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            Phoenix

          

        

      

    

    
      The surf tried to kill her first. Phoenix hit the water like a thrown blade—clean, fast, sharp enough to split the morning open. Warm salt slapped her face, flooded her mouth, bit down on the inside of her lip. She tasted copper and sea and the bitter chemical aftertaste of suppressants that never lasted long enough.

      Behind her, the Thai colony’s breakwater groaned. Concrete and coral lashed together in a desperate kind of engineering, a curved spine that kept the ocean out and the world farther out.

      She kicked deeper anyway.

      “Again!” Sergei’s voice cracked over the wind, amplified by the comms pinned to her wetsuit collar. “You missed the current by half a meter.”

      Phoenix rolled, dove under, and let the undertow drag her. The water went dark and loud, a roar held under pressure. Her eyes burned as her pupils adjusted—gold threading through the brown, the telltale flare she hated because everyone noticed. Everyone always noticed.

      Her lungs tightened. She counted the beats the way she’d been trained: one, two, three—control the panic, control the body, control the heat.

      Then she broke the surface and the sun stabbed her eyes.

      She saw the drone waiting for her like a mosquito that knew exactly where to bite. It hovered twenty meters out, sleek black body, Syndicate tech stripped of insignia and repurposed by colonists who’d learned to live on stolen bones. It was a training drone, but the core was old military grade. The kind of thing that could map her vitals, track her pulse, measure the microspikes of pheromones leaking through her skin.

      It watched her. It always watched.

      Phoenix swam hard, shoulder muscles burning, and used the wave as a ramp. She launched up with the swell, grabbed the drone’s underside, and yanked.

      The drone jerked. Its stabilizers whined. She twisted her body mid-air and drove her heel into its sensor cluster.

      Plastic snapped. Sparks hissed out like angry insects.

      She hit the water again, laughing through clenched teeth because pain meant she was awake and awake meant she wasn’t some sleeping miracle in a lab bed like the Syndicate wanted.

      “Phoenix.” Sergei’s voice had that warning edge. The edge that meant father, commander, and something terrified hiding underneath both. “That was not the objective.”

      She spat seawater. “Objective was to survive. Drone was in the way.”

      “The objective was control.” His words cut cleaner than the wind. “Again, without breaking equipment.”

      Phoenix treaded water and stared at the damaged drone bobbing, sputtering, still trying to right itself. It looked like it wanted to live. Or like it didn’t understand why it was allowed to die.

      Control. Always that word. Like if she could just fold herself small enough, the world would forget she existed.

      Her skin prickled. Not cold—heat. The suppressant patch at the base of her throat itched, irritated, a thin film of chemical obedience trying to leash something ancient in her blood. It was always wearing off sooner now. Every week it lasted less.

      She reached up, thumbed the edge of the patch, fought the urge to rip it off.

      “I’m controlling,” she lied.

      The lie tasted worse than the sea.

      Above the beach, on the ridge line that served as the colony’s spine, the cloaking pylons hummed. You couldn’t see them unless you knew where to look—thin towers disguised as palms, their leaves wired with light-bending mesh. The colony didn’t exist on any satellite feed. It was a smear of nothing in a world that hunted anything valuable.

      Phoenix was valuable.

      That thought clamped around her ribs like a fist.

      The drone sputtered again, and this time it dipped, nearly submerged. Phoenix swam to it and gripped the slick casing, forcing it upright. The water churned around her forearms. She imagined she was holding someone’s head above water instead. Someone gasping. Someone trusting her.

      Destiny vs. identity, the old argument that never ended.

      Are you a person? Or just a throne?

      “Come in,” Sergei ordered. “Training’s over.”

      Phoenix blinked at the shore. Figures stood there—guards and medics, hybrid kids pretending not to watch. The colony’s small, tight-knit life ran on routine: drills at dawn, ration lines at noon, blackout at night. Every hour measured against how long until the Syndicate found them.

      She heard laughter from the younger ones. Someone—little Mai, maybe—was shouting bets about whether Phoenix would obey.

      Phoenix’s jaw tightened.

      “Negative,” she said into the comm. “One more set.”

      “Phoenix.” Now the name wasn’t command. It was plea. It scraped at her skin.

      Her chest squeezed. She hated that it worked on her.

      She hated that she cared.

      She swam in anyway, because if she didn’t, Sergei would come into the water after her, and the last time he’d done that his cybernetic knee had seized, and he’d nearly drowned in front of everyone.

      He limped on land. In water, he was vulnerable.

      Phoenix pulled herself up onto the sand and let the wave wash over her calves, leaving a line of foam like a boundary she wasn’t supposed to cross.

      The beach smelled of sun-warmed salt, wet stone, and the faint tang of metal from the generators buried under the dunes. Beneath that was the scent she couldn’t turn off in her mind: pheromones. Human, hybrid, alpha, omega, all braided together in a fragile kind of peace.

      Phoenix’s own scent sat under her skin like a secret. Not quite omega, not quite anything. Something that made every alpha in the colony go quiet when she walked past. Something that made every omega straighten their spine, as if their bodies recognized a new rulebook being written.

      She hated that too.

      Sergei stood at the edge of the training zone, shirtless, sun carving hard shadows into the old scars on his torso. His left arm was mostly metal now—matte black plating that didn’t reflect light, disguised as best as they could manage. The Syndicate had built him. The colony had stolen him back. Sometimes Phoenix couldn’t tell which side had done more damage.

      His eyes tracked her like a scope. Gray, exhausted, always calculating.

      “Look at you,” he said when she reached him. “Glowing again.”

      Phoenix brushed wet hair out of her face. “It’s just the sun.”

      “It’s not.” His gaze flicked to her throat. The patch. The chemical leash. “How long since you replaced it?”

      Phoenix’s fingers curled. “Yesterday.”

      Another lie.

      He stepped closer. His scent hit her—smoke, iron, and something that always made her stomach twist. Not arousal. Not fear. A kind of aching loyalty that hurt because it wasn’t hers to carry.

      “You’re spiking,” he said softly, like he was trying not to scare a wild animal. “Your pulse. Your temperature. The drone recorded it.”

      “The drone can choke,” Phoenix snapped. “So can the records.”

      Sergei’s jaw flexed. For a second, his alpha presence flared—subtle, controlled, but it pushed at the air. The younger hybrids on the ridge went still. Even the sea seemed to hesitate.

      Phoenix felt it like pressure against her sternum. It would have made a normal omega lower their gaze, soften their stance. It would have made a beta step back.

      Phoenix did neither.

      Her own presence rose to meet it, not alpha, not omega—something sharp and wrong and utterly hers. The air crackled. Sergei’s eyes widened a fraction, and then he masked it.

      “Bench,” he said. “Today. Tomorrow. Until your suppression stabilizes.”

      Phoenix’s breath went thin.

      No.

      The word screamed inside her, primal and furious.

      “You can’t bench me.” She kept her voice low because the colony listened even when they pretended not to. “If they come⁠—”

      “They won’t,” Sergei cut in. “Not today.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do.” His hand—warm human flesh, not metal—caught her wrist. He didn’t squeeze. He didn’t need to. The contact alone sent a flash of something through her nerves. Instinct. Pack. Bond.

      Father.

      He leaned in so only she could hear. “Phoenix, listen to me. The cloak is thin. We’ve been running it hot. If you fracture again⁠—”

      “I won’t.”

      “You don’t know that either.”

      Her throat tightened. She wanted to yank away. She wanted to press her face into his shoulder like she used to when she was small and the world was just storms and stories. She wanted to be both weapon and child, and she hated herself for wanting either.

      “I’m not a glass relic,” she whispered. “Stop treating me like one.”

      Sergei’s gaze held hers. In his eyes she saw something that wasn’t command or fear. It was guilt. Heavy, old, rooted in blood.

      “You’re not relic,” he said. “You’re… consequence.”

      The word landed like a slap.

      Phoenix jerked her wrist free. The air around her tasted suddenly metallic, like lightning about to strike.

      Consequences. Destiny. Throne.

      Every adult in the colony carried the same reverence and the same terror when they looked at her. Like she was holy. Like she was doomed. Like she was the reason they’d buried so many.

      Phoenix turned away before he could see her flinch.

      “Go inside,” Sergei ordered, voice returning to steel. “Med check. No arguments.”

      Phoenix stalked up the beach, sand sticking to her wet skin. She could feel eyes on her back—kids, guards, mothers. All of them wondering if she’d finally snap.

      Maybe she already had.

      The path to the med hut cut through low dunes where scrub grass hid sensors and tripwires. The colony was beautiful in the way a knife could be beautiful—purposeful, lethal, designed to cut.

      Phoenix climbed, heart still hammering. The sun was higher now, bright enough to make the sea glare like polished metal. The air smelled clean. Too clean.

      Her skin prickled again.

      Not heat this time.

      Static.

      She paused at the crest of the dune and looked out over the water.

      The horizon was empty. Blue and endless. The kind of emptiness that made you believe in safety.

      Phoenix didn’t.

      Her eyes narrowed. She focused past the glare, past the surface, to the subtle distortions that meant the cloaking field was bending light. The colony’s shield extended out over the water like an invisible dome, warping the air in a way only someone trained to see could notice.

      It shimmered.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Phoenix’s stomach dropped.

      She turned, sprinting back down toward the pylons, toward Sergei, toward the ridge where the younger hybrids were gathered. Her feet tore through sand. Her lungs burned.

      “Sergei!” she shouted. “The cloak⁠—”

      A pulse slammed through her body like a fist.

      Not external. Internal.

      It started in her spine and detonated outward, a shockwave of sensation that made her vision white out. Every nerve lit. Her bones hummed. The patch at her throat went ice-cold, then scorching.

      Phoenix stumbled, caught herself on her hands. Sand dug into her palms. Her breath came out ragged, animal.

      No. Not now. Not here.

      Her eyes flashed gold so bright it painted the world in molten edges.

      She felt it—the Fracture. The thing inside her that wasn’t supposed to exist. Temporal pressure, quantum instability, whatever scientific words her mother used when she thought Phoenix wasn’t listening.

      Phoenix didn’t have words. She had sensation.

      Like time was a skin she could tear.

      Like reality was a door she could kick in.

      She gritted her teeth, tried to shove it back down. Tried to clamp herself into the shape of normal.

      But the ocean roared, and somewhere inside her, something roared back.

      The Fracture-pulse burst out of her like a scream.

      The air rippled.

      The sand lifted in a ring around her, grains vibrating as if struck by invisible thunder. Her hair rose off her shoulders. The scent hit next—her scent, unleashed, a sharp bloom of something that made alphas inhale hard and omegas go still. It wasn’t sweet. It wasn’t soft.

      It was command wrapped in fire.

      Across the ridge, the cloaking pylons flickered.

      Their disguised palm fronds stuttered, leaves bending light one second and reflecting sun the next. The humming field around the colony hiccuped like a dying heartbeat.

      Phoenix’s pulse matched it. Too fast. Too loud.

      “No,” she breathed. “No, no⁠—”

      Sergei was already moving. He ran with the limp he tried to hide, metal leg grinding sand, face twisted in raw fear. “Phoenix!”

      The pylons snapped again. A high-pitched whine carved through the air as the cloaking field overloaded.

      The world shimmered.

      And then the dome died.

      It didn’t fade gently. It collapsed like a curtain being ripped down.

      Suddenly the sky felt exposed. Too wide. Too watched.

      Phoenix pushed up to her knees, dizzy, mouth full of salt and iron. Her hands shook.

      She did this.

      She did this.

      The colony’s alarms kicked in a half-second later—sirens wailing, red lights flashing along the ridge. People shouted. Boots pounded. Children screamed.

      Phoenix tried to stand. Her legs wobbled like she’d run miles.

      Sergei reached her and dropped to one knee, grabbing her shoulders. His hands were rough, urgent. “Are you hurt?”

      Phoenix stared past him, eyes unfocused, watching the air where the cloak used to be.

      “It’s gone,” she whispered.

      Sergei’s face went tight, as if he’d expected this day but prayed it wouldn’t come on his watch.

      “Get up,” he snapped. “Now.”

