her by the back of the neck, shoving her down behind the bench.

      “Down,” I snapped, more animal than commander for a second.

      She didn’t fight. She folded, shaking, pressed to the floorboards.

      The scent of her fear thickened. My mouth filled with saliva like I was about to bite.

      I wanted to kill something.

      Preferably everything between her and oxygen.

      The turrets kept firing, tracking us. The transport’s tires screeched as I swerved, using the cargo stacks as cover, weaving between crates with inches to spare.

      The windshield took another hit—glass cracking deeper, a sliver breaking free and slicing across my cheek. Warm blood ran down my jaw.

      Pain was irrelevant. The countdown in my head wasn’t.

      Because even dark, the Syndicate would notice.

      They’d see my node offline. They’d see a transport moving without clearance. They’d send drones next.

      And drones didn’t negotiate.

      Karina’s voice came muffled from the floor. “You’re bleeding.”

      “So are you,” I said, because I could smell it—her blood, metallic and thin, probably from her wrists or the duct crawl. “Stay down.”

      “I can’t breathe,” she rasped.

      Scrub residue. Oxygen purge aftermath. Her lungs were already irritated and now the transport’s cabin air was full of smoke and pulverized glass.

      I reached under the dash, yanked the emergency oxygen canister, and kicked it backward blindly.

      “Mask,” I ordered. “Put it on.”

      Her fingers fumbled. I heard the hiss as she got it working.

      The turrets shifted their aim. Something heavier engaged—an anti-vehicle barrel, deep-throated, built to chew through armor.

      The first round hit and the transport lurched, suspension screaming. Warning lights erupted across the panel.

      *FRONT PLATING: 37% STEERING ASSIST: OFFLINE*

      Manual.

      Fine.

      I liked manual. Manual meant machines didn’t get to have opinions.

      I slammed the transport through the last of the junction, aiming for the service ramp that led to the launch platform.

      The ramp was a straight shot of polished metal, open on one side to a drop so deep it vanished into blue haze. Below, the facility’s lower levels glowed faintly with fracture light, like the earth itself had bruised.

      The turrets behind us kept firing, but the angle shifted. Less cover. More exposure.

      Then my rear camera flashed a new threat indicator.

      Not hounds.

      A drone.

      It dropped from the ceiling on articulated limbs, serrated claws unfolding like a metal spider’s mouth. Hunter-killer class—designed for asset retrieval and close-quarters dismemberment.

      It landed on the transport’s hood.

      The impact shattered what remained of the windshield.

      Glass exploded inward.

      Karina shrieked again, louder, pure terror.

      The drone’s claws punched through the cracked windshield frame, inches from her face. Its sensor array glowed red as it scanned her, confirming biometric ID.

      *ASSET LOCATED. RECOVERY PROTOCOL: ENGAGE.*

      It wasn’t just going to kill her.

      It was going to take her back.

      My vision tunneled.

      The alpha in me surged up like a flood breaking a dam.

      I didn’t think.

      I reacted.

      I let go of the wheel long enough to grab the drone’s nearest limb with my left hand. The serrated metal bit into my glove, slicing through the reinforced fabric. Pain flared. Blood slicked my grip.

      I tightened anyway.

      “Sergei—!” Karina’s voice broke on my name like she hated that she knew it.

      The transport swerved, tires skidding toward the open edge of the ramp.

      I had half a second to correct.

      I didn’t.

      I used the swerve.

      The drone’s weight shifted. Its claws scraped across the hood as it tried to re-anchor. I yanked hard, using the vehicle’s momentum and my own strength, and tore the limb out of its socket.

      Metal screamed.

      The drone shrieked in synthetic feedback, sensor lights flashing. It stabbed another claw through, aiming for Karina.

      I drove my elbow into its chassis, then grabbed the exposed wiring and ripped.

      The smell of burning circuits hit the cabin, sharp and chemical.

      The drone spasmed, claws twitching. I twisted the torn limb like a lever and slammed the drone’s body sideways into the ramp wall.

      The transport hit the wall too, scraping along it in a shower of sparks.

      Karina was coughing, scrambling backward, hands over her head.

      The drone tried to climb back, damaged but relentless.

      I shoved the wheel with my knee to keep us straight, then leaned forward and bit down on the instinct that wanted to roar.

      Not now. Not feral. Not yet.

      I reached for the combat knife strapped to my chest rig and drove it into the drone’s core housing.

      The blade hit resistance, then slid in with a wet mechanical crunch.

      The drone’s lights flickered.

      It convulsed once, claws scraping uselessly, then went limp.

      I didn’t stop.

      I grabbed the knife handle and used it to pry the core open, exposing the cooling fan—spinning hard, trying to vent heat. I slammed my fist into it.

      The fan shattered. Shards of composite flew.

      The core overheated instantly.

      The drone’s chassis began to smoke.

      I kicked it off the hood.

      It fell over the ramp’s edge, tumbling down into the blue haze, smoke trailing like a dying comet.

      Only then did I take a breath.

      Only then did I feel the tremor in my own hands.

      Karina stared at me from the floor, mask half-on, eyes huge. Blood dotted her cheek where glass had nicked her.

      Her scent was a storm now—fear, adrenaline, and something else underneath that made my throat tighten.

      Heat.

      It was starting.

      She swallowed, voice muffled by the mask. “You… you just⁠—”

      “Killed it,” I said, wiping blood off my knuckles onto my vest. My glove was shredded. Skin beneath was sliced. “Yes.”

      Her gaze flicked to the hole in my neck where the node had been. Blood had soaked into my collar. She looked like she wanted to ask why again.

      She didn’t.

      Smart.

      The ramp ended ahead in a wide-open platform—an exterior launch bay with blast doors half-open. Beyond them, a night sky churned with pale lightning.

      Not weather lightning.

      Fracture lightning.

      The world outside the facility was thinning too.

      I pushed the transport harder.

      The vehicle screamed, half-damaged, steering stiff. The edge of the platform loomed—open air and a drop.

      There should’ve been a gate.

      There was a gate.

      And it was closing.

      “Hold,” I muttered, and slammed my palm onto the manual override on the dash.

      The transport’s onboard system didn’t respond—still unconfirmed friend/foe.

      Fine.

      I aimed for the narrowing gap anyway.

      Karina sucked in a breath, mask hissing. “Sergei, that’s⁠—”

      “Possible,” I said, and punched boost again.

      We hit the gap with inches to spare. The blast doors scraped along the roof, peeling paint and sparking. The transport burst through into the open bay, tires hitting textured metal.

