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            Chapter One

          

          NARA

        

      

    

    
      The world went sideways with a scream of metal. My harness bit into my shoulders as the dropship bucked, rolled. Tried to throw me through the cockpit glass. The canopy was a sheet of green, jungle canopy rushing up, not sky, then a flash of white as a tree trunk hit us like a hammer. The impact rang through my bones. Something in the ceiling burst and sprayed mist that stank of burned coolant and ionized air.

      “Kavin!” I shouted, but the word tore off into static.

      The dashboard went dark, then flared back to life in a stuttering pulse. Warning glyphs crawled across the nav screen like dying insects. ALTITUDE: 0. VELOCITY: WRONG. HULL INTEGRITY: NO.

      My hands were already moving, muscle memory from drills I’d never expected to need. Unclip. Brace. Find the release latch.

      The ship slammed again—ground this time—skidding through undergrowth, chewing saplings, splitting trunks. We weren’t landing. We were being dragged to a stop by the jungle itself. The cockpit filled with a sickly blue glow from the engine bay behind us, a color that didn’t belong in any sane machine.

      I tasted blood.

      “Kavin!” I tried again, louder, like volume could solve physics.

      He was in the co-pilot frame to my right, bolted into place the way the Council insisted for “asset security.” Even now, as we tore through the planet like a thrown knife, his body didn’t flail. It stayed rigid, held by restraints that were designed for something heavier than a man.

      His head was bowed. His chin nearly touched his chest. The matte-black plating along his collar was split open in a ragged seam, and light bled out of him—blue, bright, wrong. It pulsed in time with the failing dashboard, like the ship and the cyborg were one machine dying together.

      Panic tried to take the wheel of my mind. I shoved it down.

      We hit a final obstacle—maybe a root, maybe a boulder—and the dropship pitched forward. My teeth slammed together hard enough to spark pain up my jaw. The harness yanked me down; my spine screamed. A deep, groaning crunch rolled through the hull.

      Then—silence.

      Not peace. Not safety. Just the sudden absence of motion, as if the universe had taken its hand off us and we’d fallen out of its grip.

      For one beat, all I heard was my own breathing and the far-off roar of something burning.

      Smoke threaded through the cracked seals at the cockpit edges. The air tasted metallic, sharp, and sweet in a way that made my stomach curl. Fuel.

      I blinked hard. My vision wavered, trying to separate shapes from the strobing emergency lights. The front glass was spiderwebbed but intact. Outside was a wall of green—broad leaves slick with rain, vines thick as cables, trunks as wide as buildings. The jungle pressed close, as if curious about the new carcass dropped into it.

      We were alive. We were down. We were alone.

      My fingers fumbled at the harness latch. The release jammed. Of course it did.

      “Come on,” I hissed, yanking. The buckle gave with a metallic snap, throwing me forward. My palms hit the console; pain flared where glass had embedded itself in my skin. I ignored it.

      I turned to Kavin.

      He hadn’t moved.

      His restraints were still locked, but his body looked… wrong. Not limp—Kavin didn’t do limp. He looked powered down, like someone had reached inside and flipped a switch. The blue glow from the split in his chest plating had dimmed to a slow, sick pulse.

      “Kavin.” I said it quieter this time, as if the ship might overhear and punish me. “Hey. Look at me.”

      No response.

      The roar behind us deepened. Heat rolled forward through the cockpit. The engine bay fire had found oxygen.

      I threw my shoulder into the cockpit door. It refused, warped in its frame. I hit it again, pain lancing through my collarbone. On the third strike it opened a hand’s width with a shriek of stressed metal.

      Outside air rushed in—wet, heavy, smelling of rot and rain and living things. It should have been a relief. It wasn’t. The heat came with it, a backdraft that told me we had minutes before the whole ship went up.

      I looked back at Kavin.

      A flicker of memory—Council briefing rooms, Prajak’s voice smooth as oil: Your Royal escort is not a man. He is a regulator-class siphoner. He will keep you alive. He will obey. And then, softer, meant to land like kindness: Do not grow attached.

      I had laughed at the time, because attachment wasn’t the problem. The problem was that Kavin was always there. Always watching. Always between me and the world.

      He’d never been unconscious.

      The external conflict was simple: fire, fuel cells, jungle, crash. The internal one tightened around my ribs like wire: the Council had sent him with me as a leash as much as a shield. He was their weapon. Their witness. Their insurance policy on the last Royal blood they hadn’t managed to extinguish.

      And yet⁠—

      I reached for him anyway.

      His skin—what little was visible between plating—was too hot. Heat radiated off him in waves, unnatural and alarming. My fingers brushed the edge of the split armor at his collar. Blue fluid slicked the seam and smeared across my glove, glowing faintly.

      It wasn’t blood. It wasn’t oil. It looked like light made liquid.

      “Kavin, wake up.” I shoved at his shoulder. “Please.”

      His head lolled a fraction, heavy, and I saw his mouth parted slightly. His lips were gray at the edges, as if drained of oxygen. The line of his jaw was too still. No swallowing. No breath.

      The restraints kept him upright like a display.

      The ship groaned again, a long, tired sound. Somewhere in the belly of it, a fuel line popped and hissed.

      I had minutes.

      I grabbed the emergency release lever for the co-pilot restraints. It was recessed behind a panel, of course. Everything Council-built was designed to be tamper-proof. My nails scraped against the seam.

      “Open,” I snarled, and pried until the panel gave. The lever was stiff. I wrapped both hands around it and hauled.

      Nothing.

      My heart hammered. The cabin’s temperature climbed. Sweat broke out along my spine.

      I could leave him.

      The thought was a cold, clean blade. I could get out, disappear into the jungle, and for the first time in years there would be no metal shadow behind me, no silent step matching mine. No Council eyes.

      I could run.

      But the image that rose in my mind wasn’t freedom. It was Kavin, standing between me and the Huntsmen, taking a shock-baton to the throat without flinching. Kavin, watching me eat, pretending not to, but always ensuring the food was screened for toxins first. Kavin, turning his face away when I dressed, as if modesty had been programmed into him with the rest.

      A weapon, yes. But a weapon that had never once aimed at me.

      My throat burned. “I’m not leaving you,” I said, and I didn’t know if it was promise or curse.

      I let go of the lever and grabbed the manual override tools from under the console—there was a kit for hull breaches. Of course there was. The Council planned for everything.

      The pry bar fit into the lever housing. I jammed it in and put my weight on it.

      Metal shrieked. The lever moved a centimeter.

      Behind me, the fire roared louder, as if offended by my stubbornness.

      I leaned harder. The lever snapped down. The restraints around Kavin’s chest unlocked with a clunk, followed by the shoulder bands. The final latch at his waist jammed half-open, then released.

      His body tipped toward me like a falling statue.

      I caught him—barely. The weight of him was wrong, more than human. My knees buckled. Pain shot up my arms as his shoulder slammed into my collarbone. The blue glow on his chest smeared across my shirt.

      “Kavin—” I grunted, staggering, trying to shift him. “You’re… you’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

      No answer. Of course.

      The cockpit door was only half open. Dragging him through it felt impossible. I tried anyway.

      I hooked my arms under his and hauled. His boots scraped across the floor. His head lolled. The line of his throat was exposed for a moment, and the faint pulse there—not a heartbeat. Something else. A deep, slow thrum like a machine idling.

      He was alive. He had to be.

      The floor beneath us vibrated. A low whine threaded through the air, so high it made my teeth ache.

      Fuel cells.

      I’d heard that sound once before, during a sabotage drill. The instructor had smiled as the alarm screamed and said, You have sixty seconds before you become vapor. Try to be interesting about it.

      My breath came shallow. I shoved harder, dragging Kavin’s weight toward the door. His shoulder caught on the frame. I swore and lifted, using every ounce of strength I had. The edge of the door tore at my skin, leaving a line of fire along my forearm.

      Outside, rain hammered the hull. The jungle waited.

      We made it to the threshold. My boots hit mud and wet leaves. The smell of earth hit me so hard it was dizzying.

      I pulled Kavin out.

      The dropship behind us gave a warning chime, cheerful and insane. The blue glow brightened through the cracked seams in the hull, like the ship’s insides were turning to starfire.

      I didn’t look back.

      I just dragged him, step by step, away from the wreckage.

      The jungle fought me. Vines snagged his boots. Roots rose like ribs from the mud. Leaves slapped my face, wet and cold, and insects whined around my ears. Somewhere above, something screamed—an animal, or a machine mimicking one.

      Kavin’s weight dug grooves into the ground. My arms shook. My lungs burned.

      “Come on,” I whispered, to him, to myself, to whatever god might still listen on a planet like this. “Come on, come on, come on⁠—”

      The whine behind us rose to a pitch that felt like a knife in my skull.

      Then the world turned white.

      The blast hit like a giant hand, slamming my back and throwing me forward. Mud exploded up around us. Heat seared the back of my neck, even through the rain. The sound wasn’t a boom; it was a tearing, like the sky ripping open.

      I hit the ground hard, Kavin half on top of me. The air was knocked out of my lungs. My vision flashed black at the edges.

      For a moment, I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I lay there tasting dirt and blood, listening to the rain hiss as it hit something burning behind us.

      Then my body remembered it was alive.

      I shoved at Kavin, rolling him off my ribs. Pain flared in my side. Something cracked—maybe a rib, maybe just my resolve. I sucked in a breath and winced.

      The wreckage behind us burned through the rain, a twisted skeleton lit from within by blue fire. Pieces of it had scattered into the trees. One fuel cell casing had been flung like a meteor and now steamed in the mud fifty meters away.

      We should have been dead.

      The thought came with a tremor of hysteria. I laughed once, a sharp sound, then clamped my mouth shut because laughing meant breathing, and breathing meant crying, and crying meant I might not stop.

      I crawled to Kavin’s side.

      He lay on his back, half-sunk into the mud. His armor was cracked in multiple places now, spiderweb fractures across his chest plate, one shoulder hanging at a wrong angle. The blue fluid leaked steadily, running down into the earth like bioluminescent blood.

      “Kavin,” I said again. My voice was hoarse.

      I put two fingers against the side of his neck where skin met metal. There—beneath my touch—the thrum was still there. Slow. Steady. Too slow, but present.

      Relief hit so hard my eyes stung.

      “Okay,” I told him like he could hear. “Okay. We’re out. You’re out. Now you have to—” My throat tightened. “You have to wake up.”

      A sharp crack sounded from the burning ship. Something collapsed inward. Blue fire flared up through the canopy, painting the underside of the leaves with ghost light.

      We couldn’t stay near it. Smoke would draw attention. Heat would cook us. And whatever had shot us down—because this hadn’t been an accident, I could feel that truth in my bones—might still be hunting.

      External conflict layered on top of external conflict. Survive the crash. Escape the fire. Avoid detection. Keep him alive.

      And the internal one, the deeper one: if Kavin died here, alone in the jungle with me, I wouldn’t just be free. I would be unprotected. I would be prey.

      The Council had made me a princess of a dead line. Pretty, valuable, doomed. They’d kept me alive for leverage, for breeding, for some long game I’d never been allowed to see.