      Phoenix swallowed. Her throat burned. “I didn’t— I tried⁠—”

      “I know.” He hauled her to her feet. His alpha scent flared, not dominance now but alarm, a flare gun in pheromone form. It made the guards on the ridge move faster, sharper.

      Phoenix’s head swam. Her skin still hummed with leftover Fracture energy, like she’d been struck by lightning and lived.

      “Sergei,” she said, voice breaking. “If they saw⁠—”

      “They saw,” he said flatly.

      The words stole her breath.

      He keyed his comm. “All squads, perimeter lockdown. Get the young ones to the caves. Med team, sedatives ready. If any Original alphas start to spike⁠—”

      He cut himself off, jaw clenching as if he’d bitten his own tongue.

      Phoenix caught the slip. “Original alphas?”

      Sergei’s eyes flicked to her. Too much in that glance. Secrets. Warnings. Things they hadn’t told her because she was supposed to be protected from knowledge the way she was protected from war.

      Her fury flared through the fear. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Sergei’s grip tightened on her shoulders. “Not now.”

      “It’s always not now,” Phoenix hissed. “When is it my life? When do I get to know what I’m standing in?”

      A shadow moved behind Sergei—Kanya, the colony medic, running with a case of injectors. Her eyes locked on Phoenix’s glowing pupils and she went pale.

      Phoenix hated that look most of all. Like Phoenix was a sickness.

      Sergei jerked his chin toward the inland path. “Move.”

      Phoenix moved because the sirens demanded it, because the colony’s rhythm had changed from routine to survival. People streamed past—omegas clutching babies, betas hauling crates, guards slinging rifles. The air filled with sweat and panic and the bitter tang of weapons priming.

      Phoenix’s senses sharpened with every step. The world went vivid. She heard the click of safeties. The sob of a child. The muttered prayers in Thai, Russian, broken English.

      And underneath it all, a new sound.

      A low-frequency thrum.

      Phoenix stopped dead.

      Sergei almost dragged her forward, then felt her resistance. “Phoenix⁠—”

      “Do you hear that?” she whispered.

      The thrum deepened, vibrating in her teeth. The sky above the ocean seemed to darken, not with clouds but with distortion—like heat shimmer, inverted and wrong.

      Sergei’s face drained of color.

      “Oh, gods,” he breathed.

      The distortion sharpened into a shape.

      A ship.

      It bled out of nothingness like a bruise surfacing under skin. One second there was empty sky, the next there was a sleek, angular mass hovering above the beach, black metal swallowing sunlight. No insignia. No lights except the faint red pulse along its belly.

      Stealth-ship.

      Syndicate.

      Phoenix’s heart slammed so hard it hurt.

      The colony’s guns swung up. People screamed and scattered. The guards on the ridge fired flares that burst green and white—signals to run, to hide, to execute protocols drilled into them until fear was muscle memory.

      Phoenix couldn’t move.

      The ship hung there, silent and obscene, like a predator that didn’t need to roar. Its underside opened in a slow, deliberate iris.

      Something inside Phoenix went cold.

      Sergei yanked her down behind a dune, forcing her flat against the sand. His body covered hers, heavy and protective, the old instinct of an alpha shielding what was his.

      Phoenix’s breath caught at the contact—not desire, not submission, but a violent urge to shove him off and stand up and meet the threat with her own teeth.

      “I can fight,” she spat.

      “No,” Sergei growled. His voice vibrated through his chest into her. “You can survive. That’s the difference.”

      Above them, the air split with a hiss.

      Paratroopers dropped from the ship like dark seeds. Silent suits. Masked helmets. Grav-chutes that flared at the last second. They hit the sand running, rifles already up, moving in coordinated arcs toward the ridge.

      Phoenix’s eyes tracked them automatically. Her brain, trained and brutalized, mapped trajectories, counted threats.

      Ten. Fifteen. More.

      Too many.

      The colony’s first shots cracked—sharp, loud, desperate. Bullets tore through air, kicking sand. One trooper went down, rolling, then snapped back up with inhuman speed. Enhanced. Of course.

      The Syndicate didn’t send humans anymore. They sent upgrades.

      Sergei’s comm crackled with overlapping voices—guards reporting breaches, medics screaming for cover, someone shouting that the east pylon was down.

      Phoenix’s skin hummed again, Fracture energy still restless. Her scent wanted out. Her power wanted out.

      She wanted out.

      “Sergei,” she said, voice low, shaking. “Let me⁠—”

      His hand clamped over her mouth.

      “Listen to me,” he hissed, eyes wild now. The commander mask was gone. This was just a man staring at the nightmare he’d tried to outrun. “They are here for you.”

      Phoenix bit his palm. Not hard enough to break skin. Hard enough to make him flinch.

      He didn’t move his hand.

      “You hear me?” he demanded. “Not the colony. Not supplies. Not revenge. You.”

      Phoenix’s eyes burned. Rage and fear braided together until she couldn’t tell which one she was breathing.

      “I’m not running,” she mouthed against his hand.

      Sergei’s gaze flicked up toward the ship, toward the troopers moving like a net closing in. He swallowed, throat bobbing. For a heartbeat, Phoenix saw the Syndicate soldier he used to be—someone who’d followed orders that stained him from the inside out.

      Then he looked back down at her, and his expression broke.

      “Please,” he whispered. “Not because I can command you. Because I can’t lose you.”

      The words hit Phoenix harder than the pulse had.

      She went still, breath trapped, because she’d never heard him say it like that. Not as duty. Not as legacy. As loss.

      Her chest tightened until it hurt.

      Then an explosion rocked the ridge.

      The west pylon erupted in fire, palm disguise shredding into flaming wires. The blast wave punched sand into the air. Phoenix coughed, eyes stinging.

      The cloaking field was already gone, but the pylons powered other things too—defense grids, comm scramblers, heat-masking. With each tower that fell, the colony became more naked.

      Sergei rolled off her and came up on one knee, rifle in hand. He fired three shots toward a trooper cresting the dune. The trooper’s helmet sparked, and he dropped.

      Phoenix stared at Sergei like she’d never seen him before. He wasn’t just her father. He was war.

      And war had found them again.

      “Up,” Sergei barked. “Move to the caves.”

      Phoenix surged to her feet, sand slipping under her. She ran crouched, following Sergei along the dune line toward the inland jungle path that led to the sea-caves—natural tunnels carved into the rock, hidden entrances masked by vines and old netting.

      Gunfire snapped behind them. The air stank of ozone and blood.

      Phoenix’s senses caught a new scent—sharp, synthetic, almost sterile—coming from the troopers. Not just alpha. Not omega. Something engineered to intimidate both.

      Her stomach rolled.

      They were close.

      A trooper crested the dune ahead, cutting them off. He raised his rifle.

      Phoenix didn’t think.

      She moved.

      Her body launched forward, faster than it should have been, sand exploding under her feet. The trooper’s visor turned toward her, surprised.

      Phoenix grabbed his rifle barrel and yanked it down. The weapon fired into the sand with a deafening crack. She drove her knee up into his gut. Armor absorbed some of it, but she felt him fold.

      She slammed her palm against his chest plate.

      Fracture energy surged.

      Not a full pulse—just a shove of reality.

      The air around her hand warped. The trooper’s armor flickered as if time stuttered for half a second. Then his body went rigid and dropped like his strings had been cut.

      Phoenix jerked back, panting, staring at her own hand like it belonged to someone else.

      Sergei grabbed her arm, eyes furious and terrified. “What did I say?”

      Phoenix’s voice came out raw. “If I don’t fight, we die.”

      Sergei’s mouth opened, then shut. Because he had no answer that didn’t taste like surrender.

      They ran again.

      The jungle swallowed them in damp green heat. Leaves slapped Phoenix’s face. Mud sucked at her feet. The sounds of battle muffled, but didn’t disappear—gunshots became distant thunder, screams became ghosts.

      Phoenix’s heart pounded so hard she could hear it over everything.

      Ahead, the cave entrance waited—dark, narrow, hidden behind a curtain of vines. Guards were already funneling people inside. Hybrids, omegas, betas, carrying what they could—water, weapons, medical kits.

      Phoenix spotted Mai being dragged by her older brother, eyes wide with terror. The kid saw Phoenix and reached out a hand like Phoenix was a lifeline.

      Phoenix’s throat closed.

      This is what you broke, she thought. You lit the beacon. You invited the monster in.

      Sergei shoved Phoenix toward the entrance. “Go!”

      Phoenix stumbled into the cave mouth.

      Cold air swallowed her. The smell changed instantly—wet stone, algae, bat guano, old smoke from fires built here in past emergencies. Darkness pressed close, broken only by dim red emergency strips along the tunnel walls.

      People packed in tight, breathing hard, whispering, crying.

      Phoenix turned back toward the entrance, toward the slice of green daylight beyond.

      Sergei wasn’t following.

      He stood just outside, rifle raised, shouting orders to the guards. His metal arm gleamed dully. His silhouette looked too big to fit through the cave mouth, like the cave itself was trying to reject him.

      Phoenix lurched toward him. “Sergei!”

      He didn’t look back. “Stay inside.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      Sergei finally glanced over his shoulder. His eyes locked on hers, and for a heartbeat the entire world narrowed to that look.

      “You already left,” he said, voice low. “The moment you fractured. They will not stop now.”

      Phoenix flinched as if he’d struck her.

      “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I know.” His expression tightened. “That doesn’t matter.”

      Outside, the jungle shook with heavy footsteps. Troopers closing in. The Syndicate net tightening.

      Sergei stepped backward, positioning himself between the cave and the approaching sounds.

      A shield.

      A sacrifice.

      Phoenix’s lungs seized. Rage surged up, wild and choking. The Fracture inside her responded, humming under her skin like a second heartbeat.

      No. She wouldn’t let him do this. She wouldn’t be a consequence again. She wouldn’t be the reason people died for her while she hid in the dark.

      She took one step forward.

      Sergei’s voice snapped like a whip. “Phoenix. Inside.”

      For a second, the alpha command in it almost hit her body the way it would hit any omega—knees softening, spine bowing.

      Almost.

      Phoenix’s gold eyes flared brighter, and the command slid off her like water off steel.

      “I’m done being benched,” she whispered.

      Sergei’s face twisted. “You don’t understand what you are.”

      Phoenix bared her teeth. “Then tell me.”

      A new sound cut through the jungle—high, electronic, like a signal being tuned.

      Sergei froze.

      His comm unit chirped once, then filled with a burst of static so violent it made Phoenix’s ears ring.

      Sergei’s pupils dilated. His breath hitched.

      Phoenix felt it too—a pressure in the air, a wrongness that made her skin crawl. Not Fracture. Not her.

      Something external.

      A broadcast.

      Sergei’s jaw clenched so hard a vein stood out at his temple. He staggered one step, as if hit by an invisible blow.

      Phoenix reached for him instinctively. “Sergei?”

      His head snapped up, eyes suddenly unfocused, like he was looking at something far away.

      “No,” he rasped. “Not⁠—”

      His metal arm twitched, fingers flexing as if the implants were receiving commands. The plates along his forearm lit faintly, red status lines flickering under the matte surface.

      Phoenix’s blood ran cold.

      The Syndicate cybernetics.

      They were waking.

      Sergei’s breath came in harsh pulls. Sweat broke out on his forehead despite the cool cave air. His scent shifted—smoke and iron sharpening into something edged, predatory.

      Alpha.

      Not her father.

      A trooper’s voice called out from the jungle, distorted through a helmet speaker. “Asset Borisov. Stand down. Moscow Protocols are live.”

      The words hit like a death sentence.

      Moscow Protocols.

      Phoenix didn’t know what they were, not fully. She’d heard whispers, caught fragments of adult conversations that stopped when she entered a room. Protocols. Originals. Triggers.

      Now she felt the shape of it in Sergei’s shaking body.

      His eyes flicked to her throat. To her pulse. To her scent.

      And something in him—something wired and sleeping—recognized her as a target.

      Phoenix took a step back, horror crawling up her spine.

      “Sergei,” she whispered. “Fight it.”

      His lips peeled back from his teeth in a grimace that wasn’t quite a snarl, but wanted to be. His hands trembled around the rifle.

      “I’m trying,” he choked. “Phoenix—run.”