      For half a second, we were free.

      Then the collar in my neck woke up.

      Not the node I’d ripped out.

      The other thing.

      The thing I never let myself name like that.

      Compliance collar.

      A failsafe embedded deeper than the tracker. Wired into my nervous system. Designed to punish deviation.

      Designed to kill treason.

      It triggered with a warning beep—soft, almost polite.

      Then the shock hit.

      My spine lit up like a live wire.

      Every muscle in my body seized at once. My hands locked on the wheel. My jaw clamped so hard I tasted blood.

      The transport lurched as my foot spasmed on the accelerator.

      Karina screamed my name again, louder, panicked.

      My vision went white around the edges. The world narrowed to pain, electrical and absolute, like my bones were trying to escape my skin.

      My HUD flashed a single line of text, flickering with fracture interference.

      *COMPLIANCE BREACH DETECTED. TERMINATION IN 00:00:15*

      Fifteen seconds.

      That’s all the Syndicate had decided I was worth once I stopped being useful.

      I fought it like I’d fought everything else—by refusing.

      But electricity doesn’t negotiate. It just takes.

      My grip slipped. The wheel jerked. The transport veered toward the platform’s edge—open air beyond, nothing but the blue-lit abyss.

      Karina lunged forward from the bench, hands grabbing my arm. “Sergei!”

      Her touch was a shock in a different way—warm, real, grounding.

      My alpha latched onto it like a drowning man.

      For one second, the pain shifted. Not less. Just… redistributed.

      The scent of her—Omega, heat-rising—hit me again, and my body responded with a violent, irrational surge of strength.

      I used it.

      I forced my left hand to release the wheel long enough to slam the emergency brake.

      The transport skidded, tires screaming, stopping inches from the edge.

      The abyss yawned beyond the windshield.

      Karina’s face was inches from mine, her breath fogging the cracked glass. Her eyes were wet, furious, terrified.

      “Drive,” I managed, voice shredded. The shock pulsed again, making my words stutter. “Don’t stop until the air smells like ozone.”

      She stared. “What does that even⁠—”

      Another pulse hit, stronger. My body slammed against the seat as if something had grabbed my spine and yanked.

      My teeth clenched. I felt something in my neck—under the torn blood and the ripped node—heat building. The collar’s circuitry overloading.

      If it fully triggered termination, it would fry my nervous system.

      Clean. Efficient. Syndicate.

      Karina’s hands hovered over the wheel like she didn’t want to touch me, like she was afraid I’d bite.

      Smart again.

      But she didn’t move away.

      Her scent thickened, heat blooming in the sealed cabin despite the oxygen mask. It wrapped around me, tangled with my pain.

      Anchor.

      That word surfaced in my mind with no context, like a file name I wasn’t cleared to access.

      The collar beeped again.

      *00:00:10*

      Ten seconds.

      I forced my eyes to focus on Karina’s face. On the tiny cut on her cheek. On the set of her jaw like she’d rather die than beg.

      And I realized something that had nothing to do with missions.

      She’d been alone in that cage for so long that even now—blood, fracture, gunfire—she didn’t trust rescue.

      She trusted math. She trusted pain. She trusted inevitability.

      Not people.

      I didn’t have time to become someone she could trust.

      I only had time to be the thing between her and the Syndicate.

      “Listen,” I ground out, fighting the seizure in my hands. “If I pass out⁠—”

      “You will not⁠—”

      “If I pass out,” I repeated, sharper, command snapping through the pain, “you drive. You keep moving. You don’t let them take you.”

      Her throat worked. Her eyes flashed with something like hate. “Why?”

      Because you smell like the end of my world.

      Because my body already decided.

      Because the man I was trained to be is dying and the thing replacing him is yours.

      I didn’t say any of it.

      I couldn’t afford language right now.

      I could barely afford breath.

      *00:00:06*

      My vision blurred. The edges of the cabin doubled. My muscles trembled violently as the collar’s current built toward a final spike.

      Karina’s hands closed on the wheel.

      Good.

      My alpha exhaled like it approved.

      The thought disgusted me.

      *00:00:04*

      The cabin air shifted.

      A new sound cut through the ringing in my ears—metal tearing above us.

      I forced my head to turn, neck stiff with seizure.

      From the ceiling of the open launch bay, something dropped.

      Not a drone like the last one.

      Bigger.

      Heavier.

      It hit the platform with a quake that rattled the transport.

      A hunter-killer unit—industrial class. Built to tear through armored doors. Serrated claws the size of knives, jointed limbs ending in grapples and blades.

      Its head—sensor array glowing red—tilted toward the transport.

      Toward Karina.

      The machine didn’t see me as a threat anymore. My collar had flagged me as dying. Terminated.

      It saw only the asset.

      Karina saw it too.

      Her breath hitched, scent spiking so hard it was almost visible—sweet panic flooding the cabin.

      My alpha screamed at me to move.

      My body refused. Electricity held me in place like a crucifixion.

      *00:00:02*

      The hunter-killer crouched.

      Ready to spring.

      Karina’s fingers tightened on the wheel. She looked at me once—just once—and there was a horrible clarity in her expression.

      She was calculating.

      Distance. Speed. Impact.

      She was going to drive through it.

      In a transport with cracked plating and a dying driver.

      The collar beeped.

      *00:00:01*

      I tried to speak. To stop her. To tell her there was another way.

      My jaw wouldn’t open.

      The termination pulse hit like a gunshot inside my spine.

      My body went rigid. Then⁠—

      Nothing.

      Darkness crashed in, swift and absolute, swallowing sound, swallowing light.

      The last thing I felt before I dropped was Karina’s hand on my shoulder—small, shaking, real.

      And the last thing I heard, as consciousness slipped away, was the hunter-killer’s claws screeching across the platform as it launched⁠—

      Straight for the windshield.

      For her face.

      For the asset.

      For my mate.

      Even if she didn’t know it yet.

      Even if I didn’t want to.

      The world went black.

      And somewhere in that black, the transport’s engine screamed as Karina slammed it into gear.
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      The transport tried to become a coffin at eighty kilometers an hour.

      The wheel jerked under my hands like it hated me. The cracked windshield was a spiderweb of glass and fracture-light, violet veins pulsing in time with the building’s dying heartbeat. Sergei was slumped over the console—too heavy, too still—his jaw clenched like he’d bitten through his own pain and decided not to let go.

      Outside, metal screamed.

