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Chapter 1: Unexpected Find.
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“...AND IF YOU’RE JUST tuning in, you’re listening to Metro Wave 7, bringing you the latest updates straight from New Dicon City. After two nights of unexplained urban disruption, city officials have confirmed multiple high-casualty incidents, including property damage and cybernetic interference near Old Reds Tavern. Eyewitnesses report seeing what appeared to be a rogue cyborg engaging in open conflict with both Earth Security Forces and local law enforcement. The ESF, in cooperation with the New Dicon Police Department, have initiated a coordinated response and are actively tracking the unidentified individual involved.”

“A partial lockdown remains in effect, spanning three city blocks in the Central Ring. Civilian travel is restricted. Authorities urge residents not to approach or interfere with active security operations. Any trespassing will be treated as a federal violation.”

“...but rest assured, citizens: Earth Security Command has the situation under control. You have nothing to fear, as long as you remain obedient and cooperative. Remember, a stable Mars is a loyal Mars. We thank you for your compliance. Stay safe, stay alert, and stay proud.”

[End of transmission.]

Alex turned down the volume, the drone of synthetic reassurance still echoing in the back of his mind. He stared out through the narrow slit in the window blinds, the city skyline blurring in the hazy orange dawn. Sirens had been circling for hours now, and though the fires near Old Reds were out, the scent of scorched pavement and adrenaline still clung to the streets.

After everything that happened—the fight, the EMP blast, Sara’s clash with that cop—he couldn’t shake the feeling that something far bigger was unraveling. His fingers tapped the edge of the data tablet resting on the table. It displayed the latest ESF reports, scrubbed and sanitized for public consumption, but he’d seen enough behind the curtain to know the truth had teeth.

Rumors spread like oil on water—cyber gangs, stolen tech, rogue AIs—but none of them matched what he saw. That wasn’t a gang member. That was someone who shouldn’t exist. And worse, she wasn’t alone.

He stepped away from the window, glancing toward the holo-screen still flashing with state-controlled updates. Ambassador Cordale’s voice looped over the feed, smooth and cold, painting a picture of strength and containment. But Alex wasn’t buying it.

After a whirlwind of intense negotiations spanning several days, Earth and Mars had announced a resolution. Officially, it was framed as progress—cooperation between planets, a diplomatic win. Unofficially, everyone on Mars knew it meant nothing.

The Martian government lacked real power, their authority paper-thin beneath Earth’s boot. This wasn’t diplomacy; it was theater, designed to pacify the public while reinforcing Earth’s control. And most people were expected to nod and accept it.

The rumors started almost immediately. The Red Skulls were named as scapegoats for the explosions near New Dicon—labeled anarchists with a grudge against progress. The media parroted the story with frightening ease, and Earth’s justification for a partial lockdown was neatly gift-wrapped.

But Alex knew better—he had been there.

He had gone into the abandoned lab with his friends. The explosion, though destructive, had pulled the troopers away just long enough to give them a sliver of access. The plan had been to slip in, grab what they needed, and vanish before anyone noticed.

It should’ve worked. It was supposed to be perfect—precise, quiet, clean.

But they hadn’t counted on Sara waking up. And they definitely hadn’t expected the CTC troops to return so quickly. What came next wasn’t a mission—it was survival, the kind of chaos that only nightmares are made of.

What followed wasn’t a mission—it was survival. Every second turned into a scramble to get out alive, dodging gunfire, shattered machinery, and something far more dangerous than any of them had prepared for. When they finally escaped, they weren’t just shaken—they were changed.

Now, the government and the CTC were doing everything they could to erase what happened that day. Not to protect the public, but to bury their own failure. To bury Sara.

And if he wasn’t careful, they wouldn’t just bury him—they’d bury his friends too.

Maybe Cindy had been right all along. About Sara. About the risk. She’d warned him not to get involved, told him there were lines they couldn’t afford to cross. He hadn’t listened.

Part of him wished he had.

But then he remembered Sara in his arms—broken, terrified, begging for help with what little strength she had left. In that moment, there had been no decision to make. Just instinct. Just humanity.

Even knowing how it ended, even knowing the fire it lit under everything...

He would’ve done it all over again.

Outside, the CTC Research Center rose like a monolith of polished steel, slicing into the pale Martian morning. Its obsidian-blue façade shimmered against the thin sky, absorbing the city’s smoggy light and spitting it back with clinical indifference. The building didn’t seem built so much as summoned—too tall, too perfect, and utterly unmoved by the chaos that pulsed beneath it.

With two hundred and forty floors stacked in seamless symmetry, it didn’t lean or crane like the old Earth structures. It stared. Silent. Imposing. It touched nothing, yet its influence sprawled like a shadow across New Dicon City, bleeding into the streets, the traffic, the government terminals blinking on every corner.

From Alex’s position, the twin cobalt statues at the base of the structure stood out immediately—centurion-like figures frozen in a permanent salute, swords angled skyward to catch the rising sun. Their polished surfaces threw back the light in sharp flashes that made it hard to look away. To him, they weren’t just decoration; they were a deliberate show of CTC strength, a reminder that nothing was meant to stand in their way.

On the fortieth floor, beyond the stringent security checks, Alex navigated his way toward the research labs. He was one of the few scientists granted access to the most restricted areas. With metallic samples, obtained by Cindy from an abandoned laboratory, firmly in his grasp, he strolled through the inner sanctum of the labs, doing his best not to draw undue attention.

He kept his pace even, head slightly down, blending in with the others in the corridors. The samples he carried were tagged under a generic analysis code—nothing that would raise a flag. At least, not yet.