      The jungle erupted with movement. Shadows between the trees. Troopers closing in, weapons ready, confident now that their signal had been deployed.

      Phoenix stood at the mouth of the cave, trapped between darkness behind her and the nightmare in front of her.

      Sergei swayed, then lifted his rifle⁠—

      Not at the troopers.

      At her.

      Phoenix’s breath stopped.

      The cave around her went silent except for the drip of water and the distant roar of battle.

      Sergei’s finger tightened on the trigger, his eyes glassy with terror and something else—compulsion.

      “Phoenix,” he whispered, voice breaking in half. “I can’t⁠—”

      The rifle rose the last inch.

      Phoenix’s Fracture hummed like a scream under her skin, ready to explode.

      And above the beach, the Syndicate ship’s underside opened wider, releasing something heavier than troopers—something that fell with purpose.

      Phoenix didn’t see what it was.

      Not yet.

      She only felt the air change, the way every predator in the world goes still when a bigger predator arrives.

      Sergei’s rifle aimed dead center on her heart.

      Phoenix’s eyes burned gold.

      And the next second stretched, thin as a knife edge—waiting to cut.
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      Orpheus was already falling when the first gunshot reached the cliff.

      It came up the rock face like a stinging insect—sharp crack, then the slower, uglier echo as it ricocheted off the cove and died in the jungle. He didn’t need to see the beach to know the colony was breached. The HUD stitched the truth across his vision in hard, sterile lines.

      CLOAKING ARRAY: OFFLINE.

      PERIMETER: COMPROMISED.

      PHOENIX BORISOV — VITALS: 187 BPM. TEMP: 39.2°C. CORTISOL: SPIKING.

      The readout was slaved to his skull, grafted into his optic nerves so there was no “looking away.” Her panic wasn’t information; it was a leash that tightened with every beat of her heart.

      His own pulse didn’t rise the way a normal alpha’s would. It snapped. From idle to lethal. From human to weapon.

      The air tasted like salt and ozone and incoming blood.

      Below him, the cliff dropped into the surf—black rock and white foam pounding like a war drum. To his left, a Syndicate paratrooper crested the ridge in a silent suit, rifle up, moving toward the cave line.

      Orpheus didn’t slow to aim. He didn’t think. Thinking was for people who had choices.

      He ran three steps and jumped.

      Gravity grabbed him. The ocean rushed up like a mouth.

      The trooper’s helmet turned, tracking him. A muzzle flash stuttered.

      The round took a sliver of his shoulder plating, heat blooming under his skin, pain registering as a number. The HUD tagged it, dismissed it.

      DAMAGE: MINOR.

      Orpheus twisted midair, palms out, fingers spreading as if he could catch the world. He hit the trooper like a collision between two violent prayers—boots to chest, shoulder to throat.

      They slammed into the ridge sand in a rolling impact. The trooper tried to bring his rifle around. Orpheus caught the barrel, wrenched, and felt the satisfying pop of a wrist joint overstressed through armored mesh.

      The trooper’s synthetic scent poured out—sterile alpha mimicry, engineered dominance with none of the warmth. It made Orpheus’s teeth ache.

      “Asset—” the trooper started through his helmet speaker.

      Orpheus drove his forearm across the visor and smashed it into the sand. Once. Twice. The third hit cracked the faceplate and blood spidered behind the glass.

      “Not asset,” Orpheus said, voice low, like he was speaking to himself. He drew the blade from the small of his back—carbon edge, matte black—and pushed it under the trooper’s jaw.

      The body jerked. Went still.

      Orpheus rose in one smooth motion, already scanning.

      More troopers dropped along the beach, black seeds falling from the open belly of the stealth-ship. The ship hovered like a god that didn’t believe in mercy, its underlights pulsing red, bathing the sand in the color of fresh wounds.

      The colony’s defenders were firing from the dunes. Muzzle flashes flickered through palm fronds. A child screamed, high and broken, and the sound lodged behind Orpheus’s ribs like shrapnel.

      The HUD blinked again.

      PHOENIX — LOCATION: CAVE ENTRANCE.

      STRESS: CRITICAL. FRACTURE SIGNATURE: ACTIVE.

      Fracture.

      Even the word made something in him coil tight. Not fear. Not exactly. Something older than either, wired into him when he’d been assembled in a place that smelled of antiseptic and screaming.

      He took off at a sprint, boots eating sand, body already calculating angles. Every step was an equation: distance, threat, time-to-contact. The colony was a grid in his mind. The cave entrance was a choke point. If the Syndicate controlled it, Phoenix would be cut off from the only escape route.

      If Phoenix fell⁠—

      His HUD flashed white-hot.

      FAILSAFE: ENGAGE?

      Orpheus’s jaw clenched hard enough to grind teeth. The option pulsed in the corner of his vision like a heartbeat that wasn’t his.

      Failsafe meant a lot of things in Syndicate language. None of them were gentle. None of them were hers.

      “Denied,” he growled, and the HUD obediently dimmed the prompt, though it didn’t vanish. It never vanished.

      He vaulted a low dune and landed in a crouch, rifle fire snapping overhead. A trooper to his right turned too late. Orpheus threw his knife; it sank into the soft seam between helmet and collar.

      The trooper collapsed, hands clawing at the blade.

      Orpheus didn’t watch him die. He had one anchor point in the world and it wasn’t this beach.

      The jungle line ahead shook with movement. Troopers advancing inland. The cave entrance was beyond the trees, hidden by vines and netting, but Orpheus could smell it—wet stone, algae, and the clustered pheromones of frightened people packed in tight.

      And underneath it all, the thing that always dragged him like a hook through muscle.

      Phoenix.

      Her scent wasn’t omega-sweet or alpha-bitter. It was heat and metal and something that made the air feel like it was listening. When she spiked, the world changed shape around her.

      Orpheus’s body responded the way it had been designed to. Every instinct sharpened into a blade pointed at her danger.

      A trooper burst from the underbrush ahead, rifle raised.

      Orpheus didn’t shoot. He slammed into him, drove him backward into a tree, and snapped his neck with a twist that felt too easy. The trooper’s head lolled, helmet clacking against bark.

      Orpheus ripped the helmet off and tossed it aside, exposing a face that wasn’t quite human. Skin too smooth. Eyes too pale.

      Clone stock.

      His stomach turned, not from disgust but from recognition. He had seen that smoothness in mirrored steel, in reflection pools, in the glass of lab tanks.

      He kept moving.

      The cave entrance appeared between the vines like a wound in the earth. Guards were clustered there, firing outward, dragging civilians inside. The air was thick with panic and sweat and sharp alpha command.

      And in the mouth of the cave—too bright with daylight behind him, too dark with shadows around—Sergei Borisov stood like a broken statue, rifle raised.

      Pointed inward.

      At Phoenix.

      Orpheus’s HUD screamed.

      PHOENIX — THREAT: IMMEDIATE.

      ASSET BORISOV — CYBERNETIC OVERRIDE DETECTED. MOSCOW PROTOCOL: LIVE.

      Moscow Protocol. So it was real.

      He’d heard whispers of it in the wreckage of High Command, in the last dying transmissions that bled through Syndicate firewalls. A global trigger. A leash for the “Original” alphas—the ones who still had Syndicate implants, Syndicate coding, Syndicate ghosts in their nervous systems.

      Turn the alpha against the mate. Turn the protector into the predator.

      Orpheus’s vision narrowed until there was only the rifle barrel aligned with Phoenix’s heart.

      Phoenix stood frozen, gold eyes burning like contained suns. Her scent was a flare—command wrapped in fire—and it hit Orpheus’s lungs like a drug. His alpha instincts surged, half arousal, half violence. The two were never separate for him. Not anymore.

      Sergei’s finger tightened.

      Phoenix’s shoulders lifted like she was about to inhale and fracture the world.

      Orpheus didn’t shout.

      He moved.

      He crossed the distance in a blur of sand and rage, shoulder-checking a guard aside, ignoring the shouted protest. He slammed into Sergei from the side, driving the rifle muzzle off target just as the shot fired.

      The round tore through cave stone instead of Phoenix’s chest, sparks bursting from rock.

      Phoenix flinched hard, a sound tearing out of her throat—more animal than human.

      Sergei spun, snarling, his alpha scent surging violent and wrong. His eyes were glassy, pupils blown wide, implants along his arm flickering faint red beneath the matte plating.

      He brought the rifle up again.

      Orpheus caught it, wrenched it sideways, and drove his knee into Sergei’s gut. Sergei folded, but he didn’t drop. He was too stubborn, too built, too full of Syndicate steel.

      “Orpheus,” Phoenix rasped, like saying his name cost her blood.

      Orpheus didn’t look at her. He couldn’t. If he did, his body would lock onto her and forget the threat in front of him. He was hardwired to her. It wasn’t romance. It was programming with teeth.

      Sergei lunged, fists swinging. Orpheus blocked, caught the metal arm, and felt the power in it—actuators, reinforced tendons, a weapon disguised as a limb.

      Sergei’s human hand grabbed Orpheus’s throat.

      Alpha strength, augmented.

      He squeezed.

      Orpheus’s airway compressed. The HUD flickered, warning overlays stacking.

      OXYGEN: DOWN.

      CERVICAL PRESSURE: CRITICAL.

      Orpheus smiled anyway. It wasn’t a pleasant expression. It was a baring of teeth.

      He drove his thumb into the seam under Sergei’s jaw—nerve point—and Sergei’s grip faltered just enough.

      Orpheus headbutted him.

      The crack echoed in the cave mouth like a gunshot. Sergei staggered back, blood spraying from his nose, but his eyes didn’t clear. The Protocol held him like a hand inside his skull.

      “Stand down,” Sergei growled, voice shredded. It didn’t sound like him. It sounded like a command played through broken speakers. “Return the Vessel.”

      Vessel.

      Phoenix stiffened behind Orpheus. Her scent spiked, sharper now—anger, fear, and something else, something deep and ancient, like the world remembering her name.

      Orpheus’s vision flicked—just a fraction—to her face. She was pale under the gold flare, lips parted, eyes locked on Sergei with a horror that tasted like betrayal.

      That was her father.

      That was her pack.

      And he was aiming to cage her.

      Orpheus turned back to Sergei. “She isn’t yours.”

      Sergei’s mouth twitched, like the words hit something human under the override. For a heartbeat, Orpheus saw the man fighting inside. Then the implants pulsed and the man drowned again.

      Sergei swung the rifle like a club.

      Orpheus ducked, caught the stock, and twisted. The weapon snapped at the joint with a sharp crack. He tossed the broken halves aside.

      Sergei didn’t even look at the ruined rifle. He didn’t need it. His body was the weapon now.

      He lunged again.

      Orpheus met him head-on and drove him backward into the cave wall. Stone scraped against Sergei’s shoulder plating. The crowd inside the cave screamed and surged back. Someone sobbed. Someone prayed.

      Orpheus pressed his forearm against Sergei’s throat, pinning him. “Fight it,” he snarled, voice low enough only Sergei could hear. “You’re not a puppet.”

      Sergei’s eyes flickered—gray, then red status glow reflecting off Orpheus’s HUD. His jaw clenched so hard his teeth ground. “I can’t—” he choked, and then his expression warped. “I don’t want⁠—”

      The words broke off as his hand shot out and grabbed Orpheus’s wrist, trying to tear him away.

      Orpheus’s muscles trembled with the strain. He was strong. Sergei was stronger.

      And Phoenix’s vitals spiked again.

      PHOENIX — 201 BPM. FRACTURE: ESCALATING.

      If she fractured here, in this cave mouth packed with civilians, the pressure wave could kill them. Collapse the tunnel. Tear time like skin.

      Orpheus had one job.

      Keep her alive.

      Even if it meant⁠—

      His gaze flicked to the HUD prompt that still pulsed in the corner.

      FAILSAFE: ENGAGE?

      His stomach knotted.

      Failsafe meant neutralize threats to the Vessel. Any threats. Including internal ones. Including allies compromised. Including fathers.

      Orpheus swallowed the bile of it.

      Sergei’s eyes locked onto Phoenix over Orpheus’s shoulder. His scent surged—dominance, compulsion, ownership. “Phoenix,” he said, and her name came out like a trigger word.