      The hunter-killer drone hit the front plating with a sound I felt in my molars. Serrated claws punched into the hood, dragging the transport sideways toward the platform edge. The abyss beyond wasn’t darkness—it was a blue haze lit from below by the facility’s lower levels, by ruptured power lines, by reality tearing itself open in strips.

      Prime numbers.

      My brain reached for them the way a drowning person reaches for air.

      “Two,” I whispered, knuckles white on the wheel. “Three. Five.”

      The drone’s sensor array glowed red through the fractured windshield, scanning. Confirming.

      *ASSET.*

      The word wasn’t on a screen. It was in the way the machine moved with certainty, the way its claws angled toward the cabin like it knew the exact coordinates of my throat.

      I slammed my foot down.

      The engine screamed, a wounded animal sound. The transport surged forward anyway, dragging the drone with it.

      Sergei didn’t move.

      His head lolled against the seatbelt harness, blood smeared down his neck from where he’d ripped out that node. Beneath it, the skin along his collar line twitched with residual electricity—like the Syndicate had wired him into the building and yanked the cord.

      “Stay alive,” I hissed at him, like my voice could be a defibrillator. “You don’t get to die yet.”

      He didn’t answer.

      The drone hauled itself higher onto the hood, claws finding purchase. One limb punched through the remaining glass and scraped along the dashboard—too close, too close—sending sparks into my face.

      Hot pain kissed my cheek.

      I didn’t flinch. I didn’t have room for flinching.

      A wrench.

      I needed something heavy, something crude, something not designed by the Syndicate.

      My eyes flicked down—floorboards littered with debris from the shattered windshield, a loose oxygen canister rolling, a chunk of paneling. And there—half buried under Sergei’s dropped gear—an emergency maintenance wrench. Thick steel, meant for stubborn bolts.

      It looked like salvation.

      The drone lunged again, and I felt the cabin shift, the transport’s nose skidding toward the edge. The blue abyss yawned wider in the windshield, a mouth waiting.

      I let go of the wheel with one hand and snatched the wrench.

      The moment I did, the drone’s claw stabbed through again, aiming straight for my face. The motion was precise, unfeeling. It didn’t hate me. It didn’t want me.

      It was programmed to reclaim property.

      My body chose hate anyway.

      I swung.

      Steel met metal with a ringing crack that jarred my wrist to the elbow. The drone’s claw recoiled, sparking, but not retreating—just recalibrating. It shifted, trying to hook the wrench out of my grip, trying to disarm me like a trained fighter.

      No.

      This wasn’t a lab. This wasn’t a test.

      I jammed the wrench into the gap between its claw joint and chassis and twisted with everything I had.

      The drone shrieked in synthetic feedback. The sound made my teeth ache. Its limb spasmed, and the transport lurched as its weight shifted.

      We were still moving—too fast, too close to the edge. The platform gate ahead was open by accident or sabotage, a wide mouth leading into the exterior bay where wind and fracture-light churned like weather.

      If I cleared the gate, we might have a shot.

      If I didn’t, we’d go down.

      My mind ran the math anyway. Velocity, angle, traction. The transport’s steering assist was offline, Sergei had said. Manual. Machines didn’t get opinions.

      Neither did I.

      I tightened my grip on the wheel with my left hand and used the wrench with my right, not to pry the limb⁠—

      To stab.

      The wrench’s blunt end found the drone’s internal cooling vent, a spinning fan visible behind a cracked panel, and I drove the steel into it like I was jamming a stick into a bicycle wheel.

      The fan screamed and shredded.

      The drone convulsed, its sensor array flickering as heat spiked.

      Good. Overheat. Fail. Die.

      It didn’t die fast enough.

      It flung one last claw into the cabin and hooked the steering column.

      The wheel wrenched out of my hand.

      The transport veered hard.

      The platform edge rushed up in my peripheral vision, white hazard lines blurring into a single fatal stripe.

      My stomach dropped.

      Prime numbers abandoned me. Biology took over.

      I threw my whole body over the wheel, wrapped my left arm around it, and yanked back while my right hand kept the wrench buried in the drone’s guts.

      Muscle tore in my shoulder. Pain flashed white.

      The transport corrected a fraction. Not enough. Still drifting.

      The abyss rose up, waiting.

      Sergei’s body shifted with the turn, his shoulder slamming into mine. The contact was warm through his tactical vest—heat, weight, life.

      A spark shot through my chest that had nothing to do with physics.

      Anchor.

      That sick magnetic tug under my sternum pulsed once, hard, like my body was screaming at me to lean into him, to use him, to pull.

      I hated it. I hated that my survival instincts had a romance subroutine.

      The drone’s chassis began to smoke, black tendrils curling back over the hood. Its claws loosened on the steering column as its core overheated, the metal joints seizing.

      I took the opening and shoved.

      Not gently. Not cautiously.

      I slammed my boot against the inside of the windshield frame and kicked the drone’s limb outward. The overheating chassis shifted, slid, and then⁠—

      Gravity took it.

      The drone tore free with a horrible scraping sound and tumbled over the edge, smoke trailing behind it into the blue void.

      For half a second, the transport was light.

      For half a second, we were still alive.

      Then the vehicle’s momentum carried us toward the edge anyway.

      “No,” I breathed, voice thin.

      I twisted the wheel, forcing the transport away from the hazard line. Tires screamed against metal. The transport fishtailed, rear swinging out, and my stomach slammed into my throat as the edge flashed past my window—close enough that I saw the drop, saw the lights below, saw the fracture glow like a bruise in the world.

      We didn’t go over.

      We cleared the edge by inches.

      My lungs forgot how to work.

      I kept driving.

      Because stopping meant thinking, and thinking meant feeling, and feeling meant the thing in my blood that was blooming hot and sweet despite the suppressant patch burning my skin.

      Heat.

      The word was humiliating. Clinical terminology didn’t soften it. “Hormonal cascade,” my mind supplied automatically. “Omega estrus response triggered by stress and pheromonal exposure.”

      Translation: my body wanted to bond to the unconscious alpha bleeding beside me.

      I swallowed bile and copper. “Not now,” I whispered. “Not ever.”

      The exterior bay opened ahead, blast doors half raised. Beyond them the night sky churned with pale lightning—fracture energy, not weather. Wind knifed through gaps in the bay walls, carrying snow and ash and the sharp metallic tang of ozone.

      Ozone.

      Sergei’s words surfaced through adrenaline haze.

      Don’t stop until the air smells like ozone.

