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EMOTIONAL SAFETY, FEELING Heard Without Dismissal (Kaia POV)

Kaia felt the moment the distance formed between them sharp as a hairline crack in glass, silent but irreversible.

It happened in the time it took Atlas to breathe in.

One second he was looking at her, really looking, the way he always had, those glacier-blue eyes steady, anchored, hers. The next, his gaze slid away, jaw tightening, shoulders stiffening beneath the dim kitchen lights.

He didn’t say anything.

He didn’t have to.

Silence was its own verdict.

Kaia’s pulse thudded in her throat as she stood across from him in the narrow galley kitchen of their condo, the scent of over-steeped ginger tea hanging between them like a curtain. She’d only asked him one question—one—but Atlas had reacted like she’d thrown a grenade.

“Can you just...tell me what you’re actually feeling?” she asked again, softer this time.

His hands flattened on the counter. “Kaia, I’m not doing this tonight.”

The words were calm.

The tone was not.

Her stomach dipped. “Doing what?”

“This.” He gestured vaguely at her, at the space between them, at the tension coiling in the air. “Interrogations. Emotional autopsies. Whatever this is supposed to be.”

A cold burn crawled beneath her skin.

“You think I’m interrogating you?” Her voice came out too thin. “I’m trying to understand you.”

Atlas looked at her then—really looked—and the flicker of regret that passed through his expression hurt almost worse than the withdrawal.

Almost.

“Kaia,” he said slowly, “I’ve had a long day. Work was a nightmare. The last thing I need is—”

“Me?” she whispered.

He froze.

Another crack.

She wished she could take the word back. Swallow it. Something. Anything. Because she didn’t mean it the way it sounded. But Atlas’s expression shuttered so fast her breath caught.

“That’s not what I said,” he replied, voice suddenly low, careful—the way he spoke when he was trying very hard not to step on something explosive.

“You don’t have to say it,” she murmured. “I feel it every time you shut down.”

His jaw clenched. “Kaia...”

“You withdraw,” she pushed, the tremble in her voice making her feel fourteen again, fragile in ways she hated. “You shut me out. You get quiet. You pretend everything’s fine when it’s obviously not. And then I’m left wondering what I did wrong.”

Atlas exhaled sharply and pushed a hand through his dark hair. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I just don’t want to talk about feelings every time something goes slightly off.”

Feelings.

He said it like a burden.

She swallowed. “Slightly off? Atlas, you barely said a word at dinner. You looked like you were a million miles away.”

“Because I was thinking,” he said. “That doesn’t mean something’s wrong.”

“Then why not tell me that?”

“Because I didn’t realize I needed to provide a running commentary of my internal state every time we sit down to eat.”

The words hit harder than he probably meant them to.

Kaia stepped back as if the space might protect her, but the kitchen was too small for escape. “I’m not asking for a running commentary.”

“Then what are you asking for?” he demanded, heat finally blooming in his tone. “What do you want me to say?”

“I want to feel like you hear me!” The confession burst out of her, raw and unsteady. “Like I matter enough to you for you to stay in the conversation instead of disappearing inside your head.”

Atlas’s face softened, but only for a heartbeat. Then something shuttered again fear or frustration or something she couldn’t read in time.

“Kaia,” he said, quieter now, “I hear you. I always hear you.”

“Then why does it feel like I’m yelling into a void?”

A muscle in his cheek ticked. “You’re not.”

“Then tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking I don’t want to fight.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have right now.”

The words landed with a finality she wasn’t ready for.

Her breath hitched, emotion rising too fast to control. “Atlas, I’m not trying to fight either. I’m trying to connect with you.”

“I know,” he said quietly. “And I love that about you. But sometimes—sometimes it feels like you’re asking for something I don’t know how to give.”

Her heart twisted. “I’m asking for you. Just you. The real you.”

His eyes softened for a brief, fragile second. Then a loud vibration broke the moment.

Atlas’s phone.

Buzzing across the counter.

Lighting up with a name Kaia knew too well:

Evan.

Atlas’s coworker.

And the person he always confided in when he didn’t want to “burden” her.

Atlas didn’t reach for the phone, but the flicker of relief that crossed his face—unmistakable, unintentional—was a knife between her ribs.

Something in Kaia went still.

“Wow,” she whispered. “Okay.”

Atlas blinked. “Kaia—no. Don’t do that. Don’t make this something it’s not.”

“I’m not making anything,” she said without looking at him. “I just finally get it.”

“Get what?”

“That you’d rather talk to Evan about what’s going on in your life than talk to me.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No,” she whispered, “what isn’t fair is feeling like I’m begging for scraps of your honesty.”

She turned toward the hallway.

“Kaia,” he said sharply. “Where are you going?”

“I need air.”

“We’re not done talking.”

“You shut down five minutes ago,” she murmured without turning back. “The conversation ended when you left it.”

“Kaia.” His voice strained now, pained, frustrated. “Come on. Don’t walk away.”

She didn’t normally.

She was the one who stayed.

The one who pushed.

The one who tried.

But tonight something cracked too wide.

She grabbed her coat from the hook, shoved her feet into the nearest pair of shoes, and opened the door.

