
        
            
                
            
        

    
Loop's End 2

A Harem LitRPG Progression Fantasy

Cole Cross


Copyright © 2026 Cole Cross. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Brand and product names remain the property of their respective owners, used here for descriptive purposes without intent to infringe.

No part of this book may be copied, stored, or shared in any format without prior written permission, except for brief quotes in reviews.



Content Warning & Compliance Statement

This book contains explicit sexual content for mature readers only. All characters are over 18, not blood-related, and engage in fully consensual acts. Reader discretion is advised.


Chapter 1: Phase Two

They came at dusk.

I was standing on the north edge of campus when my [Temporal Divergence] screamed – not the low hum I’d grown used to over the past week, but a full-body alarm that felt like someone had driven an ice pick through my frontal lobe. Three signatures. All at once. Approaching from different angles like a coordinated assault.

Sophie was already at my right shoulder. Rachel behind me. Emma, Becca, and Jess spread in a loose arc, positioned exactly where Sophie had drilled them during our one and only “what if something happens” planning session.

My women. My foundation. Five bonds in perfect resonance behind me like a wall of living warmth.

[ALEX REID -- STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses)
Strength:    78/100
Agility:     87/100  (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 100/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma:    94/100  (+5 Becca)
Perception:  96/100  (+5 Emma)
Willpower:   104/100 (+5 Jess)

ACTIVE ABILITIES
[Temporal Divergence] -- Lv 2
[Bond Resonance] -- Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] -- Ready

BONDS: 5 Established (3 Soulbound, 2 Love)
PHASE: Two -- INITIATING

The first one emerged from the treeline near the parking lot. Compact, controlled, moving with a stillness I recognized in my own reflection. He stopped thirty feet away and raised both hands, palms out. Universal gesture: I come in peace.

The second came from the south. Massive. African American, maybe twenty, built like someone had poured a heavyweight boxer into a mold and then doubled the output. He radiated heat and aggression in waves that made my [Temporal Divergence] spike with every step. He didn’t raise his hands. He balled them into fists.

The third simply appeared. One moment the space near the bell tower was empty. The next, a woman stood there in a white dress – pale skin, dark hair, eyes that were wrong in a way I couldn’t immediately articulate. Too still. Too knowing. Like the universe itself was wearing a borrowed face.

[PHASE TWO -- INITIATED]
TERRITORIAL RESPONSE REQUIRED
SUBJECTS CLASSIFIED

Alpha: Victor Chen -- Survivor #9 -- ASSESS
Beta: Marcus -- Enhancement Subject -- MONITOR
Gamma: Entity Observer -- Entity-Adjacent -- OBSERVE

WARNING: Multiple anomaly signatures detected.
Recommendation: Establish territorial response protocol.

The man with raised hands spoke first. His voice was level – practiced calm, eight centuries deep.

“I didn’t come to fight,” Victor Chen said. “I came because I’ve been where you are – and I want to see how yours ends differently.”

Marcus growled behind him. Actually growled – a low, animal sound that vibrated through the evening air. “I’m not here to talk.”

“You’re here because the entity placed you here,” Victor said, not turning around. “Same as me.”

The woman in white stepped forward. When she spoke, the temperature dropped. Not metaphorically – the air around her words carried a physical chill that made Sophie’s arm tense against mine.

“Alex Reid. Survivor fourteen. Loop duration: 3,247 years. System variant: Bond Resonance.” Her voice was flat. Empty. A mouth forming sounds without any human intention behind them. “Phase Two protocols are now active in your territory. These subjects will operate within your zone for the duration of the assessment period. Territorial response options have been updated.”

“And you are?” I asked.

“I am the entity’s representative in this territory. My function is observation and communication.” Those wrong eyes swept across my women, cataloguing each of them with the dispassionate efficiency of an inventory system. “Your bond strategy is noted. The entity finds it… interesting.”

“You can take your interesting and shove it,” I said. The words came out before the diplomatic part of my brain could intervene – raw, loaded with the defiance of a man who’d spent lifetimes as a test subject and had zero patience left for being observed like a lab specimen. “I don’t perform for your entity.”

The Observer went still. Not her usual stillness – something deeper. A system hiccup. And in that fraction of a second, I saw it: a flinch. Not the entity’s controlled mask, but something underneath. A micro-expression that didn’t belong to the relay function at all. Her lips parted, her eyes widened by a millimeter, and for one impossible instant, the woman inside the machine looked out at me with something that might have been surprise.

Then the mask sealed shut.

“Your defiance is noted,” she said, flat as ever. “The entity finds it… also interesting.”

Marcus laughed – a harsh, ugly sound. “He’s got balls. I’ll give him that.”

Victor’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted. A fractional loosening. The assessment of a man who’d been watching me and had just received data he liked.

I chose ASSESS for Victor. It was the only rational move – he was the known quantity, the one whose body language and words said cooperation rather than confrontation. Marcus I’d monitor. The Observer I’d watch.

Sophie’s hand found mine in the gathering dark. She squeezed once. Hard. Volleyball-captain grip that said: We’ve got this.

That was Friday evening.



I didn’t sleep.

Not because of fear. Not because of anxiety. Because my mind was doing what it always did – cataloguing, analyzing, planning. Except now the variables were new, and that made every calculation feel electric.

Sophie breathed steadily beside me, her athletic body curled against mine, one tanned leg thrown across my thigh. Even in sleep she held on. First girl. Anchor. The one who’d seen the impossible and refused to let go.

Outside the window, campus was dark and still. But I could feel them.

Three new signatures pulsing at the edges of my awareness, my [Temporal Divergence] humming with constant, low-grade warnings. Victor Chen, somewhere to the east – calm, controlled, familiar in a way that made my chest ache. Another loop survivor. Another ancient mind trapped in a young body. Marcus, further south, a hot knot of unstable energy that flickered and surged even at rest. And the Observer – she was the worst. A cold spot in my perception, like staring at a dead pixel in reality itself.

The System had been busy while the others slept. Notifications had stacked in my awareness like unread mail – territorial updates, threat assessments, capability reviews. The entity’s bureaucracy, translated into game-interface language by whatever process converted cosmic observation into readable data.

I scrolled through them in the dark, the blue glow of System text reflecting off Sophie’s sleeping face.

[PHASE TWO -- ACTIVE]
Territory: Ridgemont University Campus + 2-mile radius
Status: CONTESTED
Subjects in Zone: 3

TERRITORIAL ASSESSMENT IN PROGRESS
Estimated Duration: 72 hours

Priority: Establish response protocol
Warning: Beta subject displaying elevated aggression markers
Warning: Gamma subject communications encrypted -- content unknown

Contested. That word sat wrong in my gut. For seven days, this campus had been mine – the first real space I’d ever owned. The quad where I’d laughed like a madman on Sunday morning. The library where I’d found Emma. The tattoo parlor where Jess’s hazel eyes had seen through me. Rachel’s office, Sophie’s dorm, every inch of ground where I’d built something real.

Now three strangers had walked into it, and the entity was calling it contested.

I thought about the word “contested” the way I used to think about the loop – as a problem with finite parameters and infinite time to solve. Except now I didn’t have infinite time. I had days. Maybe less. And the parameters included a man who could punch through concrete and an entity mouthpiece whose eyes made reality feel thin.

In the loop, every problem had been solvable because every solution was repeatable. Fail today, try tomorrow. Die now, wake up fresh. But there was no reset button anymore. One mistake – one misjudgment of Marcus’s volatility, one wrong word to the Observer, one failure to protect the women sleeping in apartments and dorm rooms across this campus – and the consequences would be permanent.

Permanent. The most terrifying word in any language, for a man who’d never experienced it.

I pulled up the subject classifications again, studying them in the darkness.

[SUBJECT CLASSIFICATIONS -- PHASE TWO]

ALPHA: Victor Chen
- Survivor #9
- Loop Duration: 847 years
- Loop Location: Tokyo, 1977
- System Variant: Combat/Survival
- Threat Level: HIGH
- Status: COOPERATIVE (provisional)

BETA: Marcus
- Enhancement Subject (non-loop)
- Duration: N/A
- System Variant: Raw Enhancement
- Threat Level: MODERATE (escalating)
- Status: HOSTILE (contained)

GAMMA: Entity Observer
- Classification: Entity-Adjacent
- Duration: UNKNOWN
- System Variant: N/A
- Threat Level: UNKNOWN
- Status: NEUTRAL (monitoring)

Victor I could work with. That exchange last night – his calm eyes, the quiet respect in his voice when he’d looked at my women – told me he wasn’t looking for a fight. Eight hundred years in a loop. Not as long as me, but long enough to understand. Long enough to know that violence was boring after the first century and pointless after the tenth.

Marcus was a problem. Raw power without the patience to wield it. Enhancement subject – whatever that meant. The entity had given him strength without the crucible of repetition. No loop, no centuries of trial and error, no gradual refinement of capability. Just raw physical enhancement and a push toward my territory. Dangerous because he was unstable, not because he was skilled.

And the Observer…

I thought about those eyes. That flat, mechanical smile. The entity itself staring through borrowed sockets.

“The loops were not punishment. They were preparation.”

Preparation for what?

Sophie stirred against me, and I felt the warmth of our Soulbound connection pulse in response – like a second heartbeat, steady and sure. She could feel me even in sleep. That was what the bond gave us. Not magic. Not control. Just… awareness. The knowledge that I was here, and she was here, and neither of us had to face anything alone.

I pressed my lips to her hair and finally closed my eyes.



Dawn came too fast and too slow at the same time.

I opened my eyes to find Sophie already awake, propped on one elbow, watching me with those warm brown eyes that had first locked onto mine across the quad seven days ago. Her dark ponytail was messy from sleep, strands of sun-streaked hair falling across her face. She wore one of my t-shirts and nothing else, the hem riding up to show those tanned, endless legs.

“You didn’t sleep,” she said. Not a question.

“Old habits.”

“Three thousand years of old habits.” She traced a finger along my jaw. “How bad is it?”

“The situation or my sleep debt?”

“Both.”

I sat up, pulling her with me. She settled into my lap with the easy physicality of an athlete – all lean muscle and warm skin. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I felt the strength in her thighs, the power of a body trained to compete and win.

“The situation is manageable,” I said. “Victor doesn’t want to fight. Marcus might, but he’s not skilled enough to be a real threat yet. The Observer is… something else. But she’s not here to hurt us.”

“And the sleep debt?”

“Terminal. I’ll catch up sometime in the next millennium.”

Sophie flicked my ear. “Smart-ass.” Then she kissed me – quick, fierce, tasting of morning and determination. “Okay. So what’s the play?”

“We need intelligence. We need to understand what Phase Two actually requires, what Victor wants, what Marcus is capable of, and what the Observer is reporting back.”

“I’ll handle logistics.” Sophie was already in captain mode, eyes bright with strategic intent. “Rachel’s place is our best staging area – off-campus, private, big enough for all of us. I’ll get everyone there by nine.”

“All of them?”

“All of them.” She fixed me with a look that brooked no argument. “Becca’s already texting me. She was up at five, monitoring social media for anything weird. Emma sent me a two-page analysis at three AM – who sends analysis at three AM?”

“The same girl who writes erotica until dawn.”

“Fair point. And Jess…” Sophie’s expression shifted. “Jess had another fragment. She called me at four. Said the Observer feels like static on a dead channel – something underneath the noise, trying to get through.”

That tracked with what I’d sensed. The micro-expression during last night’s encounter. The Observer had flinched when I’d told the entity to go fuck itself. Not anger – something deeper. Recognition. The buried remnant of a person responding to defiance the way a drowning woman responds to a hand breaking the surface.

Sophie lifted herself off my lap and stood, pulling my shirt over her head – hers now, apparently, since she’d claimed it three days ago. She stood in the morning light wearing nothing but a pair of navy compression shorts. The sun caught the golden tone of her skin, the definition of her abs, the athletic perfection of a body that moved like it was designed for exactly this kind of high-stakes coordination.

She caught me looking. “Focus, Reid.”

“I am focused. On multiple things simultaneously.”

“That’s your problem.” But she was smiling, and she turned slowly as she reached for her sports bra, giving me the full view – that firm, round ass sculpted by years of volleyball, the dimples at the base of her spine, the way her ponytail swung across her shoulders. She knew exactly what she was doing.

“Nine o’clock,” she said, pulling the bra on and adjusting it with practiced efficiency. “Don’t be late.”

I watched her go with the same stunned appreciation I’d felt every single time. Seven days. Seven days of this being real, of waking up next to someone who remembered yesterday, and it still felt like a miracle.

The System agreed.

[BOND STATUS: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Current: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Status: STABLE
Shared Ability: Location/Emotional Sensing -- ACTIVE

Note: Soulbound connection maintaining stability
under Phase Two stress conditions.
Bond Resonance output: NOMINAL

Stable. Good. We’d need every bit of stability we could get.



Rachel’s apartment smelled like coffee and focused determination when I arrived at nine sharp.

Sophie had delivered. All five of them were already there, arranged in the living room with the focused intensity of women who’d spent the morning preparing for war.

Sophie stood by the window, stretching her calves against the wall – nervous energy expressed through physical habit. She wore running shorts that showed every line of those tanned, sculpted legs, and a compression tank that left her shoulders bare. Already had a whiteboard propped against Rachel’s bookshelf, three columns marked with names.

Rachel was at her dining table, papers spread in neat piles, reading glasses perched on her nose. Even in crisis mode, she looked like a magazine editorial – silk blouse tucked into high-waisted slacks, dark hair falling past her shoulders in waves that caught the morning light. Her full breasts strained against the silk as she leaned over her notes. When she looked up at me, those dark brown eyes were sharp with analytical intelligence.

“Nine on the dot,” she said. “I wasn’t sure you’d make it. You look like you haven’t slept.”

“Spent the night running threat assessments.” I crossed to the center of the room, taking in the organized chaos. “What do we have so far?”

Emma sat cross-legged on the floor by the coffee table, laptop open, fingers moving across the keyboard with quiet speed. She’d pushed her auburn hair behind her ears, and her thick-framed glasses reflected the screen’s glow. She wore an oversized cardigan that hid her figure, but she’d stopped pulling it closed around herself – a small victory of confidence that I noticed every time. Her pale blue eyes found mine and she gave a small, shy smile.

“I’ve been building a database,” she said. “Everything we know about Phase Two subjects, cross-referenced with Jess’s fragments and the System data from last night.”

“You’ve been building a database since three AM,” Sophie corrected. “Which is why there’s a coffee IV situation happening over there.”

Emma blushed. “I process through organization.”

“And erotica,” Jess added from the corner.

Emma blushed harder. “That too.”

Jess was perched on the arm of Rachel’s couch, legs folded under her, rings glinting as she fidgeted with them. The teal streaks in her dark hair caught the light from the window. She wore a thin black band tee – Bauhaus, vintage, almost transparent from wear – and I could see the outlines of her nipple piercings through the fabric. No bra, as usual. Her hazel eyes were shadowed with exhaustion and something else. Something that buzzed with intensity.

“The fragments are getting louder,” she said without preamble. “Three major signatures in range – two alphas and a gamma. It’s like trying to hear a conversation with three radios blasting static.”

“Can you filter it?”

“Sometimes. Bits and pieces.” She rubbed her temples. “The Observer is the loudest. And the most… wrong. Like a signal that’s been corrupted. There’s something underneath it – a pattern that used to be a person.”

And there was Becca.

She sat on the windowsill, ice-blue eyes sweeping between her phone and the room. Blonde hair perfect even at nine AM – styled in those effortless waves that probably took forty-five minutes. She wore a cropped white top that showed her toned stomach, high-waisted jeans that hugged every curve of her hips and ass. Even seated, she radiated controlled perfection.

“I’ve mapped Marcus’s movements since midnight,” she said, not looking up from her phone. “He left the off-campus motel at two AM, walked the perimeter of campus twice, tried to enter the athletics building – found it locked – then returned to the motel at four-fifteen. Pattern suggests insomnia and territorial scouting.”

“How did you map his movements?”

She finally looked up, one perfect eyebrow arched. “I have three sorority sisters who live on the east side of campus. I have seventeen followers who post Stories from the athletics building area. And I have a network of contacts who think I’m tracking an ex-boyfriend for safety reasons.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Intelligence gathering. It’s just social media with a purpose.”

I looked around the room. Sophie was already at the whiteboard, mapping threat vectors. Rachel had her reading glasses on, dissecting the subject classifications with clinical focus. Emma’s fingers flew across her keyboard, building a database from fragments and System data. Jess sat perfectly still, filtering the temporal noise I could feel crackling around her. And Becca monitored three separate feeds on her phone, ice-blue eyes tracking patterns nobody else could see.

Seven days ago, I’d been alone. Now I had a team that would have made any intelligence agency jealous.

“Here’s what I know,” I said, and laid out everything the System had given me overnight. The subject classifications – alpha, beta, gamma. The territorial assessment protocols. Victor’s status as a survivor with a combat-focused System variant. Marcus as a beta enhancement subject, raw power without loop experience. The Observer as an entity-adjacent relay whose true nature was still encrypted.

I walked them through the night’s analysis. Three subjects, three different threat profiles, one assessment window that the System estimated in days, not weeks. The entity was watching to see how I handled this. Whether the bonds I’d built could function under pressure or crumble at the first sign of external threat.

The room went quiet when I finished.

“Three classifications,” Rachel said, her analytical mind already racing. “Alpha for survivors, beta for enhancement subjects, gamma for entity-adjacent entities. That’s a deliberate hierarchy. The entity categorizes its subjects by origin type.” She leaned forward, and her eyes sharpened behind her reading glasses. “The Observer’s classification as gamma – entity-adjacent – suggests she’s not fully autonomous. More a function than a person.”

“Unless there’s something underneath the function,” Jess said from the couch. “Which there is.”

“We need more data on all three,” I said. “Victor’s the most approachable. He came here voluntarily, raised his hands first, spoke about cooperation. I want to meet with him one-on-one – get his story, understand his variant, learn what he knows about the other survivors.”

“And Marcus?” Sophie asked.

“Nobody approaches Marcus alone. His enhancement makes him physically dangerous in ways the loop never prepared me for. His fists were balled hard enough to dent steel last night. If that had been aimed at my skull –”

“It wasn’t, though,” Becca said.

“Because Victor was standing between us. Next time we might not have that buffer.”

“The question is whether he’s a threat or a project,” Rachel said, leaning back and removing her reading glasses to clean them – the habitual stall she used when organizing complex thoughts. “Beta enhancement without loop experience means he has no context for his own abilities. He’s essentially an adolescent with a loaded weapon.”

“An adolescent who can bench-press a truck,” Sophie added.

“Which makes his trajectory either catastrophic or redeemable. There’s no middle ground.” Rachel replaced her glasses. “If the entity placed him here to mature, it implies the entity believes maturation is possible in proximity to Alex. That’s significant data.”

Emma’s fingers stopped moving on her keyboard. “The entity is using Alex as a stabilizing influence?” She glanced at me, pale blue eyes thoughtful behind her thick frames. “That’s consistent with the bond-strategy assessment. The entity doesn’t just value what Alex builds for himself – it values the effect that building has on surrounding subjects.”

“So I’m a therapeutic intervention,” I said.

“You’re a proof of concept,” Rachel corrected. “The entity wants to know if your approach to connection can be generalized to other subject types.”

Becca’s expression shifted. The bratty facade giving way to genuine calculation. “I’ll track Marcus. Movement patterns, timing, behavioral baseline. If we understand his routine, we can predict his volatile windows.”

“Do it. But from a distance.”