      Kavin had been the knife at my back and the shield at my front.

      Without him, the jungle wasn’t the worst thing waiting to eat me.

      I looked around, forcing my mind to work.

      The canopy above was thick, but the crash had torn a gash through it. Rain fell in heavy sheets through the opening, turning the ground to slurry. In the distance, I heard water—maybe a river, maybe a falls. The sound could guide me, but it could also guide anything else.

      I needed cover. I needed distance. I needed to move a body that weighed like a small vehicle.

      I swallowed and hooked my hands under Kavin’s arms again. His skin burned through my gloves. Heat rolled off him, startling. Not fever heat—reactor heat. Like he was running too hot inside and the armor was failing at containing it.

      “Of course,” I muttered. “Of course you’re on fire too.”

      I braced my feet and pulled.

      His body slid free of the mud with a wet sound. My muscles screamed. I nearly lost my grip, but I clenched my teeth and leaned back, hauling him inch by inch away from the wreckage.

      My boots slipped. I fell once, landing hard on my knees. The pain jolted me, but I forced myself up. I didn’t have time for pain.

      Kavin’s head rolled toward me as I dragged him, his face slack. Rain ran down his cheek and pooled at his jaw.

      His eyes were shut. Usually they weren’t quite human—too still, too bright, irises that looked like polished stone. Now they were just closed lids, making him look almost peaceful.

      He looked younger like this. Less like a weapon.

      It made something in my chest twist.

      “You can’t die,” I said, the words harsh, desperate. “Not now. Not when—” Not when I might need you. Not when I don’t know how to be alone.

      I hated that thought. Hated that even now, my fear made me reduce him to function. He wasn’t just a machine. Not entirely. I’d seen him hesitate. I’d seen him choose.

      I dragged him past a fallen trunk and into a denser cluster of ferns. The jungle swallowed us quickly, the wreck’s blue glow fading behind leaves and rain.

      The ground here sloped downward. My boots found less mud, more slick stone. Water had carved a shallow runnel through the rock, and it was running fast, pulling debris with it. The sound of water grew louder.

      Good. Water meant a path. It also meant I could wash the blue fluid off my hands before it ate through my skin—if it could.

      I glanced at my gloves. The blue smear was still glowing faintly, like it had absorbed the ship’s dying light. It didn’t burn. Yet.

      The slope steepened. Trees grew closer together, their roots gripping stone. The air cooled a fraction, heavier with mist.

      I was halfway sliding, halfway dragging Kavin now, my heels digging in. My shoulders felt like they were tearing from their sockets. My breath came in ragged pulls. Every muscle in my back trembled.

      And Kavin—Kavin remained dead weight, his internal thrum steady but low.

      The water sound became a roar.

      We broke through a curtain of hanging vines and the world opened into a ravine.

      A waterfall spilled down the far side, a wide sheet of white water crashing into a pool below. Mist rose thick as smoke. The rocks were slick with moss and glowing fungi—tiny points of green-blue light that pulsed softly in the shadows.

      For a moment, the sight stole my breath. Not because it was beautiful—though it was, in a brutal, wild way—but because the waterfall meant noise. Cover. A place where the ship’s explosion might be masked.

      A place where we might hide.

      My legs shook so hard I nearly collapsed.

      I dragged Kavin toward the rocks at the ravine’s edge, away from the open. The ground here was firmer, studded with stones. I used them as leverage, inching him behind a slab of rock half-covered in moss.

      When I finally let go, my hands were cramped claws.

      I fell back against the rock, chest heaving, rain and mist plastering my hair to my face. My whole body trembled with shock and exertion. The taste of blood in my mouth had gone rusty, old.

      Kavin lay beside me, his chest plate cracked, blue fluid still seeping. The glow from it was faint under the waterfall’s mist-light, but it was there, like a wound that refused to stop bleeding.

      I wiped rain from my eyes and leaned over him.

      His armor’s seam at the collar had widened. Beneath it now—cables, braided and slick, and a lattice of metal ribs that moved subtly with the thrum of whatever powered him. The sight should have horrified me. Instead it made my throat tighten.

      He was broken.

      He was always so controlled. So precise. Seeing him like this—damaged, leaking, helpless—was like seeing the Council bleed. Like proof that even their monsters could be hurt.

      And that terrified me, because it meant he could die.

      I pressed my ear to his chest, ignoring the heat. The thrum was louder here. A deep vibration that resonated in my skull. It wasn’t a heart. It was a core.

      A reactor.

      If it failed⁠—

      I jerked back. No. Not yet. One problem at a time.

      I scanned the ravine, eyes searching through mist and shadow. The waterfall was loud enough to drown out small sounds. Good. But it also meant I might not hear something coming until it was too close.

      Something moved in the treeline above. A dark shape, too quick to identify. A bird? A drone?

      My stomach clenched. I forced myself to breathe slow.

      We had crashed. The Council would have noticed. Prajak would have noticed. If Huntsmen were tracking the dropship, they’d come.

      And if the jungle had its own predators… the smell of blood and burning metal would draw them too.

      I looked down at Kavin again.

      His face was wet with rain. A smear of ash streaked his cheek. The line of his mouth was too soft without his usual tension.

      I reached out and touched his jaw with two fingers.

      The skin was hot. Too hot.

      “Kavin,” I whispered, more to anchor myself than to wake him. “You have to give me something. A sign. Anything.”

      His lashes fluttered once. So faint I almost missed it.

      My breath caught.

      His eyes didn’t open. But the movement was there. A reflex. A fight.

      “Okay,” I said quickly, as if he could hear encouragement. “Good. Good. Stay with me.”

      A low, distant rumble rolled through the ravine—thunder, maybe, or the aftershock of the explosion settling. The jungle answered with a chorus of calls. Something yelped. Something else clicked, mechanical and insectile.

      The world was alive around us, and it did not care that we were fragile.

      I pushed myself up, ignoring the way my knees wanted to fold.

      I needed supplies. The dropship was gone—burning behind us, likely beyond salvage—but pieces might have scattered. I needed a med kit. A comm unit. Anything. And I needed to do it fast, before the wreckage cooled enough for someone to approach safely and search it.

      I glanced at Kavin’s restraints—gone now, lost in the mud. No way to secure him if he woke disoriented. No way to carry him much farther.

      Forced proximity wasn’t a trope here. It was survival math. I couldn’t leave him and I couldn’t bring him far. That meant we would be together, here, in the wet shadow of a waterfall, until something changed.

      I crouched and checked his belt, fingers moving over familiar compartments. Council issue. Locked to his biometrics.

      “Of course,” I muttered again, frustrated tears threatening.

      I tried anyway, pressing the release. Nothing.

      I leaned closer, close enough that the heat from him fogged my face with warm breath-like air.

      “Do you know how unfair it is,” I whispered, voice cracking, “that you can open anything with those hands and I can’t open a single thing you carry?”

      As if offended, his fingers twitched. Just once. A minimal movement, like a system trying to reboot.

      Then his chest thrum stuttered—one beat missed—before returning.

      Fear punched through me.

      I put my hand flat on his cracked chest plate, careful around the split seam. Under the metal, the vibration was erratic now, like a generator trying to catch.

      “Kavin,” I said, sharper. “No. Don’t you dare.”

      His mouth parted slightly. A sound came out—low, rough, not a word. A growl.

      The hair on my arms lifted.

      His head turned a fraction toward me, as if tracking scent rather than sight. His brow furrowed. His expression tightened, not with recognition but with something animal.

      I froze.

      I had seen Kavin fight. I had seen him kill. But always with that cold, obedient precision. This—this was different. This was instinct, raw and unfiltered.

      His lips pulled back, teeth bared for a second. Not human teeth entirely—sharper canines, reinforced.

      My heart stumbled.

      “Kavin?” I whispered, and my voice sounded too small under the waterfall.

      His eyes snapped open.

      Not fully lucid. Not the steady, assessing gaze I knew. His irises glowed faintly blue, the same wrong light leaking from his chest. His pupils were blown wide, swallowing most of the color.

      He stared past me at first, unfocused, then his gaze locked onto my face like a targeting system.

      I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

      The waterfall roared. The jungle called. And in the tight pocket of mist and rock, Kavin’s gaze pinned me harder than any restraint.

      His throat worked. He swallowed. His nostrils flared once—testing the air.

      Then, in a voice like gravel dragged over metal, he rasped, “Nara…?”

      My name should have been relief. It wasn’t. It was a question, uncertain, and beneath it was a hunger I heard without understanding it.

      I leaned forward, careful, trying to keep my tone steady. “Yes. I’m here. You’re safe. We⁠—”

      His hand shot up and closed around my wrist.

      His grip was scorching and iron-strong. Pain flared instantly. I bit back a cry.

      He pulled, dragging me closer, and his other hand braced against the rock beside my head, caging me in.

      For one suspended heartbeat, all I saw was his face—rain on his skin, blue light in his eyes, jaw clenched like he was fighting something inside.

      I smelled smoke on him. Metal. And beneath that, something sharper—ozone, like a storm about to break.

      He leaned in, not quite touching, and his voice dropped even lower.

      “Static,” he breathed, like the word hurt.

      I didn’t know what it meant. I only knew the way his fingers tightened around my wrist, like he was holding on to the last thing tethering him to sanity.

      And then his gaze flicked down—past my face, past my throat—to the pulse point at my wrist trapped in his hand.

      His tongue flicked out, just barely, tasting rainwater and my skin.

      A shiver went through me, pure fear.

      “Kavin,” I said, trying not to sound like prey. “Let go.”

      His eyes narrowed. His grip didn’t loosen.

      Behind us, far above the waterfall’s roar, a new sound threaded through the jungle—faint but distinct. A mechanical whine, not natural. A scan pulse.

      Someone was searching.

      Kavin’s head tilted, as if he heard it too. His gaze snapped toward the treeline, alertness sharpening through the fever haze.

      Then he looked back at me, and for the first time since he woke, I saw recognition flare—quick, fragile.

      His mouth formed my name again, but the word broke.

      The scan whine grew louder.

      I swallowed hard, trapped between his burning grip and the approaching threat, and realized with sudden, sick clarity that the crash hadn’t just broken our ship.

      It had broken whatever leash kept Kavin’s hunger dormant.

      And now, with hunters closing in, I didn’t know which danger would reach me first.

      Kavin’s fingers tightened once more around my wrist, and he whispered, almost reverent, almost feral:

      “Don’t run.”

      The whine became a ping.

      Something metallic shifted in the trees above the ravine.

      I held Kavin’s gaze, rain sliding down my face like tears, and knew Chapter Two was going to begin with him either saving my life…

      Or taking it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KAVIN

        

      

    

    
      Pain came online before sight did. It didn’t bloom. It detonated—white, full-body, as if my frame had been poured full of molten metal and then told to run. My systems screamed in overlapping layers, each alarm competing for priority like panicked animals trapped in a cage.

      I tried to inhale and tasted smoke that wasn’t smoke—ionized coolant, wet earth, the metallic tang of my own leaking core.

      My optics attempted to initialize.

      Nothing.