      It smelled like it now—sharp and electric, like a storm breaking over a battlefield.

      I didn’t know if that meant I was doing it right or if the world was about to end.

      Behind us, alarms started again—different pitch than Scrub. The facility was cycling into something else, some secondary panic protocol. The sound was distant, muffled by the transport’s damaged cabin, but it vibrated in my bones.

      And somewhere behind that, I heard it:

      Boots.

      Not one set.

      Many.

      The Syndicate didn’t run. It advanced.

      I glanced at the rear camera—static at first, fracture interference crawling across the feed in violet bands. Then the image cleared in jolts.

      A pack of armored figures surged onto the platform we’d just left, helmets on, rifles raised. Their movements were coordinated, efficient. Familiar, even from this distance.

      Hounds.

      Alpha operatives.

      And behind them—hovering in the air like a mechanical vulture—another drone, smaller, faster, its red sensor eye locking onto us.

      I tasted panic.

      My scent shifted in response, sweetness thickening in the cabin.

      “No,” I hissed, pressing my lips together hard. Don’t flare. Don’t call. Don’t beg.

      My body didn’t care about my principles. It cared that there was an alpha beside me—an alpha whose scent was in my lungs, whose blood was on my skin, whose existence was a gravitational field pulling my biology into orbit.

      Sergei’s head lolled with the transport’s vibration. His throat flexed once. Not awake. Not coherent.

      Alive.

      Barely.

      I didn’t have time to decide what he was to me. I barely had time to keep my hands from shaking.

      The transport hit the outer ramp that led down toward the launch platform’s edge gates, toward a maintenance chute that looked like it might connect to an exterior service road. A way out.

      If the Syndicate hadn’t sealed it.

      If the fracture hadn’t eaten it.

      If.

      My favorite word. The one that kept me alive in a cage.

      The ramp angled downward fast. The transport’s damaged suspension whined, and warning lights flickered across the dash in a language I didn’t know.

      I didn’t need to. Machines were simple. Forward was forward.

      The wind got stronger as we descended, whipping snow and debris into the bay. The transport’s headlights caught swirling white, then violet—fracture-light flickering through particles like they were suspended in a different physics.

      The world felt thin here. Like skin stretched too tight.

      The bond tug under my sternum pulsed again.

      Not metaphorical.

      Physical.

      A pull toward Sergei so sharp it made my ribs ache.

      My throat tightened. “This is a failure of willpower,” I told myself. Clinicalize it. Cut it into data. “Neural imprinting triggered by pheromonal match. Temporary. Treatable.”

      I didn’t believe me.

      A crack of gunfire rang out behind us.

      The rear camera flashed as rounds struck the ramp, sparks flying. The hounds were firing now—trying to disable the transport without destroying it. Retrieval, not kill.

      Asset recovery protocol.

      My stomach rolled.

      They were coming to put me back in the cage.

      They were coming to put Sergei down like a defective animal.

      I tightened my grip on the wheel and drove harder.

      The ramp ended in a gate—industrial mesh and reinforced plating—half closed, blinking amber like it couldn’t decide whether to let us through.

      I didn’t slow.

      The transport hit the gate with a concussive boom, metal shrieking. The mesh buckled, snapped, and we burst through in a shower of sparks and torn steel.

      Cold air slammed into the cabin through the shattered windshield, so sharp it made my eyes water. Snow whipped in, stinging my face.

      We were outside.

      Not free. Outside.

      The facility loomed behind us—an angular mountain of Syndicate architecture carved into the ice, its surfaces lit by emergency strips and violet fracture glow. Above it, the sky churned with pale lightning, the fracture seam visible like a bruise across the clouds.

      Ahead, a narrow exterior service road cut along the cliffside, bordered by guardrails that looked decorative at best.

      Below, nothing but the drop—two hundred stories of blue haze and distant lights, the frozen river far beneath like a silver blade.

      Prime numbers.

      “Sixty-one,” I breathed. “Sixty-seven.”

      The transport’s tires skidded on ice as I took the first curve. The vehicle fishtailed, and my heart slammed hard enough to hurt.

      Sergei shifted again, a low sound in his throat—pain, maybe. His hand twitched near his lap, fingers curling as if searching for a weapon that wasn’t there.

      He was still out.

      And my body—my traitorous omega—registered his proximity like a drug.

      His scent wasn’t just smoke and steel anymore. Outside air sharpened it, stripped it down to something elemental—winter and iron and something darker underneath that made my heat pulse.

      He smelled like survival.

      He smelled like the kind of mistake you made once and then reorganized your whole life around.

      I wanted to hate him.

      I wanted to shove him out of the transport and drive away alone, prove autonomy meant something.

      But the bond tugged again, hard, and a cold truth settled in my gut:

      Even if I left, my body would follow.

      Like a tether.

      Like a leash made of my own biology.

      My hands trembled on the wheel. I forced them steady by counting. “Seventy-one. Seventy-three.”

      Behind us, headlights flared on the service road—two Syndicate vehicles, lower profile than ours, built for pursuit. Their engines whined high, tuned for speed on ice.

      The rear camera was dead now—fracture interference or damage. I didn’t need it. I could see them in the side mirror: black shapes, fast, closing.

      And above them, the drone—small, agile—kept pace, red sensor eye trained on our cabin.

      It fired.

      A bolt of something hot and bright—plasma or energy—streaked past my window and exploded against the guardrail ahead, sending molten metal spraying. The rail sagged, glowing.

      The road narrowed.

      Of course it did.

      The Syndicate built choke points into everything. Even their mountains had tactics.

      I swallowed hard, lungs burning with cold air. My eyes stung from snow and tears I refused to name.

      I needed options.

      The transport’s dash had a panel marked EMERGENCY MANUAL OVERRIDE. Under it, a small latch with a warning glyph. My fingers itched toward it.

      But I didn’t know what it did.

      And the Syndicate loved to label suicide buttons as “emergency.”

      Another plasma bolt hit behind us. The transport’s rear jolted, and the vehicle lurched forward. The smell of burning insulation flooded the cabin.

      Sergei’s head snapped up a fraction, not fully awake, but reacting—combat reflex.

      His eyes cracked open, unfocused, pupils blown wide.

      For one second, he looked at me like he didn’t know where he was.

      Then his gaze sharpened on my face, and something feral moved behind his eyes.

      “Drive,” he rasped, voice shredded.

      “I am,” I snapped, because anger was easier than fear. “Try not to die on me.”