“Obviously.” She rolled her eyes, but the sharpness in them said she understood exactly how serious this was. “I’ve already got two contacts who saw him enter the motel last night. I’ll build a full pattern analysis by end of day.”

“The Observer is the long game,” I continued. “Jess, your fragments are our best intelligence source on whatever she is underneath the entity’s control. But don’t push – if something is actively blocking you from reading her, forcing the connection could trigger defenses we don’t understand.”

Jess nodded. Her hands were steady now, but the shadows under her hazel eyes told me the fragments were already taking their toll.

“I caught something else last night,” Jess said, her voice dropping. “Not the Observer specifically. More like… the resonance between all three subjects. Victor’s signal is clean, steady. Marcus is chaotic – like a signal that keeps spiking and dropping. But the Observer is different from both. She’s broadcasting on two frequencies at once. One is the entity’s control channel. The other is…” She trailed off, fidgeting with her rings. “Buried. Weak. But distinctly human.”

“Two simultaneous transmissions from the same source,” Emma murmured, typing rapidly. “That’s not just suppression. That’s a parallel consciousness. The entity didn’t destroy the person – it layered control over her.”

“Which means she might be recoverable,” Rachel said, and the weight of the word hung in the air.

“Long-term,” I emphasized. “Right now, we focus on what’s in front of us.”

Becca set her phone down. “So we’re lab rats with better sex lives.”

“We’re subjects who found a strategy that works. And now we need to prove it works under pressure.”

Sophie pushed off the wall, walked to her whiteboard, and started writing. Columns, names, threat assessments, action items. Team captain organizing the play.

“Victor – cooperative, intelligence source. Marcus – threat, needs containment or management. Observer – unknown, possible intelligence asset long-term.” She turned to face the room. “Priority one: understand the assessment criteria. What is Phase Two actually measuring? Priority two: Marcus. He’s the immediate danger. Priority three: the Observer. Not urgent, but Jess’s fragments might give us an edge nobody else has.”

“Agreed,” Rachel said. “I have a theory about the entity’s evaluation metrics, but I need more data. Alex, after you meet Victor, I want to debrief you formally. Every System notification, every observation, every detail about the subjects.”

“Tonight. Your place.”

“My place.” She tucked her hair behind her ear – the absent gesture that meant her mind was already three moves ahead. “I’ll prepare a framework.”

“I’ll keep monitoring Marcus,” Becca said, picking her phone back up. “If he twitches wrong, we’ll know about it before he finishes twitching.”

“I’ll cross-reference Jess’s fragments with the System classifications,” Emma added. “There might be patterns in the temporal signatures that tell us more about the Observer’s original identity.”

Jess was staring at the wall again, eyes distant. “She felt something last night. When Alex told the entity to go fuck itself. She… reacted. Just for a second. But it was real.”

“Can you see more?” I asked.

“I’m trying. It’s like looking through dirty glass. But there’s someone in there, Alex.” Jess’s hazel eyes focused on me with unsettling intensity. “Someone who used to be one of us.”

The room absorbed that in silence.

Then Sophie clapped her hands once, sharp and commanding. “Okay. We’ve got our assignments. Check in every two hours via group text. Nobody goes near Marcus alone. And if the Observer approaches any of you –”

“Tell her to talk to my boyfriend,” Becca said dryly. “The ancient one.”

Despite everything, I laughed. And the sound of it – genuine, surprised, warm – cut through the tension better than any strategy session could.

“Two hours,” Sophie confirmed. “Go.”

They scattered with purpose, each moving toward their assigned tasks. Rachel gathered her papers. Emma packed her laptop. Becca was already texting as she walked. Jess paused at the door, gave me a look that said volumes about what her fragments were showing her, then disappeared.

Sophie lingered.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m standing in an apartment full of women who chose me, planning a defense against cosmic entities, with a team that assembled itself in less than a week.” I caught her hand, pressed my lips to her knuckles. “I’m better than okay.”

She studied my face. Searching for the lie, the mask, the ancient coping mechanism. Finding none.

“Good.” She squeezed my hand. “Because this is just the beginning.”

Then she was gone, ponytail swinging, compression shorts showing every muscle in those athletic legs as she jogged down the stairs.

I stood alone in Rachel’s apartment for a moment, feeling the pulse of five bonds in my awareness. Sophie heading east, already on her phone. Rachel moving toward her office, analytical mind spinning. Emma cutting through the library shortcut, laptop clutched to her chest. Jess drifting toward Moran’s Ink, fragments pulling at her attention. Becca striding toward the sorority houses, intelligence network activating.

Five women. Five bonds. One territory to defend.

The morning sun was warm through Rachel’s windows, and the apartment still smelled like her coffee and the collective determination of six people who’d decided that the universe’s latest test wasn’t going to break them. I straightened the papers Rachel had left on the dining table, aligned Emma’s coffee cups into a row on the counter, and picked up a pen Jess had left on the couch cushion. Small acts of order. The kind of domestic maintenance that a man who’d lived in a resetting world never thought he’d get to perform.

The System pulsed with a quiet update.

[PHASE TWO -- ACTIVE]
TERRITORIAL ASSESSMENT IN PROGRESS

Subjects in Zone: 3
Bonds Active: 5 (3 Soulbound, 2 Love)
Passive Abilities: ALL ACTIVE

Entity Observation: ONGOING
Assessment: PENDING

Recommendation: Consolidate resources. Prepare for evaluation.

Consolidate resources. Seven days of building, and now the real test.

My phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

Victor Chen: Death counts over drinks sometime? I have questions about your 247,891.

I saved his number and typed back: Name the bar.

His reply was immediate: The one where you can see both campus entrances. I’ll assume you already know which one I mean.

I did. Every sightline, every exit, every tactical advantage on this campus – catalogued across a million loops, ready when I needed them.

Today. Two PM, I typed.

I’ll be there at 1:45, Victor replied. Old habits.


Chapter 2: Territory

Victor chose a booth at the Brass Rail, a bar two blocks south of campus with wide windows facing both the east and north entrances. The kind of place where grad students nursed cheap pitchers and nobody paid attention to two guys having a quiet conversation at two in the afternoon.

I slid in across from him, and for a moment we just sat there. Two men who’d collectively spent more than four thousand years alive, ordering whiskey and green tea in a college-town bar on a Saturday afternoon.

“Your death count,” Victor said without preamble. “247,891. I want to understand the math.”

“Divide by 1,185,155 cycles. About one death every five loops.”

“That’s high.” His dark eyes narrowed. “Mine was one in nine. Roughly 89,000 deaths across 847 years.”

“I was more experimental in the early centuries. Pushed boundaries harder, tested limits more aggressively. By year five hundred, I’d catalogued every possible way to die within my loop day. After that, the death rate dropped.”

“But you still died.”

“Sometimes on purpose.” I took a sip of whiskey. Texas bourbon, because when in Rome. “When you’ve been trapped long enough, death becomes a reset button. Bad day? Die. Try again. It loses its weight.”

Victor stared at me for a long moment. The controlled mask slipped, and underneath it was something raw – the look of a man recalibrating everything he thought he knew about endurance.

“247,891 deaths,” he said quietly. “Three thousand years. How are you not insane?”

I held his gaze. Took another sip of whiskey.

“Who says I’m not?”

The silence lasted two seconds. Then Victor laughed. Not the polite, controlled sound I’d heard from him before – a real laugh, dark and jagged and carrying the weight of centuries. I laughed too, and the sound of it was the bleakest, most honest thing that had happened in that bar in years. Two ancient men laughing at the absurdity of their own survival, the kind of gallows humor that only people who’d died a combined 336,891 times could share.

“Fair point,” Victor said, wiping his eyes with one precise motion. “Fair point.”

He signaled the bartender for another tea – the gesture precise, economical, the kind of motion that came from ordering in bars across eight centuries of the same Saturday night in Shinjuku. I recognized the economy. Every loop survivor developed it eventually: the art of doing nothing unnecessary, because you’d done everything a million times and the wasted movements had been refined away like impurities from metal.

“I stopped counting after year three hundred,” he said. “Had to start again when I broke free and the System showed me the total.”

“Did you have a worst death?”

His eyes went flat. “Year 612. I was experimenting with subway timing – trying to map the exact second a particular train arrived at Shibuya station. Miscalculated. The impact was…” He trailed off, then took a slow sip of tea. “The System records everything. When I broke free, it showed me a highlight reel of deaths, sorted by pain index. I didn’t sleep for four days.”

“Year 1,847 for me,” I said. “Chemistry lab experiment gone wrong. The loop reset before the burns finished killing me, so I got to experience the full duration.”

We looked at each other. Two men sharing the kind of trauma that no therapist was equipped to process, in a bar where the bartender’s biggest concern was whether the draft lines needed cleaning.

“How did you handle the first week?”

“Badly.” The word was flat, unadorned. “I broke free in January. Woke up in a hotel room in Tokyo that wasn’t the one I’d been dying in for eight centuries. Walked outside and it was snowing. I hadn’t seen snow in 847 years. Stood in it for three hours until a police officer thought I was having a psychiatric episode.”

“Sunday morning,” I said. “I walked into the quad and laughed until a girl thought I was having a breakdown.”

“Sophie.”

“Sophie.”

He considered that. “You bonded with her immediately?”

“She saw the loop break. Some kind of visual anomaly – I glitched, she noticed. She was the only one who refused to accept a normal explanation.” I turned my glass. “The System tracked the connection from the first conversation. Bond level 150 before I’d even processed what the System was.”

“My System didn’t offer bonds.” Victor’s voice was neutral, but I caught the edge beneath it. “Combat Mastery. Threat Assessment. Survival Protocols. Every tool it gave me was designed for one thing: staying alive alone.”

“Different variants for different subjects?”

“That’s my theory. The entity assigned System types based on observed behavior during the loop. I fought. I survived. I treated each cycle as a combat scenario. So the System reinforced that pattern.”

“And I connected. Even when it didn’t last.”

“Exactly.” He pointed at me with his teacup. “You spent three thousand years having conversations that nobody remembered. Building relationships that reset every morning. The entity watched you try to connect, fail, and try again for millennia. So when the loop broke, it gave you the tools to make those connections permanent.”

The implications were staggering. The System wasn’t random. It was tailored – shaped by how each survivor had responded to their imprisonment. Fight and you got weapons. Connect and you got bonds.

“What about the other survivors?” I asked. “What variants have you seen?”

Victor pulled out a small notebook – actual paper, ink, handwritten. Old habit from a man whose loop was set in 1977, before digital was standard. He flipped to a page covered in precise annotations.

“Sixteen confirmed survivors. I’m number nine on the list. You’re fourteen. I’ve made contact with seven, including you. The variants I’ve identified so far:”

He laid it out methodically.

Survivor One – Lagos, Nigeria. Loop duration: 412 years. System variant: Environmental Manipulation. Could reshape small areas of physical space. Currently defending a territory in West Africa.

Survivor Three – Unknown origin. Loop duration: estimated well beyond 3,000 years. System variant: Unknown. Current status: absorbed. Now serving as an Entity Observer.

Survivor Five – Seoul, South Korea. Loop duration: 623 years. System variant: Tactical Prediction. Two survivors in Seoul, locked in territorial conflict. Neither would communicate with Victor.

Survivor Seven – Prague, Czech Republic. Loop duration: 1,247 years. System variant: Temporal. Victor paused here.

“Survivor seven is interesting. She broke free fourteen months ago. Longer than most, but she’s been traveling since – not settling, not building. Hunting information about other survivors.”

“She?”

“Anya Kovar. Czech origin, though ‘origin’ is meaningless for someone who spent twelve centuries in a seventeenth-century time loop. Her System variant is temporal – she can rewind local time by three to five seconds. Devastating in combat. Useless for building anything lasting.”

“A combat variant, like yours?”

“More extreme. Mine gives me tactical advantages. Hers gives her temporal manipulation. She’s possibly the most dangerous individual combatant among all survivors.” His voice dropped. “And she’s been alone the entire time. No bonds. No connections. Fourteen months of freedom spent wandering, fighting, analyzing.”

Something cold settled in my stomach. Alone for 1,247 years in the loop. Fourteen months of freedom with no one who understood. Walking the same path as Survivor Three – the one who’d been absorbed.

“Is she heading here?”

“I don’t know. She was in Eastern Europe last I heard. But the entity has been… encouraging convergence. Pushing survivors toward each other.” He closed the notebook. “Which brings us to why I’m really here.”

I waited.

“I followed Marcus because the entity assigned him to your territory, and beta subjects are pressure tests. But I also came because of something I’ve noticed across every territory I’ve visited.”

“Which is?”

“The survivors who are alone are deteriorating. Not physically – the System maintains baseline function. But mentally. Emotionally. The isolation that defined our loops is continuing post-loop for those who didn’t find connections.” He met my eyes, and for the first time, I saw genuine concern in his expression. “Survivor eleven in Montana went dark six weeks ago. No System ping, no communication, nothing. I’m afraid to check in person.”

“You think the entity absorbed them.”

“I think isolation is the entity’s harvesting mechanism. And I think your approach – the bonds, the harem, the network of genuine connections – might be the only reliable defense.”

We sat with that for a long moment. The bar hummed with ordinary Saturday sounds. A baseball game on the TV above the counter. Glasses clinking. Someone’s terrible taste in jukebox selections.

Normal life. Happening around two men who’d collectively outlived civilizations.

“I want to share my data with your team,” Victor said. “All of it. Survivor locations, System variants, territorial status. Everything I’ve gathered in eight months.”

“In exchange for what?”

“Understanding. Your Bond Resonance – how it works, what it tracks, whether it could theoretically be adapted or replicated. Not for me. I don’t think my System can support it. But for survivors who are alone and running out of time.”

I studied him. His face was controlled, but I’d spent lifetimes reading people. Behind the military composure was something I recognized with uncomfortable clarity.

He was scared. Not for himself – for others. For the survivors he’d visited who were slowly losing themselves. For the territories going dark.

Victor Chen wasn’t just gathering intelligence. He was trying to save people. The same way I was – just from a different angle.

“Deal,” I said.

We shook on it. His grip was the same as before – controlled, precise. But something had shifted between us. Not trust exactly. Something more fundamental: mutual recognition. Two men who’d spent lifetimes alone, acknowledging that they didn’t have to be.

“One more thing,” Victor said, finishing his tea. “The entity Observer assigned to your territory. I told you not to engage her. I want to revise that.”

“Revise how?”

“Carefully.” He set his cup down. “The observers are not empty. Whatever process converts a survivor into a relay doesn’t destroy the original consciousness – it buries it. Layers of entity control, suppression protocols, communication overrides. But the person is still there.”

“Jess said the same thing. She caught a flicker.”

Victor’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Your bond partner has fragment abilities?”

“She picks up echoes from loop survivors. Temporal signatures, emotional imprints. It’s been intensifying with more alpha-class subjects in range.”

“Fascinating.” He pulled out his notebook and wrote something in precise characters – not English, I noticed. Japanese. The handwriting of a man whose loop was set in 1977 Tokyo, writing in the language that had been his primary medium for eight centuries. He switched to English for the margin notes, the two scripts coexisting on the page with the practiced ease of someone who thought in both. “I’ve never encountered that variant. Fragment reception tied to bond mechanics – that suggests the two systems aren’t as separate as the entity implies.”

“You think the System variants are connected?”

“I think the entity presents them as distinct categories, but the underlying architecture may be unified. Your Bond Resonance, my Combat Assessment, her Fragment Reception – different interfaces accessing the same core system.” He looked at me with the sharp focus of a man who’d spent eight centuries training himself to see patterns. “If that’s true, it means bond-type abilities might be able to interact with combat-type and fragment-type systems in ways the entity hasn’t predicted.”

“Or that the entity absolutely has predicted and is testing.”

“Also possible.” Victor’s almost-smile returned. “You think like a survivor.”

“I’ve had time to practice.”

He stood, leaving exact change on the table plus a precise fifteen-percent tip. Even the way he paid a bar tab was military. “Tomorrow. I’ll compile everything I have on the sixteen survivors and deliver it to your team digitally. Your database operator –”

“Emma.”

“Emma. She’ll need encryption protocols. I’ll include those.” He paused at the edge of the booth. “Alex. The fight with Marcus. It’s coming. Probably soon.”

“I know.”

“Your de-escalation was effective, but it’s temporary. Beta subjects don’t stabilize through conversation alone. They need to test themselves physically, and the entity designed them to seek that test with the nearest alpha subject.” His eyes were flat with certainty. “When he comes for you, don’t hold back. The entity isn’t grading you on mercy. It’s grading you on decisive leadership.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Keep your women close too. Marcus won’t differentiate between you and the people you’re protecting. And if he hurts one of them –” Victor’s voice went cold enough to freeze the Texas heat. “If he hurts one of your bonds, the entity will record that as a defensive failure. The consequences would be severe.”

“Nobody touches my women.”

“Good.” He nodded once. “Then you’ll survive this.”

He walked out, and I watched him go – a compact, precise man moving through a college-bar crowd with invisible efficiency. Eight centuries of repetition had trained the remarkability out of him. Not forgettable like the Observer. Just… quiet. The kind of quiet that came from choosing silence over noise, from learning that attention was a resource best conserved.

I finished my whiskey and pulled up the System interface.

[TERRITORIAL ASSESSMENT -- UPDATE]
Victor Chen: COOPERATIVE
Intelligence Exchange: INITIATED
Threat Level Revision: HIGH → MODERATE (conditional)

Marcus: CONTAINED (temporary)
Behavioral Pattern: Escalating
Projected Timeline to Confrontation: 48-96 hours

Entity Observer: MONITORING
Anomaly: Fragment interaction detected (Jess Moran)
Classification: UNDER REVIEW

Forty-eight to ninety-six hours before Marcus made his move. Victor’s assessment aligned with my own – the de-escalation at the parking lot had bought time, not resolution. Marcus was a pressure cooker with the valve welded shut, and the entity was watching to see how I handled the explosion.

I left the bar and walked back toward campus, the afternoon sun warm on my shoulders, already planning the next twenty moves in a game that had started in the loop and showed no signs of ending.



I got back to Rachel’s apartment at four.

The living room had transformed. Sophie had upgraded from a whiteboard to Rachel’s entire wall, covered in printed maps, photos, and color-coded sticky notes. Emma had set up a command station at the dining table – two laptops, a tablet, and enough coffee cups to suggest she hadn’t stopped since morning.

Rachel stood at the center of it all, reading glasses on, silk blouse sleeves rolled to her elbows, looking like a particularly attractive intelligence analyst. Her dark hair was tucked behind one ear, and she was speaking in the precise, measured tones of someone who’d been thinking very hard about something.

“I’ve been building psychological profiles based on what you told us this morning,” she said as I walked in. “Victor’s trauma presentation is controlled but genuine. He’s processing normally for a post-loop survivor – disciplined, compartmentalized, functioning. Marcus is dissociative. The aggression isn’t personality – it’s a coping mechanism for a psyche that can’t integrate the enhancement experience.”

I stopped in the doorway. “And the Observer?”

Rachel’s expression shifted. “The Observer isn’t presenting anything at all. No affect, no coping mechanisms, no psychological fingerprint. She’s either been so thoroughly subsumed that there’s no personality left to assess, or whatever’s left of her is buried so deep that standard observation can’t reach it.”

“Which makes Jess’s fragments even more valuable,” Emma said from her command station. “If conventional psychology can’t read the Observer, maybe temporal echoes can.”