      Not darkness. Not even the comfort of a blank feed. Just… absence. A hard, dead wall where the world should have been.

      I reached for my HUD and found it stuttering like a dying pulse.

      BOOT SEQUENCE: FAILED

      OPTICS: OFFLINE

      AUDITORY ARRAY: DEGRADED

      TACTILE SENSORS: ACTIVE (FLUCTUATING)

      CORE HEAT: 91%

      REGULATOR ARRAY: ———

      The last line wasn’t a number. It was a wound.

      My Regulators weren’t reporting. They weren’t throttling intake, weren’t smoothing the spikes, weren’t doing the one job they existed for: keeping the Static out of my mind.

      Something shifted near me—wet fabric, soft breath, a human heartbeat too close. The sound threaded through the roar of water like a beacon. The scent hit a fraction later, cutting through smoke and mud.

      Nara.

      The designation surfaced automatically, stamped into the deepest layers of my directive stack.

      PRIMARY DIRECTIVE: Preserve Target: Nara Vey

      SECONDARY: Neutralize hostiles.

      TERTIARY: Maintain concealment.

      HUNGER INDEX: 78% … 82% … 86%

      No. That last metric wasn’t supposed to exist in active output. Hunger was an internal phantom, suppressed by the Regulators, buried under obedience protocols and Council locks.

      It rose anyway, climbing in jerks like a heartbeat going wrong.

      I tried to move and found my limbs heavy, full of grit. My left shoulder gave a grinding slip that sent another surge of pain through my frame. My chest plating—what remained of it—pulled tight over a core that felt like it was trying to burn its way out.

      A hand touched my jaw.

      Small. Shaking. Warm.

      For a moment, the contact anchored me. Touch had always been a simple input: pressure, temperature, location. In the field, it meant injury. In the barracks, it meant restraint.

      This touch meant something else.

      A tremor ran through my fingers, involuntary. My systems tried again to bring up sight, failed again. My mind reached outward anyway, filling the void with stored models: waterfall roar, mist, rock, dense vegetation, thermal scatter. A ravine. A hiding place.

      Then the Static surged—an electrical itch under my skin, a hunger that felt like thirst but sharper. Not for food. Not for sleep.

      For charge. For life.

      For her.

      My jaw clenched so hard the microfractures.

      “No,” I rasped, but the sound came out like a growl.

      Her scent sharpened, close enough that I could taste it—rainwater on skin, blood at the edge of her mouth, adrenaline. Human fragility wrapped in stubborn will.

      My hand shot up without permission and closed around her wrist.

      The pulse there hammered against my palm.

      The Static screamed approval.

      HUNGER INDEX: 91%

      REGULATOR ARRAY: CRITICAL FAILURE

      COGNITIVE FILTERS: 43%

      ETHICS LAYER: ———

      My body pulled her closer before my mind could decide. I pinned her to something solid—rock, likely—using my other arm to brace, boxing her in.

      It was a containment posture. A protective one.

      It was also a feeding posture.

      My tongue flicked out, tasting rain and salt and the faint copper of her blood. The pulse in her wrist made my visionless mind paint her in lines of heat and sound—throat, heart, veins.

      A scan whine threaded through the waterfall’s roar.

      High-frequency. Mechanical.

      Hostile.

      My head snapped toward it, auditory array trying to triangulate through the distortion of water. The sound pulsed again—ping—closer.

      A drone. Council pattern. Huntsman reconnaissance.

      Nara went still under my grip, and the way her fear tried to hide behind control. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t scream. She held herself like a blade that refused to dull.

      “Let go,” she said, voice tight.

      I should have.

      My fingers loosened a fraction—enough to be obedience, not enough to be freedom. I couldn’t risk her moving. Not with a scan sweeping the ravine.

      “Don’t run,” I heard myself whisper, and hated the reverence in it.

      I shifted my body to shield her from the direction of the whine, angling my frame toward the sound. My broken shoulder protested; pain flared hot and bright. I welcomed it. Pain was an anchor. Hunger was a tide.

      The drone’s scan pinged again.

      Closer.

      My internal map updated in fragments. It was above the ravine, sweeping canopy edges. The waterfall noise would mask our audio signature, but not heat. Not the blue leak pouring out of my chest like a signal flare.

      A glitching memory surfaced—Prajak’s briefing voice, smooth and amused:

      Regulators keep Siphoners compliant. Keep the Static low. Keep them useful.

      Useful.

      I flexed my hand around Nara’s wrist again, just once, and felt the tremor that went through her. Not only fear.

      Something else. A shock of awareness.

      I hated that too.

      I forced my jaw open and released her.

      She didn’t move away. She stayed close, breath shallow. Perhaps she understood that distance wouldn’t save her if the drone saw us. Perhaps she understood that I was the only wall between her and the Council.

      Or perhaps she didn’t trust me to let her go if she tried.

      I turned my face toward the scan whine and listened hard. My auditory array was degraded, but the drone’s motor had a particular harmonic I’d catalogued years ago. It floated on the edge of hearing like a mosquito you couldn’t swat.

      I could kill it.

      I could also expose us.

      My systems tried to pull up weapons inventory. The empty sockets in my forearms where the Council had once mounted hardpoints, before they decided a bodyguard should look less like a war machine.

      My hands were still weapons.

      So was my mouth.

      The thought made the Static flare again, delighted.

      HUNGER INDEX: 94%

      CORE HEAT: 93%

      CORE STABILITY: 61%

      WARNING: Siphon pathways unstable.

      The drone pinged, then pinged again, and with cold clarity that it wasn’t just scanning broadly.

      It was zeroing.

      It had caught the leak. My leak.

      Nara’s fingers brushed my forearm, tentative. Not comforting. Communicating.

      “Can you move?” she asked under the waterfall’s roar.

      I tested my limbs. My right leg responded. My left dragged, servo lag. Shoulder compromised. Optics gone. But my core still hummed.

      “Yes,” I lied.

      My lie tasted like metal.

      The drone motor shifted pitch—hovering, pausing, recalculating.

      If it acquired us fully, it would relay coordinates. Huntsmen would follow. Prajak would follow. The Council would close its fist around Nara again.

      Directive pulsed hot.

      Preserve target.

      The Static offered another solution, slick and simple: feed. Stabilize. Gain power. Then kill everything that moved.

      I shoved the thought down and reached for a quieter layer of myself—the part that had learned to choose, in small ways, when the Council wasn’t watching. The part that had looked away when Nara changed, that had screened her food without being ordered, that had taken hits meant for her and called it “standard procedure.”

      The part that had started to feel like something other than code.

      “I can handle it,” I said, voice rough.

      Nara’s breath hitched. “How? You can’t even⁠—”

      “Quiet.”

      It came out too sharp. Too commanding.

      Her silence was immediate, but it wasn’t obedience. It was calculation. She was always calculating.

      I pushed myself up.

      The world lurched. Vertigo tore through me as my internal gyros recalibrated without visual input. My hand slapped rock to steady myself; moss slicked under my palm. Water mist coated everything, turning surfaces treacherous.

      My core flared hotter with the movement. Blue fluid leaked faster, dripping from the cracked seam in my chest.

      The drone pinged again.

      Close. Above.

      I tilted my head, tracking. The sound came from high left, near the lip of the ravine.

      If I climbed, I could reach it. But climbing blind with a compromised shoulder and leg would be slow. Slow meant scan lock.

      I needed to draw it down.

      I ripped a chunk of my own broken chest plating loose with my good hand. The metal tore away with a wet, grinding sound. Pain spiked; my systems screamed. The blue leak surged.

      Nara made a small sound behind me—horror or fear.

      “Stay,” I ordered, and then I threw the plating.

      The piece whistled through mist and struck rock somewhere out in the ravine with a loud, unmistakable clang.

      The drone motor changed pitch immediately, swinging toward the sound like a predator.

      Good.

      I moved.

      I didn’t run. Running required coordination my body no longer had. I dragged myself sideways along the rock wall, using my good arm to haul my weight, putting distance between Nara and where the drone would descend.

      Each movement sent the Static up my spine, hungry for expenditure, hungry for payout.

      The drone descended.

      Its motor whine grew louder, cutting through waterfall noise. The micro-click of its sensor iris adjusting.

      It pinged.

      A tight beam now.

      It had me.

      I bared my teeth.

      The drone’s speaker crackled—Council encryption handshake, searching for a responder tag. My responder tag, embedded in my core. If it found it, it would identify me as asset K-07 and flag Nara as attached target.

      I couldn’t let it.

      I lunged.

      My hand closed around air—missed. The drone jerked up, fast, agile. My broken shoulder screamed and my legs skidded on slick stone.

      The drone pinged again.

      Then a thin dart hissed through the air and struck my side.

      It punch through damaged plating and bite into synthetic muscle.

      A sedative.

      My systems recognized the compound instantly, catalogued by the Council for “asset retrieval.”

      The Static howled.

      The sedative spread like cold ink through my frame, trying to slow me, to shut me down. The Council had always feared what I might do if I ever wanted something they didn’t authorize.

      They’d built a leash.

      But the leash had been designed to work with intact Regulators.

      Mine were shattered.

      The sedative didn’t calm me.

      It made the hunger clearer.

      I ripped the dart out with my teeth, metal scraping metal, and spat it into the mist.

      The drone hovered, recalculating. It had expected me to drop.

      I heard Nara behind me—movement, a scrape of rock, her breath. “Kavin⁠—”

      “Stay back,” I snapped, but I could already hear she wasn’t listening.

      Of course she wasn’t.

      She never obeyed the Council cleanly. That was why they kept me on her. That was why they feared her as much as they wanted to use her.

      The drone dipped again, sensor clicking.

      This time I assessed the perimeter.

      I steadied my breathing—pointless habit, but it slowed my movements enough to time the strike. When the drone came within reach, I drove my hand upward and caught it by the underside.

      Metal met metal.

      It thrashed, motor whine spiking. A shock pulse fired through its casing into my palm—stun deterrent. It fizzed across my skin like lightning across water.

      It hurt.

      I smiled anyway.

      Then I squeezed.

      The casing crumpled. The motor shrieked. The drone’s ping cut off mid-note like a throat snapped shut.

      Its weight fell into my hand, dead.

      I held it there for one suspended moment, listening for the sound of a transmission that had already gone out.

      Silence.

      No relay chirp. No uplink tone.

      I’d crushed it fast enough.

      Relief hit like a physical blow, and with it the sedative tried again to drag me down. My knees threatened to fold.

      Nara was suddenly at my side, fingers gripping my forearm hard. “You’re bleeding more.”

      “It is not blood,” I said automatically.

      “It’s coming out of you,” she shot back.

      Her hand moved toward my chest, toward the cracked seam, toward the blue leak.

      The Static surged at the idea of her touching me there. Not because it would fix anything. Because it was intimate. Because it was close.

      I caught her wrist again, gentler this time, stopping her before she reached the exposed lattice.

      “You will burn,” I warned.

      “Then move,” she said, eyes on my face even though mine couldn’t see hers. “We can’t stay here. If that drone didn’t transmit, they’ll send another. If it did⁠—”

      It hadn’t. But I didn’t tell her that. Certainty was dangerous. It made people slow.