      Phoenix took a step forward, drawn by instinct and love and whatever bond still tethered her to him. “Sergei⁠—”

      Orpheus’s body reacted before thought. He shifted, blocking her line of sight, putting himself between her and the command in Sergei’s voice.

      “No,” Orpheus said. Not to Sergei. To Phoenix.

      It came out harsh. Possessive. Like a snarl.

      Phoenix froze, eyes widening, and for a heartbeat Orpheus hated himself. He saw the flash of hurt in her face, the way her shoulders tightened like she was bracing for a cage.

      He wasn’t supposed to be another cage.

      But the Protocol wasn’t giving them time for tenderness.

      Outside, trooper boots pounded closer. The jungle noise tightened. The Syndicate net was closing.

      Orpheus made a decision that tasted like rust.

      He slammed the side of his hand into Sergei’s neck—precise, brutal. Sergei’s body convulsed. His eyes rolled back. The implants flickered as his nervous system glitched.

      Sergei sagged, unconscious—or close enough.

      Phoenix made a strangled sound. “What did you⁠—”

      Orpheus caught Sergei before he hit the ground. He lowered him with more care than the moment deserved, because Phoenix was watching, and because some part of Orpheus still believed in debts.

      Then he grabbed Phoenix’s wrist and pulled her into the cave.

      “Move,” he ordered.

      Phoenix stumbled, shock and rage fighting on her face. “Don’t—don’t touch me like⁠—”

      A rifle burst from outside cut her words off. Stone chips sprayed from the cave mouth. A civilian screamed as a ricochet tore their shoulder.

      Orpheus shoved Phoenix behind him, deeper into the darkness. The cave air was cold and wet, thick with bodies and fear.

      Guards dragged a makeshift barricade—old netted crates, metal panels—into place at the entrance. Someone threw a smoke canister. White fog rolled in, stinking of chemicals.

      Orpheus scanned the crowd. Hybrids. Omegas. Betas. Kids with wide eyes and trembling hands. He could smell their hormones spiking, fear turning their bodies into radio beacons.

      Phoenix stood in the center of it like a lit match in a powder room.

      Her scent leaked. Not pheromone the way omegas leaked sweetness when they were scared. Hers was different—sharp, metallic, commanding. It made alphas in the crowd lift their heads like they’d been struck by an invisible hand.

      Orpheus felt it too. It tugged at his instincts, his loyalty, his hunger. It made him want to kneel and bite and kill anything that came near her, all at once.

      He hated the Syndicate for wiring him this way.

      He hated himself for wanting it anyway.

      Phoenix yanked her wrist free. “You hit him,” she hissed, voice shaking. “That was my⁠—”

      “Alive,” Orpheus cut in. His voice was flat, but his chest felt tight. “I kept him alive.”

      Phoenix stared at him like she couldn’t decide whether to slap him or collapse. Her pupils were still rimmed with gold, the Fracture glow threading through her eyes.

      Orpheus watched her vitals, watched the numbers like they were the only truth he trusted. Too high. Too close to the edge.

      She was going to blow.

      He stepped closer, lowering his voice so only she could hear over the chaos. “Breathe.”

      “I am breathing,” she snapped. But her chest was fluttering, shallow, like a trapped bird.

      Orpheus’s jaw flexed. “Not enough.”

      Phoenix’s laugh came out broken. “You’re not my commander.”

      “No,” he said, and the word tasted like a lie. Because he wasn’t supposed to be. He was supposed to be her shadow. Her knife. Her leash if she ran too far.

      The cave shook with an explosion outside. Dust sifted from the ceiling. People screamed again.

      A guard shouted, “They’re setting charges!”

      Orpheus turned, scanning the tunnel. The sea-cave wasn’t one chamber—it was a network, winding, damp, carved by water and time. There were side passages, some leading to hidden exits, some dead-ending into rock.

      The colony had used these caves as a last resort for years. Orpheus had mapped them. He knew the routes.

      But the Syndicate wasn’t stupid. They would collapse exits, flush them out, smoke them into a kill zone.

      And Phoenix’s Fracture signature was a beacon no cloak could hide.

      Orpheus grabbed a nearby guard by the shoulder. “How many charges?”

      The guard’s eyes darted, recognizing Orpheus—everyone recognized him, the silent alpha who didn’t socialize, who stood too close to Phoenix without ever touching her. “Two, maybe three. They’re—” He swallowed. “They’re using Syndicate gel.”

      Orpheus’s stomach turned again. “Of course.”

      He looked back at Phoenix. She was trembling now, trying to hide it by clenching her fists. Her nails dug crescents into her palms. Blood scented the air, copper-sharp.

      The blood made Orpheus’s vision darken at the edges. Alpha instincts surged—protect, claim, anchor.

      Not now, he told himself. Not like this.

      But his body didn’t care what his mind wanted.

      The HUD flickered again.

      PHOENIX — HEAT RESPONSE: BEGINNING.

      OMEGA-ALPHA DYNAMICS: ANOMALOUS.

      She wasn’t in a normal heat. She wasn’t a normal anything. But stress was pulling at her biology, forcing her into some kind of cycle, some kind of release valve.

      If her scent fully broke free in this crowd, every alpha in the cave would react. Even the “good” ones. Even the ones who loved her.

      Instinct didn’t do morality.

      Orpheus stepped in close, crowding her space on purpose, letting his body block her from others. He let his scent flare—not full dominance, not a public claim, but a warning: mine to protect. back off.

      Several alphas in the cave turned their heads. Their eyes sharpened. They caught the message and, mercifully, looked away.

      Phoenix’s gaze snapped up to his, furious. “Don’t—don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” Orpheus asked, though he knew.

      “Mark the air like you own me.”

      Orpheus’s throat tightened. He leaned in, voice low. “If I don’t, they will smell you and forget they are human.”

      Phoenix’s lips parted. She swallowed, eyes flicking past him to the crowd as if she could suddenly see the danger there—men and women with alpha biology, sweating, scared, their instincts already fraying under the Protocol signal humming in the air like a poison song.

      The Moscow Protocol wasn’t just in Sergei. It was in the world now, broadcast like a virus. It would hit any Original alpha with implants, any sleeper code the Syndicate left in their blood.

      Orpheus didn’t know how many were in this cave.

      He didn’t want to find out.

      Another explosion. The entrance barricade groaned. Dust poured down like ash.

      Someone screamed, “They’re coming in!”

      Orpheus made a split-second choice. He grabbed Phoenix’s hand again—not her wrist, not a leash, but her palm in his, fingers threading tight.

      Phoenix stiffened, but she didn’t yank away this time.

      He pulled her down a side tunnel, away from the main chamber, away from the civilians. The tunnel narrowed, slick with algae, lit by dim emergency strips that flickered like dying veins.

      Phoenix stumbled, boots sliding on wet stone. “Where are we going?”

      “Secondary exit,” Orpheus said. “If it’s still open.”

      “And the others?”

      Orpheus didn’t answer. The truth was a weight in his mouth: he couldn’t save everyone. He was not built for everyone. He was built for her.

      Phoenix jerked her hand free mid-run. She stopped so abruptly Orpheus had to pivot to avoid slamming into her.

      “No,” she said, voice fierce despite the tremor. “I’m not leaving them.”

      Orpheus stared at her, chest rising and falling too fast. Her scent hit him in waves, hotter now, threaded with pain.

      “I can’t carry the whole colony,” Phoenix said, jaw clenched. “I can’t be the reason they die while I run.”

      Orpheus stepped closer, eyes hard. “If you die, they die anyway.”

      Phoenix flinched like he’d slapped her, because it was the same logic Sergei used. The same legacy language. Throne. Vessel. Consequence.

      “I’m not—” Phoenix started.

      The tunnel shook with another blast. The emergency lights flickered. A chunk of rock fell from the ceiling and shattered at Orpheus’s feet.

      Phoenix’s breath hitched. Her eyes flashed gold brighter, like the Fracture was licking at the edges of her control.

      Orpheus saw it—felt it—in the air. Time pressure. Reality thinning.

      He stepped in close until they were almost chest to chest in the narrow tunnel. “Phoenix.”

      Her name on his tongue was dangerous. It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t gentle. It was a key turning in a lock.

      Phoenix’s gaze snapped to his, and for a moment the world narrowed again—just her, just him, just the raw physics of their bodies too close.

      “What?” she whispered.

      Orpheus’s hands hovered at her hips, not touching, fighting the urge to anchor her with skin. He could smell her adrenaline, her fear, the beginning of heat-slick under it, a sweet-salt edge that made his alpha instincts howl.

      He wanted to press his mouth to her throat and breathe her in until she stopped shaking. He wanted to bite, to mark, to lock her to him so the world couldn’t take her.

      He hated that want.

      He hated that the Syndicate had made his desire indistinguishable from his duty.

      “I need you stable,” he said, voice rough. “Right now.”

      Phoenix’s laugh was sharp, bitter. “Stable. Like a horse.”

      Orpheus’s eyes darkened. “Like a weapon.”

      Phoenix’s face twisted—anger, grief, pride, all tangled. “I didn’t ask to be⁠—”

      “I know,” Orpheus cut in, and the words came out too fast, too raw. “I know you didn’t.”

      A beat of silence. Water dripped somewhere deeper in the cave. The distant gunfire was muffled now, replaced by the heavy thud of boots and the metallic screech of the barricade failing.

      Phoenix swallowed. “Sergei… he looked at me like⁠—”

      “Like the Protocol wanted him to,” Orpheus said. “Not like a father.”

      Phoenix’s eyes shone, but she didn’t let tears fall. She was too furious to cry. “And you,” she said softly, dangerously, “you look at me like what?”

      Orpheus’s breath stopped.

      Possession vs. protection. The line between them was so thin it cut.

      He leaned in until his mouth was near her ear, voice low enough to be a confession. “Like the only thing I can’t lose.”

      Phoenix’s breath hitched, and the scent that rolled off her was a punch—heat blooming under fear. Her body reacted to his proximity, to his voice, to the alpha pressure he tried to keep leashed.

      She pressed her palm to his chest, not pushing, just grounding herself on the hard reality of him. “You’re not supposed to say things like that.”

      “I’m not supposed to be anything,” Orpheus said.

      The tunnel shook again. Closer now. The entrance had to be breached.

      Orpheus pulled back, forcing his mind to re-engage tactical. “We move. Now.”

      Phoenix didn’t move. Her hand stayed on his chest. Her eyes searched his face like she was looking for the boy underneath the weapon. Like she believed there might be one.

      Orpheus couldn’t give her that. He didn’t know if it existed.

      A scream echoed down the tunnel—someone in the main chamber. Then another scream, deeper, more animal.

      Orpheus’s HUD lit up.

      PROTOCOL SIGNAL: INCREASING.

      ORPHEUS — AGGRESSION INDEX: RISING.

      FERAL THRESHOLD: APPROACHING.

      His vision sharpened painfully. Sounds became too loud. Scents became knives. The Protocol wasn’t meant for him—he wasn’t an Original alpha in the same way Sergei was—but his nervous system was Syndicate-built, and the signal found seams anyway.

      It wormed in, whispering.

      Protect the Vessel. Control the Vessel. Cage the Vessel.

      Orpheus’s hands clenched into fists.

      Phoenix noticed. Her eyes widened. “Orpheus…?”

      He swallowed hard. “Keep moving.”

      Phoenix’s brows knit. “What’s happening to you?”

      He didn’t answer because answering would make it real.

      He grabbed her hand again and dragged her forward before she could argue, boots slipping on wet rock, his body buzzing with contained violence.

      They reached a fork. The left tunnel sloped downward toward the sea. The right rose toward a narrow fissure that led to a concealed exit above the cliffs.

      Orpheus paused, listening.

      Left: the distant roar of surf. Freedom, maybe.

      Right: faint voices—guards, possibly troopers. Unknown.

      He chose left.

      They ran.

      The tunnel opened into a wider chamber where the ceiling dripped with stalactites, water pooling ankle-deep. The air was colder here, heavy with salt. A faint blue light filtered through cracks in the rock—daylight seeping in from the sea side.

      Exit.