      His mouth twitched—not quite a smile, more like pain pretending to be humor. “No promises.”

      The sound of it—his voice—did something to my chest. The bond tugged, and my heat pulsed in response, like my body was celebrating his consciousness.

      Disgusting.

      Useful.

      He blinked hard, trying to focus past the shock residue. His hand lifted to his neck, fingers brushing the blood-soaked collar line. His jaw clenched, and a low growl rumbled in his throat—more animal than man.

      “The collar?” I asked, because I needed data. “Is it⁠—”

      “Triggered,” he grated. “Still armed.”

      Meaning it could shock him again. Meaning the Syndicate still had a leash on him, deeper than the node he’d ripped out.

      My stomach twisted. “Can you disable it?”

      He laughed once, harsh. “If I could, I would’ve years ago.”

      Of course. The golden boy didn’t get to remove his own chains.

      The road ahead curved again, sharper, hugging the cliff. The guardrail was still sagging from the earlier hit, molten metal cooling into jagged shapes.

      If I took the curve wrong, we’d go over.

      If I slowed, the Syndicate vehicles behind would ram us.

      My mind ran the math anyway, cold and fast.

      Probability of survival: decreasing.

      My scent spiked again, heat blooming under my ribs. The suppressant patch on my arm burned like a brand, struggling, losing.

      Sergei inhaled sharply, nostrils flaring. His head turned toward me, gaze snapping to my throat like he could see my pulse.

      “Don’t,” I warned, voice tight.

      His eyes darkened. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You’re smelling me.”

      His jaw flexed. “You’re flaring.”

      I wanted to throw the wrench at his head. I wanted to scream that my body wasn’t mine, that the Syndicate had rewritten it, that it was a lab experiment pretending to be fate.

      Instead I bit down on the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood. Pain was a lever. Pain was control.

      The pursuit vehicles closed in. I heard their engines now, a high predatory whine that made my skin crawl. In the side mirror, headlights flared brighter, reflecting off snow like fangs.

      Sergei’s gaze flicked to the mirror, then back to me. Tactical brain waking up despite the collar shock.

      “Next curve,” he said, voice steadier now, commander tone bleeding through. “Take it wide. Let them think you’re losing it.”

      “I am losing it.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Not yet.”

      He reached down with a shaky hand and flipped open a compartment under his seat, fingers fumbling. He pulled out a small coin—metallic, worn—and for a second, my brain latched onto the absurdity.

      A coin.

      In the middle of a chase.

      He flipped it once, caught it, and his gaze sharpened like he’d just made a decision.

      Then he reached past the coin and grabbed a compact sidearm from the compartment—Syndicate standard, matte black, suppressed.

      He checked the magazine with muscle memory.

      “How long were you planning on telling me you had that?” I snapped.

      “I wasn’t planning on you driving,” he said, and there was dry humor in it that made me want to hate him more.

      He braced himself against the dash with one hand, gun in the other, and leaned toward the shattered windshield.

      Wind slammed into him, whipping snow into his hair, making blood on his neck look black.

      He didn’t flinch.

      He aimed backward, using the side mirror reflection like it was a range.

      “Hold steady,” he ordered.

      I laughed, sharp and hysterical. “On an ice cliff with drones?”

      “Hold. Steady.”

      His voice did something to me—command tone, alpha tone. My omega responded like a trained animal, spine straightening, muscles locking into compliance.

      Rage flared hot in my gut.

      I held the wheel steady anyway.

      Sergei fired.

      One shot. Suppressed, almost quiet in the wind, but the impact was immediate—a burst of sparks from the lead pursuit vehicle’s headlight cluster. The vehicle swerved slightly, driver correcting fast.

      Sergei fired again. Again. Controlled.

      He wasn’t trying to kill them. He was trying to blind them.

      A plasma bolt from the drone streaked past, too close, searing the air. It hit the road ahead and exploded, leaving a crater of melted ice.

      The transport hit the edge of the crater, tires slipping. The vehicle fishtailed hard.

      I screamed—sound ripped out of me, involuntary.

      My scent surged with it, sweet panic flooding the cabin.

      Sergei’s head snapped toward me, eyes feral.

      “No,” he growled, and the sound vibrated through my bones.

      The transport slid toward the guardrail.

      Toward the sagging, molten, broken guardrail.

      My brain went blank except for one prime number, absurd and lonely:

      “Seventy-nine.”

      The guardrail gave way as the transport’s weight hit it.

      Metal tore.

      For one sick second, we were suspended—half the transport over open air, the cliffside dropping away beneath us.

      My stomach dropped into my feet.

      Sergei moved.

      Not thinking. Not planning.

      He lunged across the cabin, one arm wrapping around my torso, yanking me back from the wheel as if he thought the cliff could reach in and take me.

      His other hand slammed the emergency brake.

      The transport jerked, tires shrieking, and the rear end swung back onto the road with a violent lurch.

      We landed hard, suspension screaming, but we were back on the ice.

      Alive.

      I was crushed against Sergei’s chest, his arm locked around me like a restraint.

      His scent hit me full force—smoke, steel, winter, and now blood, hot and metallic. It filled my lungs, and my omega responded like it had been waiting its whole life for this.

      Heat flared, sharp and humiliating, pooling low in my belly.

      I made a sound—half gasp, half sob—and hated myself for it.

      Sergei’s breath hit my ear, rough. “Breathe.”

      “I am breathing,” I spat, voice shaking.

      “Not like you mean it.”

      His arm tightened, possessive, and I felt his pulse against my back—hard, fast, syncing with mine in a way that made my skin prickle.

      My brain tried to clinicalize it. “Sympathetic nervous system entrainment,” I thought wildly. “Pheromonal synchronization.”

      My body called it home.

      The pursuit vehicles were still behind us. Headlights swerved as they corrected around the crater. The drone hovered above, red eye locked.

      Sergei released me abruptly, shoving me back toward the wheel. “Drive,” he snapped, voice all commander again. “Now.”

      I grabbed the wheel with shaking hands, anger and heat tangled in my veins.

      We hit the next curve, wide like he’d said.

      In the mirror, the lead pursuit vehicle took the bait, accelerating, trying to close the gap on the inside.

      Sergei leaned out again, gun steady despite the wind, despite the blood on his neck.

      He fired at the road—not the vehicle.

      Three shots, precise.

      The rounds hit a section of ice near the cliff edge where the earlier plasma bolt had weakened it. The ice cracked, spiderwebbing.

      The pursuit vehicle hit that section at speed.