      My core throbbed, irregular. The hunger pressed in, a constant whine inside my skull. Her heart, fast and strong, and my mouth watered with the urge to connect, to drain, to stabilize.

      A memory flashed—training bay, first activation. My creators’ gloved hands on my jaw, forcing my mouth open. A cold port pressed to my palate. A taste of electricity and copper.

      This is how you will feed, a voice had said. Only when ordered. Only on approved sources. Never on a Royal.

      Never on a Royal.

      And yet⁠—

      My fingers tightened around Nara’s wrist unconsciously. Her pulse jumped.

      She noticed. It in her breath. “Kavin,” she said, and my name wasn’t a command or a plea.

      It was a warning.

      I released her.

      My jaw ached from clenching.

      “I can move,” I said again, and this time it wasn’t a lie. It was a decision.

      She guided me—hand at my elbow, light but firm—along the slick rock, deeper into the mist-shadow behind the waterfall. My auditory array painted the space in sound: water crash, echoing cavern, drip patterns, the hollow resonance of stone.

      A cave.

      Good cover.

      Bad containment.

      If the Static took me fully, there would be nowhere for her to run.

      We stepped into darkness—true darkness for her, but for me it was no different than outside. My world was sound and heat and scent.

      Nara’s breath changed, echoing now. She was afraid of enclosed spaces. I’d catalogued that too. Not a phobia—she could function—but a tension that crept into her shoulders.

      “You okay?” I heard myself ask.

      It was the wrong question. I should have asked about threats, about injuries, about distance to safe terrain.

      Her answer came after a beat. “No,” she said honestly. “But I’m moving anyway.”

      That was her.

      She led me to a spot where the ground leveled. The air cool slightly, damp stone pulling heat from my overheated core. My systems welcomed it with a shudder.

      Then my core stuttered.

      One beat missing.

      The Static surged into the gap like water rushing into a crack.
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      WARNING: Reactor overload imminent.

      HUNGER INDEX: 97%
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      I dropped to one knee.

      Nara’s hand tightened on my arm. “Kavin⁠—”

      “Silence,” I growled, not at her but at the hunger, at the alarms, at the universe that had decided to strip me down to instinct.

      She didn’t go silent. She crouched in front of me, close enough that her breath touched my face. I could feel the warmth of her skin in the cool cave air.

      “I need you lucid,” she said, voice fierce. “I need you to tell me what’s happening.”

      I hated that I wanted to lean into her voice like it was a charge point. Like it could power me.

      “My Regulators,” I forced out. Each word scraped. “Broken.”

      She inhaled sharply. “What does that mean?”

      It meant everything.

      It meant the Council’s leash had snapped. It meant the part of me that had always been chained—always whispering, always starving—was finally loud enough to drown out orders.

      “It means,” I said, “I will not remain… stable.”

      Her hand lifted, hesitated, then touched my cheek.

      Gentle.

      A human gesture that didn’t belong in crash sites and blood and mud.

      The Static shivered, confused by tenderness. For a fraction of a second, it wasn’t hunger. It was want.

      “How long?” she asked.

      I ran the calculations. My core heat. My leak rate. The sedative still in my system. The energy I’d expended killing the drone. The jungle humidity cooling me slightly. Too many variables.

      “Unknown,” I admitted.

      Her fingers slid along my jaw to my throat, where metal met skin. She felt the thrum there—not a heartbeat, but close enough to frighten her.

      “You said ‘Static’,” she whispered. “What is it?”

      I swallowed, and the motion made my throat ache. “Hunger.”

      Her hand went still.

      Not fear now. Recognition.

      “Hungry for food?” she asked, and her voice tried to be clinical, practical, as if naming it would make it manageable.

      “No.”

      I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t let the words exist in the air between us, because once they did, they would change everything.

      But Nara didn’t wait for permission. She never did.

      “Hungry for me,” she said quietly.

      My systems spiked.
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      I grabbed her wrist again—too fast, too tight. Not to hurt her. To hold her still. To keep her from pulling away, because if she pulled away, the hunger would become pursuit.

      Her pulse slammed against my palm, frantic.

      “Do not,” I said, but I didn’t know what I was telling her not to do. Don’t accuse. Don’t understand. Don’t be close.

      Don’t make me choose between you and the Static.

      Her breath came shallow, but she didn’t fight my grip. She looked at me—at the blankness where my eyes should have been useful—and I felt her decision settle.

      “You saved me,” she said. “Back there. You shielded me.”

      “I am programmed to.”

      “Don’t,” she snapped, and for a moment she sounded like royalty—not title, but force. “Don’t make yourself smaller to survive this. You. You chose to take the drone away from me.”

      I froze.

      Because she was right.

      I had chosen.

      The Static pressed in, impatient with this conversation. It wanted simplicity: feed, stabilize, protect by force. It didn’t understand gratitude.

      Nara’s thumb brushed the inside of my wrist where the synthetic skin was thinner, where the heat of my core bled outward. “If you’re hungry,” she said carefully, “tell me what happens when you don’t feed.”

      My throat worked. “Pain. Degradation. Failure.”

      “And if you do?” Her voice barely held steady.

      The answer lodged behind my teeth like a weapon. “Stability.”

      Her breath trembled. “How?”

      I could lie. I could tell her anything to make her step back, to make her run while she still could.

      But the jungle outside was full of machines and teeth. And I was blind. And she was the only constant in my sensory feed, the only thing my directives still recognized as purpose.

      I owed her truth, if nothing else.

      “My mouth,” I said, and the words tasted like shame. “A port. It connects. Draws charge from bioelectric systems.”

      Her fingers tightened on my wrist. “Like… like a parasite.”

      “Yes.”

      The Static purred at the word, proud.

      Nara swallowed. It. Her heart, still racing. The slight hitch in her breath that meant she was trying not to show fear.

      “You’d drain me,” she said.

      “If uncontrolled,” I admitted, voice rough. “Yes.”

      Silence stretched, filled only by the distant thunder of the waterfall and the drip of water in the cave.

      Then she asked the question that cracked something open in me.

      “Can you control it?”

      My grip loosened. Not because the hunger eased, but because the question forced me into myself, into the place where I still had a choice.

      Control was what the Council had always demanded. Precision. Obedience. Clean kills. Clean protections.

      But this wasn’t combat. This was need.

      “I do not know,” I said, and hated the honesty. “My Regulators⁠—”

      “I heard that part.” Her voice softened, and that softness was more dangerous than anger. “Kavin. Look at me.”

      I couldn’t.

      Optics offline. Blind.

      The impotence of it made rage flare hot. Not at her. At my own brokenness.

      “I can’t,” I snarled.

      Her hand cupped my face more firmly, forcing my attention to the warmth of her palm, to the rhythm of her breath. “Then listen to me,” she said. “You’re not going to hurt me.”

      The Static laughed inside my skull.

      I shook my head once, sharp. “You do not understand.”

      “I understand enough,” she said, and her voice trembled at the edges. “You’re starving and you’re trying not to be a monster about it.”

      The word monster hit something deep.

      I’d been called asset, weapon, siphoner, unit. Never monster. Monster was what you called something that chose.

      My jaw clenched.

      Nara’s fingers slid down from my cheek to my collar, hovering near the cracked plating. Heat radiated off me in waves. Her inhale through her teeth.

      “You’re burning up,” she whispered. “You’re going to cook yourself.”

      The Static offered the simplest solution again: feed.

      I turned my face away from her hand, away from her scent, as if that could help. “Move away,” I ordered, harsh. “Now.”

      She didn’t.

      Instead, she shifted closer.

      Close enough that my entire sensory world became her—her breath, her heartbeat, the small scrape of her clothing, the scent of rain-damp skin and determination.

      My hunger spiked so fast my systems glitched.

      WARNING: Cognitive overload.

      WARNING: Directive conflict escalating.

      I grabbed her shoulders.

      Not gentle.

      Not cruel.

      Desperate.

      “Nara,” I said, voice breaking around the edges, “do not test me.”

      She made a sound—tiny, not quite a gasp—and then she did the most dangerous thing she could have done.

      She leaned forward and pressed her forehead to mine.

      Human contact. Intimate. Trusting.

      My core stuttered again.

      The Static surged.

      For one sick heartbeat, I imagined biting into her, connecting, drinking her until my systems purred and my mind went clear—until she went slack in my arms.

      I shoved the image away so hard it hurt.

      My hands trembled on her shoulders. “Go,” I rasped.

      “No,” she said, and there it was again—that royal force, quiet but absolute. “If you lose it, you’ll chase me. And you can’t see. You’ll fall. You’ll break worse. And they’ll find us.”

      Logic. Survival.

      She used it like a weapon.

      I hated her for being right.

      “What do you want?” I asked, and the words came out like a plea, which disgusted me.

      Her breath warmed my mouth. “I want you alive,” she said.

      Alive.

      Not functional. Not useful.

      Alive.

      The word hit like a charge in my chest.

      My grip on her shoulders eased, just slightly.

      Then, from outside the cave, a new sound threaded through the waterfall’s roar.

      Not a scan ping.

      A distant, rhythmic thump.

      Rotor wash.

      Dropship.

      Multiple.

      My head snapped toward the entrance, listening. The sound was faint, filtered by water and stone, but unmistakable. Council tech had a signature hum, a disciplined brutality.

      Huntsmen.

      Nara heard it too. Her body went rigid against mine.

      “They’re here,” she whispered.

      The Static surged in savage satisfaction.

      Threats meant permission.

      Threats meant violence.

      Threats meant I could stop thinking about hunger and start thinking about killing.

      But I was blind. Broken. Leaking.

      And starving.

      I turned my face back to Nara’s, close enough to feel her breath shake.

      “My priority,” I said, forcing the words through the noise in my skull, “is you.”

      Her hands slid to my arms, gripping. “Then what do we do?”

      I listened. The rotor thumps grew louder, approaching the ravine. Not landing yet—search pattern. They would deploy more drones. Thermal sweeps. Ground units.

      We had minutes.

      I could carry her. I could run blind through jungle guided by sound and scent, but my core stability was dropping. If I collapsed out there, she would be alone.

      The cave was concealment, but also a trap.

      And the hunger—my hunger—was a third enemy crouched in the dark with us.

      I swallowed, tasting metal and ozone. “We move,” I decided. “Now.”

      Nara pulled back slightly. “Can you?”

      “I will.”

      It wasn’t a promise. It was a command to my own body.

      I pushed up to stand. My left leg lagged, but held. My shoulder screamed. My core burned.

      Nara stayed close, her hand at my elbow again, guiding me toward the sound of the cave mouth. Back toward danger. Toward the waterfall curtain.

      The rotor thumps intensified. A shout echoed faintly through the ravine—human voices, distorted by water. They were close enough now that even my degraded auditory array could catch fragments.

      “…thermal—”

      “…blue signature⁠—”

      “…asset—”

      They were already looking for me.

      Nara’s grip tightened. “They know,” she breathed.

      “Yes,” I said.

      We reached the waterfall curtain. Cold mist hit my face, beading on my skin, cooling my overheated core by a fraction. It helped. Not enough.