      Orpheus’s chest loosened by a fraction.

      Then the water in the pool rippled.

      Not from their footsteps.

      From something moving beneath.

      Orpheus froze, senses flaring. The HUD tried to tag targets in the dark water, but the cave interference scrambled the overlay.

      Phoenix stopped beside him, breathing hard. “What⁠—”

      A body surged out of the pool like a nightmare born wet.

      A trooper—no, not a trooper. Bigger. Bulkier. Armor plated heavier, helmet streamlined, eyes glowing faint red behind a visor.

      He had come through the underwater route. A diver unit.

      He moved fast, too fast for his size, water streaming off him as he raised a compact weapon with a barrel that looked wrong—wider, humming faintly.

      Orpheus’s instincts screamed Fracture suppressor before his mind caught up. Syndicate tech designed to pin reality in place. To stop Phoenix from tearing it.

      The diver aimed at Phoenix.

      Orpheus threw himself in front of her, taking the shot.

      The weapon fired with a sound like a tuning fork struck against bone. The pulse hit Orpheus in the chest and exploded through his nervous system—cold, invasive, locking his muscles for a fraction of a second.

      His body stuttered.

      His HUD went white with static.

      Phoenix screamed his name.

      Orpheus fought through the paralysis, teeth bared, and lunged anyway. He slammed into the diver, driving him back into the pool. Water erupted around them. The diver’s armored fist caught Orpheus’s ribs; pain flared hot.

      Orpheus grabbed the diver’s weapon and wrenched it sideways, forcing it underwater. The diver tried to hold on.

      Orpheus twisted harder, joints screaming, until the weapon snapped free.

      He drove his elbow into the diver’s visor.

      Crack.

      Water rushed into the helmet. The diver thrashed, choking, bubbles exploding to the surface.

      Orpheus didn’t let go. He held the diver under until the struggle stopped.

      When he surfaced, gasping, water streaming down his face and hair, Phoenix was kneeling at the pool edge, hands clenched, eyes glowing like a storm.

      Her scent was wild now. Not just fear. Not just heat.

      Command.

      Orpheus hauled himself out, dripping, and staggered toward her. His muscles still trembled from the pulse, but his body was already recovering. Syndicate had built him resilient.

      Phoenix’s hands grabbed his shoulders, gripping hard. “You took that for me.”

      Orpheus’s throat worked. “Yes.”

      Phoenix’s eyes flicked down his chest, where the pulse had hit. The fabric of his shirt was singed. The skin beneath was bruising fast, a dark bloom.

      Her fingers hovered, then pressed lightly over the mark.

      Orpheus’s entire body reacted like she’d pressed a trigger. Heat flared low in his gut. The Protocol signal in the air twisted it, sharpening it into something dangerous.

      Phoenix felt it—she had to. Her breath hitched, and her scent shifted, sweeter at the edges, like her body was answering his.

      Orpheus’s hands rose, cupping her waist without thinking, fingers digging into the wetsuit fabric. He pulled her close, too close, as if proximity could drown out the signal.

      Phoenix’s eyes widened, but she didn’t pull away.

      “Orpheus,” she whispered, and it wasn’t a warning this time. It was something softer. Something that scared him more.

      The cave behind them echoed with distant shouts. The main chamber had been breached. The Syndicate was inside the caves now.

      Orpheus forced himself to let go, to step back. “We have to go.”

      Phoenix swallowed, throat bobbing. “That weapon… it hurt you.”

      “It was meant for you,” Orpheus said. He looked down at it in his hand—a compact emitter with Syndicate markings stripped, humming faintly. He crushed the casing between his fingers until the hum died.

      Phoenix stared at the broken tech. “They have tools for everything.”

      “Yes,” Orpheus said. “Including me.”

      Phoenix’s gaze snapped to his face. “What does that mean?”

      Orpheus’s HUD flickered again, the failsafe prompt pulsing brighter now, as if encouraged by the chaos.

      FAILSAFE: ENGAGE?

      DIRECTIVE: SECURE THE VESSEL. PREVENT CAPTURE. PREVENT ACTIVATION.

      Prevent activation.

      Orpheus’s mouth went dry. Activation wasn’t about Phoenix being captured. It was about Phoenix using her power. About her becoming what the Syndicate feared—or wanted.

      His programming didn’t just want her safe. It wanted her controlled.

      He looked at Phoenix—at the gold in her eyes, at the blood on her palms, at the way she held herself like a girl trying not to break under the weight of everyone’s expectations.

      Person or throne.

      Orpheus’s internal conflict tightened like wire: protect her freedom, or obey the code that would keep her alive by caging her.

      Phoenix stepped closer, voice low. “Orpheus. Tell me.”

      Before he could answer, a voice echoed from the tunnel behind them—amplified, distorted, too calm.

      “Project O-7.”

      Orpheus froze so hard it felt like the pulse weapon hit him again.

      No one in the colony called him that.

      No one living should have known it.

      Phoenix turned, eyes narrowing. “What⁠—”

      Footsteps approached—slow, deliberate, the sound of someone who didn’t fear being rushed.

      Orpheus’s hand went to his knife. His body shifted instinctively in front of Phoenix, shielding.

      A figure emerged into the chamber’s blue-lit edge.

      Not a trooper in full armor. Not a diver.

      A man in a lighter tactical suit, helmet off, face bare.

      His features were too symmetrical. His skin too smooth. His eyes too pale.

      Clone.

      But not generic stock.

      Orpheus’s stomach dropped with the weight of recognition that wasn’t memory—because he didn’t have memories the way normal people did—but something coded deeper, like a scent imprint burned into the architecture of his brain.

      The clone smiled.

      “Hello,” he said softly, in perfect Russian. “My shadow.”

      Orpheus’s HUD flashed a red identifier across his vision, dragging the truth into the light.

      MATCH: 98.7% — DR. MIKHAIL VALEEV.

      ROLE: ARCHITECT / MAKER. STATUS: DECEASED (UNCONFIRMED).

      Orpheus’s grip tightened on his knife until his knuckles ached.

      His maker was standing in front of him.

      Alive—or wearing life like a mask.

      Phoenix’s hand brushed Orpheus’s arm, a silent question.

      Orpheus didn’t look at her. He couldn’t. Because the Protocol signal, the cave blood, and the sight of that face were doing something to him—pulling him toward feral, toward obedience, toward a rage so old it tasted like birth.

      The clone’s gaze slid past Orpheus, landing on Phoenix with clinical hunger.

      “And there you are,” he murmured. “The miracle.”

      Phoenix’s gold eyes flared, and the air in the chamber tightened, reality holding its breath.

      Orpheus stepped forward, knife lifting.

      The clone didn’t flinch. He only smiled wider, as if Orpheus’s threat was a confirmation of success.

      “Careful,” the maker said. “If you kill me, you’ll never learn what you are.”

      Orpheus’s HUD blared.

      FAILSAFE: AUTO-ENGAGE IMMINENT.

      His vision tunneled. The prompt pulsed like a second heart.

      Phoenix’s fingers clutched his sleeve, grounding, pleading without words.

      Orpheus stood between his programming and his own will, knife poised, the air vibrating with Phoenix’s power and the maker’s calm certainty.

      And then the clone tilted his head and spoke one more line—quiet, poisonous, precise.

      “I didn’t build you to protect her,” he said. “I built you to bring her home.”

      The words slid into Orpheus’s skull like a key turning.

      His muscles locked.

      His HUD went red.

      And his hand—his traitor hand—twitched, not toward the clone…

      …but toward Phoenix.
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      Orpheus’s hand moved like it wasn’t attached to him.

      One second it was hovering near his knife. The next it twitched—sharp, mechanical—toward me. Fingers spread like a clamp. Like a command obeyed without consent.

      The cave air tightened. The blue light bleeding in through the rock cracks turned colder, almost metallic, and my skin answered with a hot, furious bloom—Fracture pressure licking up my spine like flame looking for oxygen.

      I didn’t back up.

      I should have. Any sane creature would’ve put distance between themselves and an alpha built like a weapon, especially an alpha whose eyes had just gone wrong—too still, too empty, HUD-red reflecting off his pupils like a warning light.

      But the Moscow Protocols were already eating my home outside. Fear was a familiar taste. Betrayal was the new one.

      My scent rose anyway, instinctive, defensive—command wrapped in fire. It rolled through the chamber, cutting through salt and algae and blood. A promise to the air itself: No.

      Orpheus’s fingers flexed again, closer now. Not gentle. Not asking.

      Behind him, the clone—Valeev’s face wearing a smile like skin—tilted his head and watched with clinical interest, like this was the part of the experiment he’d been waiting for.

      “Phoenix,” Orpheus said.

      My name came out of his mouth wrong. Flat. Triggered. Like a line of code played through vocal cords.

      I felt it in my gut like a hook.

      “Don’t,” I whispered, though my voice was steady. I hated that it was steady. I hated that a part of me still wanted to reach for him anyway, to believe there was a person inside the weapon who would choose me over the Syndicate’s leash.

      Orpheus took a step.

      The water pooled at our feet rippled from the movement. Droplets fell from stalactites in slow, cruel rhythm—tick, tick, tick—like time itself was counting down to my loss.

      I looked past his shoulder at the maker.

      “Turn it off,” I said to Valeev. My voice sharpened. “Whatever you did. Turn him off.”

      Valeev’s smile didn’t change. “I didn’t do anything that wasn’t already there.”

      Orpheus’s hand shot out.

      Fast.

      Alpha speed, enhanced—made to catch prey before prey could think.

      I moved too, but not with muscle.

      With something deeper.

      The Fracture flared.

      Reality shuddered like a sheet snapped in the wind.

      For half a heartbeat, Orpheus’s hand blurred—its trajectory stuttering as if time itself hiccuped. His fingers brushed my wrist instead of clamping it.

      Heat slammed up my arm anyway from the contact. Not arousal—something worse. Recognition. My body remembering his proximity, my nerves lighting up because he had carried my terror for so long it had become familiar.

      Orpheus’s jaw clenched. His hand corrected, trying again.

      I pivoted, grabbed his wrist with both hands, and held on—not because I wanted to anchor him, but because I wanted leverage. I wanted control.

      His skin was hot, damp from the pool fight, the bruised mark on his chest already darkening under his shirt. His pulse under my fingers was too steady for the chaos.

      My eyes locked on his.

      “Orpheus,” I said, and I poured everything I could into the sound. Not dominance. Not omega softening. Something else—my true voice, the one Sergei was scared of, the one my mother always called unstable like it was an illness. “Fight it.”

      His eyelids flickered. A tremor ran through his forearm like a system glitch.

      Valeev chuckled softly. “That won’t work. The failsafe isn’t a mood, Phoenix. It’s a structure. A lock.”

      A lock.

      My teeth bared.

      “Then I’ll break it.”

      Orpheus surged forward again, overpowering my grip like I was nothing. My feet slid in the shallow pool. My shoulder slammed against rock. Pain bit sharp.

      He didn’t apologize.

      He didn’t even look sorry.

      He reached for my throat.

      For a wild, bright second, my body reacted the way an omega body would—pulse spiking, skin flushing, breath turning thin under alpha pressure. But it didn’t complete. It didn’t fold into submission.

      It rejected.

      My scent snapped outward, a shockwave. The air in the chamber bowed.

      Orpheus flinched.

      Just a fraction. Like my presence had slapped him.

      His hand hesitated midair.

      Valeev’s expression sharpened, interest turning hungry. “There it is,” he murmured. “The command layer.”

      Command layer. Like I was software.

      Like I wasn’t a person.

      Rage cracked through me so hard I saw gold.

      I twisted, drove my knee up into Orpheus’s ribs—where the suppressor pulse had hit him earlier. He grunted, body reflexively tightening against pain. For a second his grip loosened.

      I tore free and stumbled sideways, putting distance between us. Not much. The chamber wasn’t large enough for safety. It was a throat, and we were all trapped inside it.

      Valeev stepped forward, palms open, weaponless and fearless in the way only monsters could be.

      “Phoenix,” he said softly, like he was talking to an animal he wanted to pet. “You don’t understand what’s happening. Orpheus is doing what he was built to do.”