Jess spoke from the couch, where she’d been sitting with her eyes closed, rings spinning on her fingers. “She felt something last night. The Observer. When Alex’s Bond Resonance pulsed, she reacted. Whatever’s inside her, it responded to genuine connection.”

“That’s a hypothesis for later,” I said. “Right now, priority is Marcus.”

“Already on it.” Becca looked up from her phone. She’d changed since the morning – now in a fitted black top that showed her toned arms, blonde hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. Even running a surveillance network, she looked like she was about to walk a runway. “Marcus left the motel at noon. Walked to the athletics building again – got in this time. Spent two hours in the weight room. Campus security reported damaged equipment but couldn’t identify the responsible party.”

“He’s escalating,” Sophie said, marking it on the wall. “Testing his power. Seeing what he can break.”

“Beta subjects are stress tests,” I said, relaying Victor’s exact words. “Pressure applied to see how survivors respond.”

“So the entity wants to see if you can handle him,” Becca said. “Without either of you dying.”

“Essentially.”

“What happens if you can’t?”

“The survivor in São Paulo who failed is in a medical facility, unable to form coherent sentences. The beta subject was ‘recycled.’”

Nobody spoke for a long moment.

“So we manage him,” Sophie said, her competitive instinct redirecting toward the problem. “Contain, redirect, or neutralize.”

“Contain first,” I said. “He’s not evil – he’s a kid with power he doesn’t understand. Victor thinks proximity to experienced survivors might help him mature. That’s the entity’s stated rationale.”

“A kid whose fists made the air vibrate from thirty feet away,” Becca muttered.

“Which is why nobody approaches him alone.” I looked at each of them in turn. “I mean it. Not even to observe. If he engages any of you directly, disengage and call me. My [Temporal Divergence] can track his location within fifty meters now. I’ll know if he moves toward any of you.”

“What about the Observer?” Emma asked. “She seems like the bigger mystery, even if Marcus is the immediate threat.”

“Long-term priority. Jess, keep reading her fragments when you can. But don’t push – I don’t want whatever’s blocking your access to notice the attempt.”

Jess nodded. “I’ll be subtle.”

“You’ve never been subtle in your life,” Becca said.

“Says the girl who built a spy network out of Instagram Stories.”

“It’s called leveraging social capital.”

“It’s called being nosy with good Wi-Fi.”

Despite the tension – or maybe because of it – the room cracked with laughter. Even Rachel’s composed expression softened into a genuine smile. This was what the bond network provided that no combat variant could replicate: the ability to function under pressure without breaking. The pressure valve of people who cared about each other, who could joke in the shadow of existential threats.

“Which brings us to the immediate tactical question,” I said. “Victor confirmed that the entity’s assessment timeline is measured in days, not weeks. We have a limited window to demonstrate that our bond network can handle whatever Phase Two throws at us.”

“Define ‘handle,’” Becca said.

“Survive. Adapt. Expand.” I ticked them off. “The entity grades on what you build, not what you destroy. Our strongest play is demonstrating that the bond network is a force multiplier – that five women and one man can coordinate, protect each other, and respond to threats more effectively than any solo survivor.”

“Six people,” Sophie corrected. “I’m not a variable in your equation, Alex. I’m a person with a whiteboard and opinions.”

“Six people,” I amended. “My mistake.”

“Damn right.” But she was smiling.

Rachel leaned forward, and the movement caused her silk blouse to gap slightly at the collar, a glimpse of olive skin and the swell of her chest that I noticed and immediately filed under not the time. “The behavioral model suggests that the entity has a specific hierarchy of valued outcomes. At the bottom: pure survival. Above that: territorial defense. Above that: alliance formation. And at the top –”

“Building,” Emma finished. “Creating something new. Something the entity hasn’t seen before.”

“Exactly.” Rachel pointed her pen at Emma with the air of a professor rewarding a star student. “The most valued outcome isn’t fighting or defending. It’s innovation. Showing the entity a strategy it hasn’t observed in any other territory.”

“And nobody else has what we have,” Jess said from the couch, eyes still closed. “Five bonds. Three Soulbound. A fragment reader, a social intelligence network, a strategic analyst, a tactical coordinator, and a professor who just decoded the entity’s entire evaluation methodology over a bottle of wine.”

“Two bottles,” Rachel said.

“The point stands.” Jess opened one eye. “We’re not just Alex’s bonds. We’re a system. An emergent organism that’s greater than the sum of its parts. And if Rachel’s right about the entity valuing innovation, then showing that organism in action is our best move.”

The room went quiet, absorbing that. Jess Moran – cryptic, wild, unpredictable Jess – had just articulated our strategic position with the clarity of a military briefing.

“She’s right,” I said.

“Don’t sound so surprised,” Jess muttered, closing her eye again.

“Assignments for tomorrow,” Sophie said, snapping back to captain mode with the efficiency of a woman who could shift from strategic discussion to operational planning without missing a beat. “Alex meets Victor again – deeper intelligence exchange. I coordinate with Becca on Marcus tracking. Rachel continues her entity behavior analysis. Emma maintains the database and starts building predictive models. Jess monitors fragment activity and rests.” She shot Jess a look. “Actually rests.”

“Fine.”

“And tonight?” Rachel asked, looking at me over her glasses.

“Tonight I debrief you properly.” I held her gaze. “Your framework. My data. Everything we know.”

“My apartment. Eight o’clock.”

“It’s already your apartment.”

“Yes. But I’m asking you to come at eight. Specifically.” The faintest flush crept across her olive skin. “There may be wine involved.”

“Professional wine?”

“Is there another kind?”

Sophie caught my eye across the room and gave a nearly imperceptible nod. The architect reading the situation, approving, facilitating. She’d known Rachel needed this – the intimate space to process, the one-on-one debrief that would inevitably become more.

That was Sophie’s genius. Not jealousy. Not competition. Architecture.

“Eight o’clock,” I confirmed.

Rachel’s smile was small and private and made my blood heat in ways that had nothing to do with Phase Two.



I spent the next two hours on campus, walking the perimeter I now thought of as my territory.

Every bench, every building, every line of sight – catalogued across a million loops and now overlaid with new data. Where Victor preferred to sit. Where Marcus had been spotted. The cold spot near the bell tower where the Observer tended to materialize.

My [Temporal Divergence] hummed constantly now – a background frequency that I was learning to filter rather than fight. Level two gave me classification capability and a fifty-meter sensing range. Victor’s signature read as controlled, stable. Marcus flared and ebbed like a short-circuiting wire. The Observer was a void – present but impenetrable.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- STATUS]
Level: 2
Active Range: 50 meters
Passive Awareness: Campus-wide (reduced fidelity)
Anomalies Detected: 3 (Alpha, Beta, Gamma)

Note: Sustained multi-signature exposure increasing
passive range organically. Level 3 threshold approaching.

Level three was coming. The System was tracking my exposure to anomalies, and three simultaneous signatures were accelerating the process. Predictive sensing – the ability to detect divergences before they manifested. That would change everything.

I checked my phone. Texts from Sophie (Marcus update, no movement), Becca (three new data points from her network), Emma (database structure complete, ready for Victor’s intel), Jess (fragment activity elevated but manageable).

Nothing from Rachel. She was preparing.

I found myself standing near the old science building on the quad – the spot where I’d woken up laughing on Sunday morning. Six days ago. A lifetime in both the literal and figurative sense. The brick facade of the building was warm under my palm when I touched it. In the loop, I’d touched this same wall so many times the sensation had become meaningless. Now the warmth registered as something specific – afternoon sun absorbed by hundred-year-old brick, radiating back out as the day cooled. A building that existed in time. That aged. That would eventually, centuries from now, crumble and be replaced by something new.

The evening light was warm on my skin. Students passed in clusters, heading to dinner, to parties, to the kind of normal Saturday-night activities that ancient survivors could only watch with a mixture of fondness and alienation.

A girl walked by in a sundress, laughing at something her friend said. She didn’t know that three buildings away, a being who was once human stood with empty eyes, relaying data to a cosmic entity. She didn’t know that the quiet man sitting on the bench had died a quarter million times. She didn’t know any of it.

And she didn’t need to.

That was the point. That was what I was defending. Not just my women, my bonds, my territory. But this. The normalcy. The laughing girl in the sundress. The world moving forward, oblivious and beautiful.

My phone buzzed.

Sophie: Victor just walked past the athletics building. Headed east. Relaxed posture, no urgency.

Becca: Marcus is in his motel room. Hasn’t moved in an hour. My contact at the front desk says he ordered three pizzas.

Emma: Database ready for upload. Also I finished chapter twelve of my book. The fictional version of you just punched a wall and I’m very proud of it.

Jess: Fragment burst ten minutes ago. The Observer walked past the bell tower and I caught an echo. A name. I think her name was–

Then nothing. The text cut off mid-sentence.

I was on my feet immediately, pulling up the Soulbound tracking. Jess’s signature was at Moran’s Ink, stable, but her emotional resonance through the bond network was spiking – fear, confusion, static.

My phone buzzed again.

Jess: Sorry. Lost it. The fragment shorted out when I got close to a name. Something is actively blocking me from identifying her.

Jess: But I felt her, Alex. The woman inside the Observer. She’s scared.

Jess: She’s scared and she’s been scared for a very long time.

I stared at the messages, feeling the weight of them settle into the same place where I kept every death, every lonely morning, every conversation that nobody remembered.

Scared. For thousands of years, possibly. Alone and afraid and slowly disappearing into the entity’s machinery.

Not something I could solve tonight. Maybe not for a long time.

But someday.

I typed a reply to Jess: Don’t push further tonight. Rest. We’ll figure this out together.

Her response was a single word: Together.

And underneath the word, the faintest warmth through our bond connection – gratitude, trust, and the wild, fierce determination that made Jess Moran the most unpredictable person I’d ever failed to fully understand.

[BOND STATUS CHECK -- ALL]
Sophie Martinez: 1000/1000 (Soulbound) -- Stable
Dr. Rachel Shaw: 1000/1000 (Soulbound) -- Stable
Emma Walsh: 1000/1000 (Soulbound) -- Stable
Jess Moran: 800/1000 (Love) -- ELEVATED ACTIVITY
Becca Hayes: 800/1000 (Love) -- Stable

Harem Foundation: 5/5 (Complete)
Phase: Two Active
Assessment: IN PROGRESS

Five bonds. All holding. The foundation I’d built in a week, surviving its first real test.

Eight o’clock approached. Rachel was waiting.

I headed for her apartment.


Chapter 3: Anchor

Sunday morning. Eight days post-loop.

I found myself in the quad at dawn again.

Not by plan – by instinct. The same instinct that had driven me here on that first impossible Sunday, when I’d stood on the grass and laughed until tears ran down my face because the clock didn’t say Saturday anymore.

Eight days. In the loop, eight days would have been eight identical repetitions – the same alarm, the same sunlight through the same window at the same angle, the same barista making the same coffee with the same forced smile. Eight iterations of nothing changing.

Instead I’d lived through a week of firsts. First Sunday. First kiss that stuck. First time a woman remembered my name the next morning. First time building something that the universe didn’t erase at midnight.

And now my first existential threat.

The quad was empty at this hour. Wet grass, early light slanting through the oaks, a sprinkler clicking rhythmically near the science building. My breath misted in the air – September was starting to show its edges, the Texas heat finally losing its stranglehold on the mornings.

I sat on the bench where I’d sat that first Sunday and tried to breathe.

The weight of it hit me all at once.

Not fear – I’d burned through my capacity for fear somewhere around death number fifty thousand. What hit me was the sheer unfamiliarity of the stakes. For the entire duration of the loop, nothing I did mattered. Every choice, every action, every connection dissolved at midnight. The loop was a prison, but it was also a safety net. You couldn’t lose what was never real.

Now everything was real. The women who’d chosen me, the bonds I’d built, the warmth of Soulbound connections steady as gravity in my awareness – all of it was real. And all of it could be taken.

The entity’s words echoed in my skull: “Congratulations, Alex. You built a foundation. Now defend it.”

Defend it against what? A beta subject whose raw strength defied human limits? An entity that absorbed survivors into husks? A cosmic game whose rules I hadn’t fully decoded?

For the first time since the loop broke, I felt genuinely out of my depth.

My knowledge was limited to one day. Saturday, August 23rd, 2025 – mastered across 1.18 million repetitions, every detail catalogued and memorized with the obsessive precision of a man with nothing else to do. But everything beyond that day was uncharted territory. And Phase Two was taking me further into the unknown with every passing hour.

“You’re thinking too hard.”

I didn’t flinch. My [Temporal Divergence] had tracked her approach from two hundred meters out – the warm, familiar signature that I’d know anywhere. Sophie’s Soulbound connection had probably sensed my emotional state from across campus, which is what drew her here.

She walked across the wet grass barefoot, running shoes dangling from one hand. Her dark hair was in that high ponytail, still damp from a shower. She wore compression shorts that clung to every curve of her tanned thighs – those legs, Jesus, those legs – and a sports bra that she’d apparently considered sufficient clothing for a dawn campus walk. The morning light caught the golden tone of her skin, the definition in her arms, the flat stomach that spoke to years of athletic discipline.

“How’d you know I was here?” I asked.

She tapped her chest, right where the Soulbound connection lived. “Felt you. You went all… tight. Like a fist clenching.”

“Poetic.”

“I’m dating a supernatural being older than civilization. Poetry comes with the territory.” She dropped her shoes on the bench and sat next to me, pulling her feet up and tucking them under her. “What’s going on?”

“Existential crisis. The usual.”

“Alex.”

I looked at her. Brown eyes, warm and direct, cutting through the pre-dawn dimness like they cut through everything else – pretense, deflection, every wall I’d ever built.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.

The words came out before I could filter them. Raw. Unvarnished. The kind of vulnerability I’d spent centuries perfecting the avoidance of.

Sophie didn’t flinch. Didn’t offer platitudes. Didn’t tell me everything would be okay.

She took my hand.

“Good,” she said. “Welcome to the club.”

“What club?”

“The everyone-else club. Where nobody knows what they’re doing and we all just figure it out as we go.” She laced her fingers through mine, her grip strong and warm. “You’ve spent three thousand years knowing exactly what would happen next. Maybe not knowing is the point.”

“The point of what?”

“Of being alive.” She shifted, turning to face me fully. In the growing light, I could see the freckles across her nose, the slight calluses on her hands from volleyball, the way her sports bra compressed her modest breasts against the defined muscles of her chest. “Alex, you have five women who chose you. You have a team that organized itself overnight. You have more experience than any human who’s ever lived. And you’re sitting on a bench having a crisis because for the first time, you can’t read the script.”

“When you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous.”

“It is ridiculous.” She grinned, and the competitive fire in her expression was exactly what I needed – not softness, not comfort, but challenge. “You know what my volleyball coach used to say when we were down fifteen-twenty?”

“Enlighten me.”

“She’d say, ‘The ball doesn’t care about your feelings. Serve it anyway.’” Sophie squeezed my hand hard enough to hurt – deliberately, grounding me through sensation. “Phase Two is the ball, Alex. It doesn’t care that you’re scared. So serve it anyway.”

Something in my chest loosened. Not fully – the weight was still there, the unfamiliarity, the stakes. But Sophie Martinez had a talent for taking the cosmic and making it manageable. Reducing existential burden to a volleyball metaphor and making it work.

“You’re annoyingly good at this,” I said.

“I’m annoyingly good at everything.” She stood, pulling me up with her. “Come on. Your dorm. Now.”

“Why?”

The look she gave me should have been illegal. Warm brown eyes gone dark with intent, a slow smile that was equal parts challenge and promise. “Because you need to get out of your head and into your body. And I happen to be very good at making that happen.”

She walked ahead of me, still barefoot on the wet grass, and I watched the athletic perfection of her ass in those compression shorts, the way each stride showed the sculpted definition of her hamstrings. She glanced back over her shoulder and caught me staring.

“Eyes forward, Reid.”

“What makes you think they aren’t?”

“The fact that you almost walked into a sprinkler head.”

We walked back across campus together. The quad was waking up – a few early joggers, a maintenance worker adjusting sprinklers, a campus squirrel that had been a constant in my loop and was now living its best non-repetitive life in the persistence of real time.

Sophie walked slightly ahead of me, and I watched her move with the athletic grace that had been the first thing I’d noticed about her during the loop. The way her calves flexed with each stride. The way her ponytail swung like a metronome. The way her compression shorts showed the exact line where tan met paler skin on her upper thigh – she’d worn those shorts enough to create a tan line that was, in itself, a work of art.

I’d watched this particular woman walk across this particular quad more times than I could count. But she’d never been walking TOWARD something with me before. In the loop, she’d been a beautiful constant that reset every midnight. Now she was a beautiful constant that chose to be here, with me, on a morning that would lead to a morning that would lead to a morning.

The future stretched ahead like an open road.

I intended to walk it exactly like this: with Sophie Martinez five feet ahead, compression shorts catching the light, that athlete’s intensity radiating off her like heat from asphalt.



My dorm room was still dark when we got inside. I reached for the light switch. Sophie caught my wrist.

“Leave it.”

The dawn light filtering through the blinds was just enough to see by – silver-gray, soft, painting her body in contrast as she turned to face me. She pulled the elastic from her ponytail and shook her dark hair loose. It fell across her shoulders, damp and wavy, and something about the way the light caught the highlights – sun-streaked strands against darker brown – made my breath catch.

“Hey,” she said. Quiet now. The fierce drive banked but not gone, replaced by something steadier. “You built this. All of it. Remember that.”

Then she kissed me.

Not fierce, not competitive – grounding. Her lips were warm, slightly chapped from the morning air. She tasted like mint toothpaste and that fierce, clean energy I’d never found in anyone else. Her hands found my chest, palms flat, feeling my heartbeat.

I kissed her back, and the weight I’d been carrying all morning started to shift. Not vanishing – redirecting. Channeling from anxiety into something older, more primal, infinitely more useful.

Sophie pulled back just enough to speak against my mouth. “There you are.”

My hands found her waist. Bare skin above the waistband of her compression shorts – taut, warm, the subtle ripple of obliques under my fingers. I pulled her closer, and she made a small sound against my lips that went straight to my cock.

“Tell me what you need,” she said.

“You.”

“Be more specific.”

I took her face in my hands. Looked into those brown eyes that had first found mine across the quad on the most important morning of my existence. “I need you to remind me why I built this.”

Something ignited behind her eyes. Not just desire – purpose.

“I can do that.”

She peeled her sports bra off in one smooth motion, the practiced efficiency of an athlete who’d been stripping in locker rooms since puberty. Her breasts were exactly as I remembered – modest, perky, perfectly proportional to her athletic frame, the small pink nipples already stiff from the morning chill and arousal. She rolled her shoulders back, showing off not with vanity but with the confidence of someone who’d earned every line of muscle through thousands of hours of work. The dawn light traced the definition of her obliques, the flat ridges of her abs, the faint freckles scattered across her collarbone like constellations.

I pulled my shirt over my head and she immediately pressed against me, the warm collision of skin on skin sending a shudder through us both. Her breasts flattened against my chest, nipples dragging across my skin like hot points of contact. Her hands roamed my back, nails scraping along my shoulder blades hard enough to sting, hard enough that I felt the scratch marks forming.

“Wall,” she said. “Now.”

I walked her backward. Her spine hit the wall and she wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me in. The kiss deepened – tongues meeting, breath mixing, her athlete’s drive translating into the same urgency she brought to everything. She sucked my lower lip between her teeth and bit down, and the sharp sting sent a pulse straight to my cock. She wanted to win. She always wanted to win. And winning meant making me lose my mind.