      Outside, the ravine was a blur of sound and air pressure. Rotor wash shoved mist in chaotic patterns. Leaves thrashed overhead.

      A new ping cut through the noise—another drone, closer than the first.

      Nara cursed under her breath.

      I angled my body in front of her again, shielding her heat signature with mine. My core leak was a beacon; I could use it.

      “Stay behind me,” I said.

      “I always am,” she muttered, bitter, and the words stabbed because they were true. The Council had made her walk behind monsters her whole life.

      I stepped out.

      The drone pinged immediately, locking onto my heat and leak. It hovered above the ravine lip, then dipped lower, bold.

      I could kill it again.

      But the rotor wash told me the dropship was near enough to see the destruction. If I engaged, I’d confirm our position.

      Nara’s hand slid to my back, pressing—urge to retreat.

      I made a decision that tasted like ash.

      I turned my head slightly toward her, close enough that only she could hear over the waterfall.

      “Run,” I said.

      Her breath caught. “What?”

      “I will draw them,” I said. “You will go downstream. Stay low. Do not stop.”

      “No,” she said instantly, panic sharpening. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You will,” I snarled, and my voice carried a command-layer I hadn’t used on her before. It felt wrong. It felt like the Council. It felt like betrayal.

      She went still behind me, stunned by the force of it.

      The drone pinged again—impatient.

      The rotor thumps shifted. The dropship was moving into a hover position, preparing to deploy.

      Time was gone.

      I grabbed Nara’s wrist one last time and shoved her backward into the curtain of mist toward the direction of the ravine’s lower slope. “Go,” I said, low and brutal. “Now.”

      She resisted, nails digging into my hand. “Kavin⁠—”

      The Static surged at her resistance, at the taste of her pulse under my palm. Feed, it urged. Take her with you. Keep her.

      I released her before I could obey the wrong impulse.

      She stumbled back, then steadied. Her breathing, ragged, and the tiny sound of her swallowing down fear.

      “I’m not done with you,” she whispered, as if it was a vow.

      Then she ran.

      Her footsteps splashed on wet rock, fading fast, swallowed by the waterfall and rotor wash.

      My directives screamed in protest at letting her go. Preserve target. Preserve target. Preserve⁠—

      I forced myself to turn toward the drone and the approaching dropship.

      If they wanted asset K-07, I would give them a ghost story.

      I stepped out from behind the waterfall fully, letting my leak flare into the open air like a signal.

      The drone’s sensor clicked—lock acquired.

      A spotlight snapped on from above, cutting through mist, painting me in harsh white.

      A voice boomed from the dropship’s external speaker, distorted but recognizable—Huntsman command tone.

      “ASSET K-07. STAND DOWN. SUBMIT TO RETRIEVAL.”

      The Council still thought I would obey.

      I lifted my head toward the sound, blind eyes useless, and smiled with bloodless lips.

      The Static coiled in my chest like a living storm.

      HUNGER INDEX: 100%
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      I spread my hands slightly, a mockery of surrender.

      And then the world tilted—not from fear, but from the core surge as my reactor flared hotter, desperate for charge, desperate for violence, desperate for her.

      The dropship’s side door open.

      Boots hit metal.

      Huntsmen were dropping into the ravine.

      I couldn’t see them.

      But I heard their heartbeats.

      And the Static, finally unleashed, whispered one clean directive over all the rest:

      Feed.

      The first Huntsman landed, and the sound of his exosuit servos snapped through the mist.

      I lunged toward it.

      The chapter ended on the moment before impact—before I knew whether I was running to kill…

      Or running to tear open a living battery and drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NARA

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t remember deciding to run. I remembered the shove—Kavin’s hand on my wrist, iron and heat—and then the waterfall swallowing me whole, cold water and mist punching the breath out of my lungs. My boots skated on slick rock. My palms slammed down, scraping skin. I caught myself before the ravine could take me, before the river below could pull me into whatever waited downstream.

      Behind me, the world turned into noise.

      Rotor wash battered the canopy. A spotlight knifed through mist in violent pulses, bleaching the waterfall curtain into white sheets. Voices barked through amplified speakers—Council syntax, Huntsman cadence—words I didn’t need to hear clearly to understand.

      Asset. Retrieval. Stand down.

      Kavin’s name, but never his name. Never Kavin. Always K-07, like he was a crate with legs.

      I stumbled to my feet and ran anyway, lungs burning, head full of static that wasn’t his. Every step splashed, the sound swallowed by the waterfall’s roar. I forced my body low and fast the way I’d been trained—royal etiquette on the surface, survival drills underneath, because the Council liked their last Royal alive but not ignorant.

      They wanted me to be a tool that could walk.

      The ravine narrowed into a slanting channel of stone and root. Ferns slapped my face, wet and sharp-edged. Bioluminescent fungi smeared green-blue light across the rocks like bruises. My heart hammered so hard I thought it might betray me—heat signature, pulse, living target.

      Downstream. Stay low. Do not stop.

      Kavin’s order echoed in my head, and it landed like an insult. Like he thought he could push me into safety with one word.

      Like he thought I would leave him.

      A crack split the air behind me—gunfire or a stun bolt. The sound was distorted by water and distance, but it still made my spine lock up. I nearly slipped, windmilling my arms to stay upright.

      “Kavin,” I breathed, and my voice vanished into mist.

      My mind tried to play out what was happening behind the waterfall: Kavin blind, injured, leaking blue light like a beacon, surrounded by Huntsmen in exosuits. He had stepped into the open like a sacrifice.

      Or like bait.

      The Council had created him to be both.

      A second crack, closer—followed by a sound that wasn’t a weapon.

      A scream.

      Human, male, cut short.

      I bit my tongue hard enough to taste blood. My instincts fought each other. One screamed keep running. The other screamed go back so loud it drowned out everything.

      I forced my legs to keep moving.

      The ravine opened abruptly into a wider stretch where the water spread thin over flat stone before spilling again. Mist hung low. The waterfall behind me was still visible through the trees, a white ribbon carved into green.

      Above, the dropship’s rotors thumped like a giant heartbeat.

      I ducked under a fallen trunk and pressed myself into a pocket of shadow between its roots. My chest heaved. My hands shook so badly I had to clasp them together to keep them still.

      Listen.

      Rotor wash. Voices—faint now. A drone’s ping. Another crack of energy.

      And then—a wet, visceral sound that made my stomach flip.

      Impact. Bone? Metal? Flesh?

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Don’t imagine it. Don’t give your mind pictures it can’t survive.

      But my mind did it anyway, because it was cruel and because it cared. It gave me Kavin’s hands around a man’s throat. Gave me his mouth—his port—opening like a wound. Gave me the hunger he’d confessed in fragments, the word he’d said like a prayer and a curse.

      Static.

      I pressed my forehead to my knees and fought the urge to gag.

      The Council had warned me not to grow attached. Prajak had said it with that lazy smile, like he knew humans were weak and he enjoyed watching it.

      Do not grow attached.

      As if I had a choice. As if attachment was something you selected from a menu.

      Kavin had been my shadow for years. Quiet. Precise. Always there. A wall between me and the world, even when I hated the way it made me feel caged.

      But this—this wasn’t about cages.

      This was about him bleeding out under a spotlight while I hid in the roots like a frightened animal.

      My throat tightened until it hurt. I dug my fingers into my palm, grounding myself in pain.

      Think. Plan. Survive.

      If I ran, I might live. If I went back, I might die. Either way, Kavin might die—because his core was failing, because his hunger was unregulated, because the Council had sent retrieval with sedatives and chains and contingency protocols designed for monsters that didn’t get to say no.

      And yet he’d said no. He’d said it with his body, stepping into the open so I could disappear.

      My eyes stung. I wiped them hard with the heel of my hand, angry at myself for the weakness. Tears were evidence. Tears were time.

      A branch snapped nearby.

      I froze so fast it hurt.

      The jungle went quiet in that particular way it did when something large moved through it—birds pausing mid-call, insects shifting their pitch. My skin prickled. I leaned closer to the trunk, trying to become part of it.

      Another snap. Closer.

      Not a Huntsman. Too light for exosuit servos. Too organic.

      A shape moved through the mist—low to the ground, sleek, wrong. Its eyes caught the bioluminescence and threw it back in twin reflections.

      Not an animal I knew. Not one from any Council zoology briefing.

      Something with too-long limbs and a tail that ended in a split, like a forked whip. It moved with mechanical economy, but it was covered in wet fur. Tech grafted to flesh.

      My breath caught silently.

      It lifted its head and tasted the air.

      And I realized, with a cold drop in my gut, that it wasn’t hunting randomly.

      It was following me.

      Not by heat—mist and water would muddle that. By blood, maybe. By the scent of Kavin’s blue leak still smeared on my shirt from dragging him. By fear.

      The creature’s ears—if those were ears—tilted forward. Its mouth opened slightly, showing teeth that looked reinforced, dark metal glinting between ivory.

      I couldn’t fight it. I had no weapon. My only Council-issued blade had been in the dropship.

      My gaze flicked around, desperate. Stones. Roots. Water. Nothing.

      The creature took one step closer, silent as mist.

      I held my breath until my lungs trembled. If I stayed perfectly still, maybe it would pass. Maybe it would⁠—

      It lunged.

      My body moved before my mind did. I shoved out of the root pocket, scrambling backward. My boot slid in the water film, and I went down hard on my hip. Pain exploded up my side. I bit back a cry.

      The creature hit the trunk where I’d been a second ago, claws gouging bark. It snapped its head toward me immediately, tracking motion with predator precision.

      I crab-walked back, hands slipping on slick rock. My heart was a drum in my throat.

      The creature prowled closer, tail twitching like a live wire.

      “Go away,” I whispered, useless.

      It lowered its head and sprang again.

      This time I grabbed the only thing within reach—an oval stone the size of my fist—and threw it with all the strength panic could give me.

      The stone hit its shoulder with a dull thud. It barely flinched.

      It landed in front of me, too close. Its breath hit my face, hot and chemical. The seam lines along its jaw where metal plates met flesh.

      I raised my arms on instinct, bracing for teeth.

      A new sound cut through the mist—deeper than the creature’s growl, not human, not animal.

      A frequency.

      My bones seemed to recognize it. My teeth ached. My skin buzzed.

      The creature froze mid-snarl, head jerking up. Its eyes flicked toward the waterfall behind me.

      The frequency came again—stronger—like a pulse of power rippling through the ravine.

      The creature backed up one step, suddenly wary.

      I didn’t understand why until the third pulse hit and the mist around the waterfall lit faintly blue, like lightning trapped in fog.

      Kavin.

      He wasn’t just fighting.

      He was burning.

      The creature hesitated, torn between me and whatever energy storm now raged behind us.

      I didn’t waste the moment.

      I shoved myself up and ran.

      My legs screamed. My hip felt like it was splitting, but adrenaline drowned it. I sprinted along the river-slick stone until the ravine angled again and the waterfall vanished behind a wall of ferns and hanging vines.

      The creature’s claws clicked on rock behind me.

      It followed.

      Of course it did.