      “And you’re doing what?” My voice shook now. Good. Let it shake. Let him hear I was alive. “Collecting me?”

      He shrugged, casual. “Returning you.”

      The word sliced.

      Home. Returned. Vessel.

      All the same cage with different paint.

      In the distance, from deeper in the cave network, came the muffled roar of voices—shouting, screams, gunfire echoing off stone. The Syndicate had breached the main chambers. People were dying in tunnels that used to mean safety.

      I tasted bile.

      I didn’t have time to have this conversation. I didn’t have time to be a miracle on display.

      Orpheus moved again, stepping between me and the tunnel mouth like he was shielding me—like he was protecting me even as he hunted me. His body angled to block my escape routes.

      Protection vs. possession.

      I saw the war in the set of his shoulders. In the tension in his jaw. In the way his hands trembled at his sides like he wanted to touch me and tear me apart in the same breath.

      “Phoenix,” he said again.

      My name was still wrong in his mouth.

      Valeev’s gaze slid over Orpheus with satisfaction. “Good boy,” he murmured, and something inside me went cold.

      Good boy.

      He’d said it like Orpheus was a dog. Like Orpheus was property.

      Like Orpheus wasn’t even worth calling human.

      Orpheus’s nostrils flared at the phrase, a flicker of something alive crossing his face—anger, maybe. Shame. A ghost of self.

      It was small.

      But it was there.

      I saw it, and I grabbed it like a blade.

      “Orpheus,” I said, quieter. Not command. Not plea. Just truth. “He calls you a good boy because he thinks you’re his.”

      Orpheus’s eyes twitched toward Valeev, then back to me. The red HUD glow in his gaze wavered.

      Valeev’s smile thinned. “Phoenix, don’t anthropomorphize. He’s a system. A shadow. A tool.”

      A tool.

      My fingers curled, nails biting my palms. Blood bloomed, copper scent sharp in the damp air.

      Orpheus’s pupils dilated.

      His throat worked like he was swallowing something violent.

      The Protocol signal—the poison humming through the world—seemed to tighten around us. I could feel it like static under my skin.

      Valeev lifted a hand, and a small device in his palm blinked once—green, then amber. A remote.

      Orpheus’s body stiffened.

      My stomach dropped.

      “You’re controlling him now,” I spat.

      Valeev’s eyes didn’t leave my face. “I’m reminding him. There’s a difference.”

      Orpheus’s head tilted slightly, as if listening to an internal voice. His jaw clenched so hard I heard teeth grind.

      Then he lunged.

      Not for my throat this time.

      For my wrist—like he wanted to secure me without damaging the “asset.” Like his programming had a gentler way to cage me if I didn’t resist.

      I resisted anyway.

      I ducked under his arm and ran, boots splashing through the shallow pool toward the narrower passage that led out—toward the sea roar, toward the crack of daylight.

      Orpheus moved to intercept, faster than me, body cutting the angle with predatory precision.

      I threw my power.

      Not as a pulse. As a bend.

      The air in front of him warped. The space between his feet and the rock stretched—a sick elastic twist that stole momentum.

      Orpheus hit it like a runner hitting sudden mud. He stumbled, catching himself with one hand against the wall.

      His face contorted—pain, disorientation, fury.

      Valeev made a soft sound, almost approving. “Beautiful.”

      I didn’t stop. I slammed my shoulder into the narrow passage, squeezing into it. The rock scraped my wetsuit. The air turned colder, sharper with salt.

      Behind me, Orpheus snarled—an animal sound ripped out of a throat that usually held silence like a weapon. The sound echoed, multiplied, became a pack of ghosts in the tunnels.

      I ran anyway.

      The passage narrowed, then opened abruptly to a slanted chute of slick rock leading down toward a seam of bright blue light. The sound of surf was loud here, close. Freedom smelled like salt and open air.

      My lungs burned. My heart hammered.

      Behind me, heavy footsteps—Orpheus, relentless.

      And under that, Valeev’s calm voice carried down the tunnel, amplified by the cave acoustics. “Don’t damage her,” he called. “You’ll regret it.”

      I almost laughed. Almost.

      As if the Syndicate had ever regretted anything.

      The chute dropped steeply. I slid, boots skidding, palms scraping wet stone. The blue light grew brighter, a thin slit that widened into an opening.

      An exit.

      A jagged mouth looking out over the sea.

      I stumbled out onto a narrow ledge carved into cliff rock. Wind slammed into me, hard enough to steal breath. The ocean below churned black-blue, foaming against rocks like it wanted to swallow everything.

      The world outside was too bright after the cave. Sunlight stabbed my eyes. My pupils tightened, gold flare threading through brown.

      Somewhere to the right, beyond the cliff line, I could see smoke rising over the jungle canopy—thin gray fingers clawing at the sky. The colony burning.

      My stomach twisted so hard I nearly gagged.

      Inside me, the Fracture hummed in answer, like it loved catastrophe. Like it wanted to tear the world open and step through.

      I heard Orpheus behind me—boots scraping rock as he emerged onto the ledge.

      He froze for half a beat when he saw the drop. Not fear. Calculation. If I jumped, could he follow? If I fell, could he catch? If I fractured, would the cliff even matter?

      I backed toward the edge anyway, sea spray dampening my skin, wind tangling my hair.

      “Phoenix,” he said, voice rough.

      He looked wrong and familiar at the same time. Wet hair plastered to his forehead. Bruise dark on his chest under torn fabric. Hands flexing at his sides like he was fighting the urge to reach.

      The red glow in his gaze was still there, but it flickered now—like my scent was interfering with the lock.

      I lifted my chin. “You’re not taking me.”

      His jaw clenched. “I have to.”

      The words weren’t cruelty. They were agony.

      I felt them like a punch.

      “You don’t have to do anything,” I said, though my voice shook now, wind stealing some of it. “Not for him. Not for the Syndicate. Not for—whatever they wired into you.”

      His throat worked. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain,” I snapped. “Use your words. Prove you’re more than a leash.”

      His fingers twitched.

      For a heartbeat, his eyes cleared—just a sliver. The red dimmed. And in that sliver I saw him. The shadow. The protector. The one who took a suppressor pulse for me without hesitation.

      He took one step toward me, slow, careful, like he was approaching a skittish animal.

      “I was built to—” he started.

      A sharp beep cut him off.

      From inside the cave behind him, faint but distinct.

      A remote command.

      Orpheus’s body jolted like he’d been electrocuted. His back arched. His hands clenched into fists so tight his knuckles went white.

      The red in his eyes flared full, swallowing the human sliver.

      My blood ran cold.

      Valeev’s voice drifted out of the tunnel, amused. “Don’t fight it, O-7. You’ll tear yourself apart.”

      Orpheus’s face twisted, teeth bared. He took another step toward me, faster now.

      Not careful anymore.

      I looked at the ocean. The drop was brutal. Jagged rocks. White foam. Death.

      Behind Orpheus, Valeev would come out soon. Troopers too, maybe. The Syndicate would swarm this ledge like ants, and there would be nowhere left to run.

      I wasn’t dying on a cliff like prey.

      I lifted both hands, palms out, and the air around me shivered. The Fracture pressed against reality’s skin, seeking a seam.

      Orpheus stopped abruptly, as if instinct recognized danger. His nostrils flared, scenting the shift.

      “Phoenix,” he growled, voice breaking with urgency now. “Don’t.”

      I almost laughed again. Of course now he didn’t want me to use it. Not because it hurt him. Because it activated me. Because it made me what the Syndicate both feared and wanted.

      “I’m not your failsafe,” I said through clenched teeth. “I’m not your mission.”

      His eyes locked on mine, and something inside them begged—silent, trapped.

      Then he moved.

      He lunged.

      I threw the Fracture.

      Not at him.

      At the space between us.

      The air tore with a soundless snap. For an instant, the world bent like glass under pressure. The ledge elongated, distance stretching, making his reach fall short.

      Orpheus hit the distortion mid-lunge and stumbled, momentum sliding sideways. He caught himself on the cliff wall, rock crumbling under his grip.

      The distortion wavered—Fracture was hard to hold, like trying to keep a scream inside your mouth. My vision tunneled. My ears rang.

      Orpheus recovered fast, eyes wild. He shoved off the wall and came again, refusing to be denied.

      I didn’t have enough control to keep bending space like that. Not repeatedly. Not without a full pulse that would rip the cliff apart and possibly drown us all.

      So I did the only thing left.

      I jumped.

      Wind ripped a sound out of me. My stomach dropped. The ocean rose like a mouth.

      For half a second, I was weightless—suspended between Syndicate control and open water.

      Then a hand caught my wrist.

      Orpheus.

      Of course.

      His grip was iron. His arm flexed, muscles straining as he braced himself against the cliff rock with his other hand. Pebbles skittered down into the foam.

      I dangled over death, salt spray stinging my eyes.

      Orpheus leaned out, face tight with effort, jaw clenched. His eyes were red—but they weren’t empty anymore.

      The moment stretched, thin and sharp.

      “Let go,” I rasped, voice shredded by wind.

      His grip tightened.

      “No,” he said, and the word came out like a vow.

      Valeev appeared at the tunnel mouth above, stepping onto the ledge with calm grace, as if the cliff edge was a ballroom floor. His tactical suit was dry, clean. Unhurried.

      He looked down at me hanging from Orpheus’s grip and smiled.

      “Careful,” Valeev called. “You’ll damage her.”

      Orpheus didn’t look at him. Orpheus’s focus was on me—on the way my wrist was already going numb in his hold, on the way my other hand clawed uselessly at air.

      “Pull me up,” I spat, hating the words as soon as they left my mouth.

      Orpheus’s eyes flickered, pain cutting through the red. “I can’t,” he said hoarsely. “Not fast enough.”

      Because Valeev would stop him. Because troopers would come. Because the ledge was a trap and we were both in it.

      Valeev stepped closer, boots crunching gravel. “O-7,” he said mildly, “secure the Vessel.”

      My stomach dropped harder than gravity.

      Orpheus’s grip on me tightened again, but his arm trembled now—strain, yes, but also conflict. Like his body was being pulled in two directions by two masters.

      Me, falling.

      Valeev, commanding.

      The Protocol signal, humming like a god in his blood.

      Orpheus’s face contorted. “Shut up,” he snarled, voice low.

      Valeev’s brows lifted, amused. “Aw. That’s new.”

      Something in me went still.

      Orpheus had just spoken to Valeev like a person, not a subordinate.

      The red glow in his eyes flickered.

      Not gone.

      But unstable.

      I swallowed salt and blood. “Orpheus,” I said, forcing my voice into something steady. “Look at me.”

      His gaze snapped to mine.

      And I pushed.

      Not a Fracture pulse.

      A scent-release.

      I let my suppressants—what was left of them—burn away under sheer will. I opened the cage at my throat and let my true scent pour out into the wind.

      It wasn’t omega. It wasn’t alpha.

      It was hybrid sovereign—heat and metal and command, sharp enough to make the air feel like it was kneeling.

      Orpheus inhaled hard.

      His pupils dilated fully. The red HUD glow stuttered, like my scent was interfering with his programming the way a magnet interferes with a compass.

      His grip on my wrist shifted—not loosening, not tightening, but becoming aware. Fingers adjusting to avoid bruising. Thumb pressing into my pulse point like he was checking I was real.

      Valeev’s smile faltered for the first time. His eyes narrowed. “Interesting,” he murmured. “You can modulate him.”

      Orpheus’s face tightened, as if my scent hurt. Or as if it reminded him what he wanted beyond orders.

      “Orpheus,” I whispered. “You’re not his shadow. You’re not his good boy. You’re⁠—”

      His throat worked. His eyes flickered, red fighting gold reflected in my own gaze.

      “—yours,” Valeev finished brightly, stepping closer.

      The remote in his hand blinked again.

      Orpheus’s body jerked.

      His grip on me spasmed, fingers clenching painfully. I hissed, pain shooting up my arm.

      Orpheus snarled, eyes squeezing shut for a fraction, jaw clenched so hard I thought his teeth would crack.

      Valeev’s voice softened. “Don’t make me escalate. You know what the override does to your nervous system.”

      Override.

      My blood ran cold again.