My hands slid down her sides, over the compression shorts, cupping her ass. Firm, round, sculpted muscle that flexed under my grip as she pressed her hips forward against mine. She felt my hardness through the denim and rolled her hips deliberately – a slow, grinding circle that dragged the seam of her shorts along the length of me. Approval, hunger, challenge all wrapped in the motion and the low sound that escaped her throat.

“Already?” she murmured, grinding again, slower this time. Deliberate. Feeling me out through the fabric.

“You walked across campus in a sports bra and compression shorts. The only surprise is that I waited this long.”

She laughed against my mouth. “I planned it. You looked like you needed motivation.”

“Mission accomplished.” I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and peeled them down. She helped, kicking them off along with the thin scrap of underwear underneath. The light caught the smooth expanse of her tanned legs – thighs, calves, the whole athletic landscape that made my mouth go dry every time she so much as stretched. Bare now from the waist down, the tan line across her upper thigh was a sharp border between golden and pale, a line I wanted to trace with my tongue. The dark strip of hair between her legs was neatly trimmed, and I could already see the glisten of arousal on her inner thighs.

I lifted her. She weighed nothing – or rather, she weighed exactly what a dedicated volleyball player should weigh, but the loop had built this body’s strength into something beyond ordinary. Her legs wrapped around my waist immediately, ankles locking behind me, the powerful squeeze of thigh muscles that could crush grapes. The slick heat of her pussy pressed against my bare stomach, and the wetness she left on my skin was obscene, undeniable.

“Show me,” she whispered. “Show me why you built this.”

I pinned her against the wall first. Not the bed – the wall. Held her there with my hips, her back against cool plaster, her legs still locked around me. She gasped at the shift, at the cold surface behind her contrasting with the warm body in front. Her nipples tightened further from the temperature shock, stiff little peaks brushing against my chest.

I kissed down her neck, tasting the salt of the morning on her skin, the faint trace of sweat from her jog to the quad. Her hands gripped my shoulders, fingers digging into muscle hard enough to bruise, and the sound she made when I bit the junction of her neck and shoulder – not hard enough to mark, just hard enough to feel – was a raw, throaty moan that vibrated against my lips and went straight to my cock.

“God,” she breathed. “Right there.”

I bit again, harder this time, sucking the skin between my teeth until she shuddered. She ground against me with the desperate urgency of a woman who was done being patient – her bare pussy sliding against the rough denim of my jeans, leaving a wet streak on the fabric. The friction wasn’t enough, nowhere close to enough, and she whimpered, actually whimpered, shifting her hips to try to angle my cock against her through the jeans. Sophie Martinez did not whimper lightly.

I carried her to the bed, laid her down, and looked at her.

Tanned skin against white sheets. Dark hair spread across my pillow. Brown eyes watching me with a hunger that had nothing calculated about it. Her body was art in motion even lying still – the rise and fall of her small breasts with each breath, nipples flushed dark pink and glistening from my mouth, the defined V of her hip flexors drawing the eye downward to where her thighs parted and the swollen lips of her pussy caught the morning light, slick and pink and inviting.

My hands trembled.

After everything, she could still make my hands tremble.

I stripped off my remaining clothes – jeans, boxer briefs, kicked them both aside – and her eyes dropped immediately. Tracked down my body and locked onto my cock, hard and thick and already wet at the tip. Her lips parted. Her thighs pressed together in a reflexive squeeze, then opened wider. Invitation.

I settled over her, elbows bracing, my weight pressing her into the mattress. The length of my cock pressed flat against her pussy and she arched up immediately, impatient, rolling her hips to drag herself along me. The wet heat of her slicked over my shaft and we both groaned.

“Slow down,” I said.

“I don’t want slow.”

“Too bad.” I caught her wrists and pinned them above her head. One hand, both wrists – she could have broken free. She didn’t. Her eyes widened, then darkened, pupils swallowing the brown. “I’ve been alive for three thousand years, Sophie. I decide the pace.”

“Is that so?” Her hips bucked beneath me, trying to create friction, trying to angle me inside her by sheer force of will.

“That’s so.”

I kissed her neck. Slowly. Tasted salt and something floral from her shower. Trailed my mouth down to her collarbone, felt her pulse hammering against my lips – rapid, insistent, the heartbeat of a woman whose body was screaming for more than kisses. Lower – between her breasts, feeling the hard points of her nipples brush my cheeks. I took one into my mouth, sucking the stiff peak against my tongue, and she gasped, back arching, pushing her breast further into my mouth.

“Fuck,” she breathed.

I released her wrists to use both hands, and she immediately tangled her fingers in my hair. I worked one breast, then the other – tongue swirling around the areola before flicking the nipple, teeth closing gently and tugging until she hissed, then soothing the sting with the flat of my tongue. I knew exactly how much pressure she liked, exactly where the nerve endings clustered, exactly what made her moan versus gasp versus swear. A slow suck that pulled her nipple deep made her moan. A sharp bite at the base made her gasp. Alternating between both while rolling the other nipple between my fingers made her swear creatively enough to impress a sailor.

Centuries of practice. Not just with Sophie – with the theoretical understanding of human physiology that came from obsessive study. But Sophie was different. Sophie remembered. Sophie would remember this tomorrow, and the day after, and every day forward.

That made every touch count.

I kissed down her stomach. Her abs clenched under my lips – involuntary, beautiful. The texture of toned muscle under smooth skin, the ridges of her six-pack flexing as she tried to control her breathing and failed. Lower, past her navel, my tongue tracing the groove of her hip flexor. Her hips shifted, thighs falling open wider, and the scent of her hit me full force – warm, musky, intoxicating. The raw scent of a woman who’d been wet since she’d pressed against me at the wall, maybe since she’d walked across campus in the dawn light with her shorts clinging to every muscle.

“Alex –”

“Patience.” I spread her thighs wider, settling between those golden legs. Up close, she was glistening – her pussy swollen and flushed, lips parted, the pink inner flesh slick with arousal. A thin strand of wetness connected her to the sheet beneath her. Ready was an understatement.

“I don’t have patience,” she said, voice strained. “You know that about me.”

“I know everything about you.” I pressed a kiss to her inner thigh, felt the muscle twitch under my lips. Kissed higher, slower, until my breath was hot against her pussy and she was gripping the sheets with both fists. “That’s the advantage.”

“Then use it and stop teasing.”

I licked her. One long, slow stroke from bottom to top, tongue parting her folds, dragging flat and wet through the slick heat of her before circling her clit. She came off the bed like she’d been electrified. Her taste flooded my mouth – tangy, clean, addictive – and the moan she released was guttural, primal, the sound of pure relief. Her hand found the back of my head and pressed, fingers tangling in my hair, trying to set the rhythm.

I didn’t let her. I held her hips down with both hands, gripping hard enough that she’d feel the bruises later, and I set my own pace. Slow circles around her clit with the tip of my tongue. Quick flicks across the swollen bud that made her gasp and jerk. Tongue plunging inside her, fucking her with it, tasting her from the source while my nose ground against her clit. I sucked her lips into my mouth, laved the sensitive skin, then sealed my mouth over her clit and applied steady, rhythmic suction.

“Oh god – right there – don’t stop –”

I stopped.

“Alex!” Her voice cracked with outrage, her hips chasing my mouth as I pulled back.

I kissed my way back up her body, and she was practically vibrating with frustrated arousal. Her thighs were trembling, her pussy clenching on nothing, her nipples so hard they looked almost painful. Her eyes were wild, pupils blown, competitive fury mixing with desperate need.

“Remind me,” I said against her ear. “What did you say about serving the ball?”

“I’m going to kill you.”

“After.”

I positioned myself against her. The swollen head of my cock nudged between her folds, and the slick heat of her entrance was almost enough to undo me right there. She was drenched – I could feel her arousal coating me, feel the muscles at her entrance fluttering in anticipation, her body begging for what her mouth was too proud to ask for again.

She held my gaze. Brown eyes locked on gray-green, unflinching. In the loop, I’d looked into a million faces and none of them had held this – the weight of someone who knew what I was and chose to stay anyway. Sophie saw the ancient man wearing the young face, and she wanted him. Not despite the centuries. Because of them.

I pushed in slowly – agonizingly slowly – feeling her stretch around me inch by inch, her tight walls gripping the shaft as I sank deeper, the wet heat of her swallowing me. Her mouth fell open in a silent gasp. I could feel every ridge of her, the involuntary clench and release of muscles trained through years of athletic discipline now working on an entirely different kind of performance.

She moaned. Long, low, raw – a sound that started in her chest and vibrated through her entire body. Her legs came up and wrapped around me, heels digging into my ass, pulling me deeper with the strength of thighs that could spike a volleyball through a hardwood floor.

“All of it,” she demanded, voice rough. “Now.”

I gave her what she wanted. Buried myself to the hilt in one thrust, bottoming out until my hips were flush against hers and every inch of my cock was wrapped in the tight, wet grip of her pussy. The sound she made echoed off the dorm room walls – half scream, half victory cry, the ragged gasp of a woman stuffed full and feeling every inch. The sound of a woman who’d gotten exactly what she’d been fighting for.

“That’s it.” Her fingers dug into my shoulders, nails biting crescents into the muscle. “Move.”

I moved. Long, deep strokes that used every inch, pulling almost all the way out – feeling the drag of her walls clinging to me, reluctant to let go – before driving back in to the root. Each thrust forced a breathy moan from her lips. She matched my rhythm immediately – athlete’s instinct, her hips rolling to meet mine, her body syncing with me the way it synced with a volleyball, all timing and momentum and muscle memory. The wet sounds of our fucking filled the room, obscene and rhythmic, punctuated by the slap of skin and the creak of the bed frame.

The Soulbound connection pulsed between us with every thrust. Not just physical awareness – emotional. I could feel her satisfaction like a second heartbeat layered over my own, could sense the exact moment when the pleasure tipped from good to overwhelming. It was like having a map to every nerve ending in her body, updated in real time. I angled my hips to grind against her clit on every downstroke, and the connection told me the moment I found the exact spot – a burst of sharp, electric pleasure that made her nails rake down my back.

“Harder.”

I gave her harder. Faster. The bed frame hammered against the wall in a staccato rhythm, and neither of us cared. Her tits bounced with each impact, small and perfect, the stiff pink nipples drawing tight circles in the air. I caught one in my mouth while I fucked her, sucking hard, grazing my teeth across the sensitive peak until she hissed and arched into it.

“God – yes – like that –”

“Tell me.” I released her nipple with a wet pop, gripped her hair, tilted her head back to expose the long line of her throat. “Tell me who you belong to.”

“You.” No hesitation. No shame. “Yours. I’m yours.”

“Since when?”

“Since that morning in the quad.” Her voice cracked as I hit a particular angle that made her whole body clench – her pussy gripping me so tight I saw stars, her abs contracting, her back bowing off the mattress. “Since I saw you break free and decided you were mine.”

“Decided I was yours?”

“It goes both ways, Reid.” She pulled my mouth down to hers. Kissed me with teeth and tongue and the fierce possessiveness of a woman who’d organized an entire harem because she understood that sharing wasn’t losing – it was winning at a game nobody else knew how to play.

I pulled out and flipped her over. She went willingly, eagerly, getting onto her hands and knees with the athletic fluidity of a woman who’d spent her life training her body to respond to commands without hesitation. The view from behind was devastating – the taut muscles of her back tapering to her narrow waist, the defined dimples above her ass, the round sculpted cheeks still bearing the faint red marks of my grip. Between her golden thighs, her pussy was swollen and glistening, flushed dark pink, my cock’s slickness mixing with her own arousal and dripping in a slow thread down the inside of her thigh.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said, and meant it with the reverence of a man who’d watched this particular woman from an impossible distance for longer than he could bear and now got to touch her. I gripped her ass with both hands, spread her open, watched her clench involuntarily at the exposure – the tight pucker of her asshole, the slick mess of her pussy, all of it on display in the silver morning light.

I entered her from behind in one long stroke and she moaned into the pillow, back arching into a deep curve that pushed her ass higher, pressing herself backward to take me as deep as her body could accept. The angle was different – tighter, the walls of her pussy gripping my shaft from a new direction, and I could feel every muscle in her athletic body working as I moved. Her pussy was so wet that each thrust produced an obscene, slick sound that filled the quiet dorm room.

“That’s – oh god – that’s –” She pushed back to meet each thrust, slamming her ass against my hips with enough force to make the impact echo. Matching my rhythm with the same competitive precision she brought to everything. Even from behind, even face-down in a pillow, Sophie Martinez was trying to win. Her shoulder blades flexed beneath bronzed skin, her ponytail – re-formed somewhere in the tangle of the last hour – swung with each collision.

I grabbed her hair. Wrapped it around my fist and pulled her head back, enough to lift her face from the pillow, enough to hear every sound she was making without the muffling filter. She gasped, then moaned, then made a sound that was all Sophie – half challenge, half surrender. A strand of saliva connected her lip to the pillow. Her eyes were glazed, unfocused, her mouth hanging open as sounds poured from her that she’d never make outside this room.

I changed the angle. Hooked one of her legs and shifted the position, spreading her wider, sinking deeper, and the adjustment hit something deep inside her that made her eyes roll back and her whole body seize.

“Fuck – fuck, Alex, right there –”

I held that angle and increased the pace, hammering that spot with each stroke. Sweat slicked our skin, making our bodies glide against each other. The room smelled like sex and morning air and the unmistakable scent of Sophie Martinez in the grip of something she couldn’t control. Her pussy clenched tighter with every thrust, the rhythmic squeeze milking me, pulling me deeper, and I could feel her inner walls fluttering around me – the telltale warning sign.

She didn’t try to control it. She let go.

The orgasm hit her like a wave – I felt it in the sudden vice-grip of her pussy around my cock, squeezing so hard it was almost painful, the involuntary clench and release pulsing around my shaft in rapid contractions. The arch of her spine, the sharp cry that she bit off halfway and then let loose because she didn’t care who heard – a raw, unfiltered scream of release that was so far from her composed team-captain voice that it might as well have been a different woman. Her body shook, legs trembling so hard her knees nearly gave out, abs clenching in rhythmic spasms, her pussy gushing around me until I could feel her wetness running down my thighs.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Don’t – please –”

I didn’t stop. Fucked her through it, through the aftershocks, through the oversensitivity that made her whimper and jolt with every thrust, her body twitching like a live wire. Her pussy was impossibly tight in the aftermath, clenching around me in weak, involuntary pulses that pushed me to the edge. I was close – the heat building at the base of my spine like a coiling spring, balls tightening, every nerve in my cock lit up from the slick friction of her still-spasming walls.

“Inside me,” she said. Direct. Certain. Reaching back to grip my hip and pull me deeper. “I want to feel you.”

I buried myself to the hilt and came. The release ripped through me – a growl against her neck, my hips jerking, cock pulsing as I emptied myself into her in thick, heavy spurts. She clenched around me with each one, milking every pulse with deliberate squeezes, her athletic muscles working me until I was drained and shaking. I felt the Bond Resonance flare between us, a surge of warmth that was more than physical, more than emotional – the Soulbound connection blazing like a live wire at maximum output.

[BOND STATUS: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Current: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Status: STABLE
Stability Assessment: REINFORCED

Soulbound Ability: Location/Emotional Sensing -- OPTIMAL
Bond Resonance Output: ELEVATED

Note: Physical intimacy under stress conditions
strengthening Soulbound resilience.

I collapsed beside her, both of us breathing hard, sweat cooling on skin.

“There,” Sophie said after a moment, turning to face me with a satisfied, sleepy expression. “Better?”

I laughed. And it was real – not the practiced, amused laugh I used for deflection, but the genuine sound of a man who’d just been dragged back from the edge of existential crisis by an athlete with a volleyball metaphor and a very specific set of physical skills.

“Better.”

She curled against my side, one leg thrown over mine, her body still warm and flushed and slightly trembling from aftershocks. I pulled her closer, feeling the bond warm and steady between us. The room still carried the scent of our morning together, and through the window the sun had climbed high enough to paint golden rectangles across the bed.

Her breathing slowed. The post-orgasmic trembling faded into the languid heaviness of a body that had been pushed to its limits and was now cataloguing the experience. I traced the line of her spine with my fingers, feeling the muscles relax under my touch, the athletic tension dissolving into something softer.

“Your heart rate is still elevated,” she murmured against my chest. “Pre-med observation.”

“So is yours.”

“Mine has an excuse. I just got fucked against a wall by a man who’s older than most countries.” She pressed her ear to my chest. “Yours should have normalized by now. Your cardiovascular system is probably operating at peak efficiency after all those loop years.”

“It’s not the cardiovascular system that’s the issue.” I kissed the top of her head. “It’s the fact that you exist. That’s what keeps the heart rate up.”

“Smooth.”

“Honest.”

She was quiet for a moment, her fingertips tracing idle patterns on my chest. The golden light from the window crept across the bed, warming our tangled limbs. Outside, I could hear the sprinklers clicking again, a jogger’s footsteps on the path below, the distant sound of a campus coming to life on a Sunday morning.

A persistent moment. In the loop, this would have dissolved at midnight. The sweat on the sheets, the scent of her, the way her hair tickled my chest – all of it would have been erased. But now it would stain the sheets, linger in the pillowcase, exist tomorrow as physical evidence that this morning had happened.

I’d never get tired of that. Persistence was the drug I’d been denied for longer than any human was meant to endure.

“Whatever’s coming,” she said against my chest, “we handle it like we handle everything. You lead. We follow. And anyone who threatens this gets destroyed.”

“That’s violent for eight-thirty in the morning.”

“I contain multitudes.” She traced a circle on my chest with one finger, her touch idle and intimate. “Sophie Martinez: team captain, intelligence coordinator, post-coital strategist.”

“And anchor.”

She lifted her head. “Anchor?”

“You’re my anchor, Sophie. You have been since that first morning. When everything else is new and terrifying and unknown, you’re the constant. The first one who saw me. The first one who stayed.” I touched her face, tracing the freckles across her nose. “That’s not nothing.”

Something fierce moved behind her eyes. Not tears – Sophie didn’t cry easily. Something deeper. The recognition of being valued not just for what she did, but for what she was.

“Don’t go getting sentimental on me, Reid.”

“Too late.”

“Ugh.” But she was smiling, and she pressed her face into my chest in a way that told me the words had landed exactly where they needed to.

We lay there for a few more minutes, letting the morning hold us.

Outside, the campus was fully awake now. I could hear voices on the path below – students heading to brunch, arguing about something mundane. A normal Sunday. The kind of day I’d spent a million iterations watching from the inside of a loop, never able to participate because participation required a tomorrow. Now I had a woman in my arms, a real morning, and the distant sound of people living their unremarkable lives.

I pressed my face into Sophie’s hair and breathed. She smelled like warmth and exertion and the particular closeness that came from being held by someone who chose to stay.

The Soulbound connection hummed between us, steady and bright. I could feel her contentment through it – a deep, satisfied warmth that wasn’t just physical. She felt safe. Protected. Not because I was stronger or older or more experienced, but because she’d decided to trust me and her trust had been rewarded.

That was the bond. Not a leash. Not a chain. A bridge built by two people choosing each other, reinforced every time the choice was confirmed.

“Sophie.”

“Mm?”

“Thank you. For this. For all of it.”

She looked up at me, brown eyes soft in the morning light. “You built something worth fighting for, Alex. My job is to make sure you remember that.” She poked my chest. “Even when you’re being all broody and ancient about it.”

“I don’t brood.”

“You were sitting on a bench at dawn staring at nothing. That’s the definition of brooding.”