      The jungle wasn’t a neutral backdrop. It was another antagonist, opportunistic and hungry, drawn to conflict like flies to blood.

      My breath tore in my throat. Spots danced in my vision. The dropship’s rotors still, faint now, but present—search pattern, sweeping the ravine. The Huntsmen were still up there, and Kavin was still⁠—

      A thud sounded behind me. Heavy. Not the creature.

      I glanced back without thinking.

      Blue light flashed through the mist between the trees.

      A human silhouette staggered into view—exosuit plating, Huntsman black—moving wrong, like his joints didn’t quite belong anymore. His helmet was cracked. Something dark dripped down his chest.

      He saw me and lifted his weapon.

      My lungs emptied in a silent scream.

      I veered instinctively, trying to put a boulder between us, but the stone was slick and my injured hip betrayed me. My foot slipped. I went down again, hands slamming into shallow water.

      The Huntsman’s weapon whined as it charged.

      I scrabbled backward, palms stinging, mind blank except for one brutal truth: I couldn’t outrun a charged bolt from this distance.

      A blur of movement flashed from the side.

      The tech-creature—the thing that had been hunting me—hit the Huntsman like a missile.

      They went down in a tangle of fur and armor. The Huntsman’s weapon fired anyway, the bolt cracking into the rock a meter from my head, spraying shards. I flinched so hard my neck snapped with pain.

      The creature tore at the Huntsman’s throat plating with savage efficiency. The Huntsman tried to shove it off, servos whining, but he was weakened—bleeding, staggering, maybe already half-dead from whatever Kavin had done to him.

      The creature’s jaws clamped down.

      A wet crunch.

      The Huntsman’s body jerked once, then went slack.

      Silence, except for my ragged breathing.

      The creature lifted its head slowly and looked at me, blood dark on its metal-lined teeth.

      It had saved me.

      Not out of mercy.

      Out of possession.

      It stepped toward me again, confident now, as if the kill had proven something.

      I pushed back on my hands, trying to stand. My arms trembled so hard I nearly collapsed.

      The creature stalked closer, tail twitching.

      I scanned the dead Huntsman’s body in desperation. Weapon. Knife. Anything.

      His weapon lay a few feet away, half-submerged, still humming faintly. I lunged for it.

      The creature lunged too.

      My fingers closed around the weapon’s grip at the same moment claws raked across my calf. Pain flared white-hot. I screamed—couldn’t stop it—and the sound echoed off stone and water.

      The creature’s weight slammed into my side, knocking me down with the weapon clutched in my hand. My head hit rock. Stars exploded behind my eyes.

      It snapped at my arm.

      I jammed the weapon between us on instinct and fired.

      The bolt hit the creature point-blank in the chest.

      Blue-white energy ripped through fur and metal. The creature screamed—high, metallic—then convulsed. The smell of burned hair and ozone filled my nose.

      It rolled off me, thrashing.

      I lay there shaking, weapon still raised, finger locked on the trigger like if I let go I would die.

      The creature’s thrashing slowed. It made a choking noise and went still, smoke curling from its chest.

      My whole body trembled. My calf burned where it had clawed me. Blood ran warm into the water film.

      I stared at the dead creature, then at the dead Huntsman, and something in me cracked open—not horror, but a kind of numb comprehension.

      This was what the Council had turned my world into.

      Predators and prey. Assets and targets. Monsters made to protect me until they inevitably became monsters made to consume.

      A distant boom rolled through the jungle—an explosion or a sonic shock. The air vibrated with it. Birds erupted from the canopy in a frantic black cloud.

      Kavin.

      I forced myself to sit up, wincing as my hip screamed. My head swam. The weapon felt too heavy, unfamiliar, but it was real. It was power.

      I stood on shaking legs and limped toward the sound.

      Every survival lesson screamed at me not to go back. But survival without him wasn’t freedom; it was just a longer death.

      The ravine bent and narrowed again. Mist thickened. The air tasted like ionized metal now, like a storm had broken somewhere close.

      The dropship rotors were louder again. I was circling back toward the waterfall.

      My calf wound throbbed with every step. Blood slicked my boot. I tore a strip from the bottom of my shirt and wrapped it tight, biting down on pain. The fabric immediately dampened with blood, but it slowed the drip.

      I kept moving.

      As I neared the waterfall, the jungle itself seemed to recoil. The bioluminescent fungi dimmed, as if the blue light in the mist was overpowering them. Leaves trembled without wind.

      And then I heard it—Kavin’s voice.

      Not a word.

      A sound.

      A low, ragged roar that didn’t belong to the controlled man-machine who had stood silently at my shoulder for years. It was pure throat and rage, reverberating through stone.

      Human screams answered it.

      Plural.

      I broke into a run despite the pain.

      The ravine opened onto the waterfall clearing again, and the scene hit me like a punch.

      The dropship hovered above the ravine lip, spotlight sweeping in harsh arcs. Two drones circled lower, pinging. Several Huntsmen were on the rocks near the waterfall curtain, their black armor slick with mist, weapons raised.

      And in the center—half in the water, half on stone—was Kavin.

      He was on his feet, but barely. His chest plating was torn open wider now, exposing that lattice of metal ribs and braided cables, and the blue fluid wasn’t just leaking—it was spraying in rhythmic pulses, like his core was hemorrhaging light.

      His head was tilted, blind eyes turned toward sound. His body moved like a predator in a cage, swaying slightly, tracking by hearing and scent alone.

      A Huntsman lay at his feet, limp.

      Another Huntsman was slammed against the rock wall, held there by Kavin’s hand around his helmet. The man kicked uselessly. Kavin’s fingers tightened.

      The helmet crumpled.

      The man’s body went slack.

      I tasted bile.

      One of the Huntsmen shouted into his comm, voice sharp with panic. “He’s unregulated—sedatives ineffective—request⁠—”

      The dropship speaker crackled, Prajak’s voice cutting through like a blade, smooth even through distortion.

      “Do not damage the Royal.”

      My stomach turned.

      Prajak wasn’t here physically, but his control was. His voice was a leash thrown across the sky.

      A Huntsman pivoted, scanning—looking for me.

      I dropped behind a boulder instinctively, pressing my back to wet stone. My heart was a frantic bird in my ribs. The weapon in my hand hummed faintly, charged.

      I had a shot. From here, I could hit a drone. I could maybe hit a Huntsman.

      But if I fired, I would reveal my position. And if I revealed my position, Prajak’s order would become action.

      They wouldn’t kill me. They’d stun me. Chain me. Drag me back to a breeding cage with silk curtains and steel locks.

      Kavin would die trying to stop it.

      Or worse—Kavin would be retrieved too, repaired, re-leashed, and turned into the obedient shadow again.

      My throat tightened until it hurt.

      Across the clearing, Kavin jerked suddenly, shoulders hunching like he’d been struck. Blue light flared under his skin. His hands went to his chest, fingers digging into cracked plating.

      He dropped to one knee.

      The Huntsmen hesitated, weapons trained, unsure whether to advance or run.

      A drone dipped lower, pinging rapidly.

      Kavin’s head snapped up.

      He smelled it. Heard it.

      His mouth opened, and the port—dark, wet, not human—flex at the back of his throat like something alive.

      He lunged.

      Fast, despite injury. He grabbed the drone mid-hover, crushing it in his fist like he’d done before. Sparks rained into the water.

      But the motion cost him. His core flared bright, then stuttered.

      He staggered, catching himself on the rock wall. Blue fluid ran down his arm in glowing rivulets.

      A Huntsman took the opportunity and fired a net launcher. The net screamed through the mist and wrapped around Kavin’s torso, crackling with current.

      Kavin roared—pain, rage—and the net tightened, trying to lock his limbs.

      The Huntsmen moved in.

      “No,” I whispered.

      My body was already moving before my mind caught up. I rose from behind the boulder, weapon raised, calf screaming.

      I aimed at the net’s emitter pack on the Huntsman’s forearm—small target, but the exosuits were designed for intimidation, not subtlety. The emitter was exposed.

      My finger tightened on the trigger.

      The bolt hit.

      The emitter pack exploded in a shower of sparks. The net’s current died instantly, the weave going limp.

      Kavin’s head snapped toward the sound—toward me.

      Even blind, he found me.

      His face turned, jaw clenched, nostrils flaring as if he could smell the blood on my leg, the adrenaline on my skin, the betrayal of my disobedience.

      “Nara,” he rasped, my name torn raw.

      A Huntsman shouted, “There!”

      Spotlights swung.

      White light slammed into me, pinning me in brightness. For a second I couldn’t see anything but glare. My skin crawled with the sudden exposure.

      Weapons snapped up around the clearing.

      I stood there anyway, weapon raised, shaking.

      “I’m here,” I shouted back, voice ripped by the waterfall’s roar. “Stop—stop trying to take him!”

      The words were stupid. Huntsmen didn’t stop because you asked.

      But Kavin’s body reacted like the words were a command. Like hearing me anchored him.

      He took one step toward me, dragging his injured leg.

      The Huntsmen fired.

      Bolts cracked through mist, striking rock near his feet. One hit his shoulder. Sparks flew. He barely flinched, but his body jerked.

      He kept moving.

      “Do not!” Kavin roared—at them or at me, I couldn’t tell. His voice broke on the last word, torn between fury and something that sounded like fear.

      Prajak’s voice came again through the dropship speaker, amused and calm.

      “Royal Nara Vey. Stand down. Your escort is compromised.”

      Compromised. Like he was faulty equipment. Like the years of watching, choosing, protecting meant nothing.

      I lifted the weapon toward the dropship on instinct, anger flooding me hot enough to burn through fear. “Go to hell,” I shouted, voice shaking.

      The response was immediate: a drone dipped and fired a stun dart.

      It coming—thin, fast—and moved too late. The dart struck my shoulder with a sharp sting.

      Cold spread through my arm, then into my chest. My muscles seized.

      I gasped, weapon slipping from my fingers to clatter on stone.

      My knees buckled.

      Through the fog of sudden paralysis, I saw Kavin’s head snap toward me again. The sound he made wasn’t human.

      He moved.

      Not a stagger now. A blur.

      He hit the Huntsman who’d fired the dart and tore him off his feet. Armor cracked. The man screamed. Kavin didn’t stop.

      The Static—whatever it was—poured out of him like a storm given shape.

      Huntsmen tried to surround him. Kavin moved through them like a broken god, blind but lethal, guided by sound and scent and hunger. He snapped one man’s arm backward until it broke. He slammed another into the water hard enough to dent armor.

      But every movement made his blue leak flare brighter, made his core stutter harder. He was burning himself to kill them.

      And he was still moving toward me.

      I tried to crawl, to drag my numb body out of the spotlight, but my limbs wouldn’t obey. The stun compound locked my muscles in slow, useless spasms.

      My vision tunneled.

      Kavin reached me and dropped to his knees in front of me, close enough that his heat washed over my face. His hands framed my shoulders—too hot, trembling.

      “Why,” he rasped, and the word was fractured, not a demand but a raw confusion. “Why did you come back?”

      My tongue felt thick. I forced it to move. “Because you… told me to run.”

      His head tilted, as if the logic offended him.