      The road gave way.

      The vehicle’s front end dropped, tires spinning uselessly as the cliff swallowed it. For a second, its headlights pointed up at us like shocked eyes.

      Then it fell.

      The sound of it—metal screaming, a distant crash swallowed by wind—hit me in the chest like a punch.

      I should’ve felt relief.

      I felt nausea.

      Human beings were in that vehicle. Alphas with names and histories and maybe families.

      But the Syndicate had trained me to think in categories too.

      Threat neutralized.

      Asset secure.

      My stomach rolled anyway.

      The second pursuit vehicle swerved, braking hard, trying not to share the same fate. The drone above fired again, plasma bolt streaking toward us.

      Sergei’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist—not gentle.

      “Down,” he ordered.

      I ducked instinctively, and the bolt hit the transport’s roof, exploding in a shower of sparks and molten metal. Heat washed over the cabin. The transport’s interior lights flickered, then died.

      We plunged into dimness lit only by fracture-light pulsing through the cracked windshield.

      The engine coughed, sputtered.

      “No,” I whispered, terror rising.

      The transport’s power core warning light blinked weakly on the dash, then faded.

      We were losing power.

      Sergei swore, low and vicious. He leaned toward the dash, fingers moving fast despite his shaking. He popped open the panel under the steering column and ripped out a bundle of wires like he knew exactly what he was doing.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, voice cracking.

      “Keeping us moving,” he snapped.

      The drone hovered closer, red eye bright in the windshield. It was patient. It didn’t need to rush. We were slowing.

      My scent thickened again, heat and fear mixing into something sweet and loud. I clamped my thighs together hard enough to ache, trying to force my body back into obedience.

      The suppressant patch burned like fire now, failing.

      Sergei inhaled, sharp, and his eyes flicked to my throat again.

      His alpha was listening to my biology like it was a radio signal.

      “No,” I warned again, voice smaller this time.

      He didn’t look away. “If you flare, they’ll find you faster.”

      “I know.”

      “And I’ll lose it,” he added, voice rougher, honest in a way that felt like a knife.

      I froze. “Lose what?”

      His jaw flexed. His gaze flicked away for half a second—perimeter check, tactical habit—then back to me.

      “Control,” he said.

      The word hit harder than any gunshot.

      Because I believed him.

      Because I’d seen the way his body moved when he tore the drone apart. The way something feral had flashed behind his eyes when I screamed. The way his arm had locked around me like a claim.

      He wasn’t just a Syndicate weapon.

      He was an alpha with a leash cutting into his spine, and the leash was fraying.

      The engine caught again, sputtering to life as he twisted wires together. The transport lurched forward, slower now but moving.

      Ahead, the service road ended.

      Not in a nice gradual merge. In a hard stop: a gate, heavy steel, and beyond it—open air.

      A launch platform extension that jutted out over the cliff, used for cargo drops.

      No road.

      No exit.

      Just the edge.

      My heart slammed. “Sergei⁠—”

      “I see it,” he said, voice tight.

      The drone above fired again, plasma bolt streaking past, hitting the road behind us and exploding. The second pursuit vehicle was forced to stop, blocked by fire and broken ice.

      But the drone didn’t care about vehicles. It was already here.

      It hovered lower, red eye scanning, claws unfolding.

      We had seconds.

      Sergei’s gaze flicked to the gate ahead, then to the abyss beyond. Then to me.

      Decision hardened his face.

      “Drive straight,” he ordered.

      My mouth went dry. “That’s the edge.”

      “Drive. Straight.”

      My hands shook so hard I could barely hold the wheel. “That’s not a plan.”

      “It’s the only one,” he said, and reached across me to slam his palm onto the EMERGENCY MANUAL OVERRIDE latch.

      The panel popped open.

      Inside: a single red lever, protected by a clear shield.

      My brain supplied the obvious label without needing to read it.

      Boost dump. Power purge. Last-resort propulsion.

      A suicide button dressed as engineering.

      Sergei flipped the clear shield up.

      Then he looked at me, eyes winter-glass sharp, and his voice dropped low enough that it felt like it slid under my skin.

      “Trust me.”

      The words were impossible.

      Trust was a currency I didn’t have. Trust was how you ended up in cages. Trust was how you became an asset.

      But my body—my traitorous omega—pulled toward him at the sound of that command, that plea.

      Anchor.

      My throat tightened. “I don’t⁠—”

      The drone dropped in front of us, blocking the road, claws spread wide.

      Red sensor eye locked onto my face.

      *RECOVERY.*

      Sergei didn’t hesitate.

      He yanked the red lever down.

      The transport’s engine screamed like it was being torn apart from the inside. The cabin lights flared white, then violet, then white again. The whole vehicle vibrated violently as power dumped into the rear thrusters—systems I hadn’t even known existed.

      The transport shot forward.

      Straight at the drone.

      Straight at the gate.

      The drone lunged, claws slashing⁠—

      Sergei threw himself across me, body shielding mine, and the claw hit his shoulder plating with a metallic shriek, slicing deep. Blood sprayed hot across my hands on the wheel.

      I screamed his name, the sound ripped out of me raw.

      My scent flared with it—full omega distress, sweet and screaming into the cold air.

      Sergei’s face contorted, not just from pain—from something primal snapping.

      His eyes went black.

      “Karina,” he growled, voice not human, “drive.”

      The transport hit the gate.

      Steel exploded outward as the boost tore through it. The vehicle launched off the platform edge into open air.

      For one weightless, impossible moment, we were flying.

      My stomach dropped into nothing.

      Wind howled through the shattered windshield. The world fell away beneath us—cliffside, facility lights, blue haze, frozen river far below.

      Gravity remembered us an instant later.

      We began to fall.

      Sergei’s arm locked around my waist like a vise, pulling me tight against him as the transport tilted nose-down into the abyss.

      His blood soaked my hands. His scent was everywhere—smoke, steel, winter, and now something else, sharp and electric.

      Ozone.

      The air smelled like it.

      Just like he’d said.

      My omega screamed, not fear now⁠—

      Recognition.

      The bond tugged so hard it hurt, like my body was trying to fuse us together before impact.

      Sergei’s mouth hit my ear, voice rough and shaking with the effort not to go feral.

      “Don’t let go,” he said.

      As if I had any choice.

      The drone’s red eye hovered above the cliff edge, watching us fall like a god deciding whether we were worth retrieving.

      And below—far below—the frozen river waited, a silver blade in the dark.