“I was contemplating existential uncertainty.”

“Brooding.”

She kissed me once more – quick, firm, a period at the end of a sentence – then rolled out of bed and started pulling on clothes. Compression shorts, sports bra, ponytail snapped back into place with practiced efficiency. Athlete to lover to athlete in sixty seconds.

“I’m meeting Becca at ten to review Marcus’s movement patterns,” she said, tugging on a tank top. “Rachel wants a strategy meeting at noon. Emma’s database should be ready for Victor’s intel upload by this afternoon.”

“And Jess?”

“Jess needs to rest. The fragments are burning her out. I told her to sleep until at least two.” Sophie crossed her arms, and even the concern on her face had a tactical edge to it. “The fragments are getting louder with more alpha signatures in range. She called me at four AM hearing echoes of Victor’s loop – Tokyo in the seventies, train stations and neon signs. She needs downtime before the fourth signature gets any closer.”

“Fourth signature?”

“Anya Kovar. Jess says she can feel the approaching survivor like a change in air pressure. Getting stronger every day.” Sophie stopped at the door, one hand on the frame, and looked back at me. “Get up, Reid. Phase Two doesn’t wait for post-coital naps.”

“Yes, captain.”

She shot me a grin that was pure Sophie – fierce and fearless and daring me to keep up. “Damn right.”

The door closed behind her. Her footsteps retreated down the hall – quick, purposeful, the distinctive stride of a woman who never walked when she could jog and never jogged when she could sprint.

I lay in bed for exactly sixty seconds more, feeling the pulse of five bonds and the afterglow of one in particular, then got up and got to work.


Chapter 4: The Edge Sharpens

Becca Hayes had turned social media into a weapon, and watching her work was like watching a general command a battlefield.

She’d commandeered the corner of Rachel’s living room, phone in one hand, laptop open in front of her, AirPods in, and somehow simultaneously managed three text conversations, a Snapchat DM chain, and an Instagram Story analysis that belonged in a war room, not a college apartment.

“Marcus left the motel at eleven-fourteen,” she said, not looking up. “Walked east along Franklin Street. My contact at the Delta Gamma house spotted him passing their patio – she thought he was cute, the idiot. He circled the athletics building twice, then entered from the south door.”

“How do you know which door?” Sophie asked from her position at the whiteboard.

“Because Kayla Petrov posted a Story from the south parking lot at eleven-thirty showing her new car, and in the background you can see Marcus entering the building – gray hoodie, hard to miss.” Becca’s ice-blue eyes finally lifted from her screen. “Nobody pays attention to backgrounds in Stories. I do.”

“That’s actually impressive,” Emma said from her database station.

“Don’t sound so surprised.” Becca flipped her blonde hair over one shoulder and went back to scrolling. “I’ve been building social capital for three years. Followers, contacts, mutuals in every building on campus. Before this, I used it to track which parties were worth attending and which sorority events would get the most engagement.” She paused. “Now I’m tracking a superpowered maniac. Same skillset, higher stakes.”

I watched her from the doorway, genuinely appreciating the transformation. Becca Hayes – sorority queen, influencer, ice-cold perfectionist – had found a purpose that matched her actual abilities. Not the superficial ones she showed the world – the real ones. Pattern recognition. Network cultivation. The ruthless efficiency of a woman who’d been running social logistics since freshman year.

She caught me looking and immediately sharpened. “Stop staring. It’s creepy.”

“I’m admiring your intelligence apparatus.”

“Compliments are also creepy.” But the corner of her mouth twitched – one side of those glossed lips curling up before she could suppress it. Even at nine AM, Becca’s makeup was flawless: contoured cheekbones, lash extensions, a subtle highlight along her cheekbones that caught the light whenever she turned her head. Her blonde hair caught the morning sun from Rachel’s window, turning it into something luminous.

The woman was exhausting to look at. Not because she wasn’t beautiful – she was, meticulously, deliberately, the product of three years of curated perfection. But because looking at Becca Hayes meant acknowledging the effort, the anxiety, the desperate need to be flawless that drove every contour line and highlighted strand. The armor was gorgeous. What it protected was more interesting.

“I’ve also mapped his behavioral patterns over the last thirty-six hours. He sleeps in three-hour bursts – insomniac, probably. Eats in bulk – three or four meals at once, then nothing for eight hours. Exercises compulsively – every time he leaves the motel, the athletics building is his first stop.”

“He’s burning through energy,” Rachel said from the kitchen, where she was making coffee with the meticulous precision of someone who’d internalized the scientific method for every aspect of daily life. Her dark hair was pinned up today, reading glasses perched on her head, and she’d somehow made a simple cream-colored blouse and gray slacks look like a magazine cover. The blouse was doing heroic work containing her full breasts, one button lower than strictly necessary, though whether that was intentional or the natural consequence of D-cups defying professional clothing standards was a question I didn’t need answered. “Beta enhancement subjects are physically modified. The energy expenditure must be enormous.”

“Which means he’s volatile when hungry or tired,” I said. “The worst possible combination for someone with enhanced strength and no impulse control.”

“I’ll add meal and sleep timing to the tracking matrix,” Becca said, typing rapidly. “If we can predict his low points, we can time interactions for maximum compliance.”

“Or maximum avoidance,” Sophie added. “We don’t need to interact with him at all unless he forces it.”

“He’ll force it.” Jess’s voice came from the couch, where she lay with one arm over her eyes. She’d come despite Sophie’s orders to rest, looking exhausted – dark circles under her hazel eyes, teal-streaked hair tangled. Her thin band tee was wrinkled, nipple piercings visible through the worn fabric, and she radiated the bone-deep weariness of someone whose mind wouldn’t stop working even when her body demanded it. “The fragments are showing me patterns. Marcus is a pressure test, remember? The entity will engineer a confrontation.”

“Then we’ll be ready when it happens,” I said. “Becca, keep monitoring. Report any deviation from established patterns immediately.”

“Obviously.” She didn’t look up. “Also, the way you just stood there during that de-escalation was interesting. Very calm. Very composed.” She paused. “Don’t read into that.”

Sophie caught my eye across the room and gave a micro-nod that said, She’s finding her place. Let it happen.

Captain mode, always running the play.



The confrontation Jess predicted came three hours later.

I was crossing the quad near the athletics building when my [Temporal Divergence] spiked – not the gradual hum I’d grown accustomed to, but a sharp stab behind my right eye that made me stumble.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- WARNING]
Anomaly: Beta subject -- ELEVATED AGGRESSION
Distance: 80 meters, closing
Trajectory: Athletics building exterior, south entrance
Threat Assessment: MODERATE → ESCALATING
Civilian presence detected in engagement zone

Civilian presence.

I started running.

The scene materialized as I rounded the corner of the athletics building. Marcus stood in the south parking lot, six-four and built like a wall, every muscle in his body radiating barely contained power. His gray hoodie was pulled up, hands balled into fists that looked like they could dent steel.

In front of him, backed against a parked car, was a kid. Nineteen, maybe twenty. Skinny, wearing a Ridgemont track team shirt, holding a gym bag like a shield. His face was white with fear.

“I said move.” Marcus’s voice was low, vibrating with something that went beyond normal aggression. Enhanced vocal cords, maybe, or just the natural bass of a man whose body had been pushed past human limits by entity modification.

“I – I was just –” The kid’s voice cracked. “This is my car, man. I just want to get in my car.”

“Your car is in my way.”

“In your way to what? The building’s right there –”

Marcus moved. Not fast – explosively fast. His hand slammed into the car’s hood beside the kid’s head, and metal crumpled like aluminum foil. The kid yelped, scrambling sideways, gym bag dropping.

Marcus grabbed his shirt. Lifted him – one-handed, no visible effort – until the kid’s sneakers dangled six inches off the ground.

“I said. Move.”

“Hey.” My voice came out calm. Measured. The voice of someone who’d defused a hundred thousand confrontations across countless identical Saturdays. “Put him down.”

Marcus turned his head. Those eyes – dark, burning with unstable energy – fixed on me. Recognition flickered. The guy from yesterday. The one with the harem.

“This isn’t your business.”

“Everything on this campus is my business.” I walked forward steadily. Not running. Not hesitating. Controlled approach, hands visible, posture projecting authority without challenge. The kind of body language that told a threat you weren’t scared but also weren’t looking for a fight.

Marcus snorted. “Your territory, right? That’s what the entity said. Cute.”

“Territory means responsibility. And right now you’re scaring one of my people.”

The kid hanging from Marcus’s fist made a strangled sound. He didn’t know what we were talking about. He just knew he was airborne and terrified.

“This runt parked where I wanted to stand,” Marcus said. “I’m teaching him about spatial awareness.”

“By assaulting a civilian.”

“By establishing dominance.”

I stopped five feet from him. Close enough to engage if needed. Far enough to react to a swing.

The kid dangling from Marcus’s fist was making small, terrified sounds – not screaming, not begging, just the involuntary whimpers of a nervous system processing the information that it was six inches off the ground in the grip of something that wasn’t entirely human. His track sneakers swayed in a slow pendulum arc. His gym bag had spilled open on the asphalt – protein shaker, headphones, a phone with a cracked case sliding toward the storm drain.

I catalogued all of it. The angle of the car door Marcus had dented. The distance to the nearest building corner if the kid needed cover. The two security cameras mounted on the athletics building – one aimed at the south entrance, one at the parking lot. Becca would want those feeds scrubbed later.

Every combat calculation ran simultaneously in the background of my mind. His center of gravity: shifted forward by the arm holding the kid, maybe fifteen degrees off-balance. His weight distribution: seventy-thirty through enhanced legs that were probably twice as powerful as a normal human’s. His left hand: open, unclenched, suggesting his dominant striking hand was the right one currently occupied with a terrified teenager. The muscles in his neck and shoulders: corded, tense, vibrating with contained force that radiated heat I could feel from five feet away.

If he dropped the kid and charged, I had 1.3 seconds to sidestep. If he threw the kid at me, I’d need to absorb the impact and redirect rather than catch – catching a hundred-and-fifty-pound projectile would plant my feet and leave me stationary when the follow-up punch came. If he held the kid as a shield, the calculus got ugly fast.

Twenty-three engagement scenarios ran through my mind in under two seconds. In fourteen of them, the kid got hurt. I needed a twenty-fourth.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATING]
Skill: Close-Quarters Combat Positioning (Krav Maga Base)
Loop Iterations: 312,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE

Tactical Note: Subject displays enhanced strength
(estimated 3-4x human baseline), reduced tactical awareness.
Recommend: De-escalation through positional authority.
Avoid direct confrontation unless civilian safety requires it.

The System’s recommendation aligned with my own assessment. Don’t fight him. Not because I couldn’t – but because fighting a beta-enhanced subject in a parking lot with a civilian in the crossfire was a losing proposition for everyone.

“Marcus.” I kept my voice level. “I know what you are. I know the entity enhanced you and dropped you here to ‘mature.’ I know you’re frustrated, and scared, and everything feels wrong because you’ve got power you didn’t earn running through a body that can’t quite contain it.”

His grip on the kid tightened. “You don’t know shit about me.”

“I know you haven’t slept more than three hours at a stretch since you arrived. I know you eat in binges because your metabolism burns through calories faster than you can replace them. I know the athletics building is the only place that feels normal because pushing your body is the only way to quiet the noise in your head.”

Marcus stared at me. The aggression didn’t diminish – but something else surfaced behind it. Surprise. The unsettling experience of being accurately read by a stranger.

“The entity didn’t tell you what you are,” I continued. “Didn’t explain the enhancement. Didn’t give you context or purpose. Just power and a push toward my territory. You’re angry because you don’t understand what’s happening to you.”

“Stop talking.”

“Put the kid down and I will.”

Beat.

Marcus’s jaw worked. His fist trembled – not from strain, but from the war between impulse and something else. The first tremor of reason breaking through the rage.

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Three thousand years of practice at being exactly still enough to project absolute confidence without triggering a fight response.

The Krav Maga training hummed in my muscles – ready, alert, every joint and tendon primed for action that I hoped wouldn’t be necessary. I could see the engagement unfold in my mind: if he threw the kid, I’d need to redirect momentum rather than catch. If he charged, I’d use his enhanced speed against him – sidestep, trip, let physics do the work. If he threw a punch, I had eleven different counters loaded and ready.

But violence was the last option. Victor’s warning echoed: the survivor in São Paulo who’d failed to manage their beta subject was now unable to form coherent sentences.

The entity was watching. Grading my response.

Marcus dropped the kid.

The track athlete hit the ground, stumbled, grabbed his gym bag, and ran without looking back. Smart kid.

Marcus’s dark eyes held mine. “You think you know me.”

“I think you’re more than what the entity made you. The question is whether you believe that.”

Something shifted in his expression. Not softening – Marcus didn’t soften. But the raw, unstable rage dialed back by a fraction. Enough to let thought through.

“Stay out of my way,” he said. And walked past me, close enough that his shoulder would have clipped mine if I hadn’t angled away at the last instant.

I felt the power radiating off him as he passed – a physical warmth, like standing too close to an industrial heater. Whatever the entity had done to him, it was running hot and constant.

He disappeared around the corner of the athletics building. My [Temporal Divergence] tracked his signature moving south, toward the motel. The spike faded to a hum.

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.

The kid’s phone was still lying on the asphalt, screen cracked, slowly sliding toward the storm drain. I picked it up, set it on the trunk of his dented car where he’d find it if he came back. He probably wouldn’t come back tonight. He’d go straight to his dorm, lock the door, and spend the next six hours trying to convince himself that what had just happened was a normal campus altercation and not a man lifting him off the ground like a rag doll.

I checked the handprint on the car’s hood one more time. The depth of the impression was uneven – deepest where the fingers had closed, shallower at the heel of the palm. Marcus hadn’t struck the car so much as gripped it, the way you’d grip a stress ball. Casual force. The kind of strength that didn’t distinguish between steel and cardboard.

My phone buzzed. Becca.

Becca: I tracked him to the off-campus motel. Room 14. You’re welcome.

Then: Also you looked hot shutting him down. Don’t let it go to your head.

Becca Hayes didn’t just gather intelligence. She curated it.

I typed back: Tell your network to stay clear of the south parking lot. He dented a car with his bare hand.

Her reply was immediate: Already saw it on two different Stories. I’ll have the car owner contacted through a mutual about a “hit and run” to explain the damage. Cover maintained.

I stared at my phone for a moment, genuinely impressed. She was covering our tracks in real-time, maintaining the fiction of normalcy around events that would shatter any normal person’s worldview. In just over a week, Becca Hayes had gone from Instagram influencer to intelligence operative, and the transition had been so seamless that I suspected the skills had always been there – just pointed at less consequential targets.

Another text: Becca: Also I pulled the kid’s name from the track team roster. Tyler Okafor. Freshman. I had a mutual send him a DM checking in – he thinks he got jumped by a random off-campus guy. No mention of superpowers. Cover intact.

The depth of her network never stopped surprising me. She’d built it over three years of social engineering – the careful cultivation of contacts, favors, and information flows that most people used for party invitations and gossip. Becca had weaponized it in under a week, and the weapon was elegant. No cameras, no technology beyond a smartphone, no digital footprint that could be traced. Just people talking to people, the oldest surveillance system in human history, optimized by a woman who understood social dynamics the way I understood combat positioning.

The truly impressive part was compartmentalization. None of her contacts knew about each other’s reports. None of them understood the full picture. Each one thought they were doing Becca a personal favor – tracking an ex, flagging campus drama, sharing Stories that happened to catch certain backgrounds. She’d constructed a decentralized intelligence network where no single point of failure could compromise the operation. Professional agencies spent millions to achieve what Becca Hayes had built with charm, social capital, and three years of strategic relationship investment.

The track team kid was nowhere in sight. Smart. He’d run like his life depended on it, which – given Marcus’s enhancement level – it might have.

I looked at the car. The handprint impression on the hood was deep enough that the metal had buckled inward, forming a perfect mold of Marcus’s palm. A normal person couldn’t have done that with a sledgehammer. Marcus had done it with his bare hand, casually, while holding a teenager off the ground with the other.

The entity hadn’t just enhanced him. It had made him into something that existed outside normal physical parameters. Which meant that when the inevitable real confrontation came – and Victor’s warning echoed in my mind: the fight IS coming – I’d be facing someone who could crush steel with his fingers.

My Krav Maga and twelve other combat disciplines would need to compensate for a strength differential I’d never encountered. In the loop, the strongest person I’d fought was a visiting Strongman competitor on campus for a Saturday event. I’d beaten him in six seconds by year four hundred of the loop.

Marcus was a different category entirely.

Sophie’s text arrived next: Heard the [Temporal Divergence] spike through the bond. You okay?

Fine. Marcus threatened a student. De-escalated without contact. Krav Maga activated but not deployed.

Deployed implies fighting. De-escalation IS deployment. Sophie’s tactical mind, always precise. Status meeting at Rachel’s. Six PM.

Copy.



The status meeting was a war council disguised as a dinner party.

Rachel had cooked – or rather, Rachel had assembled a professional-grade charcuterie spread and opened two bottles of wine, because she processed stress through hospitality the way Sophie processed it through exercise and Emma processed it through writing.

The six of us crowded around her dining table, plates and laptops competing for space. The wall behind Sophie had evolved again – Marcus’s movement patterns now overlaid with a timeline of my confrontation, color-coded by threat level.

“Krav Maga,” Victor’s voice said through my phone on speaker. He’d been invited to the debrief remotely. “Clean choice. Minimal aggression, maximum authority. The entity would have noted that.”

“The entity notes everything,” I said. “That’s what Rachel’s analysis suggests.”

“Your professor is correct.” Victor’s tone held quiet respect. “The entity doesn’t intervene – it observes. Your response to Marcus will factor into the assessment. De-escalation over violence signals cooperation capacity.”

“Which aligns with the entity’s entire evaluation framework,” Rachel said, scribbling notes. Her reading glasses had slid down her nose, and she pushed them up with one finger while simultaneously reaching for her wine glass. The movement caused her blouse to tighten across her chest, and I watched the subtle strain of fabric with the appreciation of a man who knew exactly what that blouse was barely containing. “Cooperation over conflict. Construction over destruction.”

“Speaking of building,” Emma said, adjusting her own glasses and pulling up her laptop. “I’ve integrated Victor’s survivor data into the database. Sixteen confirmed survivors, seven with known System variants, three observers confirmed.” She turned the screen to face the room. “I’ve created a threat matrix cross-referencing loop duration, System variant, and current status.”

“Show me,” Becca said, leaning in.

Emma walked through the data. Survivors plotted on a world map, color-coded by System type. Combat variants in red, bond variants in blue (just me, apparently), utility variants in green, unknown in gray. The concentration was highest in North America and East Asia, with scattered singles across Europe and Africa.

“The pattern that jumps out,” Emma said, “is isolation correlation. Every survivor who’s gone dark or been absorbed was solo. No bonds, no alliances, no sustained social connections post-loop.”

“Confirming the model,” Rachel murmured. “The entity harvests isolated subjects. Bonds are the defense mechanism.”

“Which makes Alex’s position unique among all sixteen survivors,” Victor said through the speaker. “Five bonds, all at Love level or higher. Three Soulbound. Nobody else has anything comparable.”

“He’s not just a data point,” Sophie said firmly. “He’s a person. Our person.”

“I mean no disrespect. I’m stating tactical reality.” Victor’s voice was measured. “Alex’s bond network may be the entity’s most successful experiment. That makes him valuable – and potentially a target.”

The table went quiet.