In recent days, Alex had flown under the radar at work, maintaining a quiet presence. Apart from the taxing five-hour interrogation with one of the surviving scientists from the abandoned lab incident, there had been no repercussions linked to his ties with the Neos. It seemed his secret remained safe, though a persistent apprehension suggested the chapter was far from closed.

Every time he passed a camera, every time someone looked at him for half a second too long, that unease stirred again. The fear wasn’t loud—it was constant. A whisper beneath every breath.

As he traversed the polished corridors, lined with state-of-the-art technology and bustling with the hum of scientific progress, Alex’s keen eyes caught a flicker of anomaly. A lab technician, clad in a pristine white lab coat, emerged from a room bearing the unmistakable mark of exclusivity, reserved solely for senior staff. The man moved quickly, eyes fixed ahead, almost too deliberately.

Intrigued, Alex’s curiosity compelled him to investigate further. He waited a few beats, then approached the door casually, doing his best to look like he belonged. His badge hummed faintly as it scanned—then clicked green.

Whispers floated through the air about the aftermath of the infamous incident involving the CTC security guards. There were murmurs of a fateful encounter with an unknown cyborg that went crazy, yet the grapevine suggested that an even more intriguing discovery had been unearthed right after the event. Determined to unravel the mystery, Alex seized the opportunity before him.

His badge slid through the panel without resistance, the door whooshed open on command. He had clearance for this sector—no surprise there—but what lay beyond the threshold wasn’t part of any schematic he remembered.

He stepped inside, expecting a decontamination chamber or maybe a backup control room. Instead, the space opened into a fully equipped lab, humming with life and lit in soft pulses from recessed panels. Along the walls, thick bundles of wires ran like arteries, feeding into a massive, unfamiliar machine that stood like a sentinel at the center. Its size and complexity made it clear—this wasn’t designed for routine procedures. This was something else. Something buried.

Alex moved carefully, his boots thudding softly against the floor as he scanned the chamber. Then he saw it—along the far wall stood a cryogenic tube. Sleek, reinforced, and still very much active. A faint hum vibrated through the floor, syncing with the steady blink of a green light on the console nearby.

The unit was old—similar to the ones he’d encountered in abandoned war-era labs—but this one had never shut down. It had remained online, its systems stable. And by the look of the console’s recent activity logs and unlocked access screen, someone had been preparing to open it.

On the opposite side, his eyes tracked the hallway branching behind the chamber—a narrow corridor that connected to the other labs. He knew it well. The entire floor had been designed with those emergency access routes, narrow bypasses that looped around security offices and connected to the lower supercomputer hubs. Useful for engineers... or anyone needing a quick escape when things got ugly.

He didn’t hear anyone nearby. For now, the coast was clear.

But that tube wasn’t empty.

Without a second thought, he closed the door and surveyed his surroundings. Every instinct told him this wasn’t standard procedure. This was hidden. Buried.

What struck him as strange—and somewhat of a relief—was the absence of security cameras. It seemed that someone had deliberately turned them off inside this room. The panel lights were dimmed too—barely operational, as if the whole setup existed outside the CTC’s usual systems.

It was as though whoever wanted this here didn’t want anyone to know about it. Not even their own people. He suspected this was something highly illegal.

Alex stepped closer to the cryo unit, the glass distorting his reflection into something unrecognizable. The faint green glow from the console pulsed across his face, casting uneven shadows under his eyes. He paused, studying the panel—one breath away from contact, but didn’t reach out.

His fingers hovered near the interface, tense and motionless. Every instinct warned him not to rush. If this thing had been buried under layers of access control and surveillance dead zones, then it probably wasn’t asleep.

This could be something the Neos needed—proof, leverage, maybe even a weapon. But there was a weight in his gut, a quiet tension. Chambers like this didn’t stay sealed because people forgot about them.

They stayed sealed because someone wanted them that way.

And yet, walking in had been effortless. No red lights, no drones, not even a triggered lockout on the console. That detail kept tugging at the back of his mind, like a loose thread waiting to unravel.

Too smooth. Too exposed. Something wasn’t lining up.

Still, he couldn’t walk away—not now. He had the clearance, the access, and just maybe, the window of time. Whatever was inside that chamber, he had to see it for himself

As he approached the tube, he moved cautiously, each step deliberate, ensuring he remained alone. The cryo unit stood silent, humming with a low resonance. The glass surface refracted the overhead lights, casting a soft, ghostly glow onto the figure within.

His breath caught.

There, suspended in cryo-stasis, was a young woman. Her slumbering form was almost too serene—like a living sculpture locked in time. Her mid-length hair floated gently, shimmering with silvery strands streaked in hints of pink and purple that pulsed faintly under the chamber’s light.

She looked unearthly. Ethereal.

There was something impossible about her presence here, in this sealed room tucked behind deception and security gaps. The slow rise and fall of her chest, the calm etched into her expression—it whispered of some forgotten past, some purpose yet unrevealed.

Alex circled the chamber slowly, his eyes never leaving her face. Every detail embedded itself in his memory: the gentle curve of her lips, the flutter of long lashes brushing against porcelain skin. She looked delicate, but not breakable—resilient beneath the stillness, like a storm frozen mid-motion.

The small HUD inside his glasses flashed softly, prompting him with the option to capture the image, to log the scene in detail. But his hand hesitated. The instinct to document clashed with a sharper weight—a warning, cold and precise—that surveillance might not be as dormant as it seemed.

But this was not what he expected to see here. Another woman—just like Sara. Was she from another lab, or from the same one, sealed away in metal and silence? The sight of her, a forgotten experiment, sent a strange ripple through him, stirring both the unease he’d felt before and the same pull to help her.

His fingers hovered near the console as his attention glanced to a nearby data pad.