      The transport’s engine sputtered midair.

      The boost died.

      We dropped faster.

      My prime numbers dissolved into static.

      My heat roared through me, unstoppable now, distress and destiny tangled into one brutal chemical truth.

      And Sergei—bleeding, half-feral, arm crushing me to his chest—lifted his head, eyes locked on the black horizon.

      “Hold on,” he said again, but this time it wasn’t an order.

      It was a vow.

      The transport hit something—air current, fracture ripple, maybe the world itself bending—and spun.

      The windshield view became sky, then cliff, then void.

      Sergei’s grip tightened, and I felt the moment his collar in his neck began to beep again—faint but unmistakable, a mechanical threat under our freefall.

      A second shock warning.

      A second execution.

      And we were still falling.

      The last thing I saw before the transport rolled and the world became a screaming blur of snow and violet lightning was the fracture seam in the sky above us⁠—

      Opening.

      Like an eye.

      Like a mouth.

      Reaching.

      And then Sergei’s voice, low and savage against my skin:

      “If we survive this,” he said, “you’re not leaving me.”

      The transport spun into the abyss, the collar beep rising, the fracture opening wider⁠—

      And my body answered his possessive promise with a pull I couldn’t control, a heat I couldn’t deny, and a terror that tasted like fate.

      We fell.
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      Pain had a color.

      It was the white-hot filament of the neuro-shock tearing through my nervous system, bleaching the world into a static field where the only things that existed were voltage and failure.

      I was pinned against the wall of the sub-level maintenance bunker, muscles seizing in violent, uncoordinated spasms. My spine arched, vertebrae grinding as the Syndicate’s fail-safe protocol hunted for the treason in my blood. Every breath was a knife dragged over broken glass. Every heartbeat was a detonation behind my eyes.

      Compliance collar active. Termination sequence: stage one.

      The words weren’t on a HUD. My helmet was gone, shattered somewhere in the fall. The words were in the pain itself, a mechanical sermon preached directly into my nerves.

      The bunker was a forgotten pocket in the facility’s underbelly—low ceiling, exposed pipes dripping condensation, walls lined with rusted tool lockers. The air stank of mildew and ionized metal. Violet fracture-lines crawled across the concrete like luminous veins, pulsing in time with the building’s death rattle.

      And the air was heating up.

      Not from climate control. From the fracture itself.

      The “Reproductive Apocalypse” wasn’t a poetic term. It was physics breaking. Reality thinning. The space between molecules getting excited, agitated, ready to ignite. The bunker’s atmosphere was ionizing, the scent of ozone thickening into something sharp enough to scorch the lungs.

      External conflict: the world was trying to burn us alive.

      Internal conflict: my body was trying to tear itself apart.

      I sucked in a wet, ragged breath, tasting blood and electricity. My vision swam, doubling, then sharpening on the figure across the room.

      Karina.

      She was braced against a metal workbench, her lab coat torn, hair tangled with snow and blood. Her eyes were wide, locked on me, calculating. Not fear. Assessment.

      She was running numbers even now.

      Her scent hit me like a physical blow—sweet, distressed Omega heat, cut through with the sterile bite of antiseptic and the sharp tang of adrenaline. It was a beacon in the ionized air, a flare my alpha zeroed in on with predatory focus.

      Mine. Protect. Anchor.

      The instincts were a drumbeat under the shock, a primal rhythm the Syndicate had never managed to condition out of me.

      “Sergei.” Her voice was strained, clinical. “Your vitals are spiking into cardiac event range. The collar is inducing ventricular fibrillation.”

      I tried to speak. My jaw locked, teeth grinding. A groan escaped, mangled.

      She pushed off the bench, steps careful, like I was a wounded animal. Smart. I was.

      “The shock is grounding through the bunker’s infrastructure,” she said, more to herself than to me. Her gaze flicked to the fracture-lines on the walls, then back to my convulsing form. “But the ionized air is creating a feedback loop. It’s increasing the collar’s efficiency.”

      A fresh wave of agony ripped through me. My body slammed back against the wall, head cracking against concrete. Stars exploded behind my eyes.

      *STAGE TWO.*

      The collar beeped, a soft, polite sound that didn’t match the inferno in my spine.

      Karina flinched at the sound. Her scent spiked, sweetness flooding the cramped space.

      My alpha roared.

      Protect her. Claim her. Keep her.

      The thoughts weren’t mine. They were older than me, written into my DNA, and they were shredding the last of my Commander’s composure.

      “I can’t… disable it,” I forced out, each word a victory over seized muscles.

      “I know,” she said, voice low. She was closer now, within arm’s reach. Her eyes were on my neck, on the collar’s interface port just below my jaw—a small, dark socket where a Syndicate tech would plug in for diagnostics or punishment. “But I might be able to interrupt it.”

      “How?” The question was a gasp.

      Her throat worked. She looked down at her own hands, then at the glowing fracture-lines. “My biology. The Anchor designation isn’t just metaphorical. My cellular structure is a stabilizing agent. I can… ground erratic energy.”

      Hope was a dangerous thing. It felt like a trap.

      “Ground it how?” I demanded, though I already knew. The air between us was thickening, charged with more than ozone. With pheromones. With the pull.

      Her gaze met mine, and for the first time, I saw the terror beneath the clinical calm. The terror of her own nature. “Skin-to-skin contact. A bio-electrical bridge.”

      No.

      The refusal was immediate, tactical. Letting her touch me while I was like this—while the feral urge was clawing at the inside of my skull—was a recipe for disaster. I could hurt her. The thing I was becoming could devour her.

      “Too risky,” I gritted out. “The ionized air… it’ll catalyze the bond.”

      “The bond is already catalyzing,” she shot back, voice sharp. “My suppressant patch is slag. Your alpha pheromones are saturating this room. We have approximately four minutes before the air combusts, and three before your collar enters stage three—full neuro-muscular meltdown. This isn’t a choice, Sergei. It’s a variable.”

      She was right. I could smell my own scent in the room—smoke and hot steel, alpha command bleeding out uncontrolled. It was mixing with hers, creating a third scent in the space between us: something dark, sweet, and inevitable.

      The collar beeped again.

      Another shock, shorter but more intense, locked my diaphragm. I couldn’t breathe. Black spots danced at the edges of my vision. My knees buckled, and I slid down the wall, hitting the concrete floor with a thud that sent fresh pain through my battered body.

      Karina didn’t hesitate.