“A target for what?” Jess asked. She’d been silent for most of the meeting, conserving energy, her hazel eyes distant with fragments she was actively filtering. Now she focused with sudden intensity.

“For other survivors who might want what he has,” Victor said. “Or for the entity itself, if it decides to study the network more… directly.”

“Define directly,” Becca said, her voice going ice-cold.

“I can’t. That’s the problem.” Victor paused. “But I’ve seen territories where the entity escalated pressure beyond beta subjects. Where it introduced variables designed to test the limits of whatever structure a survivor had built.”

“Variables like what?”

“Like another survivor. One with capabilities that complement or conflict with the existing network.” He paused again, longer this time. “I’ve been tracking survivor seven for three months. Her trajectory has shifted. She’s moving west.”

My [Temporal Divergence] twitched. A faint ping, barely registrable, like a distant radio signal.

“West toward us?” I asked.

“I can’t confirm that. But the entity has been nudging convergence across multiple territories. It’s possible she’s being directed here.”

Jess shifted on the couch. Not the dramatic fragment eruption I’d learned to watch for – something subtler. Her rings stopped spinning. Her hazel eyes went distant for two seconds, then snapped back.

“The fragments have been louder the past two days,” she said carefully. “Another alpha signature in the distance. Getting closer.” She met my eyes. “Victor’s right. Someone’s coming.”

Nobody spoke for a long moment.

Then Sophie spoke, her voice carrying the calm authority of a team captain calling the next play: “Then we’ll be ready for her. Just like we were ready for Victor. Just like we handled Marcus today.”

“Handled is generous,” Becca muttered. “Alex stared at him really hard and the guy blinked. That’s not a strategy.”

“It’s exactly a strategy,” Rachel countered. “De-escalation through demonstrated authority. It’s textbook crisis intervention.”

“It’s one encounter. What happens when staring doesn’t work?”

“Then I have 312,000 iterations of Krav Maga and eleven other combat disciplines to fall back on,” I said mildly. “But Becca’s right. We need contingencies beyond confrontation management.”

“Already working on it.” Becca held up her phone. “I’ve expanded the network. Twenty-three contacts now feeding me real-time location data on campus. If Marcus moves toward any of us, I’ll know before he gets within a block.”

“How reliable are your contacts?” Victor asked through the speaker. “Social network intelligence has a signal-to-noise problem.”

“My contacts don’t know they’re contacts,” Becca said, and the satisfaction in her voice was unmistakable. “That’s the whole point.”

Victor was quiet for a beat. “Compartmentalized passive collection,” he said through the speaker. “Impressive.”

“I’ve been doing this since freshman year. Just never had a reason this important.” She held up her phone, scrolling through a grid of Instagram Stories. “Twenty-three nodes across campus – coffee shops, dining halls, the bookstore. If Marcus goes anywhere public, someone in my network will document it without even trying.”

“And I’ve created a communication protocol,” Emma added. She turned her laptop to show a color-coded chart with escalation procedures, contact chains, and fallback meeting points mapped onto a satellite image of campus. The level of detail was staggering – she’d designated three separate rally points, each with alternate routes and estimated travel times from every building on campus. “Emergency group text, one-word codes for different threat levels. Green for all clear. Yellow for sighting. Red for active engagement.”

“I’ll maintain fragment surveillance,” Jess said, settling back into her chair. “The approaching survivor is getting louder in the temporal field. As she gets closer, I’ll be able to read more about her abilities and intentions.”

“And I’ll continue refining the entity behavior model,” Rachel said. “Every interaction gives us more data. The more we understand the evaluation criteria, the better we can optimize our response.”

I looked around the table. Sophie had the whiteboard behind her marked with strategies, marker still in hand. Rachel was surrounded by papers and theories, reading glasses reflecting the overhead light. Emma’s database glowed on her laptop, columns of cross-referenced data scrolling past. Jess sat with her eyes half-closed, fragments and intuition crackling around her like static. And Becca’s social network hummed with gathered intelligence, her phone a nerve center for twenty-three unwitting contacts.

Every woman at this table brought something irreplaceable – assembled out of love and loyalty and the shared conviction that this was real, and they’d burn the world before they let anyone take it.

Victor was right. Nothing like this existed among the other sixteen survivors.

And the entity was watching.

“Victor,” I said toward the phone. “Tomorrow. Campus café. Full intelligence exchange. Bring everything you have on the expansion protocol and the approaching survivor.”

“I’ll be there at oh-seven-hundred.” A pause. “Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“Today. The confrontation with Marcus. You chose de-escalation over dominance. That’s not what most survivors would have done.”

“I’m not most survivors.”

“No.” Respect threaded through his voice, layered with relief. “You’re not.”

The call ended. The room settled into the quiet energy of people who’d been through something together and come out the other side – tired but unified, worried but prepared.

Sophie started cleaning up the whiteboard, already planning tomorrow. Rachel gathered plates. Emma typed furiously, updating the database with the evening’s new information. Jess leaned back, eyes closed, managing her fragments through what looked like meditation. And Becca –

Becca caught my eye.

“What?” she said, sharp and defensive. Her default.

“Thank you. The tracking. The network. The cover story for the car. All of it.”

She held my gaze for a beat too long. Something moved behind those ice-blue eyes – pride, maybe, or the vulnerable softness she guarded like a military installation.

“It’s what I’m good at,” she said. Then, quieter: “It’s nice to be good at something that actually matters.”

Before I could respond, she was already looking at her phone again. But her cheeks were faintly pink above the perfect contour of her makeup, and for just a moment, the armor had cracked enough to let me see what was underneath.

Becca Hayes wanted to matter. Not to followers. Not to the sorority hierarchy. To this.

To us.

I logged the observation in the same mental archive where I kept every piece of knowledge that might matter someday. After a lifetime of accumulation, that archive was vast – but it had never been as important as it was now.

My phone buzzed one final time.

Becca: Stop looking at me like that. I’m not going soft.

I typed back: Wouldn’t dream of it.

Her reply was a single emoji: a middle finger.

I grinned.


Chapter 5: Fragments

Jess called me at midnight.

Not a text. A call. Jess Moran didn’t call people. She texted cryptic one-liners, showed up unannounced, or appeared at your shoulder like a tattooed ghost when you least expected it. An actual phone call meant something was wrong.

“I can’t make it stop,” she said before I could speak. Her voice was thin, stretched, like wire under too much tension.

“The fragments?”

“They’re not fragments anymore. They’re – it’s like a movie playing on top of reality. I close my eyes and I see cobblestone streets. Snow falling on stone towers. A woman running through an open market, past stalls selling things from three hundred years ago.” Her breath was ragged. “I can smell it, Alex. The smoke from chimneys. Bread from the bakeries. I can feel the cold on her skin.”

“On her skin or yours?”

Silence. Then: “I don’t know anymore.”

I was already pulling on a jacket. “Moran’s Ink. Fifteen minutes.”

“I’m at the shop. I couldn’t sleep so I came here. The work lights help – something about the warm spectrum drowns out the fragments a little.”

“Fifteen minutes.”

“Alex.” Her voice dropped. “There are more of them now. Not just the woman in Prague. I’m catching echoes of other loops. Other cities, other times. It’s like the frequency is getting wider. More survivors nearby means more signal.”

“Four major signatures in range,” I said, doing the math. “Two alpha survivors – Victor and whatever’s approaching from the east – plus the gamma Observer. Marcus’s beta signal is there too, but your fragments seem to tune to loop survivors and entity-adjacent sources, not enhancement subjects.”

“It’s tuning to everything. It’s –” She broke off with a sharp inhale. “There. Just now. A flash of Tokyo in the seventies. Victor’s loop. I saw a train station.”

“Hold on. I’m coming.”



The night air was sharp as I crossed campus. September had arrived with a vengeance – the Texas heat finally broken by cold fronts pushing south, and the transition left the air crackling with unstable energy that my [Temporal Divergence] interpreted as ambient noise.

Moran’s Ink was three blocks off campus, in a strip of storefronts that catered to college students – a ramen place, a vintage clothing store, and Jess’s tattoo parlor with its blacked-out windows and hand-painted sign. The bell above the door chimed when I entered, and the warm glow of work lights flooded the space like amber honey.

Jess was in her chair – the artist’s station where she spent most of her waking hours. Not tattooing. Drawing. Pages spread across the work surface, covered in frantic sketches.

She looked terrible. Beautiful, as always, but terrible.

Her dark hair was down, the teal streaks vivid against the warm light, tangled from running her fingers through it. Dark circles made her hazel eyes look enormous. The thin Bauhaus tee she’d worn at the meeting was traded for something even thinner – a faded Joy Division shirt that did absolutely nothing to conceal the outline of her nipple piercings through the worn fabric. Her tattoo sleeves were fully visible, intricate patterns that traced from wrists to shoulders, each piece a story she’d told me in fragments over the past week.

Her hands were shaking as she drew.

“Show me,” I said, pulling up a stool beside her.

She pushed the pages toward me.

The sketches were extraordinary. Jess was always a gifted artist – her tattoo portfolio was proof enough of that – but these were something else. Raw, urgent, drawn with the desperate precision of someone trying to capture images before they dissolved.

The first page showed a cobblestone street. Narrow, medieval, flanked by stone buildings with steep roofs. Snow dusted the ground. Market stalls lined one side, canvas awnings sagging under accumulated flakes. The detail was impossible – individual cobblestones rendered with the specificity of direct experience, not imagination.

“Prague,” I said. “1683.”

“Her loop.” Jess’s voice was barely a whisper. “I can see it like I was there.”

The second page was a woman. Short dark hair, angular features, lean body captured mid-stride in a way that suggested constant motion. Eyes that Jess had rendered with obsessive detail – gray, haunted, carrying the weight of centuries in a face that couldn’t have been more than mid-twenties.

“That’s her,” Jess said. “Anya Kovar. I’ve been seeing her for days, but tonight it got detailed enough to draw.” She stared at the sketch with haunted intensity. “Short dark hair. Lean. Moves like a knife. And she’s… so tired. She’s been tired for centuries.”

I studied the sketch. The woman’s expression was complex – determination layered over exhaustion layered over a loneliness so profound it was visible in the set of her jaw and the tension in her shoulders. Even in graphite, she radiated the particular stillness I recognized in myself. The stillness that came from seeing everything – the same thousand-year stare I found in my own reflection.

“And this?” I pointed to the third page.

Jess hesitated. “That one scared me.”

It was a face – or rather, the ghost of one. A young woman with dark hair, rendered in lighter, more uncertain strokes. She was laughing. Eyes bright with genuine joy, mouth open mid-sound, hands reaching toward something out of frame. The style was different from the Prague sketches – softer, hazier, like looking through frosted glass.

“The Observer,” I said.

“Before.” Jess hugged herself, rings catching the light as she gripped her own arms. “Before whatever the entity did to her. She was a person, Alex. A real person with a real smile and a real laugh. And now she’s –” Her voice cracked. “She’s furniture. A relay. A dead channel with someone screaming underneath.”

I reached out and put my hand on her arm, feeling the texture of tattooed skin under my palm, the warmth of her beneath the ink. She flinched, then leaned into the contact, her body making the decision before her mind could argue.

“How much of this is your ability and how much is proximity?” I asked.

“Both. Normally the fragments come in flashes – a second, maybe two. Uncontrolled. Random. But with four alpha signatures in range, it’s like someone turned up the volume on a radio and I can suddenly hear stations I’ve never accessed before.”

“Stations plural?”

“I caught glimpses of at least three other loops tonight. Prague is the loudest because she’s closest. But there was Tokyo – Victor’s train station, fluorescent lights, a ticket booth with Japanese characters. And somewhere tropical – Lagos, maybe? A market in the heat, a different language, different smells. And –” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “And the Observer. Her loop. Whatever it was. It’s the hardest to read because something is actively blocking access. Like an encryption I can’t crack.”

“The entity doesn’t want us to see.”

“The entity doesn’t want ME to see. Specifically.” Her eyes found mine, and the intensity in them was almost physical. “My ability is reaching into something it’s not supposed to. The entity is protecting the Observer’s history like classified data.”

I stored that. The entity was deliberately obscuring the Observer’s origin. Which meant the Observer’s story – who she’d been, how she’d been absorbed, and what had been done to her – was information the entity considered dangerous.

“Can you control any of this?” I asked. “Direct the fragments intentionally?”

“Sometimes I can push toward a specific signal if I concentrate. Last night I tried focusing on Victor’s frequency – Tokyo, 1977 – and for maybe three seconds I got a clean image. A ramen shop with a yellow awning, steam rising from the bowls on the counter, a television playing something in Japanese behind the register. Then it dissolved into static and I lost it.” She rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands, smearing eyeliner into the exhaustion shadows. “It’s like trying to tune a radio with mittens on. I can sort of adjust the frequency, but I can’t lock onto a specific channel. And the more signals there are, the harder it gets to filter.”

“Then we need to work on control. Before the signal gets stronger.”

“It will get stronger. The woman – Anya – she’s getting closer every hour. When she arrives, I’ll have five alpha signatures to manage. That’s…” She trailed off, and I saw genuine fear in her expression for the first time. Not the performative fearlessness she wore like her combat boots. Real fear.

“Hey.” I cupped her face, tilting it toward me. Her skin was pale, her makeup smudged – dark eyeliner smearing into exhaustion shadows, making her look like a painting of the woman she usually performed being. Underneath the aesthetic, she was just Jess. Scared and overwhelmed and fighting to stay afloat. “You’re not alone in this.”

“I know. I know, I just –” She pressed her forehead against my palm. “For eight years I thought I was crazy. The dreams. The fragments. My therapist thought it was PTSD from my dad dying. And now I know it’s real, and that should help, but it’s actually worse because the real version doesn’t come with an off switch.”

I pulled her closer. She came, sliding off her chair and into my arms, folding her curvy body against mine with the desperate efficiency of someone who needed physical contact to anchor herself to the present. I felt her breasts press against my chest through the thin tee, felt the hard points of her piercings, felt the trembling that ran through her like a current.

I held her. Just held her. The way I’d held myself through all those years of nobody to hold me back.

“We’ll figure out the control,” I said against her hair, which smelled like the ink and antiseptic of her workspace mixed with something darker – the clove cigarettes she denied smoking. “Rachel might be able to help with the psychological management. And the System – it wouldn’t have given you this ability if it didn’t think you could master it.”

“The System gave Marcus uncontrolled power and threw him at you to mature.”

“You’re not Marcus.”

“No.” She pulled back enough to look at me. Her hazel eyes were wet, black eyeliner running slightly. “I’m something worse. I’m a receiver, Alex. Picking up signals from every loop survivor within range. And one of those signals is a woman who was absorbed by the entity because she was alone too long.”

The implication hung between us.

“That’s not going to happen to me,” Jess said, reading my silence. “I know that’s what you’re thinking. I have you. I have all of you. The bonds protect us.”

“The bonds protect us,” I confirmed. And pushed warmth through our connection – the Bond Resonance pulsing steadily, a counterbalance to the chaotic fragments flooding her perception.

The System flickered at the edge of my vision:

[BOND RESONANCE — ACTIVE OUTPUT]
Target: Jess Moran
Bond: 800/1000 (Love)
Resonance Function: Fragment Suppression
Status: STABILIZING
Note: Sustained proximity recommended during
elevated fragment activity

She closed her eyes and breathed. “God, that helps. The resonance. It’s like white noise against the static.”

“Then I’ll stay as close as you need.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’ve been alive for three thousand years, Jess. I don’t make promises I can’t keep anymore.”

She almost smiled. The first one since I’d arrived.



I stayed at Moran’s Ink until three AM, sitting in the warm light while Jess drew. She worked through the fragments methodically – sketching each vision as it came, pinning the pages to her studio wall like a crime scene investigation. Prague dominated – cobblestone streets, stone towers, snow falling on a market square where a woman ran past stalls selling things from three hundred years ago. Tokyo surfaced in flashes: a train platform bathed in fluorescent light, the click-hiss of doors opening to an empty car, the same kanji characters on a departure board repeating endlessly. Lagos came through in bursts of color and heat: a market under corrugated metal roofing, voices in Yoruba that Jess couldn’t understand but could feel, the smell of smoke and spices so vivid she sneezed.

Other places she couldn’t identify. A university corridor lined with fluorescent lights and Korean signage that might have been Seoul – two figures walking in opposite directions, never looking at each other, caught in the same loop but somehow unaware. A desert highway at sunset, the asphalt shimmering with heat, a pickup truck parked on the shoulder with its door hanging open and nobody in sight. A Montana landscape under enormous skies, where the emptiness felt deliberate – not the absence of people, but the aftermath of someone choosing to be alone so long that even the land had absorbed the solitude.

Between sketches, she talked. Not her usual cryptic, teasing style – something rawer. The Jess underneath the combat boots and dark eyeliner, the one who’d been carrying these visions since she was fifteen.

“My dad used to own this shop,” she said, shading a street scene from Prague with quick, confident strokes. “He died the same night the dreams started. Sudden heart attack. I was fifteen. One day I had a father and a normal life, and the next day I had nightmares about a man I’d never met.”

“You dreamed about me.”

“About someone. Your face was never clear – it kept shifting, like looking at a reflection in moving water. But the feeling was always the same. This… weight. This enormous loneliness. And underneath it, this stubborn, stupid refusal to stop trying.” She glanced at me sideways. “That’s the most Alex thing I can think of. Stubborn, stupid refusal to stop.”

“I prefer ‘relentless optimism.’”

“You would.” She turned back to her sketch. “The dreams got worse when I dropped out of school. My therapist thought they were PTSD – my father dying, the grief manifesting as recurring nightmares. She put me on medication. The medication made the dreams fuzzy but didn’t stop them. I traded vivid fragments for blurry ones.”

“When did you stop the medication?”

“When I was eighteen. Started the apprenticeship, took over the shop after the owner retired. The dreams came back full force, but by then I’d learned to live with them. They were just… background noise. Part of being Jess.” She finished the Prague sketch and pinned it to the wall. “Then you walked into my shop.”

“And the dreams got louder.”

“They got specific. The night before you came in, I dreamed about you saying ‘It’s over. I’m free.’ And for the first time, I almost saw your face.” Her hand paused over a fresh sheet of paper. “Eight years of dreaming about you, Alex. Eight years of fragments and echoes and thinking I was losing my mind. And then you walked in and the frequency matched, and everything I’d been hearing suddenly made sense.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “For the eight years.”

“Don’t be. It led me here.” She started a new sketch – this one different from the others. Not a loop vision or a fragment. A face. My face, rendered in the warm light of her studio with the careful attention of someone who’d been trying to draw it for eight years and finally could.

“Is that how you see me?” I asked, watching the portrait take shape.

“That’s how the fragments see you.” She added shading under my eyes – deeper than reality, carrying the weight of ages. “A man made of patience and stubbornness and a loneliness so deep it became its own kind of gravity.”

“Flattering.”

“Accurate.”

And the Observer. Again and again, between my portrait and the loop cities, Jess returned to that face – the before face, the laughing woman with dark hair and bright eyes.

“I think she was young when she entered the loop,” Jess said, adding shading to the sketch. “Maybe early twenties. The fragments feel… fresh. Like whoever she was, she hadn’t been through much yet. Just a normal woman having a normal day that suddenly never ended.”

“And then it ended for thousands of years.”

“More than that. If the loop broke and she became an Observer immediately… she might still be experiencing time. Just not as herself.” Jess’s hand paused over the paper. “Imagine being conscious but unable to act. Watching the entity use your eyes and your mouth and your body to deliver messages to people who don’t know you’re in there.”