He picked it up.

The information blinked to life, clinical and sparse—but unmistakable. She had originated from the same facility where Sara had been found. CTC had extracted her during a high-risk operation that nearly cost them their entire team—pulling her out from under the Earth Force’s nose.

That made his stomach twist.

He looked back at her. Peaceful now. But if she woke—if her awakening was anything like Sara’s—it wouldn’t stay peaceful for long.

Still, he couldn’t walk away.

His mind raced with questions, possibilities. She might be a key to understanding what happened in that lab, or even what Sara had become. His need to know burned just beneath the surface.

Working quickly, Alex accessed her background file and began cross-referencing it with Sara’s encrypted records. Each line of data fed into his glasses in silence. A thread of connection began to take shape. He copied everything.

In that moment, as the transfer completed, a brief sparkle of satisfaction crossed Alex’s face—sharp and fleeting, like a stolen breath in a sealed room. The data-pad quietly synced with his glasses, sealing the copied files in an encrypted shell. 

No alarms. No alerts. The security cameras were still off, and now was his window to make an escape.

Keeping his pulse in check, Alex masked his unease behind a practiced calm. He walked toward the nearest emergency exit corridor, steps even, posture relaxed. Just another technician going about his routine—nothing unusual, nothing worth stopping.

With effort, he tore his sight from the woman inside the cryo-chamber. The image of her—weightless, unknowable—burned itself into the back of his mind. Whatever secrets she held, they’d have to wait.

He stepped through the door and checked his watch. Cindy would be waiting for him downstairs, and every second counted. He started moving again—but stopped cold as movement caught the corner of his eye. Two guards entered the hallway from opposite ends.

They positioned themselves at both exits with methodical precision. At the same time, soft beeps echoed from above—security surveillance systems hummed to life, their dormant red lights flaring on like eyes opening in the dark.

Alex backed up fast, his fingers curling around the edge of the doorframe. He slipped back into the lab, each breath sharp and uneven. This wasn’t coincidence—something had tripped the lockdown, and he was still trapped on the wrong side of it.

He glanced at his watch again. He was already late. Cindy would be expecting him—and if she saw guards mobilizing, she might think the worst.

A new sound froze him in place—footsteps, deliberate and unhurried, echoing down the hallway.

Alex ducked low and moved behind one of the large computer terminals circling the cryo-tube. His breathing slowed as he crouched, careful not to bump any cables or equipment. He could still feel the faint hum of the chamber behind him.

Then he saw him.

From his concealed vantage, Alex watched Dr. John Lorick stride into the room, his attention locked on the cryo unit the instant it came into view. The shift in his body language was obvious—his pace quickened, shoulders lifting as if drawn by gravity toward the machine. Even from across the distance, Alex caught the gleam in his eyes, an intensity that radiated purpose and a quiet hunger.
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Chapter 2: Na-ki-ta.
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“SHE’S A PERFECT SPECIMEN,” John murmured to himself, eyes gleaming behind his glasses as he stepped closer. Every detail of her still form radiated potential. He motioned for his assistant to ready the equipment, barely masking his anticipation.

The two arm-like cutting machines powered on, rumbling to life with a low mechanical growl that vibrated the floor beneath them. To John, the sound was beautiful—an overture to a symphony only he could conduct. Precision and control—he lived for it.

With the steady hand of a seasoned surgeon, he guided the machines into position. His assistant moved without question, aligning them on opposite sides of the cryo tube. Everything was in place.

He linked the twin control panels to the neural sync ports embedded in his gloves. A sharp jolt of current surged through his arms, latching onto his mind like a second spine. The machines responded instantly, an extension of his will—obedient, perfect.

The right arm reconfigured into a clamp, gripping the chamber with iron resolve. The left arm descended slowly, blade humming with lethal accuracy. With a single mental cue, it sliced through the seal.

John watched with satisfaction as the brittle chamber door gave way and fell free. The cut was clean. The process—flawless.

“She is almost out,” he called over his shoulder, glancing toward the guards posted at the entrance. “Be ready for anything!”

The security team snapped to alert, weapons up, eyes locked on the figure inside the tube. The low vibration of decompression filled the room as the chamber fully opened, parting like an ancient vault revealing treasure.

His subordinates stepped in, careful but swift, and lifted the young woman from her stasis. Her violet hair shimmered beneath the clinical glow of the overhead lights. Even limp in their arms, she radiated something... exceptional.

John moved in immediately, activating a handheld scanner with a flick of his wrist. The sensors glided over her body, pinging softly, gathering every measurable metric. But her vitals weren’t what fascinated him. What intrigued him went deeper than the flesh. This was about potential. Leverage.

As his assistants remained distracted with the readouts, John’s hand slipped into his coat pocket. With a subtle, practiced movement, he pulled out a small metallic device—triangular, razor-thin. He pressed it to her forehead, letting it adhere with a soft, magnetic click. No one noticed.

His lips curled at the edges. She was still unconscious. Still unaware. And yet, already part of something much greater than herself.

He laid his hand on her shoulder, fingertips absorbing the slow, steady heat of her awakening body. The warmth excited him—it meant viability. Possibility.

His ever-watchful eyes drifted back to the device now fused to her skin, its surface pulsing with faint, rhythmic light. It was more than a tracker. It was a lock—and he held the only key.

Leaning in close, his voice dropped to a whisper, just above a breath. “You hold the key, my dear.”

He brushed her cheek lightly with his glove, a mock tenderness in the motion. “With abilities like your predecessor, you could be the one to pave my path toward full control of this corporation.”

His finger traced the outline of the device, the metal warm beneath his touch. “And this little thing...” he paused, savoring the moment, “...will ensure your unwavering loyalty.”