Atlas stepped forward, reaching—hesitating—his hand hovering inches from her arm as if he didn’t know whether touching her would fix everything or break it further.

“Please don’t go,” he said softly.

It ruined her.

But she whispered, “I just need a minute,” and stepped into the hallway before she changed her mind.

Atlas didn’t follow.

The door clicked shut behind her.

And the space left in its wake felt like an earthquake beginning.
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High-Stakes Emotional Conflict Intensifies: Kaia & Atlas

The warehouse’s emergency lights flickered back to life, coating the vaulted dark with a low crimson hum. Kaia stood where Atlas had left her—boots planted on the metal grate, chest rising and falling too fast, the echo of his last words tightening in her ribs like a vise.

“You don’t get to run from this, Kaia.”

The sentence still vibrated in the air, long after Atlas had disappeared through the far door to secure the perimeter.

She dragged a hand through her hair, fingers trembling. The night had already spiraled far beyond the mission they had prepped for: a clean insertion, a silent extraction, zero emotional entanglements. But the moment Atlas saw her fall—really fall, slipping three stories through the collapsing scaffolding—everything had changed.

He hadn’t hesitated. He hadn’t followed protocol. He had launched himself after her like instinct had overtaken training, catching her midair, absorbing the impact with his own body.

And then he’d yelled at her.

Not because she had almost died.

But because it terrified him.

She replayed the moment, the fury in his eyes—fury born from something rawer, something he’d been holding back for months. Maybe years.

Kaia exhaled hard. She couldn’t afford this. Not tonight. Not with what the Q-Net Syndicate had in motion.

Footsteps approached. Heavy, familiar.

Atlas emerged from the corridor, shoulders squared, blood drying beneath the rip in his sleeve. His expression was locked down—soldier-tight, strategist-focused—but his eyes gave him away. They always did.

“Perimeter’s clear,” he said. “But we can’t stay long. They’ll send reinforcements.”

Kaia nodded. “Then let’s move.”

He didn’t step aside. Didn’t gesture for her to pass. Instead, he studied her—too carefully, too quietly.

“You’re hurt,” he said.

“It’s nothing.”

“You’re bleeding, Kaia.”

“Atlas, we don’t have time”

He closed the distance between them, not touching her, but close enough that she felt the heat radiating from his body. Close enough that the air between them thickened, charged.

“You scared me,” he murmured.

Her throat tightened. “I didn’t mean to.”

“That doesn’t matter.” His jaw worked, the controlled fury easing into something unguarded. “When I saw you fall, something in me” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “Just... be careful.”

Kaia swallowed hard. “I always am.”

He arched a brow.

“Okay... usually,” she amended.

The faintest ghost of a smile tugged at his mouth, but it vanished as quickly as it came.

“You’re not invincible,” he said. “Even if you act like you are.”

“And you’re not responsible for keeping me alive.”

“Yes,” Atlas said, his voice low, controlled—dangerously sincere. “I am.”

Her pulse spiked. “Atlas...”

He stepped back before she could find the rest of the sentence, before she could unpack what he meant—what he always meant when he said things like that and then pretended he hadn’t.

“Come on,” he said. “We need to reach the central archive before the system resets.”

They crossed the grate walkway and descended a narrow staircase, boots clanging in sync. The deeper they went, the hotter the air became, the pulses of energy from the quantum core vibrating through the metal walls like a heartbeat.

Kaia tried to focus on the mission. Tried to remember that the fate of half the Syndicate’s operatives and maybe the entire city depended on retrieving the encrypted shard hidden in the archive vault.

But all she could think about was the way Atlas kept glancing at her.

Small, stolen looks.

As if checking she was still there.

As if afraid she might disappear if he blinked.

When they reached the base level, she stopped abruptly.

Atlas turned, brows knitting. “What is it?”

“Back there,” she said, folding her arms to keep her hands from shaking. “What you said—about being responsible for me.”

He stiffened. “Kaia, now isn’t”

“No. It’s never the right time with you.” Her voice cracked despite her best efforts. “You can’t drop things like that in the middle of a mission and expect me to pretend I didn’t hear them.”

His expression shifted walls slamming up, shutters closing.

“Fine,” he said. “Then hear this too: you matter to me. More than the mission. More than... anything.”

Her breath faltered.

“But that’s exactly why we can’t do this right now,” he continued. “Because if I let myself react to what just happened? If I let myself feel all of it? I won’t be able to think clearly enough to get us out alive.”

Kaia stared at him, the truth hitting harder than any fall she’d ever taken.

Atlas wasn’t afraid of losing control.

He was afraid of losing her.

She stepped closer, boots whispering over the steel floor. “Atlas... look at me.”

He hesitated—but he did.

“We’re partners,” she said, voice softening. “We look out for each other. That doesn’t make you weak. And it doesn’t make me fragile.”

“I know that.”

“Do you?” she pressed. “Because half the time it feels like you’re carrying this weight alone, like you think you have to protect me from everything including yourself.”

His jaw clenched. “Kaia”

“I’m not asking you to stop caring,” she said. “I’m asking you to stop shutting me out.”