      Orpheus opened his eyes, and the red was back—stronger, more violent.

      His face twisted in a kind of grief I didn’t understand until I felt it in my own chest.

      “I’m sorry,” he rasped—so quiet I almost didn’t hear it over the surf.

      Then he did something that made my world tilt.

      He let go.

      Not fully.

      He shifted his grip from my wrist to my forearm, then to my hand, changing angles with brutal speed—like he was repositioning me, not dropping me.

      For one bright, terrifying second, I thought he was going to throw me down into the ocean. Sacrifice me to keep me from capture. The failsafe directive: prevent capture, prevent activation.

      But instead, he yanked me upward—hard—swinging my body like a pendulum toward the cliff wall.

      My feet slammed into rock. Pain flared. I gasped.

      Orpheus hauled, muscles corded, and I clawed at the cliff face, fingers finding a crack. My nails tore. Blood smeared wet stone.

      I pulled.

      He pulled.

      Together we dragged me back onto the ledge in a messy, desperate heap.

      The second my knees hit rock, I rolled, scrambling away from the edge, panting like an animal. My wrist throbbed, already bruising under his grip.

      Orpheus stood over me, chest heaving, eyes still red but flickering—fighting.

      Valeev clicked his tongue. “Sentimental.”

      Orpheus’s head snapped up toward him.

      The movement was predatory.

      Valeev didn’t flinch. He only lifted the remote slightly, a warning.

      Orpheus’s hands trembled at his sides. His scent surged—alpha, violent, possessive—but tangled now with something else. Panic. Self-hatred.

      He was a cage that knew it was a cage.

      And I—gods, I hated this—I knew I could use that.

      I got to my feet, swaying. Wind whipped my hair into my mouth. I spat it out, eyes locked on Valeev.

      “What do you want?” I demanded. “Say it.”

      Valeev smiled again, composure restored. “You,” he said simply. “And what’s inside you.”

      I laughed, sharp and ugly. “You mean my Fracture.”

      Valeev’s gaze gleamed. “Your inheritance.”

      Inheritance. Legacy. Throne.

      Words that made my skin crawl.

      Behind us, from within the caves, came more sounds—boots, voices. The Syndicate was closing in on this exit too. We were out of time.

      I glanced at Orpheus. He was rigid, locked in place by invisible code, but his eyes kept darting to me, as if some part of him still checked my vitals even when his mind wasn’t his own.

      He was fighting.

      Quietly.

      Desperately.

      It made my throat tighten with something that felt too much like affection and too much like rage.

      Valeev gestured toward me, like presenting me to my own execution. “Come with us voluntarily,” he said, “and the colony survivors may be processed instead of purged.”

      My stomach dropped. “Survivors?”

      Valeev’s eyes flicked toward the smoke on the horizon. “Some escaped into the tunnels. Some will be retrieved. It depends on your cooperation.”

      Bargaining with lives like they were inventory.

      My vision went gold at the edges.

      I thought of Mai’s small hand reaching for me. Of the crowded cave chamber, bodies pressed tight, fear leaking into air. Of Sergei’s eyes glassy with compulsion, rifle aimed at my heart.

      Of my mother—wherever she was—taken, hunted, or already⁠—

      I couldn’t finish the thought.

      I forced myself to breathe. In. Out. In. Out.

      Control the panic, control the body, control the heat.

      My patch at my throat burned like acid. The chemical obedience trying to leash something that was done being leashed.

      Valeev watched me breathe like he was measuring the moment I would break.

      Orpheus’s jaw clenched, as if he could sense the Fracture swelling again.

      He took a half-step toward me without permission—protective reflex.

      Valeev’s remote beeped. Orpheus froze mid-motion, muscles locking, face tightening in pain.

      My hands curled.

      I could fracture the ledge. I could drop us all into the sea. I could rip the air open and run blind into whatever reality waited on the other side.

      But the Fracture wasn’t a door I understood. It was a blade in my ribs. If I swung it wrong, I wouldn’t just cut myself. I’d cut the world.

      Valeev’s voice softened, coaxing. “Phoenix. You don’t have to do this alone. You can come home. We can teach you to use what you are.”

      What you are.

      Not who.

      I looked at Orpheus again—at the way his hands shook, at the way he stared at me like he was begging me to choose something that wouldn’t kill me.

      Protection vs. possession.

      If I went with Valeev, Orpheus would follow. He’d be dragged on his leash right behind me.

      If I ran, Orpheus would be ordered to catch me.

      If I fractured, Orpheus might die trying to hold the world together around me.

      Every path tasted like blood.

      Then something shifted in the wind.

      A new scent—faint, almost lost under salt and smoke.

      Metal and smoke and iron loyalty.

      Sergei.

      My head snapped toward the cave mouth.

      For a heartbeat, I saw him—staggering onto the ledge from the tunnel, silhouette jerking like a puppet with tangled strings. Blood on his face. One eye swollen. His metal arm twitching, red implant status lights pulsing under the matte plating.

      His rifle was gone.

      But his hands—his hands were weapons.

      His gaze locked on me and I felt the Protocol’s compulsion like a cold finger down my spine.

      “Phoenix,” Sergei rasped.

      The name broke. Half father. Half Syndicate override.

      Valeev’s smile widened, delighted. “Ah,” he said softly. “The Original returns.”

      Orpheus’s whole body reacted—scent flaring, posture shifting. Not to protect Sergei. To neutralize him. Failsafe logic: compromised ally becomes threat.

      Orpheus took a step toward Sergei.

      The remote beeped again.

      Orpheus froze, teeth grinding, fury trapped behind his eyes.

      I stood between three monsters: the maker, the shadow, the father turned predator.

      And somewhere behind them, the colony was dying.

      Sergei staggered forward another step, eyes glassy, mouth trembling like he was trying to speak around the command in his skull. “Run,” he choked, and it was the first human word he’d managed.

      My chest tightened so hard it hurt.

      Valeev’s gaze flicked to Sergei, then back to me. “You see?” he murmured. “Even your pack knows what you are. You’ll destroy everything if you keep pretending you’re just a girl.”

      Just a girl.

      I tasted copper.

      I stepped forward—toward Valeev, toward the remote, toward the nerve center of this trap.

      Orpheus strained against invisible restraint, watching me with something like panic. “Phoenix⁠—”

      I raised my hand.

      Valeev’s eyes sharpened, curious. “Yes?”

      I didn’t fracture him.

      I didn’t attack.

      I did something worse.

      I reached into the air with my scent—my command—and aimed it at Orpheus like a blade sliding into a lock.

      Not to dominate him.

      To anchor.

      His head snapped toward me, body reacting like my voice had entered his bloodstream.

      I met his gaze and poured everything I had into the connection—truth, fury, need.

      Choose.

      The word didn’t come out of my mouth. It came out of my blood.

      Orpheus’s eyes widened. The red HUD glow flickered violently, as if his system couldn’t decide which input mattered more—Valeev’s remote or my command.

      He made a sound, low and broken, like an animal caught in a trap.

      Valeev’s smile faltered. “Stop,” he snapped—first crack in his calm. He lifted the remote, thumb hovering over a different control.

      Escalation.

      Orpheus’s body convulsed, pain ripping through his posture even before the command fully hit.

      I felt it—felt the override like a hook in my nerves, because Orpheus was close enough now that my power brushed his wiring and tasted it.

      Syndicate code. Buried deep. Twisted into him like bone.

      And in that instant, I understood something that made my stomach drop into ice.

      Orpheus wasn’t just built to bring me home.

      He was built to be my lock.

      To stop me if I activated.

      To cage me from the inside.

      My vision went gold-white.

      The Fracture swelled, hungry.

      Valeev’s thumb pressed down.

      Orpheus screamed.

      Not loud. Not theatrical.

      A strangled sound ripped out of him, like his body was being torn in two. He dropped to one knee, hands clutching his head, veins standing out in his neck. His eyes went fully red, then stuttered—red to clear, red to clear—like a light dying.

      Sergei lurched forward at the sound, as if the Protocol wanted him to finish what Valeev started. Predator to wounded prey.

      I moved without thinking.

      I slammed my palm into Sergei’s chest.

      Fracture surged—not a full pulse, but a precise burst, a temporal shove that made his implants flicker and his body stutter.

      Sergei froze mid-step, eyes wide, and for half a heartbeat his gaze cleared.

      “Phoenix,” he whispered—real this time. “I’m—sorry⁠—”

      Then the Protocol swallowed him again and he convulsed, dropping to his knees, clutching his head like Orpheus.

      Valeev cursed under his breath, composure cracking. “Idiot,” he hissed—not at Sergei, not at Orpheus.

      At me.

      Because I was interfering.

      Because I was learning.

      I turned toward Valeev, hands shaking, scent roaring. “You did this,” I said, voice low and shaking with rage. “You made them into cages.”

      Valeev’s eyes went flat. Clinical again. “And you,” he said softly, “were always meant to be what they cage.”

      Behind him, the tunnel mouth filled with movement—Syndicate troopers pouring onto the ledge, weapons raised. Black armor. Red underlights. Masks that hid faces that might not even be faces.

      The ledge became crowded, tight, nowhere to run.

      Orpheus was on one knee, shaking, fighting his own skull.

      Sergei was on his knees too, broken by competing commands—father and override at war.

      Valeev stood calm in the center of it all, remote in hand like a god holding a lightning bolt.

      Troopers aimed at me.

      One lifted a weapon I recognized from Orpheus’s chest bruise—Fracture suppressor tech, barrel humming like a tuning fork.

      Valeev smiled, almost tender. “Bring her in,” he ordered. “Alive.”

      My lungs seized.

      I had one second. Maybe two.

      I couldn’t fight them all with fists.

      I couldn’t fracture the world without killing everyone on this ledge, including the two men who—despite everything—had bled for me.

      My eyes met Orpheus’s.

      His gaze was clearer now, pain-lined, furious, human for a sliver. He looked at me like he was begging me to run, to jump, to do anything that didn’t end with Syndicate hands on my throat.

      I made a decision that tasted like fire.

      I stepped toward him.

      Valeev’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

      I ignored him.

      I dropped to my knees in front of Orpheus, grabbed his face between my hands, and forced him to look at me.

      His skin was hot, damp. His eyes were torn between red and clear. His breath came in harsh pulls.

      “Phoenix—” he rasped.

      “Listen,” I whispered, voice shaking. “I can’t carry you. I can’t save you from your code.”

      His jaw clenched, eyes shining with something dangerous. “Yes you can.”

      I swallowed hard. “Not like that.”

      I leaned in, forehead nearly touching his, and let my scent pour directly into him—close-range, intimate, not a claim, not a tease.

      An anchor.

      A vow without words.

      His eyes widened, and for a heartbeat the red died completely.

      He went still. Locked on me.

      I felt the connection snap taut between us like a wire.

      Valeev hissed, sharp. “Shoot her.”

      The suppressor weapon rose.

      Time slowed—not because I fractured it, but because my body did what bodies do when they’re about to die.

      I saw the muzzle align with my chest.

      I saw Orpheus’s pupils dilate.

      I saw Sergei’s head lift, eyes glassy, mouth opening in a silent no.

      And I made the only move that felt like mine.

      I fractured the space under us.

      Not a pulse outward.

      A drop.

      Reality gave way like rotten floorboards.

      The ledge vanished.

      The world tilted.

      Wind became a scream.

      Orpheus’s arms wrapped around me by instinct as the cliff, the troopers, Valeev’s calm face—everything—fell away into a tearing white-gold seam.

      For a split second, there was nothing but the feeling of Orpheus’s body crushing mine against his chest, his breath in my hair, his scent flooding my lungs like smoke and steel and desperate loyalty.

      Then the Fracture swallowed us whole.

      And the last thing I heard before the world broke was Valeev’s voice, sharp with triumph instead of panic:

      “Good,” he said. “Now we see where she goes.”
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      We hit the ground like we were being thrown back into our bodies.

      Stone. Cold. Wet. The impact drove the air out of my lungs in one brutal shove and made my vision strobe white. Phoenix’s weight was tangled with mine—her leg hooked over my thigh, her hair in my mouth, her pulse a frantic drum under my palm where I’d caught her ribs on the way down.