When he withdrew his hand, John paused, the texture of her skin lingering in his thoughts. It was so soft—unnaturally soft for what she was. The contrast between the delicate surface and the brutal purpose behind her existence was jarring.

“This is unbelievable,” he muttered under his breath, eyes narrowed in disbelief. “Her skin is so soft. It’s unlike any cyborg or augmentation I’ve ever came across.”

He took a step back, folding his arms as he examined her from head to toe.

The thought gnawed at him—how had someone like this taken out a fully armed unit of his best-trained men? It wasn’t just skill. It was something deeper, something forgotten.

“This technology was lost to us,” he said, half to himself. “Even the most innovative advancements in today’s cyborg units are nowhere near as complex as this woman. What is she?”

He turned sharply and gestured toward a nearby technician. “You there. I need the nano-probes. I want a closer look at her.”

The assistant hesitated. His voice was careful, edged with uncertainty. “Sir, Core didn’t say anything about dissecting her.”

John rolled his eyes, already annoyed. “The nanos I want to inject will simply gather DNA information. If we set them to the lowest level, there should be no harm to her.”

He softened his tone slightly, though the glint in his eyes never faded. “I’m not a monster, you know. I wouldn’t dare harm this masterpiece of science.”

The assistant didn’t answer. His silence hung between them, thick and uncertain, as he watched John’s expression—too intense, too eager.

“Just give me the damn nanos,” John snapped, impatience breaking through his polished veneer.

“Huh—yes, sir.”

With practiced care, the assistant loaded the nano-probes into a syringe filled with glucose. His hands moved steadily, but his eyes betrayed his apprehension. He passed the syringe to John, who took it with calculated precision.

But just as John moved in to administer the injection, a sudden burst of energy erupted from the patient’s body. A sharp, concentrated spark leapt from her skin and struck the syringe dead-on. The assistant yelped, dropping it immediately as it clattered to the floor.

Chaos erupted as the spark flared outward, casting a web of electric blue across the lab. For a split second, the light danced over their faces, frozen in alarm. Then the team scattered—shields raised; eyes wide—diving for the exits.

As the discharge faded and the air settled, John was the first to step forward again. His curiosity outweighed his caution. Carefully, he approached the syringe, now pulsing with a dull, unstable energy.

It had turned black.

The liquid inside bubbled and corroded the glass. The entire thing was dissolving before his eyes.

“Not one remains,” he whispered, stunned. “Somehow, she destroyed them all.”

Behind him, his subordinates hovered near the doorway, too rattled to step back in. One of them called out, voice shaky. “Sir... sir, you might want to see this.”

John barely heard his subordinate calling out. The spark from earlier still danced in his thoughts—but something else now drew all of his attention.

It began subtly. The woman’s chest rose with a deep, deliberate breath, more fluid than mechanical. Her fingers twitched, almost like a reflex, brushing softly against the cold metal table beneath her.

Then her body began to change.

A shimmer rolled across her skin like a tide of molten light, starting at her collarbones and rippling outward. Her soft, porcelain flesh flushed faintly as the surface began to shift—stretching, molding, reforming.

John stepped closer, entranced.

From her shoulders down, a sleek layer of crimson armor began to spread—slow, graceful, like silk folding itself around her form. It wasn’t grafted or bolted on. It grew from her.

The plates slid into place over her arms and hips like flowing liquid, catching the overhead light in a deep metallic gleam. The curve of her waist and the gentle slope of her neck were accentuated, not concealed. Her body was still hers—but enhanced, refined, like living sculpture wrapped in living metal.

It was beautiful. Terrifying. Sensual in its precision.

Her lips parted slightly, not to speak, but as if feeling the transition ripple through her from within. A delicate exhale passed between them—so human, yet so unreal.

John’s throat tightened.

The armor didn’t feel like protection—it felt like purpose, shaped around her with an elegance no engineer could replicate. As it closed over her thighs and lower legs in thin crimson arcs, it left no excess, no wasted space. It knew her. It belonged to her.

His hand hovered, not daring to touch.

Whatever she was, this was her awakening. Not just from sleep—but into something designed, destined, and far beyond his control.

And he couldn’t look away.

As the woman’s violet eyes flicked open, John felt the energy in the room shift. Not a sound came from the group—every guard, technician, and aide locked in place like statues. They didn’t need orders to know they were facing something dangerous.

John’s breath caught for half a second before he lifted a hand, gesturing calmly for the guards to stand down. Their weapons lowered a few degrees, but the tension clung to the air like ozone. The last thing he needed was panic.

He could feel their uncertainty pressing in. No one dared speak. No one knew what to expect next.

And why would they? She was no ordinary subject. Her very presence radiated something unnatural—like power held under glass.

John’s mind raced. Beneath that crimson armor, what else was hidden? What systems lay dormant? What potential could he unlock?

***
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HER HEAD TILTED SLIGHTLY—AN elegant, calculated motion—and her piercing eyes locked onto him. She scanned him deliberately, slowly, from his boots to the crown of his head. There it was—fear, tucked behind his falsely welcoming eyes. It moved through his posture and settled in the set of his shoulders. He stayed still, as if her stare alone had anchored him in place. He was right to fear her, even if it came from ignorance, and he wasn’t alone in that. For now, she would keep her own secrets hidden and focus on understanding where she was.

He tried to speak, perhaps to recite something rehearsed, but all that came out was brittle. “Hello, my name is... is John.”

At first, she didn’t bother to acknowledge him, and the slight tension it sparked in him was obvious. She didn’t care—this John person was on her time. Her arms rose as she arched her back in a slow stretch, fluid and controlled, like waking from a long dream. The motion felt good, her toes curling before relaxing as she completed it.