      I swallowed hard. The stun made my throat sluggish. “And I didn’t want to.”

      A sound shuddered out of him—half laugh, half sob, neither one something I’d ever imagined him capable of.

      His face turned toward my shoulder where the dart had struck. His nostrils flared, catching the chemical scent.

      He growled, low and vibrating. “They touched you.”

      The possessiveness in it made my skin prickle, even through numbness. Fear and something else tangled together in my chest.

      “Kavin,” I whispered, forcing focus, “your core⁠—”

      He jerked, as if the word core stabbed him. His hands tightened on me, then loosened, fighting himself.

      “I cannot—” he started, and then his body convulsed. Blue light surged under his skin. His jaw clenched so hard I heard teeth grind.

      He leaned closer, and with a sick drop in my stomach that he wasn’t leaning to comfort.

      He was leaning to feed.

      The port in his mouth flexed again, visible now as his lips parted. His breath hit my skin, hot and metallic.

      My pulse hammered uselessly. My body couldn’t run. Couldn’t fight. I was pinned by chemistry and his looming hunger.

      “Kavin,” I said, and my voice shook. “You said you’d drain me.”

      His hands trembled harder, fingers digging into my arms like anchors. “I will not,” he ground out, but the words sounded like a promise made to himself, not to me.

      Above, the dropship lowered slightly. A winch cable unspooled, hook swinging. Retrieval.

      Prajak’s voice came again, closer now, satisfied.

      “Bring them both.”

      Kavin’s head snapped up toward the sound. His expression twisted—not rage now, but something like despair.

      He looked back down at me, blind eyes useless yet somehow full of meaning. His hands slid to my waist and hauled me closer against his chest.

      His heat was unbearable. It felt like pressing against a furnace.

      My numb body sagged into him, helpless.

      “Listen to me,” he rasped, mouth near my ear. “If they take you, you die. If they take me, you die.”

      I tried to nod. Couldn’t.

      “What—what do we do?” I managed, the words slurred by the stun.

      His breath shuddered. “I will move you. You will not resist.”

      A hook’s shadow passed over us. The winch cable dropped lower, Huntsmen moving in again with shock prods and nets, wary now.

      Kavin’s grip on me tightened.

      He lifted his head, and for one terrifying moment he went still—like a machine locking onto a final calculation.

      Then he did something I didn’t expect.

      He turned his mouth to my throat.

      Not biting. Not yet.

      Just… hovering.

      His lips brushed my skin, barely there, and the contact sent a shock through me that the stun couldn’t dampen—fear, yes, but also a sharp, intimate awareness that made my stomach flip.

      His voice was a whisper against my pulse.

      “Forgive me.”

      And then he latched on.

      Not teeth—port.

      A cold, wet seal against my skin, and then a sharp, deep pull like my blood had turned into light and someone was drinking it. My vision flared white. My body arched involuntarily, numb muscles spasming.

      Kavin made a sound that was pure relief and agony, and I felt his core thrum change against my chest—steadying, stabilizing, as if my body was a battery slotting into his broken system.

      The world tilted.

      Huntsmen shouted. Someone fired. A bolt struck Kavin’s back and sparked uselessly off his plating.

      He didn’t let go.

      The pull intensified, and with it came a strange dizziness—my thoughts slipping, my fear turning soft at the edges as my energy drained. I clutched at him blindly, fingers weak, because if I fell I didn’t know if I would get back up.

      Kavin’s arms locked around me, iron and heat. His body rose with me in it, lifting me like I weighed nothing.

      The winch hook swung closer.

      Kavin moved.

      Not toward safety. Toward the waterfall.

      He ran blind, carrying me, blue light streaming behind him like a comet tail. Huntsmen lunged to intercept, but he was faster now—fed, fueled—moving with lethal purpose.

      We hit the waterfall curtain, and cold water slammed into us. For a second I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see, couldn’t hear anything but the roar. Kavin didn’t slow. He plunged through into the cave behind it, water cascading off his burning skin in hissing sheets.

      He released my throat with a wet snap of suction.

      I gasped, sucking in air like it was the first breath of my life. My hands shook violently. My whole body felt weak, hollowed out.

      Kavin set me down—gentler than a monster should be able to manage—and turned immediately toward the cave mouth, shoulders heaving.

      His core thrum was steadier now, but the blue leak still ran. His hunger hadn’t vanished; it had only been sated enough to sharpen him.

      He braced one hand on the cave wall, head tilted, listening.

      Outside, the rotor wash shifted. The dropship hovered closer to the waterfall, bold now that they knew where we were. Shadows moved in the curtain of water—Huntsmen silhouettes approaching.

      Kavin’s hands curled into fists.

      I tried to push myself upright, but my limbs were lead. The stun was wearing off, replaced by the weakness of being fed on. My throat ached where his port had sealed; my skin tingled there, hypersensitive.

      “Kavin,” I whispered, voice raw. “You… you fed.”

      He didn’t turn. “Yes.”

      “You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “I did not,” he said, and the certainty in it was fierce. “You live.”

      A laugh almost escaped me—hysterical, broken. “That’s your standard?”

      He finally turned his face toward me, and even blind, I felt his gaze like heat. Water ran down his jaw. Blue light pulsed under the cracks in his chest like a trapped star.

      “My standard,” he said, voice low, “is that you remain mine to protect.”

      The possessive wording should have frightened me more than it did. It did frighten me—sharp and real—but it also anchored something in me that had been drifting since the crash: we were past pretending this was just escort duty.

      Outside, a new sound rose over the waterfall—a metallic grinding, like a cable under tension.

      The winch.

      They were lowering something heavier than a hook now.

      Kavin heard it too. His shoulders tightened. His head tilted, listening hard.

      Then the waterfall curtain parted slightly as a shape pressed through from outside—black armor, helmet, a Huntsman forcing his way into the cave.

      But this one was bigger. Bulkier. Exosuit plating thicker, lined with shock-coils that crackled blue-white in the dim cave light.

      An Alpha frame.

      The Huntsman’s helmet visor glowed red as it scanned. It locked onto me first.

      “Royal acquired,” a distorted voice said.

      Kavin stepped between us instantly, body a wall.

      The Alpha’s head turned toward him. “Asset K-07. You are ordered to stand down.”

      Kavin’s laugh was a low, dangerous sound. “No.”

      Shock-coils flared along the Alpha’s arms. It raised a weapon that looked like a spear made of electricity.

      Kavin bared his teeth, port visible behind them, and with sudden clarity that feeding from me hadn’t just stabilized him.

      It had made him stronger.

      But it had also marked us both. Linked us in a way the Council clearly understood—enough to send an Alpha frame into a waterfall cave after us.

      My hands trembled as I reached for the dropped Huntsman weapon—gone, left outside in the chaos. I had nothing.

      Kavin had only himself.

      The Alpha took one step into the cave, water streaming off its armor, spear crackling.

      Kavin shifted his stance, weight forward, ready to lunge.

      I tried to speak, to warn him, to tell him to run, to tell him I was sorry, to tell him⁠—

      The Alpha’s spear fired.

      A bolt of blue-white energy filled the cave like lightning.

      Kavin moved to intercept.

      And the last thing I saw before the light swallowed everything was Kavin’s mouth opening—not to roar, but to feed again, instinctively, desperately⁠—

      As if the only way to survive the hit was to drain me deeper.

      Then the cave went white, and my scream drowned under the waterfall.
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      The bolt hit my forearm like a sun going off in my bones. For a single, impossible instant, every tactile sensor screamed at once, white noise flooding my feed, then the world narrowed to two points of truth: the crackling spear in the Alpha’s hands, and Nara behind me, small and warm and already too weak.

      My systems tried to throw up a HUD. It flickered like a dying insect.

      OPTICS: OFFLINE

      AUDITORY ARRAY: 61% (WATER DISTORTION)

      TACTILE: OVERLOAD

      CORE HEAT: 96%

      CORE STABILITY: 49%

      HUNGER INDEX: 88%

      WARNING: Shock-coil interference detected

      WARNING: Siphon pathways unstable

      The Alpha’s spear didn’t just stun. It carried a frequency—Council-coded—meant to seize control of my musculature, to lock my joints and make me kneel.

      A leash made of lightning.

      It traveled up my arm in violent pulses, searching for intact Regulators to clamp onto.

      It found nothing.

      My shattered Regulators didn’t absorb it. They scattered it.

      The Static—alive, ravenous—ate the surge and spat it back as heat.

      My arm smoked. My synthetic skin blistered where it met metal. I tasted ozone in the back of my throat, and the taste wasn’t air; it was my own circuitry burning.

      Behind me, Nara made a sound—half cough, half gasp—still recovering from the feed, throat raw where my port had sealed.

      The Alpha took one more step into the cave. Water streamed off its armor in sheets, hissing where the shock coils met mist. It was built for close quarters, for drowning small rebellions in confined spaces. It carried itself like certainty.

      “Asset K-07,” it repeated, voice filtered through a helmet that made it sound like the Council itself. “Stand down. Comply. Retrieval protocol engaged.”

      My jaw clenched until microfractures spidered along a molar.

      I didn’t have sight, but I had sound: the Alpha’s servos whirring, the subtle click of weapon capacitors charging, the distant thump of the dropship rotors outside the waterfall, and—closest of all—the frantic tremor in Nara’s breathing as she tried to push herself upright.

      I turned my head just enough to catch her scent.

      Blood at her shoulder from the dart. Blood at her calf. The sweet chemical edge of stun compound still sweating out of her pores. And beneath it, that baseline signal my directives had been built around—Royal, rare, intolerably alive.

      The Alpha was aiming at her again. The minute adjustment in its stance, the way its weight redistributed for a throw.

      I moved before the thought finished forming.

      I launched forward into the spear’s arc, using my burned forearm to catch the crackling shaft and shove it off-line. The shock coils bit into my skin. My arm tried to seize. The Static laughed and fed on the pain, turning it into motion.

      Metal on metal screamed in the cave.

      The Alpha responded instantly, pivoting, free hand snapping up with a shock-prod that whined like a hive. It drove the prod toward the seam of my chest plating—toward my leak, my exposed lattice, my heart.

      I caught its wrist.

      My fingers locked around thick armor plating, and for a brief second, the Alpha’s strength—engineered, reinforced, relentless. Not a standard Huntsman. Not a frightened man in a suit.

      A machine wearing a man.

      It triggered a discharge through its wrist. Electricity slammed into my palm.

      My tactile sensors white-outed again.

      WARNING: Limb motor control compromised

      CORE STABILITY: 44%

      CORE HEAT: 97%

      HUNGER INDEX: 91%

      I tightened my grip instead of loosening it.

      The Alpha made a sound—surprised, almost human—and then wrenched, trying to break free. Its spear scraped my shoulder, tearing another strip of damaged plating away. Blue fluid sprayed hot against the cave wall, painting stone with glowing arcs.

      Nara coughed my name behind me.

      I couldn’t turn. I couldn’t spare a fraction of focus.

      The Alpha shifted tactics. It drove its knee up into my abdomen, hard enough that my internal braces buckled. Pain detonated under my ribs. The cave spun—gyros stuttering without optics—my balance teetering on the edge of collapse.