      She closed the distance and dropped to her knees in front of me. Her hands came up, hovering over my chest, trembling. Not from fear of me. From fear of what she was about to do.

      “This will likely trigger a full heat response in me,” she said, voice hollow, like she was reading an autopsy report. “And it will almost certainly push your alpha into a feral state. The data on forced bond-initiations under combat stress is… catastrophic.”

      “Then don’t,” I choked out.

      Her eyes flashed with fury. “And let you die? Let me burn? My survival probability plummets if you cease functioning. You are currently the only defensive asset between me and the Syndicate. This is logical.”

      It was a lie. A beautiful, clinical lie. I could see the truth in the way her pupils were blown wide, in the flush climbing her neck, in the rapid pulse at her throat. Her body wanted this. The Anchor in her was pulling toward the chaos in me, desperate to stabilize it.

      To stabilize me.

      The realization was a different kind of shock.

      She reached for the fastenings of her torn lab coat. Her fingers fumbled on the buttons—not from clumsiness, from the tremors wracking her frame. The heat was rising in her, a furnace under her skin, and the scent of it was making my mouth water.

      My alpha surged, a wave of possessiveness so violent it blurred my vision.

      Mine.

      I tried to fight it. Tried to remember the man I was—Commander Borisov, the Syndicate’s blade, clean and cold. But that man was buried under kilometers of ice and the echoing scream of the fall. What was left was raw, bleeding, and hungry.

      Karina shrugged the coat off her shoulders. It pooled on the grimy floor, leaving her in a thin, sweat-dampened undershirt and tactical pants she must have scavenged. Her skin was pale, glowing in the violet fracture-light, and I could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

      Her scent wrapped around me, a silken noose.

      “Where?” she asked, all business, but her voice was breathy.

      “Where what?”

      “Contact. The bridge needs to be over a major nerve cluster. Your collar is interfaced at the cervical plexus. Here.” Her hand lifted, fingertips almost brushing the bloody mess of my neck where I’d torn the node out.

      I caught her wrist.

      My grip was too tight. I felt the delicate bones under my fingers, the frantic beat of her pulse. She froze, eyes locking on mine.

      For a second, we were predator and prey.

      Then her scent shifted, softened, and her Omega responded to my dominance not with fear, but with a shaky, reluctant submission. A biological sigh.

      The collar chose that moment to escalate.

      *STAGE THREE INITIATED.*

      The shock wasn’t a pulse. It was a sustained torrent of agony, a river of lightning poured directly into my spine. My back bowed off the floor. A raw, animal sound tore from my throat—not a scream, a roar.

      My grip on her wrist spasmed, tightened.

      Karina cried out, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she lunged forward.

      Her free hand pressed flat against the center of my chest, over my sternum. Her other wrist, still locked in my grasp, she forced downward, pressing my hand—and hers—against the side of my neck, directly over the collar’s port.

      Skin to skin.

      The effect was instantaneous, and it was not gentle.

      It was a detonation.

      Her Anchor biology met the collar’s kill-switch current, and the energy didn’t dissipate. It collided. A shockwave of sensation blasted through the point of contact, up my arm, across my chest, into my skull. It wasn’t pain anymore. It was something else—white, bright, and overwhelming.

      And her scent—God, her scent—exploded.

      The sweet Omega heat met my raging alpha musk in the ionized air, and the chemistry was catastrophic. The room didn’t just smell of us. It became us. The pheromonal clash was a physical weight, thick and heady, sinking into my lungs, my blood, my brain.

      My vision bleached white, then resolved into hyper-clarity.

      I saw every fleck of grey in her wide, terrified eyes. Every strand of hair stuck to her damp temple. The minute tremor in her lower lip.

      The feral thing in my chest broke its chains.

      A deep, resonant growl vibrated up from my diaphragm, shaking my entire frame. It was a sound of pure possession, of primal claim.

      Karina’s breath hitched. “Sergei⁠—”

      I didn’t let her finish.

      The shock was still coursing through us, but it had transformed. The electricity was no longer just punishment; it was a circuit, a live wire connecting her nervous system to mine. And through that wire, I felt her—not just her skin, but the frantic race of her heart, the heat pooling low in her belly, the terrifying, unwanted pull of the bond yanking at her core.

      She was fighting it. I could feel her fighting it.

      My alpha interpreted that fight as a challenge.

      I moved.

      It wasn’t a conscious decision. It was biology executing a protocol older than time. I rolled, using my weight and strength to reverse our positions, pinning her beneath me on the cold concrete floor. The impact drove the air from her lungs in a soft oof.

      She stared up at me, chest heaving, fear and fury and a dark, reluctant arousal warring in her expression.

      “Stop,” she gasped, but her body arched under mine, a traitorous response she couldn’t control.

      “Can’t,” I growled, the word barely human.

      The collar was still shrieking in my nerves, but the pain was background noise now. The foreground was her. The heat of her. The wet, sweet scent of her readiness. The bond, a screaming taut wire between my sternum and hers, demanding completion.

      I lowered my head, my nose skimming the column of her throat. Her pulse hammered against my lips. She tasted of salt and fear and something uniquely, devastatingly Karina.

      She shuddered, a full-body tremor. Her hands came up, fingers digging into the shoulders of my tactical vest, not to push me away, but to anchor herself.

      “This is a… a biological imperative,” she stammered, the scientist in her making one last, desperate stand. “It doesn’t mean… we don’t have to…”

      “Yes,” I snarled against her skin, “we do.”

      The admission broke something in her. I felt it—a crack in her clinical armor, a surrender not to me, but to the inevitable. A soft, broken sound escaped her, and her head fell back, exposing her throat in a gesture of submission so profound it made my alpha howl in triumph.

      The last of my restraint evaporated.

      I claimed her mouth.

      It wasn’t a kiss. It was a conquest. Hard, desperate, fueled by shock and survival and a need so deep it felt like dying. She met me with equal desperation, her lips parting, her tongue tangling with mine in a battle that was also a surrender. The taste of her—sharp, sweet, intelligent—unraveled me.

      My hands were everywhere, tearing at the fabric between us. Her undershirt gave way with a rip. My tactical vest was unbuckled, shoved aside. The cold floor, the ionized air, the distant thunder of the facility collapsing—none of it mattered. The universe had narrowed to the space where our skin met.

      She was fire under my hands. Smooth, hot, trembling. Every touch, every gasp, every beat of her heart against mine fed the circuit between us. The collar’s shock was now just a hum, a vibration underscoring the more powerful current of our joining.
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