Her attention drifted past him to the others in the room. They stiffened under her scrutiny, their unease painted in every twitch and shallow breath. Her lips pressed together for a moment before she bit the inside of her lip, thoughtful, measuring. That small, instinctual motion sent a current through her limbs, awakening more than just her body.

But her focus shifted. She took in the room itself, letting her gaze move across unfamiliar walls and devices. The foreignness of it pressed in on her, and her brow drew tight as she began to place herself. The air tasted different here. Her stance adjusted, grounding her as she gauged the distance to every exit.

John leaned forward slightly, as though catching the confusion she allowed him to see. “Do you know your name?” he asked, his voice deliberately gentle—an approach meant for coaxing a dangerous creature into trust.

Her eyes slid back to him, lowering her guard just enough to play along. A faint smile touched her lips as she spoke with clear precision. “Na-kit-a.”

His expression lifted faintly, almost like pride. She held his stare, knowing the way she spoke it—slow, uncertain, yet deliberate—would land exactly as she intended.

“Nakita, huh?” he said, letting warmth creep into his tone. “What a pretty name you have. Welcome to the future.”

He stepped closer and draped a clean white lab coat over her shoulders, a gesture meant to appear symbolic. She accepted it with a quiet nod, still smiling.

He turned from her, satisfied, retrieving her data file from the nearby terminal. Numbers, diagnostics, projections—it was all here. He was already calculating. But her eyes never left him. Her smile remained, but behind it, her focus sharpened. Cold. Intent. Watching.

She didn’t trust him.

And beneath the calm, something far more dangerous than confusion was beginning to stir. Her eyes began to glow faintly as she whispered to herself, “No, I am the future.”

Still locked on him, she lowered her head slightly. The violet glow intensified into a concentrated burn. A wicked grin curved her lips, slow and deliberate, as tension coiled in her limbs like a spring drawn tight.

Beneath the draped lab coat, her muscles braced, and the crimson armor adorning her form began to shift—refining, hardening, sculpting into sharper edges. The transformation was subtle but undeniable, a whisper of violence barely held back. No one in the room noticed the change. No one sensed the strike building just beneath her skin.

She was ready to lunge. She could feel the movement already—clean, precise, fatal.

But as her foot began to slide forward, her attention caught on the guards stationed along the wall. There, stitched into their black sleeves, the unmistakable CTC insignia stared back at her. Recognition struck like lightning.

The fury drained in an instant.

Her body loosened. Her breathing steadied. The crimson hue bled from her armor, withdrawing into the base layer beneath her skin. The glow softened. Her lips curved into a faint pout.

“No fun,” she murmured under her breath. “I wanted to play.”

John turned at the shift—no longer coiled and dangerous, but outwardly calm. His brief blink and the question that followed told her he hadn’t heard. “I’m sorry... I didn’t catch that?”

She straightened, smoothing her composure with practiced ease. Her tone came clear and deliberate. “I am pleased to be here. But where’s my uncle?”

John adjusted his glasses. “Who’s your...?”

The faint pressurized burst of the doors cut him off. The sound drew her attention instantly, recognition sparking sharp and bright.

“Uncle!” she called, darting past him without hesitation.

Every step pulled her forward like a current she didn’t want to fight. In the doorway stood the towering frame of cobalt armor—Core. Satisfaction rose in her at the sight, deep and steady.

Around her, the lab shifted. Guards moved into position. Technicians backed away without needing orders. She closed the space between them with measured but eager strides, her eyes locked on him.

John trailed behind, tension clinging to his words. “Sir, she said that you’re her... uncle?”

Core’s laugh rumbled, rich with familiarity. He bent toward her, the weight of his hand brushing through her shimmering hair.

“Not by blood,” he said with a grin. “But it’s a term of endearment I’ve grown fond of over the years... and missed.”

She bowed, keeping her movements deliberate. His attention swept the room before settling on her again. When his large hand cupped her face, she met it with softened features, letting her glow warm under the contact.

He motioned for her to rise.

John stepped forward. “Sir, I didn’t know you were coming,” he said, the tightness in his tone obvious.

Core didn’t spare him a glance.

“After the fiasco yesterday, I had no choice,” he said, his voice carrying the weight of finality.

John’s words stumbled out. “Ah... yes, but... but we had no knowledge of how powerful they were. Everything was going to plan... until those Neos interfered, and—”

Her eyes followed Core’s as they moved past John, taking in the facility with sharp, deliberate sweeps.

There was only one cryo-chamber.

“The other female,” Core said flatly. “What happened to her?”

John faltered. “Like... ah... like I said before... we... we had resistance. A small group of Mars fanatics—Neo Ameras. They disrupted the site. Woke her up too early.”

“You’re saying you do not have her,” Core said, the words landing like a sentence.

“Sir, you have to understand—”

“I don’t want excuses,” Core growled, the sound vibrating through the floor. “Just results.”

John stiffened, but she noticed Core still didn’t look at him.

The towering cyborg raised his arm and tapped the device embedded along his forearm. A holo-interface flared to life, its projection casting pale light across the lab. The grainy footage showed two men—Mark and Glen—hauling a limp, pale-haired woman toward an exit.

Nakita studied the image, recognizing the stillness of deep unconsciousness in the woman’s body. No other figure matched the one she had been hoping to see.

John’s color drained. “We... we believe the Neos took her with them,” he said quickly. “I didn’t know if we should divulge this information to the Earth Security Force...”

Core finally looked at him, his calm expression curving into a faint grin. “Erase the footage,” he said smoothly.

John blinked. “Sir?”

“The ESF will only be an annoyance,” Core replied, his tone almost casual. “We’ll have to eliminate this problem creatively—and I think I have the perfect artist in mind.”