      The Fracture didn’t end so much as it spat us out.

      My HUD came back in shards.

      —SIGNAL LOST

      —LOCATION: UNKNOWN

      —PHOENIX: VITALS… static, then a hard line of data flickered through.

      PHOENIX — 196 BPM. TEMP: 40.1°C. FRACTURE RESIDUAL: EXTREME.

      Extreme. Like she was a bomb still humming.

      My muscles tried to move and found a delay—like the world was half a second behind itself. That was Fracture aftershock. Temporal drag. My nervous system hated it. The wiring in my skull screamed for clean inputs, clean time, clean obey.

      Phoenix made a sound—small, raw—and my body reacted before thought. I rolled, caging her with my frame, pressing her into the rock to shield her from whatever waited in the dark.

      Because something always waited.

      The air smelled wrong.

      Not salt and open sea. Not smoke and jungle.

      This was iron and old concrete and the sour, metallic tang of stagnant water. Like a flooded subway line. Like an abandoned artery under a dead city.

      I lifted my head.

      We were in a tunnel—wide enough for vehicles once, maybe, before it collapsed into ruin. The ceiling arched overhead, ribs of rebar exposed like broken bones. Water dripped steadily from somewhere above, each drop echoing down the corridor like a pulse in a corpse.

      No daylight. Only emergency strips along the wall—ancient, flickering, their light the sickly color of bruised skin.

      Phoenix blinked up at me, eyes still threaded with gold, pupils blown wide. Her lips were parted like she couldn’t decide whether to breathe or bite.

      “You’re—” Her voice cracked. “You’re on me.”

      “Yes.” I didn’t move. Didn’t trust myself to. My body still held the memory of the ledge, the suppressor weapon rising, her scent pouring into my mouth like a vow. A command. A tether.

      My hands were on her—one at her shoulder, one at her hip. Firm. Possessive in the way I hated and couldn’t stop.

      Phoenix swallowed. “Get off.”

      My jaw flexed. I forced myself to shift—slowly, controlled—rolling onto my side without letting her go unprotected. The tunnel swallowed sound. Somewhere far away, metal groaned, deep and old, like the structure itself was breathing.

      Phoenix sat up with a wince, one hand flying to her wrist where my grip had bruised her earlier. She looked down at it, jaw tightening, then looked at me like she wanted to set me on fire.

      I deserved it.

      I pushed myself up onto one elbow, scanning. My knife was still strapped at my back. My sidearm—gone. Lost in the Fracture drop, or left behind on that cliff with Valeev’s smile.

      Valeev.

      My stomach knotted, hard and chemical.

      I waited for the remote beep in my skull. For the override pain. For the failsafe prompt to flare red and lock my muscles again.

      Nothing.

      No beep. No internal lash.

      Just the steady hum of my own blood and the distant drip of water.

      Phoenix stared down the tunnel, breathing in short pulls. “Where are we?”

      I tried to bring the HUD up fully.

      Static.

      SYSTEM: PARTIAL FUNCTION.

      COMM LINK: OFFLINE.

      PROTOCOL SIGNAL: —NO DATA⁠—

      No data. That meant one of two things: either we’d fractured out of range, or we’d fractured into a place where the signal couldn’t penetrate.

      Or the signal was gone.

      I didn’t believe in miracles.

      Phoenix pushed to her feet, unsteady. She swayed, then caught herself against the wall. The movement sent a wave of her scent out—hot metal, heat-slick, that sovereign edge that made the air feel like it was waiting for her to speak.

      My throat tightened. Instinct surged—anchor her, press her down, bite her until she stopped shaking⁠—

      I clenched my fists until my nails cut my palms.

      No.

      Not like that.

      Phoenix’s eyes flicked to me as if she could hear my thoughts. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “I’m not,” I lied.

      She barked a laugh, humorless. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      I rose, slow, keeping distance on purpose. “We need to move.”

      Phoenix’s shoulders tensed. “Move where? We don’t even know⁠—”

      A sound cut her off.

      Footsteps.

      Not ours.

      I went still.

      The steps were distant but steady, coming from the darkness ahead—slow, deliberate, like someone didn’t fear what they’d find down here. Like they owned the tunnel.

      Phoenix heard it too. Her head snapped toward the sound. Gold flashed in her eyes.

      My body moved between her and the corridor without permission. A reflex so deep it felt like bone memory.

      Phoenix’s breath hitched. “Don’t.”

      “I’m not letting anything reach you.”

      “I didn’t ask you to⁠—”

      The footsteps stopped.

      Silence stretched, tight as wire.

      Then a voice floated down the tunnel, low and distorted by distance.

      “Asset Phoenix Borisov,” it called, calm and clipped. Not Valeev. Not Sergei. Not human warmth. Syndicate cadence.

      Phoenix stiffened like she’d been struck.

      My vision narrowed.

      “Asset O-7,” the voice added, almost conversational. “Stand down. Await retrieval.”

      I felt it then—like a hook brushing the inside of my skull. Not the remote override. Not the failsafe slam.

      A softer pull.

      A handshake request from a system that assumed I would accept it.

      My teeth bared.

      Phoenix looked at me, eyes wide. “They found us.”

      “Not yet.” I listened. The voice had echoed from far down the corridor. No immediate footsteps now. Maybe they were probing. Maybe they didn’t know exactly where we were. Or maybe they were giving us time to obey.

      I didn’t obey.

      Phoenix’s hand lifted, palm out. The air around her shivered faintly, like reality was remembering it could bend for her.

      “Don’t,” I said, too sharp.

      She whipped her head toward me. “Excuse me?”

      My chest tightened. The words came out ugly. “If you fracture again, you’ll burn yourself out. Or tear this place apart.”

      Her nostrils flared. “Maybe that’s the point.”

      “Phoenix—”

      “No.” Her voice dropped, dangerous. “You don’t get to tell me what to do after you almost—” She cut herself off, jaw trembling. Her gaze flicked to my hands like she could still feel them on her throat. “After you let him use you.”

      The accusation hit like a blade, because it was true.

      I stepped closer without meaning to. “I fought it.”

      “You fought it and I still had to jump off a cliff,” she snapped. “I still had to fracture us out of existence while troopers aimed at my chest.”

      I opened my mouth. Nothing came out that wouldn’t sound like an excuse.

      Phoenix’s scent spiked, heat and rage and something underneath that tasted like fear she refused to admit. She raked a hand through her hair, dragging it back off her face like she wanted to peel her own skin off.

      “Where are my parents?” she demanded, voice breaking on the last word. “Where is Sergei? Where is my mother?”

      I had no answer. My HUD couldn’t find them. The comm link was dead. The world had snapped and we’d fallen through.

      Phoenix’s eyes shone. She didn’t let tears fall. She never let them fall. But grief was there, sharp and shaking under her ribs.

      “I can’t—” she whispered, and the words were small, not sovereign. “I can’t lose them.”

      My chest hurt. A real pain, not a number.

      “I will get you back to them,” I said, and it wasn’t a promise I was allowed to make. It wasn’t within my directive parameters. It was mine.

      Phoenix stared at me like she wanted to believe me and hated herself for wanting it.

      The voice in the tunnel spoke again, closer now.

      “Phoenix Borisov. Your deviation is logged. Your Fracture signature is broadcasting. Surrender for stabilization.”

      Broadcasting.

      My gaze snapped to Phoenix. “Your residual⁠—”

      “I know,” she hissed. “I can feel it. It’s like my skin is humming.”

      That hum was a beacon. If the Syndicate had scanners tuned to her Fracture, they could triangulate through walls, through cities, through time seams.

      The footsteps resumed. Faster now.

      Phoenix’s chin lifted. “Fine.”

      Her hand rose again.

      I grabbed her wrist.

      Not hard. Not a clamp. But firm enough to stop her from throwing the Fracture like a grenade.

      Phoenix’s eyes went feral. “Let go.”

      “Listen to me,” I said, low and intense. “You used a drop-fracture. That wasn’t a controlled pulse. That was you tearing through—through whatever. You don’t know where you put us.”

      Phoenix yanked, but I didn’t release. “Then what? We run until they catch us? We hide in a tunnel forever?”

      “No,” I said. “We fight smart.”

      She laughed again, bitter. “You’re the one who knows ‘smart.’ You’re the Syndicate’s⁠—”

      “Don’t say it,” I snarled, and the sound surprised even me.

      Phoenix froze. Her mouth shut. Her eyes widened.

      The footsteps were close enough now that I could hear gear shifting, the faint whir of servos. Not one person. Multiple.

      I released Phoenix’s wrist and shoved her behind me. “Stay back.”

      “Orpheus—”

      “Now.”

      She didn’t move. Of course she didn’t. She wasn’t built to obey.

      The corridor ahead brightened—floodlights swinging into view. White beams stabbed through the darkness, catching dust motes and water droplets like glittering ash.

      Three figures advanced, armor matte-black, helmets sealed. Their rifles were compact, ugly, humming with that tuning-fork vibration I’d felt in my chest.

      Suppressors.

      They weren’t here to kill her. They were here to pin her down.

      The lead trooper raised a hand, palm out, and his helmet speaker crackled. “O-7. Secure the asset.”

      My HUD flickered.

      A prompt appeared, faint but unmistakable, like a ghost rising.

      DIRECTIVE: SECURE VESSEL. COMPLIANCE REWARD: PAIN REDUCTION.

      My jaw clenched so hard it ached.

      I felt the old pathways in my brain—obedience grooves carved by repetition and punishment. The part of me that knew if I complied, the hook in my skull would loosen. The part of me that had survived by doing what it was told.

      Phoenix’s scent hit me from behind, hot and sharp.

      Not command this time.

      A plea she’d never voice.

      Choose.

      I stepped forward.

      The troopers’ rifles tracked me. Targeting lasers flickered across my chest.

      “Stand down,” the lead trooper ordered.

      I didn’t.

      I moved.

      Fast.

      Their rifles fired.

      The pulses hit the air around me with that bone-deep hum, the frequency designed to lock reality, lock muscles, lock Fracture. One grazed my shoulder and sent a cold spike through my nerves, momentary paralysis snapping my arm numb.

      I kept moving anyway.

      I slammed into the first trooper before he could adjust, drove my elbow into the seam under his helmet. He stumbled. I grabbed his rifle, twisted, and yanked it downward. The suppressor pulse discharged into the wet floor, making the puddle explode into steam.

      The second trooper swung his weapon toward Phoenix behind me.

      I saw it.

      My vision went red.

      I threw the first trooper into the second like a battering ram. Armor clanged. They crashed into the wall, lights swinging wild.

      The third trooper—smart—backed up to create distance and aimed at Phoenix again.

      Phoenix stepped out from behind me with a snarl, hand raised.

      “Phoenix, no⁠—”

      She didn’t pulse.

      She spoke.

      Not with her mouth.

      With scent.

      It rolled down the tunnel like a physical force, the sovereign edge sharp enough to make my skin prickle. The trooper hesitated mid-aim, his body reacting on instinct the way mine did—alpha biology recognizing something higher in the hierarchy and stalling to assess.

      That hesitation was all I needed.

      I sprinted, grabbed his rifle barrel, and drove my knee into his gut plate. He folded. I ripped the rifle free and smashed the butt into his helmet until the visor cracked.

      He went down.

      The other two were already recovering—Syndicate troopers didn’t stay down unless you made sure.

      I drew my knife and went in close, silent, efficient. Blade to the soft seams. A quick twist. A body shuddering.

      No time for mercy. Mercy was a luxury the Syndicate beat out of you.

      Phoenix made a sound behind me—sharp inhale, not quite a gasp. Not horror. Not approval. Just… the moment registering.

      The lead trooper tried to crawl, one hand reaching for a comm device on his wrist.

      I stepped on his forearm until the bones popped. He screamed through his helmet.

      I leaned down, voice low enough only he could hear. “Tell Valeev I’m not his.”

      The trooper’s helmet speaker crackled with static laughter. “Valeev is irrelevant,” it rasped. “The Coil rises.”

      My stomach went cold.

      The trooper’s body convulsed suddenly, like a switch flipped. A thin needle deployed from the inside of his collar and stabbed into his own neck.

      Self-termination protocol.
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