I didn’t have to imagine. I’d been conscious and unable to change anything for the entire loop. Different prison, same fundamental torture.

“We’ll find a way,” I said.

Jess looked at me. “You mean that.”

“I mean everything.”

“I know.” She set down her pencil and stretched, arms above her head, the hem of her shirt riding up to reveal the tattoo on her ribs – a design I’d seen during our most intimate moments, intricate and personal. Her body curved in the stretch – full breasts lifting, the outline of her piercings shifting under the thin fabric, wide hips and thick thighs that filled her ripped black jeans with the confident ease of a woman who’d never once tried to be thin. “That’s one of the scarier things about you. You mean literally everything.”

My phone buzzed. Sophie, despite the hour.

Sophie: Fragment activity? I felt something through the bond. Like static.

Alex: Jess is overwhelmed. Four alpha signatures overloading her ability. I’m at Moran’s Ink with her.

Sophie: What does she need?

Alex: Time. Training. Proximity to Bond Resonance to counterbalance the fragments.

Sophie: I’ll adjust the schedule. She gets priority tomorrow. Rachel can help with cognitive management techniques.

Sophie Martinez, reorganizing the world at three in the morning because someone she cared about needed it.

Jess saw me smiling at my phone. “Sophie?”

“Sophie.”

“She never stops organizing other people’s lives.”

“That’s what I said this morning.”

“Smart man.” Jess picked up her pencil again, then set it down. Then picked it up. Her restless energy was fighting against exhaustion, and exhaustion was losing. “Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“The woman in Prague – Anya. I can feel her getting closer. Her signature is… it’s like yours. The same frequency, the same depth. But colder. Lonelier.” She met my eyes. “She’s been alone the whole time. Every loop. Every year after. Alone.”

The word hit me the way it always did when Jess said it. Because Jess understood alone. She’d spent eight years thinking she was losing her mind, isolated by dreams nobody believed were real. Not the same scale of loop isolation – but enough to understand the shape of it.

“When she arrives,” I said, “we’ll be ready.”

“Ready to what? Fight her? Welcome her? Study her?”

“Yes.”

Jess huffed a laugh that was part exhaustion, part genuine amusement. “You’re infuriating.”

“I’ve had a long time to practice.”

She leaned her head against my shoulder. The contact was warm, grounding, and I felt the fragment activity in her bond signature dial down by a few degrees. The Bond Resonance was doing its work – my proximity, my warmth, the steady output of a system designed to forge genuine connection pushing back against the chaotic input of her overloaded ability.

“Stay,” she murmured. “Until the fragments quiet down enough to sleep.”

“I’ll stay.”



I walked back to campus at four-thirty in the morning.

The streets were empty. The kind of empty that felt familiar – the loop had made me intimate with pre-dawn silence. The way sound traveled differently when there was nobody to absorb it. The way light looked when it was only streetlamps and stars.

My [Temporal Divergence] hummed its constant background frequency. Victor’s signature was still – sleeping at the motel, probably, the disciplined rest of a military mind. Marcus was restless, his signal flickering even in sleep. And the Observer –

The Observer was on campus.

I stopped. The cold spot in my awareness was close – very close, maybe fifty meters – and it was stationary. Near the bell tower.

Every instinct honed across the loop told me to walk away. Don’t engage her more than necessary, Victor had warned.

But Jess’s sketches were still vivid in my mind. The laughing woman. The bright eyes. The person buried alive inside a cosmic relay.

I walked toward the bell tower.

She stood beneath it like a monument – pale skin, dark hair, that simple white dress that seemed to exist outside of fashion or season. Perfectly still. The early morning cold didn’t seem to touch her. Nothing seemed to touch her.

Her eyes found me as I approached. Those terrible, too-still eyes that had made my skin crawl during our first encounter.

But I’d looked into those eyes through Jess’s sketches now. I knew what was underneath.

“Alex Reid.” Her voice was the same flat, empty tone. “You are awake at an unusual hour.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“I do not sleep.” A statement of fact, not a complaint. “Sleep is a biological function I no longer require.”

“That sounds lonely.”

Something moved behind her eyes. A flicker – so fast I almost missed it. Like a light switching on and off in a dark room.

“Loneliness is a biological experience,” she said. “I am not biological.”

“Aren’t you?”

She tilted her head. The gesture was mechanical, rehearsed, like someone mimicking human curiosity without remembering what it felt like. “Your questions are atypical. Most subjects avoid direct interaction.”

“I’m not most subjects.” I stopped ten feet from her, maintaining distance not out of fear but out of respect for whatever boundaries the entity had drawn around its mouthpiece. “I spent my loop having conversations that nobody remembered. I learned to value every one.”

“Your conversational strategy is noted.” Her tone didn’t change, but her hand – her left hand, the one closest to her body – twitched. Just a fraction of movement. A finger curling, then uncurling.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“I am the Entity Observer assigned to this territory.”

“That’s a title. What’s your name?”

Silence. The kind of silence that felt loaded – not empty, but full of something struggling to surface.

Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

“That information is not relevant to Phase Two protocols.”

“It’s relevant to me.”

Another flicker behind her eyes. Longer this time. A full second of something that might have been confusion, or pain, or the desperate attempt of a buried consciousness to push through millennia of entity control.

Then it was gone. Her expression smoothed back to perfect blankness.

“Your bond strategy is noted,” she said, and the words felt different from her usual pronouncements. Not scripted. Almost… personal. “The Entity finds it interesting.”

“Why?”

“Because it suggests a capacity that other subjects lack. The willingness to connect with beings that present no strategic advantage.” Her eyes – those wrong, too-still eyes – held mine. “I present no strategic advantage, Alex Reid.”

“Maybe not. But you presented a flicker.”

She went rigid. Absolutely, perfectly still, in a way that went beyond her usual supernatural composure into something that looked like system freeze. Like the entity controlling her had encountered an input it couldn’t process.

I felt it then – the Bond Resonance. Not directed, not intentional. Just the ambient pulse of three Soulbound connections and two Love-level bonds, radiating from me like heat from a furnace. Sophie sleeping in my dorm. Rachel working late in her apartment. Emma typing in the library. Jess drawing at Moran’s Ink. Becca monitoring from her sorority house. All of them connected to me, all of them generating the warmth that the System tracked as Bond Resonance.

And the Observer was standing in it. Standing in the warmth of five genuine human connections. Millennia of cold – she’d probably forgotten what heat felt like.

Her hand moved. Not the controlled, mechanical gestures she normally used. A real movement – fingers reaching toward me, then stopping, curling back. Like someone trying to touch a flame.

Her lips parted. “I –”

The word came out wrong. Not her usual flat delivery. Rougher. More textured. Like a voice that hadn’t been used in its natural register for a very, very long time.

Then the entity’s control reasserted. I could almost see it happen – the flattening of expression, the straightening of posture, the emptying of her eyes. Like watching someone being pushed underwater.

She turned and walked away. Faster than usual. Almost hurried.

I watched her go, feeling my [Temporal Divergence] track her cold signature across the quad and into the spaces between buildings where the pre-dawn shadows swallowed even moonlight.

My phone was already in my hand.

I texted Jess: I just spoke to the Observer. She flickered again. Longer this time. I asked her name and she couldn’t answer – something blocked her.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Jess: Did you see that? Just now?

See what?

Jess: I was half-asleep when the fragment hit. The Observer, walking away from you. But underneath the blankness – underneath the entity’s control – I caught an echo. A half-second of something.

What kind of something?

Jess: She FELT something. When your Bond Resonance washed over her during the conversation, she felt it. The warmth. The connection. And for half a second, the woman inside her tried to respond.

I stared at the screen. My Bond Resonance – the passive effect of three Soulbound and two Love-level bonds – had reached through the entity’s control and touched whatever remained of the person inside the Observer.

Jess: She’s not empty, Alex. There’s someone BURIED in there.

Jess: And she’s been screaming for a very, very long time.

The bell tower loomed above me, silent and indifferent. Somewhere on campus, three subjects navigated the entity’s latest experiment. Somewhere to the east, another survivor was approaching – one who’d been alone for over a thousand years.

And underneath it all, trapped inside a cosmic relay, a woman who’d once laughed and loved and lived was fighting to remember her own name.

Not today’s mission.

But I filed it in the place where I kept promises. The place that had never once been full.

I walked the rest of the way back to my dorm as the sky shifted from black to deep blue to the first traces of gray. The campus was different at this hour – emptied of students, emptied of noise, reduced to architecture and the slow tick of cooling buildings settling in the pre-dawn chill. I’d walked these paths a million times in the loop, but the loop had never given me this particular quality of silence. The silence of a world that was sleeping, not resetting. The silence of people who would wake up remembering yesterday.

My phone buzzed one last time before I reached the dorm.

Sophie: I felt you wake up. Felt you leave. Felt the encounter near the bell tower. Soulbound doesn’t sleep, apparently.

Go back to sleep, I typed.

Sophie: Can’t. Your emotional signature is too loud. You’re worried about something.

Not worried. Planning.

Sophie: Same thing with you. Get some rest. I’ll have the status meeting organized by noon.

I smiled at my phone and let myself into my room. The dirty cup was still on my desk from yesterday. I left it there.


Chapter 6: The Professor’s Theory

Rachel’s apartment at eleven PM looked like the war room of a particularly stylish think tank.

Papers covered every horizontal surface. Printed articles on longitudinal behavioral studies, game theory matrices, and entity behavioral modeling – all annotated in Rachel’s precise handwriting with red and blue ink. Her dining table had been converted into a evidence board, photographs and notes connected by colored string like a detective’s conspiracy wall.

She’d traded her professional daywear for evening comfort: a silk camisole in deep burgundy that clung to every curve of her chest, loose linen pants that hung on her wide hips, and those reading glasses that turned Dr. Rachel Shaw from merely stunning into the kind of fantasy that had fueled a generation of professor-crush daydreams.

Her dark hair was down, falling past her shoulders in waves that looked like they’d been styled by candlelight. She smelled like subtle perfume and intellectual intensity.

“I’ve been wrong about the entity,” she said, pouring wine without looking up from her notes. Red. Something expensive. She handed me a glass with the absent efficiency of someone whose focus was elsewhere. “We all have.”

I settled into her couch, watching her move through her evidence with practiced precision. A decade of conducting research had turned every gesture deliberate, every motion purposeful. Every paper she touched was placed, not dropped. This was Rachel in her element – not the composed professor who maintained careful distance, but the analytical powerhouse underneath.

“Wrong how?”

“We’ve been treating the entity as an adversary. Testing us, judging us, potentially consuming us. That’s the wrong framework entirely.” She pulled off her glasses, and without them, her dark eyes were softer, warmer, lit with the excitement of a breakthrough. “Alex, the entity isn’t testing subjects against each other. It’s testing what subjects build when given freedom.”

“Explain.”

She set down her wine glass and picked up a marker, drawing on the makeshift whiteboard she’d created from a piece of poster board taped to her wall.

“Consider the data points. You: 3,247 years, bond-focused System variant. The entity rewarded your connections with passive abilities, Soulbound mechanics, measurable power increases through genuine relationship.” She wrote my name and drew lines to five others. “Victor: 847 years, combat/survival variant. The entity gave him tactical tools, threat assessment capabilities, independent operational capacity.” A separate cluster. “Marcus: no loop experience, raw enhancement, placed near survivors to ‘mature’ – essentially a controlled variable introduced to an experimental environment.”

“And the Observer?”

Rachel paused. “The Observer is what happens to the control group. The null result. A subject who was given the same opportunity – freedom, agency, a System variant – and produced no developmental output. Isolation. Stagnation. And eventually, absorption.”

She drew a downward arrow and wrote “RECYCLED” in clinical block letters.

“It’s a longitudinal study,” she said, turning to face me. The candlelight caught the curve of her neck, the shadow between her breasts where the camisole dipped low. “The entity is running parallel experiments across sixteen subjects – at minimum sixteen – to determine optimal post-loop development strategies. It’s not punishing or rewarding anyone. It’s collecting data.”

“And what has the data shown?”

“That your approach works. Bond formation produces compounding returns: emotional stability, cooperative capability, practical power through shared abilities. Victor’s approach works but plateaus – solo combat efficiency has a ceiling. Marcus represents the baseline null hypothesis: power without structure produces chaos.” She tapped her evidence board. “And the Observer proves the failure state. Isolation doesn’t just stagnate – it degrades. Until the subject is more useful as infrastructure than as an active experiment.”

She pulled a separate sheet from the evidence pile – a hand-drawn graph with two intersecting curves. One climbed steadily upward: “Bond Network Output.” The other descended in a gradual slope: “Individual Autonomy Threshold.”

“The intersection point is critical,” she said, tracing where the curves crossed. “At a certain level of bond development, the network’s output exceeds what any individual member could produce alone. That’s not theory – that’s what your System data shows. Your stat bonuses, your passive abilities, the Soulbound sensing – all of it generated through genuine connection, all of it exceeding what Victor’s solo variant can produce.”

“You’re saying there’s a tipping point.”

“I’m saying you passed it weeks ago. Five bonds, three Soulbound. Your network isn’t just additive – it’s multiplicative. Each connection reinforces every other connection.” Her eyes were blazing now, the way they always did when she was in the middle of an insight that rewired her understanding of everything. “The entity has never seen this before, Alex. Not at this scale. Not with this level of genuine emotional investment.”

She moved to a second board – this one covered in graphs she’d drawn by hand, with axes labeled “Time” and “Developmental Output.” Three curves climbed at different rates. The blue one showed exponential growth. The red one showed linear growth leveling to a plateau. The gray one showed initial growth followed by a sharp decline into negative values.

“Look at the trajectories,” she said, tapping the gray line. “The entity doesn’t absorb subjects randomly. There’s a threshold – a point where developmental stagnation triggers the conversion protocol. If my model is correct, that threshold is somewhere around the five-hundred-to-eight-hundred-year mark for isolated subjects.”

“The Observer looped for thousands of years.”

“Which means she passed the threshold centuries ago. The absorption may not have happened at the end of her loop. It may have been a gradual process – the entity’s control seeping in year by year as she withdrew further into isolation.” Rachel’s voice dropped. “Imagine that. Slowly losing yourself, not all at once, but in increments so small you don’t notice until it’s too late.”

The room was quiet except for the ambient hum of her apartment – refrigerator, heating system, the distant sound of campus nightlife filtering through closed windows.

“If you’re right,” I said slowly, “then building bonds isn’t just emotionally right. It’s the optimal strategy – the one the entity’s entire evaluation framework is designed to identify. It’s survival.”

“More than that.” Rachel sat beside me on the couch, close enough that I could feel the warmth radiating from her skin, smell the layered complexity of her perfume mixing with wine and intellectual intensity. “It reframes everything. The entity doesn’t give gifts – Victor said that. But it does create conditions that favor certain outcomes. Your System variant, your territory assignment, the subjects it placed near you – all designed to test whether you’ll continue building or start fortifying.”

“And the approaching survivor? Anya?”

Rachel set her marker down and leaned against the poster board, arms folded beneath her breasts. The position was unconsciously professorial – she defaulted to lecture posture when she was about to deliver a conclusion that mattered.

“She’s the critical variable. Twelve hundred years alone. No bonds. A combat-only System variant. She represents the trajectory toward absorption – the same path as the Observer, just earlier on the timeline.”

“You think the entity is sending her here as another test.”

“I think the entity is sending her here to see if your bond strategy can expand to include a subject whose natural trajectory is isolation.” She held my gaze. “Can you save someone who’s been alone for twelve centuries? That’s what the entity wants to know.”

The weight of that question settled over the apartment like a change in atmospheric pressure. Save someone. Not fight, not contain, not manage. Save. A word that implied the person was worth saving, that the isolation hadn’t eaten everything worth preserving.

I thought about the Observer. About the laughing woman in Jess’s sketches, buried under millennia of entity control. Was there a point where the isolation became irreversible? A threshold where the self dissolved past the possibility of recovery?

I finished my wine. Set the glass down. Looked at Rachel – brilliant, beautiful Rachel, who’d spent years building walls after a failed marriage and was now using that same analytical mind to decode the behavior of cosmic entities.

“You’re remarkable,” I said.

She blinked. The shift from academic theorist to woman being seen was always a little jarring for her. “I’m doing my job.”

“Your job is teaching Psychology 301 to undergraduates who haven’t read the syllabus. This is something else entirely.”

A flush crept across her olive skin, starting at her cheeks and spreading down her neck toward the collar of her camisole. She tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I had a breakthrough about interdimensional entity behavior,” she said, voice slightly unsteady. “I’d like to finish documenting it before –”

I pulled her glasses off. Gently. Set them on the coffee table beside the evidence that she’d organized with the precision of a tenured researcher preparing for peer review.

“Before what?” I asked.

Her dark eyes widened. Then darkened. The professional composure she wore like armor began to crack, starting at the edges, the way it always did when we were alone and she stopped pretending that she didn’t want this.

“Before you derail me,” she whispered. “Like you always do.”

“I’ve had extensive practice at derailment.”

“That’s not the flex you think it is.”

But she was leaning in. The analytical distance collapsing into proximity, her perfume intensifying as the gap between us closed. Her breasts pressed against my arm through the thin silk of her camisole, and I felt the heat of her body calling to mine with the urgency of a woman who’d been thinking with her head all day and wanted to stop.

I kissed her.

Not gentle. Not academic. The kind of kiss that reminded Dr. Rachel Shaw that underneath the peer-reviewed analysis and the institutional composure, she was a woman who’d been craving this for hours. I threaded my hand into her hair and angled her head back, taking her mouth the way a professor takes a lecture hall – with authority.

She melted into it immediately. A soft, helpless sound escaped her throat – relief, desire, the last of her resistance dissolving like sugar in warm water. Her hands found my chest, then my shoulders, fingers digging in as the kiss deepened. Her tongue slid against mine, tentative at first, then urgent, and I tasted wine and something sweeter underneath – the taste of a woman who’d been thinking about this since she’d first pulled out her evidence board and felt my eyes on her body instead of her data.

I caught the strap of her camisole and slid it off her shoulder. Slowly. Watching the silk slide across her olive skin, revealing the swell of her breast inch by inch – the heavy curve of it, the dark areola peeking above the bunched fabric. Rachel’s body was a revelation every time – voluptuous in a way that defied the professional armor she wore during daylight hours. Full, natural breasts that strained against every blouse she owned, a narrow waist that flared into wide hips, thick thighs that I could feel pressing against mine through her linen pants.

“We should – the notes –” she started.

I kissed her neck. Right below her ear, in the spot I’d found during our first encounter in her office – the spot that made her lose words. I sucked the skin gently, felt her pulse jumping against my tongue.

“Alex –”

“The notes will be there in the morning.” I pulled the other strap down. The camisole pooled at her waist, and her breasts spilled free – heavy, full, the dark nipples already stiff and puckered. They hung with the natural weight of real D-cups, round and soft with just enough give to make a man’s hands ache. I cupped one, feeling the generous weight of it overflow my palm, warm and impossibly soft, and she arched into my hand with a gasp.

“God.” Her voice had dropped into that lower register – the unconscious shift that happened when arousal overrode composure, the same husky timbre that made her students squirm during lectures for reasons they couldn’t articulate. “I was trying to change the world’s understanding of entity behavior.”

“You already did.” I traced my thumb across her nipple – circling the dark areola, watching the flesh tighten and pucker further under my touch – and watched her shudder, her eyes fluttering shut. “Now let me show you what persistence feels like.”