He turned to her, placing both hands on her shoulders. She met his gaze without hesitation, warmth flooding her smile. The words felt less like an order and more like a gift.

John shifted, a step backward giving away his discomfort. The air in the room seemed to tighten, and Nakita caught the faint sound of his breath hitching.

Core’s laugh rolled out, rich and deep. “Come now, Dr. Lorick,” he said, his tone laced with mock innocence, “you’re just as curious as I am to see what she can do. Don’t make me remind you of your own special projects... the ones you kept off the books.”

John hesitated, his eyes flicking toward her. She tilted her head slightly, a curious smile pulling at her lips. No alarm stirred in her—only a quiet amusement at the way the man seemed so unsettled.

She held his stare for a moment longer, letting the silence press in. In that brief study of him, she caught the tell—an eagerness buried beneath his uneasy front. From the moment she’d woken to find him hovering over her like a man who had just struck gold, she knew he wanted her power even more than Core did.

He exhaled slowly, brushing his hair back into place like he was trying to hold himself together. “I... I understand,” he said, his voice quiet but steady. Core’s smile told her he was satisfied, and she knew the doctor had just agreed to more than he realized.

Core’s attention came back to her, and she rocked gently on the table’s edge, letting her eyes wander over the room as if it were a new gallery. “Now, my dear,” he said warmly, “you are quite the unexpected surprise.”

He looked back to the doctor. “My sweet Nakita was part of a special version of the ‘Living Metal’ project—an elite division known as the Crimson Guards. They were designed for one purpose: to protect me and my brother, the founder of CTC.”

“Is that so, sir?” the man asked, trying to bury the shift in his tone. She stayed perched, legs swinging idly, her attention moving from the ceiling lights to the steel walls without hurry.

“Amazing, isn’t she?” Core said, though she could hear the weight under his words. She slid down from the table with deliberate ease, each movement quiet, each step unhurried. She stopped in front of him, lifting her chin to meet his eyes without a trace of intimidation.

“Who do you need me to kill?” she asked, her tone even, offering it as if it were nothing more than a favor. She noticed the tightness ripple through him, the way he locked himself still to keep it hidden. He didn’t need to answer—she already knew the question had landed exactly as she intended.

ore’s chuckle came before the doctor could even draw his next breath. She caught the indulgence in it, the ease—this was a conversation he’d been expecting. The man in the jacket tried to hold himself together, but she could see the strain in his frame, like the sound of her words had already tightened something inside him.

He looked between them, and she caught the flicker in his eyes when he asked, “Why did she say that?” His voice was careful, the kind of careful that wanted to keep fear out but failed before the words were done. She didn’t need to answer; the effect was already written across his face.

Core gave a light shrug. “Oh yes, she has a way with words. Fear not, doctor...” His tone shifted on the last breath, sharpening as his gaze met hers. “...the ones who should be afraid are the fools who get in her way.”

***
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ALEX LINGERED JUST beyond the edge of the conversation, half-swallowed by shadows along the wall. The dim corridor lighting broke unevenly across his frame, casting strips of darkness over his body. He held his breath without meaning to, chest barely rising, each exhale quiet and measured as he strained to catch every word.

Core’s voice was calm—too calm. He wasn’t posturing, wasn’t bluffing. Every syllable came out precise, like something planned in advance. Alex felt the knot in his stomach twist tighter with each carefully chosen word.

This wasn’t a declaration aimed at rogue cells or scattered resistance. Core’s speech had no heat, no urgency—just quiet conviction. The kind that didn’t seek approval.

He moved like a chess master. Always three steps ahead. Always willing to sacrifice the right piece, the right person, if it got him closer to whatever end he’d already decided.

And that made him unreadable.

Alex stayed frozen in place, barely blinking as the weight of it settled. This wasn’t a response. Core wasn’t reacting to danger—he was setting the terms before anyone else even noticed.

The targets weren’t rebels or escapees hiding in shadows. They were standing in daylight, protected by rank or loyalty or ignorance. That protection wouldn’t matter.

It wasn’t about damage control. It wasn’t about mopping up a mission gone wrong. This went further—deeper—into the infrastructure, into alliances that weren’t meant to be touched.

Even Earth’s government might already be compromised. Or targeted. Core’s reach was that long.

No one was safe.

Not the defiant. Not the loyal. Not even the ones who kept their heads down and said nothing.

Even the Neos.

That thought hit like cold water in his veins. His mind shuffled faces forward without asking—Cindy’s quiet concern, Glenn’s constant vigilance, Mark’s calculated optimism. All too close to this. All standing on the wrong square.

Too involved to be ignored. Too aware to be allowed to walk away.

And Core? Still unreadable. Still calm. His eyes barely moved, half-lidded, as if none of this needed effort. As if the outcome had already been decided.

That was what made him dangerous.

Alex feared that Core already had his queen in play.

His site slipped toward Nakita, who hovered just outside the circle of conversation. She didn’t shift, didn’t blink, didn’t frown. Her poise was fluid, like someone mid-performance, waiting for her cue.

She didn’t smile with cruelty. Her expression bloomed with a kind of anticipation, like a child savoring the seconds before knocking over a tower of blocks. There was pleasure in her stillness—an eerie calm that set Alex’s nerves on edge.

His thoughts jumped to Sara, unbidden. Was she like this? The same strength, maybe—but not the same stillness, not that quiet enjoyment of chaos.

Sara was vulnerable.  She had cried out and asked for help. Nakita grinned.

Alex shut the comparison out with effort. Now wasn’t the time for doubt or reflection. What mattered was getting out—quietly, cleanly, without drawing eyes.