The silence between them stretched—heavy, charged.

Finally, Atlas exhaled. “I don’t know how to do that.”

“Then we figure it out,” she said. “Together.”

Something broke in his expression something he’d held too tightly for too long.

But before he could respond, an alarm blared through the corridor.

A cold synthetic voice filled the space:

INTRUDERS DETECTED. ARCHIVE LOCKDOWN INITIATED.

Atlas swore under his breath. “They’ve already started the reset.”

Kaia reached for her weapon, adrenaline snapping her focus into razor clarity. “Then we move. Fast.”

He nodded once, quick and sharp. But just as they sprinted toward the vault, he caught her arm brief, firm.

“Kaia?”

She turned.

“Don’t... scare me like that again,” he said quietly.

Despite everything—the alarms, the danger her chest warmed.

“I’ll try,” she promised.

It wasn’t enough.

Not for him.

But they didn’t have time to say more.

Together, they charged into the red-lit corridor as the facility sealed around them, the mission hanging by a thread and their unspoken feelings threatening to snap everything wide open.
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The Breaking Point Beneath the Words (Atlas POV)

Atlas felt the silence before he heard it.

Not the ordinary kind—the soft, breathable quiet Kaia drifted into when she was thinking—but the hard-edged, held-breath kind that settled between them like a third presence neither of them invited.

He could track it the way other people tracked weather: in the shift of her shoulders, the way her hand stilled on the counter, the tiny way her jaw set when she was fighting not to reveal something.

Tonight, it was all of that—and more.

The kitchen lights hummed above them. The rain outside softened the edges of the city. And Kaia stood across from him, arms folded, not in anger... but in protection.

Protection from him.

He hated that he recognized it.

“Kaia,” he said carefully, “tell me what’s actually going on.”

She lifted her eyes. Brave. Steady. Breaking.

“You didn’t hear me,” she whispered. “I told you what I needed, and you responded with facts instead of feelings. You kept explaining why you reacted the way you did. But you didn’t meet me where I was.”

Atlas’s throat tightened.

Not because she was wrong.

But because she wasn’t.

He’d done exactly what she said. He’d done it because he always did. Because logic was safer. Because emotions could gut him in ways arguments never could.

“I wasn’t trying to dismiss you,” he said.

“I know,” she replied softly. “But you still did.”

The air in the room thickened.

Atlas stepped forward but she stepped back.

A knife to the ribs would have hurt less.

He swallowed. “Kaia...”

Her voice wavered. “I don’t want to fight with you. I want us to actually see each other when it matters. You asked me to tell you when something hurt. I told you. And then you told me why I shouldn’t be hurting.”

He closed his eyes.

He had.

He remembered every second of it: the conversation, the way he’d tried to solve instead of listen, the way her expression dimmed like someone turning down the lights inside her.

He hated himself for it.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Then I’m really listening now.”

Kaia exhaled like she’d been holding her breath all night.

But she didn’t fold into him. She didn’t soften. She held steady.

“Atlas... I need you to stop interpreting my feelings as a problem you have to fix,” she said. “I need to feel like my emotions aren’t inconveniences. I need to feel safe telling you when something hurts without worrying you’ll make me feel wrong for it.”

He opened his mouth.

And for once, he didn’t defend himself.

“I hear you,” he said instead. “And you’re right.”

Her gaze flicked up, startled. “You’re not just saying that?”

“No.” He stepped closer slowly this time. “I’ve always been better at controlling the situation than being in it. I don’t always know what to do with feelings even my own. But I don’t want to make you feel alone. Not ever.”

Kaia’s breath hitched.

The wall between them shifted.

Not gone. But different.

“Then tell me this,” she said. “When you pulled away earlier... what were you actually thinking?”

Atlas inhaled sharply.

There it was.

The moment he always avoided. The one that required vulnerability instead of analysis.

He forced himself to answer anyway.

“I wasn’t pulling away,” he said. “I was trying not to lose my temper.”

Kaia’s eyes widened not in fear, but confusion.

“You weren’t angry at me?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “No. I was angry at myself for not knowing how to navigate what you were telling me without screwing it up.”

Her hand rose to her lips.

He continued before he lost his nerve.

“And when I get angry at myself, I shut down. I get quiet. It’s not about you. It’s never about you.”

A tear slipped down her cheek.

“Atlas...”

He stepped closer.

This time, she didn’t move away.

“I should’ve told you,” he said. “I should’ve said the words instead of leaving you to guess.”

Kaia looked up at him truly looked—like she was seeing the pieces he didn’t offer anyone else.

“That’s all I wanted,” she whispered. “Just... let me in. Even when it’s messy.”

He reached out. Slowly. Giving her time.

She didn’t hesitate.

Her hand slid into his.

And the pressure in his chest eased.

“Kaia,” he murmured, voice low, “I don’t want to lose us.”

Her fingers tightened.

“Then don’t shut me out,” she said. “Not when it’s hard. Especially not then.”

He nodded, swallowing hard.

The city lights flickered through the rain-streaked windows. The hum of the refrigerator faded beneath the sound of her breathing, soft and steady, syncing with his.
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