      The Static surged, eager. It wanted me feral, unthinking, pure violence.

      Kill it.

      The Alpha’s helmet was inches from my face now. Its breathing through a filter, fast with exertion. Human, then. There was a man in there.

      A man following orders.

      My fingers slid from its wrist to its throat plating, finding the seam by touch. The Council loved seams. They loved the illusion of invincibility.

      I drove my thumb into the seam and pried.

      The Alpha jerked back, but I held on. The throat plating popped loose with a wet metal sound.

      Air rushed, exposed.

      The man inside gasped.

      “Asset—” the Alpha started, voice glitching.

      I didn’t let it finish. I slammed my forehead into the exposed edge of its helmet. The impact rang through my skull. The man’s teeth clicked. The helmet cracked further.

      But the Alpha recovered fast. Too fast. It shoved me backward with a burst of servo power that sent me skidding across slick stone. My back hit the cave wall. Rock bit into my shoulders. My injured leg buckled.

      The Alpha raised its spear again, shock coils flaring brighter now, as if irritated.

      “Override engaged,” it announced. “If Asset resists, neutralize. Do not damage the Royal.”

      Neutralize.

      They meant dismantle.

      My core stuttered, and the world—the soundscape, the scent map, the heat signatures—wavered as if reality itself had a fault line.

      CORE STABILITY: 39%

      WARNING: Reactor overload imminent

      WARNING: Energy deficit

      HUNGER INDEX: 95%

      I could fix the deficit in one way.

      Nara made another small sound behind me—her body shifting, trying to rise. The movement dragged her heartbeat into sharper focus.

      A living battery.

      My mouth watered with static-laced saliva, port flexing involuntarily. The urge wasn’t a thought now. It was a hardwired command my shattered Regulators could no longer soften.

      Feed. Stabilize. Protect.

      My head turned toward her without permission.

      The Alpha noticed. It angled its spear to follow my line of attention, calculating.

      I forced my body to move first, to make the choice before hunger could.

      I lunged sideways—not toward Nara, away—toward the cave mouth, toward the waterfall curtain. If I could get outside, I could draw the Alpha out. Give Nara a chance to crawl deeper into the cave, to hide, to⁠—

      The Alpha’s spear slammed into my back.

      Not a stab—an electrical hook. The shock coils latched, dumping current directly into my spine.

      My legs locked.

      Every joint seized at once.

      I hit the ground on my knees, water splashing cold around my palms. My teeth clenched so hard I heard enamel crack.

      STATUS: MOTOR LOCK

      WARNING: Musculature override attempted

      COUNCIL SIGNATURE: DETECTED

      The Alpha stepped behind me and wrenched the spear upward, using it like a lever to force my spine into a bow.

      Pain became a horizon. A place I could drown.

      “Stay,” it ordered, and the word carried that same Council cadence as Prajak’s voice—polished cruelty. “You will be retrieved. You will be repaired. You will be regulated.”

      Regulated.

      A memory flashed uninvited: white room, restraints, the cold press of metal against my skull as the Council tightened my locks. A voice telling me obedience was mercy.

      I snarled, sound guttural.

      Nara’s hand touched my shoulder.

      Warm fingers against burned synthetic skin.

      The contact did something the shock spear couldn’t: it reminded me I was not a unit alone in a lab.

      I was here. In a cave. With her.

      “Don’t,” Nara rasped, and I didn’t know if she meant don’t fight or don’t feed or don’t die. Her voice was raw from where I’d latched on. “Kavin, look—listen⁠—”

      “I cannot see,” I ground out through clenched teeth.

      “I know,” she said, breath shaking. “Just—just hear me. I’m right here.”

      The Alpha jerked the spear again, punishing the connection.

      Nara made a small, helpless noise.

      My core flared—rage, hunger, a protective directive that burned through everything else.

      The Static surged with delighted ferocity. It didn’t care about ethics. It didn’t care about pain. It wanted the simplest result.

      Break the thing hurting her.

      My hands slid on wet stone as I tried to push up, but the motor lock held, joints trembling uselessly. The Alpha’s current crawled down my spine like insects.

      I needed energy.

      I needed a surge.

      Nara’s heartbeat was right there—so close the blood moving through her throat.

      The port in my mouth flexed again, involuntary.

      Nara sensed it. Her body stiffened behind me.

      “Kavin…” she whispered, and my name sounded like both a plea and a warning.

      I hated myself for what my body wanted.

      I hated the Council more for building me this way.

      The Alpha leaned down, close enough that its helmet brushed the back of my head. “Royal,” it said, addressing her without turning. “Step forward. You will be secured first.”

      Nara’s breathing hitched.

      My jaw snapped open on a growl I didn’t recognize as my own.

      I made a decision that wasn’t clean and wasn’t noble and wasn’t safe.

      I twisted my head and latched onto Nara again.

      Not her throat this time—too exposed, too dangerous.

      Her shoulder, where the dart had hit. The skin there was already broken, already sensitized. I sealed the port over the wound and pulled.

      Nara cried out, sharp.

      The Alpha’s spear jerked in surprise.

      Charge flooded my mouth like lightning turned liquid. It was wrong—harsh with chemical stun compound—but it was energy, and energy meant movement.

      My systems screamed, then steadied.
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      The sedative didn’t calm me. It bled into the Static, making it sharper, more vivid—like a blade honed too thin.

      Nara’s hands grabbed my shoulders, not pushing away, not pulling closer—just holding on as her body swayed from the drain.

      “Enough,” she gasped, voice thin. “Kavin—enough⁠—”

      I released with a wet snap, chest heaving.

      My joints unlocked in a violent shudder.

      The Alpha reacted fast, slamming the spear down again to reengage the motor lock. But I had the fraction of a second I needed.

      I grabbed the spear shaft with both hands and yanked.

      The Alpha’s grip held—servo strength immense—but I planted my feet and pulled harder, using the fresh charge like fuel poured onto a fire.

      The spear came free with a shriek of metal.

      The Alpha stumbled.

      I surged up from my knees and drove the spear’s crackling tip into the cave wall instead of into the Alpha—grounding it, discharging the current into stone. The cave flashed blue-white. The air smelled burned.

      The Alpha’s shock coils sputtered.

      It reached for a sidearm.

      I didn’t allow it. I closed the distance and slammed my palm into its cracked throat seam, driving fingers into the exposed gap. The man inside gagged.

      “Do not touch her,” I said, voice low enough that it wasn’t for the Alpha’s comms. It was for the human inside the armor. “Or I will open you.”

      The Alpha made a strangled sound and brought its forearm up in a brutal strike, connecting with my temple. My head snapped sideways. Stars—imagined, because I couldn’t see them—burst behind my dead optics anyway.

      I staggered, grip loosening.

      The Alpha wrenched away and kicked me in the chest, directly into the exposed lattice. Pain ripped through my core housing. Blue fluid sprayed again.

      My core stuttered.
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      Nara’s hand grabbed my arm, her grip weak but determined, anchoring me.

      “Stay with me,” she whispered, and the words cut through the Static like a clean note. Not a command. Not Council cadence.

      Her.

      The Alpha raised its sidearm and aimed at Nara.

      I moved on instinct, body shielding hers.

      The shot fired.

      A stun bolt hit my back.

      My systems convulsed. My knees threatened to fold again.

      I heard Nara scream—not loud, but furious. “Stop!”

      The word carried something in it. A pressure. A vibration in the air that wasn’t sound alone.

      Royal Voice.

      Not fully formed, not trained, but present.

      The Alpha’s suit servos glitched for half a beat—enough for me to act.

      I grabbed the spear again where it was still stuck in the wall, ripped it free, and drove the butt end into the Alpha’s knee joint. The joint buckled with a crunch of metal.

      The Alpha dropped to one knee.

      Before it could recover, I wrapped my hand around the back of its helmet and slammed its faceplate into the cave wall.

      Once.

      Twice.

      The third impact cracked the visor fully.

      The man inside coughed wetly.

      The Alpha’s comm crackled with frantic voices from outside—Huntsmen shouting, Prajak’s tone sharpening.

      “K-07 compromised—Alpha down—deploy⁠—”

      I couldn’t hear the full sentence over the waterfall, but I didn’t need to.

      They would send more.

      They would flood the cave.

      They would take Nara.

      My core burned hotter. The fresh charge from Nara was already thinning, bleeding out into exertion and heat loss.

      The Alpha tried to raise its sidearm again, trembling.

      I ended it.

      I drove my fingers into the cracked visor and twisted, wrenching the helmet open enough to expose skin—cheek, mouth, the edge of a human eye wide with terror.

      “Please—” the man rasped, and the word didn’t sound like a Huntsman anymore. It sounded like a person.

      The Static wanted me to feed. Human bioelectricity was weaker than Nara’s, but still charge. Still stability.

      My port flexed, tasting air.

      I held still for one breath, suspended on the edge of becoming exactly what the Council said I was.

      A weapon. A monster.

      I didn’t feed.

      I snapped his neck instead—quick, brutal, efficient.

      The body went limp inside the suit, heavy and useless.

      Nara made a sound behind me, small and broken, and I hated that she had to witness any of this.

      I turned toward her immediately, scanning by scent and sound. Her breathing was ragged. Her heartbeat fluttered too fast—drained, shocked, afraid.

      I reached for her face, found her cheek with my fingertips.

      Her skin was cold from waterfall spray. Too cold against my burning hand.

      “Are you conscious?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Barely.”

      “Good.” I forced steadiness into my voice as if steadiness could become real. “We move.”

      “Where?” she asked, and the way she tried to make it practical, not panicked.

      I listened.

      Outside the waterfall: rotor wash shifting, closer now. Boots on rock. The ping of drones. A cable grinding as they lowered something heavier again—another Alpha, or a retrieval cage.

      The cave was no longer concealment. It was a funnel.

      I curled my arm under Nara’s legs and lifted her. She weighed less than she should. Her body sagged against my chest, head lolling briefly before she forced herself upright.

      “Don’t—don’t carry me,” she rasped, pride surfacing even now. “You’re injured.”

      “You are bleeding,” I countered, and adjusted my grip so her wounded calf didn’t press against rock. “And you cannot run.”

      She didn’t argue again. Her fingers clutched my shoulder plating, careful of the burned edges.

      I moved deeper into the cave.

      I’d mapped it earlier by sound when we first stumbled in blind and desperate. It wasn’t large, but it had a split—one narrow passage that angled upward behind a curtain of hanging roots.

      I followed the drip patterns, the echo shifts, the cooler air that hinted at a secondary exit.

      The deeper we went, the quieter the waterfall became, replaced by the damp hush of stone. My auditory array steadied.

      Nara’s breath warmed my throat. “Kavin,” she whispered. “Your mouth—your port—it⁠—”

      “I know,” I said, too sharp. Then softer, because she deserved softness after what I’d done. “I know.”

      Her fingers tightened on me. “It hurt.”

      The honesty in it stabbed deeper than any shock spear.

      “I am sorry,” I said, and the words felt inadequate, small against the vast thing I was struggling to contain. “I tried not to.”
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