He shifted his weight and peeled from the wall, moving with practiced ease. His steps were smooth, controlled, like any other personnel finishing a task. He passed one of the guards, offering a nod he barely felt.

Two more steps and he’d hit the corridor bend. If he could reach the elevator, he’d be clear. His hand casually brushed his side, steadying the alloy hidden under his jacket.

Then he heard it.

A voice—sharp, unhurried—cut through the room. “Alex.”

He froze mid-step, one foot still hovering inches above the floor. The air left his lungs all at once, and his body locked.

Like a deer caught in headlights, Alex turned to find John watching him with mild suspicion. He swallowed the spike of adrenaline and smiled. “Oh, I was going downstairs to analyze this alloy.”

John stepped closer. “Hmm. Let me see it.”

Alex hesitated for a breath—not long enough to seem suspicious—and handed it over. The alloy was cool in his palm, but it might as well have been burning as he passed it off. John turned it slowly in his fingers, inspecting the sheen.

“This was found in the lab, right? The texture is quite intriguing.”

Alex nodded, forcing himself to meet his boss’s eyes. His posture was steady, but his focus slipped. Out of the corner of his vision, Nakita lingered like a shadow with claws tucked beneath velvet.

She leaned just enough into the light to draw notice, her hip cocked, one finger tracing lazy circles along the side of her jaw. When their eyes met, her smile bloomed slow and intentional. A predator’s grin—not hungry, but amused.

Then, with a slight tilt of her head, she pressed two fingers to her lips and blew him a kiss.

It wasn’t playful. It was calculated—sharp in its softness, like silk hiding a blade. His jaw tensed as warmth hit his neck and cheeks, the flush all wrong, all too exposed.

Alex turned back to John fast, as if attention alone could will away the embarrassment. He nodded again, more rigidly this time, his hands locking behind his back. He hoped—prayed—that John hadn’t caught the exchange.

“Oh, I am sorry, sir,” John said after a beat, clearing his throat. “Let me introduce Alex Locamon, one of our metal researchers.” His tone was offhand, but there was a pause—just long enough to sting.

Then came the shadow.

Not metaphorical. A real weight falling across the room, as Core stepped forward with a presence that swallowed space.

The lights seemed to dim behind him, his armor gleaming cobalt under the sterile lab fluorescents. Energy pulsed faintly beneath his plating, low and steady, like a warning signal in rhythm with his stride. His eyes glowed blue—not soft, not warm—like searchlights slicing through smoke.

Alex felt the air change. Thinner. Colder. The glow locked onto him, and something inside his chest curled.

“Yes, I know,” Core said, voice low and impossibly calm. “I made an effort to identify who was present during that unfortunate incident at the abandoned lab.”

His words weren’t threatening, but the implication hung like a wire waiting to snap. Alex nodded slightly, though his throat was dry. He could feel Nakita still watching him—savoring the moment.

John handed the alloy back with little ceremony. His hand rose in a dismissive wave, more gesture than command. “That’ll be all.”

No space for protest. No time to breathe.

Alex turned and walked—steadily, silently—hoping he could make it out of the room before his legs gave out.

Alex turned and left without a word, the alloy gripped tightly in one hand. He didn’t look back, but he could feel their eyes—both of them—pressing into his spine. Especially hers.

The lab doors slid shut behind him with a hydraulic hiss, sealing off the tension like a vault. The sound was final, almost too clean. Only when the corridor closed around him did he let out the breath he’d been holding. But even then, the silence didn’t feel empty.

***
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BEHIND THE SEALED DOOR, Nakita leaned in close to Core, her smile widening as she whispered, “Did you see that?”

Core’s gaze stayed on the closed doors, his attention sharp in a way she recognized. The faint dip of his head told her everything—approval, silent but certain.

Her lips curled. “He was so scared. I could taste his fear.” 

She wrapped her arms around herself and turned in a slow, indulgent spin, the movement loose and deliberate. The memory of his expression lingered, rich and satisfying, and she let the taste of it roll through her like a forgotten sweetness. “Hmm,” she breathed. “It tastes so sweet. Oh, how I miss that flavor.”

Nakita bent down and lowered her hand to the floor, eyes closing as the faintest metallic sheen rippled across her skin. The alloy beneath her fingertips hummed with warmth, carrying the subtle heat signature of Alex’s movements through its conductive veins. A breath later, a soundless vibration pulsed from her—pitched so high that only animals would react—threading through the floor in concentric waves.

The signal returned to her in layered echoes, painting a perfect map in her mind. Every shift of his weight, every careful step, bloomed in sharp detail against the dark. She didn’t need to see him; the metal itself told her exactly what he was doing.

“Ba-bump, ba-bump, down the hall he goes,” she murmured, savoring the rhythm. Her mind’s eye traced Alex to the elevator, watching his jab at the call panel land harder than he intended, the faint imprint of his knuckles ghosting the glass. The slow hum of the descending car wound through the shaft, delicious in its drag.

Rising to her feet, Nakita looked up at Core, ignoring John entirely. “Our little birdy is trying to make his escape.” Her words held a lilt, part amusement, part invitation.

Core’s presence drew closer, the air narrowing with it. His hands rested lightly on her shoulders, and his voice curled into her ear, smooth and deliberate. “It’s time to play a game.”

“I like games,” she purred, letting the words settle between them like silk.

Core’s voice rumbled again, low and measured: “It’s called Catch and Tell. Find out what he knows. Scare him. No killing. Not yet.”

Nakita’s voice followed—mocking, lips pursed in a pout. “I don’t get to kill him?”

Core gave a soft chuckle and brushed the tip of his metallic finger along the bridge of her nose. “You’re cute when you get this way. But I’m afraid not, my dear. Just scare him. Don’t worry—you’ll get your chance soon.”

“Goody!”

Her coat didn’t slip. It gave way—collapsing in on itself, folding at her feet like the husk of something shed. No sound. No resistance. Just fabric surrendering to the inevitability.

The floor beneath her pulsed—slow, welcoming—as if the structure itself recognized her. Metal responded like liquid drawn to her presence, rising in slow waves that licked at her ankles. She didn’t descend so much as glide downward, her body merging effortlessly through the surface. She sank further, movements languid, as though gravity had loosened its grip on her.

Her shoulders eased downward, posture relaxed and unhurried, her frame slipping into the floor as if it had always belonged there. The alloy folded over her with deliberate affection, rippling across her skin like warm breath, guiding her deeper in a slow, possessive embrace.

She arched her back in delight as the last of her face sank beneath the surface. Her lips curled in amusement. The metal stilled behind her, but the warmth remained—faint, electric, alive.
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Chapter 3: No One Can Save You from Me.
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IN THE LAB, CORE RAISED a hand—calm but commanding. “Everyone out—except John.”

The room cleared quickly. One by one, the technicians filed out, their footsteps fading like echoes behind a sealed door. John stayed where he was, still staring at the spot where Nakita had stood. His body was motionless, but his thoughts scrambled to keep up.

She hadn’t even been awake an hour, and already she was moving through the infrastructure on Core’s command—sent to track down a scientist named Alex and torture him for information. There had been no hesitation. No questions. Just that soft smile as she accepted the order, like it was second nature.

He remembered the look on her face—subtle, self-assured. Not wide-eyed. Not forced. Just enough of a smile to show she understood exactly what was being asked of her—and worse, that she liked it.

That’s what unsettled him. Not just her obedience, but how calmly she wore it. There had been no panic in her stance, no confusion in her eyes. She was aware. Completely and terrifyingly aware.

And that’s what made her so different from the other one.

That one had woken up in a dead lab with no support, no guidance, no containment protocol. She had come out of cryo in a storm—confused, disoriented, and violent. It had taken minutes for her to destroy the room. The damage reports were still being reviewed. Whatever was locked inside her, it had surfaced without warning—and with deadly force.

But Nakita had stepped out of stasis like she’d been on break. Her posture relaxed. Her tone light. Her mind sharp. She didn’t just understand the assignment—she welcomed it.

John’s eyes drifted toward Core, still watching the monitors, unreadable as ever.

He wasn’t sure what troubled him more—that Core had expected this outcome... or that he might have planned it.

For now, John said nothing. But he knew one thing with certainty.

The game had already started. And all he could do was hope he was playing on the right side.

As he moved to stand beside Core, who was already at the main security panel, cycling through feeds. His fingers moved quickly—fluent, practiced—directing the west wing unit to evacuate the corridors. Calm as ever, he issued another command: seal all doors on the upper levels, except the ground-level exit.

John watched silently, uneasy. Once the room cleared, Core tuned the display, camera angles snapping into place like chess pieces aligning on a board. Nakita’s prey appeared on-screen, navigating a side hall.

They watched him through the security camera as he stepped onto the next level. He had no idea the metal behind him was beginning to shift—slow, subtle, deliberate. Nakita was already near, gliding unseen beneath the surface like a shadow stitched into steel.

A low groan rolled up through the walls, long and hollow, as if the building had drawn breath. The floor gave the slightest buckle beneath his boots, and he staggered, reaching for balance. He never noticed. He never knew the game had already begun.

“Sir, I meant no disrespect,” John began, his voice lower than usual, “but why Alex?”

Core remained composed, his voice smooth and deliberate. “My good doctor, did you truly never consider he was a double agent for the Neo Ameras?”

He was no stranger to secrets—every player, every asset within the company had been dissected under his scrutiny long before they stepped into his orbit.

John’s eyes narrowed. “What... I...”

Core continued, his tone calm—too calm for the revelation he’d just delivered. “No surprise there. Four years ago, you spearheaded a project designed to redefine cybernetics. The board approved every phase... including that ‘failed’ human-cyborg fusion trial, didn’t they?”

John gave a single nod, his throat tightening. He masked the trace of tension behind practiced calm, but the mention of the experiment struck a nerve—especially coming from someone who clearly knew more than he should.

“Once the order was given to dispose of the specimen, security footage showed Alex removing the subject from the disposal sector.”

John blinked, confusion clouding his features. “Why would he...? That project was a dead end.”

Core didn’t look away from the screen. “Empathy,” he said, the word slipping out with surgical precision.

It hung in the air like a quiet indictment, unsettling in its simplicity. John hadn’t expected anyone—least of all Alex—to see value in what he’d written off as a failure.

Core adjusted his stance with deliberate precision before continuing, his voice measured and exact. “I analyzed his logs. Monitored behavioral inconsistencies. Cross-referenced every anomaly until the connection to the Neo Ameras was undeniable.”

John said nothing, fingers curling at his sides.

“And as fate would have it, the Neos stole one of my brother’s creations. They took her right from our hands.” Core’s tone grew harder. “I saw an opportunity—exploit Alex, bleed the Neos, reclaim what was stolen from my family.”

John kept his focus fixed on the screen, but a slow tension crept through his chest—less from guilt, more from recognition. He knew ambition when he saw it, knew the shape of it because he lived it. But Core... Core didn’t just blur lines; he erased them.

John glanced sideways, masking his unease behind a neutral expression. Core was still holding cards—too many. Even using Nakita like this felt more like a message than a mission. A double agent or not, eliminating one of their own was a move John would’ve made only from the shadows—not in plain sight.
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