She laughed – breathless, incredulous, the particular laugh of a thirty-four-year-old professor who still couldn’t quite believe she was doing this with a student who’d outlived entire civilizations. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m inevitable.”

I lifted her. She yelped – a sound so different from her lecture-hall poise that it made me grin – and wrapped her legs around me instinctively, linen pants riding up her thick thighs, the soft weight of her breasts pressing against my chest. I carried her to the kitchen counter, the same counter where we’d had our first encounter in this apartment, and set her down on the cold granite.

She hissed at the temperature. “Cold.”

“You’ll warm up.”

I pulled her camisole the rest of the way off. Then her pants – sliding them down her hips, over her thighs, past her calves. The linen caught on the curve of her ass, and I had to tug, and the way her flesh jiggled when it came free was mesmerizing. Stockings underneath. Of course. Rachel Shaw wore stockings under loungewear, because some habits of elegance were bone-deep. Sheer black, ending mid-thigh, the lace tops framing the pale olive skin above them like a picture frame around a masterpiece.

I left the stockings on.

“These stay,” I said.

Her eyes blazed. “Is that an order?”

“It’s an observation. You look better with them on.” Her thighs in those stockings – thick, soft, the sheer fabric making her skin look like silk – were the kind of image that had fueled every professor fantasy ever conceived.

“Academically speaking, that’s a subjective –”

I kissed her again, swallowing the rest of the sentence. My hands found her hips and pulled her to the edge of the counter, her stockinged legs wrapping around me, the heat of her core pressing against me through my jeans. She was already wet – I could feel the damp warmth seeping through the thin fabric of her underwear where it pressed against my stomach, and the scent of her arousal rose between us, warm and musky and feminine, mixing with her perfume into something that made my cock throb against the confining denim.

I stripped off my shirt. Her hands were immediately on my chest, my shoulders, mapping muscle with the precision of someone who studied human behavior for a living. She catalogued me through touch the way she catalogued the entity through data – thorough, appreciative, missing nothing. Her fingers traced the definition of my abs, the ridge of my hip bones, the V of muscle that disappeared into my jeans. Her thumb traced the trail of hair below my navel and followed it down until she was pressing her palm against the hard ridge of my cock through denim.

“You don’t look like a man who spent a few millennia in a time loop,” she murmured, her fingers tracing my length through the fabric, measuring me with clinical curiosity that was betrayed by the flush spreading down her neck.

“What does that man look like?”

“Broken. Hollow. Not…” She squeezed gently, and my hips jerked into her grip. “Not this.”

“The loop perfected the body. The freedom is fixing everything else.”

She pulled me closer, and I felt the heat of her through layers of fabric that were rapidly becoming intolerable. Her full breasts pressed against my bare chest, the stiff peaks of her nipples dragging across my skin as she breathed. Her breath came faster as my hands traced the curve of her waist, the flare of her hips – that incredible hourglass figure that she wrapped in professional armor every day and that I got to unwrap on nights like this. My hands kept moving, gripping her ass through the thin underwear, squeezing the soft, generous flesh and pulling her tighter against me.

“I want you,” she said. Simple. Direct. The professor dropping all pretense of professional distance, her voice pitched low enough to feel in my chest. “Right here. Like last time.”

“Last time I was more patient.”

“I don’t want patient tonight.” She pulled me closer with her legs, grinding against me, the soaked fabric of her underwear leaving a damp streak on my abs. The friction made her gasp – made me grit my teeth. “I want to feel you. I want to stop thinking for five minutes and just feel.”

“Five minutes?” I raised an eyebrow. “That’s insulting.”

“Then prove me wrong.” Challenge. From a woman who spent her professional life challenging students to think harder. She punctuated it by reaching down and unbuttoning my jeans with deft, impatient fingers.

I kissed down her neck, tasting perfume and warm skin, the rapid flutter of her pulse under my lips. Lower, across her collarbone, to the swell of her breasts. God, her tits. Full and heavy and real, the kind that spilled out of every top she owned, dark nipples standing out against olive skin. I took one in my mouth – sucking the stiff peak between my lips, flicking my tongue across the pebbled tip – and she arched into me with a moan that she immediately tried to suppress, clamping her hand over her mouth.

I reached up and pulled her hand away. Interlaced my fingers with hers and pinned her hand against the counter.

“No.” I looked up at her from between her breasts, my lips still wet from her skin. “I told you. Let me hear you.”

Her eyes blazed with a mix of desire and defiance. Then I sucked harder, pulling as much of her breast into my mouth as I could, adding teeth to scrape against the sensitive nipple, and the sound she made was raw enough to settle the argument – a throaty, desperate moan that echoed off the kitchen tile and made her cheeks flush dark with the embarrassment of hearing herself.

I slid her underwear to the side – not off, just aside, because there was something about the urgency of that, the impatience, the can’t-wait-another-second – and pressed two fingers inside her. She was soaked. Not just wet – drenched, her arousal coating my fingers instantly, hot slick walls clenching around the intrusion as I sank to the second knuckle. Her head fell back, dark hair cascading across the granite counter, mouth open in a silent cry.

“Oh – right there –”

I worked her with the knowledge of a man who’d spent centuries studying human physiology and a week learning the specific geography of Rachel Shaw’s pleasure. Curled my fingers against the spongy spot on her front wall that made her gasp and clench. Drew slow, firm circles with my thumb over her swollen clit, the nub slippery and hard under my touch. Felt her thick thighs tighten around my hips as the tension built, the stockings whispering against my skin.

Her breathing fractured into sharp, shallow pulls. The composed professor who lectured three hundred students without breaking a sweat was gripping the edge of her own kitchen counter with white knuckles, hips rocking against my hand in a rhythm she couldn’t control. Her pussy squelched obscenely around my fingers with every thrust, the wet sounds filling the kitchen, and she was too far gone to care. Her tits swayed with the motion of her hips, heavy and hypnotic.

“Alex – I need –”

“I know what you need.”

I freed my cock from my jeans – already hard enough to ache, the head swollen and slick with precum – and replaced my fingers with it in one fluid motion, sinking into her soaked pussy in a single long stroke. She cried out – that sound that was uniquely Rachel, halfway between a moan and a sob, the sound of composed authority shattering into raw sensation. Her walls stretched around me, gripping tight, the wet heat of her enveloping every inch until I bottomed out and felt her cervix kiss the tip.

“God – yes –” Her head fell back, eyes squeezed shut, lips parted around sounds she couldn’t control.

I gripped her hips and set a rhythm. Deep, deliberate strokes that used the leverage of the counter’s height to hit angles that the bed couldn’t match, driving upward into the spot my fingers had already found. Her breasts bounced with each thrust – full, heavy, mesmerizing in the kitchen light, the dark nipples tracing circles in the air with every impact. I caught one in my mouth, sucking the stiff peak while I fucked her, tasting the salt of her skin, and she fisted her hand in my hair and pulled hard enough to sting.

“Harder.”

I gave her harder. The counter’s edge bit into my thighs, but the burn was nothing compared to the heat building between us. She was impossibly tight, impossibly wet, her pussy gripping me with each stroke in slick, rhythmic squeezes – the muscles of a woman who’d spent the entire day thinking about cosmic entities and needed to think about nothing at all. I could feel her arousal running down my shaft, dripping onto the counter beneath her, and every thrust produced a wet, filthy sound that made the academic in her blush and the woman in her clench tighter.

“Tell me something,” I said against her breast, never breaking rhythm. “Tell me what you need.”

“You.” Her voice was wrecked. The academic precision gone, replaced by raw honesty. “I need you to remind me that this is real. That the woman underneath the professor is real.”

“She’s real.” I straightened, took her face in my hands, held her gaze while I buried myself deep – all the way, until her eyes widened and her mouth formed a perfect O and I could feel her pulse fluttering around my cock. “She’s brilliant and beautiful and she just decoded the behavioral patterns of an interdimensional entity in a living room full of red string and wine glasses.”

“Don’t romanticize my conspiracy wall.”

“I’m romanticizing you.”

She kissed me. Open-mouthed, desperate, tasting of wine and surrender. Her hands gripped my shoulders hard enough to leave half-moon marks from her nails, and I felt the shift in her – the last wall crumbling, the final layer of professional armor falling away. Her legs tightened around me, pulling me deeper, her heels digging into my ass.

I pulled out – she whimpered at the loss, her pussy clenching on nothing, glistening and swollen – and turned her around, bent her over the counter. She gasped at the change, hands bracing against the granite, her ass pressing back against me. Those stockinged legs spread wide, those wide hips, the arch of her spine presenting herself to me completely. Her pussy was flushed and dripping between her thighs, still stretched and open from my cock, the pink inner flesh obscenely visible from this angle. I gripped one round cheek of her ass, watched the soft flesh dimple under my fingers, spread her open.

“Please,” she said. Rachel Shaw, PhD, begging in her own kitchen, bent over her own counter with her ass in the air and her pussy on display. “Please.”

I slid back in from behind and the angle was devastating – deeper, tighter, her walls gripping me in a different configuration that made us both groan. She screamed – not loud, muffled by the arm she bit to keep quiet, her teeth leaving marks on her own forearm – and her whole body shuddered. I grabbed her hair, wrapping the dark waves around my fist, tilting her head back.

“No.” I pulled her hair just enough to lift her chin, forcing her to look at the dim reflection of herself in the kitchen window – hair wild, tits swinging, face contorted in pleasure. “No hiding from me.”

“The neighbors –”

“Don’t care.” I thrust hard, burying myself to the root, and she moaned, loud and unfiltered, the sound of a woman who’d forgotten what restraint felt like. “You spend your whole life being composed. Being controlled. Being the professor who never breaks.” I set a punishing rhythm, each stroke driving her forward against the counter, her heavy breasts pressing and dragging against the cold granite with every impact. “Break for me.”

She broke.

The orgasm shattered her. I heard it first – a raw, unguarded cry that was nothing like her lecture-hall voice, nothing like any sound the composed Dr. Shaw had ever made in public. She cried out my name – not Alex, but the full thing, “Alex Reid,” like it was an invocation, a prayer, the verbal equivalent of letting go of every thread of control she’d ever held. Her legs shook in those stockings, her hands lost their grip on the counter, and I felt the convulsions of her pussy around my cock – violent, rhythmic clenching that squeezed me in waves, her body bearing down as if trying to pull me impossibly deeper. Her slick arousal pulsed around me, running down both our thighs, and the woman who commanded three hundred students without breaking a sweat came apart completely.

I fucked her through it, through the aftershocks that made her twitch and gasp, through the sensitivity that turned every stroke into a full-body shudder. Then I pulled her upright against my chest, one arm across her breasts – fingers sinking into the soft, heavy flesh, pinching a nipple between my knuckles – the other gripping her hip hard enough to bruise, and came inside her with a groan that echoed off the kitchen tile. My cock pulsed deep inside her, each throb emptying into her clenching heat, and she moaned softly with every spurt she felt, pressing her ass back against me to take it all.

The Bond Resonance surged.

[BOND STATUS: DR. RACHEL SHAW]
Current: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Status: STABLE
Stability Assessment: REINFORCED

Soulbound Ability: Location/Emotional Sensing -- OPTIMAL
Bond Resonance Output: ELEVATED

Note: Intimacy under high-stress analytical conditions
reinforcing Soulbound stability metrics.

We stood there for a long moment, connected, breathing hard, her back against my chest, my face buried in her hair. The kitchen smelled like sex and wine and the subtle trace of her perfume. Her body trembled against mine in small, periodic aftershocks that she leaned into rather than fought.

I pressed my lips to the curve of her neck. Tasted salt and perfume and the particular warmth of Rachel Shaw with her defenses completely down. Her hand found mine on her hip and laced our fingers together, and the domesticity of that gesture – intertwined hands in a kitchen after sex – hit me harder than any cosmic revelation about entity behavior.

This was what the loop had denied me. Not just the physical act, which reset and repeated and meant nothing. But the aftermath. The quiet. Two people standing in a kitchen at midnight, breathing together, connected by something that would still be there in the morning.

“I had a breakthrough,” she said finally, her voice hoarse and amused. “About entity behavior.”

“You mentioned that.”

“You derailed me with sex.”

“You’re welcome.”

She laughed. The real one – the one that came from somewhere deeper than Dr. Shaw, from the woman underneath who’d spent years being afraid to laugh that loudly.

I pulled out of her gently, and she turned to face me, leaning against the counter on wobbly legs. Her hair was a mess. Her stockings were askew. Her lips were swollen. She looked like a tenured professor who’d just been thoroughly, comprehensively fucked.

She looked perfect.

“The theory stands,” she said, reaching for her wine glass with a hand that wasn’t entirely steady. “The entity rewards building. Isolation leads to absorption. Your bonds aren’t just emotional support – they may be literal protection against what happened to the Observer.”

“You said that before the sex.”

“And the sex confirmed it.” She sipped her wine, looking at me over the rim with eyes that were warm and sharp and satisfied all at once. “Bond Resonance elevated during intimacy. Soulbound connection reinforced through physical contact under stress conditions. The System doesn’t just track emotional bonds – it strengthens them through shared physical experience.”

“So you’re saying sex is good for our survival?”

“I’m saying intimacy is a load-bearing element of the bond architecture. Remove it and the structure weakens.” She set down her glass and picked up her reading glasses from the coffee table, settling them back on her nose with the practiced dignity of a woman reasserting her academic credentials while standing half-naked in her own kitchen. “I should document this.”

“You should get dressed first.”

“Priorities, Alex.” But she was smiling, and the warmth of it reached her eyes in a way that the professional version of Dr. Rachel Shaw would never have allowed.

She reached for her wine glass, took a sip, and pulled one of my shirts off the back of a chair – she’d been collecting them, I noticed, one arriving at her apartment each visit and never returning. She buttoned it halfway, and the sight of her in my shirt, stockings still on, hair disheveled, dark eyes bright with post-orgasmic clarity – it was the kind of image that would fuel fantasies for decades.

“You keep stealing my shirts.”

“I keep acquiring them. There’s a difference.” She adjusted the collar with academic precision. “This one smells like you. It helps me think.”

“I’m glad my scent contributes to interdimensional entity research.”

She threw a throw pillow at my head. I caught it, grinning.

“You contribute to many things.” She lifted her chin and smoothed her hair behind both ears. The transformation was remarkable – from thoroughly fucked to professionally composed in under a minute. Only the flush still visible on her neck and the slight swelling of her lips betrayed what had just happened.

I helped her clean up the rest. Found her camisole balled up near the refrigerator. Picked up a throw pillow that had somehow ended up in the hallway. One of her evidence board photographs had been knocked askew – a printed satellite image of campus with concentric circles marking territorial boundaries. I straightened it while she watched me with an expression caught between amusement and something softer.

“You’re tidying my conspiracy wall.”

“I’m respecting the evidence.”

“You’re nesting. In my apartment. After sex.” She said it with clinical precision, but the warmth in her voice undermined the analysis entirely.

The small domesticities of the aftermath – tidying, finding stray clothing, restoring order to a space disrupted by desire. The aftermath carried weight the loop never allowed. Evidence of life happening, accumulating, refusing to dissolve at midnight.

“The Anya hypothesis,” she said, buttoning a fresh blouse as if we hadn’t just had sex on her kitchen counter. “If she arrives in the next few days, she’ll be the critical test of your bond strategy’s expandability. Can Bond Resonance reach a survivor who’s been isolated for twelve hundred years? Can your system override the trajectory toward absorption?”

“I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. That’s what makes it interesting.” She tilted her head, considering me. “Stay tonight?”

“At the risk of further derailing your research?”

“My research benefits from your proximity. The Soulbound connection provides data I can’t collect remotely.” Her voice dropped half an octave. “Also I sleep better when you’re here. Purely for physiological regulation purposes.”

“Purely.”

“Don’t read into it.”

I pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “Rachel.”

“Mm.”

“Your theory is brilliant. You decoded the entity’s entire evaluation framework in a living room with red string and a bottle of wine.”

She pressed her face into my chest. “Two bottles.”

“Even more impressive.”

“It’s not about me.” She pulled back, and her expression was serious now, the playfulness replaced by the analytical intensity I’d first been drawn to across a lecture hall. “It’s about survival. If the bonds are the defense mechanism and the entity is watching to see who builds and who breaks – then everything we do, every connection we strengthen, every new bond we forge, is resistance. Against the entity. Against absorption. Against the fate of every survivor who couldn’t find what you found.”

“What I found?”

“People worth fighting for.” Her dark eyes held mine. “Don’t lose sight of that when the new survivor arrives. She’s going to be damaged, defensive, and probably hostile. But underneath all of it, she’s going to be desperately lonely. And you’re the first person in twelve hundred years who might be able to reach her.”

I thought about Jess’s sketches. The angular face. The gray eyes carrying centuries. The loneliness that Jess described as a frequency – a constant drone of nothing and nobody.

“I’ll reach her,” I said.

Rachel nodded. Then picked up her wine glass, sat on the couch, and pulled out a fresh notebook.

“Now. Let me document the entity behavioral model while it’s fresh.” She looked at me over her glasses. “You may stay. But no more derailing. I need at least two hours of uninterrupted analytical work.”

“Yes, Professor.”

“Don’t call me that in private. It makes me feel things that are counterproductive to academic rigor.”

“Noted. Dr. Shaw.”

“That’s worse.” But she was smiling as she opened the notebook, and the pen was already moving before her expression settled back into analytical focus. She’d tucked her legs beneath her, one of my stolen shirts falling to mid-thigh, her stockinged feet just visible beneath the hem. Her reading glasses caught the lamplight as she wrote.

A professor working in her living room after midnight, wearing her lover’s shirt, building a theoretical model that might save lives. The contrast between the domestic intimacy and the cosmic stakes should have been jarring. Instead it felt like the most natural thing in the world. This was how survival worked – not in war rooms or bunkers, but in living rooms. In the spaces between crisis, where people did their best thinking because they felt safe enough to think at all.

I settled into the opposite end of the couch, pulled out my phone, and let her work. The scratch of her pen, the occasional murmur as she worked through a logic chain, the way she absently reached for her wine without looking – all of it was a domestic rhythm I was still learning to inhabit.

Rachel’s pen scratched steadily. She’d filled four pages already, her handwriting getting tighter as the ideas accelerated. Every few minutes she’d murmur something – “Interesting,” or “That confirms…” or once, simply, “God, the implications” – and keep writing.

This was what the entity rewarded. Not just the physical bonds, not just the shared pleasure, but this: a woman brilliant enough to decode cosmic behavior patterns, comfortable enough to do it in my shirt with her hair a mess, connected enough that the work she produced would protect all of us.

My phone buzzed quietly.

Jess: Fragment update. The woman – Anya – is closer. I can feel her in the temporal field like an approaching storm. Maybe two days.

Jess: Her signal is different from Victor’s. Colder. More compressed. Like someone who’s been carrying something heavy for so long that the weight has fused with her skeleton.

Two days until another survivor walked into my territory. Another ancient soul carrying the weight of centuries of isolation. A woman whose System had given her temporal combat abilities instead of bonds – weapons instead of warmth.

Rachel looked up from her notebook. “You’re thinking too loudly. The Soulbound connection is practically vibrating.”

“Jess says Anya is two days out.”

Rachel’s pen paused. Her dark eyes held mine over the rims of her glasses. “Then we’d better make these two days count.” She turned back to her notebook, pen already moving. “Starting with finishing this model. Stop distracting me.”

“I’m sitting silently on your couch.”

“Your silence is very loud.” But the corner of her mouth curved, and she kept writing.


Chapter 7: The First Strike

Tuesday morning. Ten days post-loop.

Marcus came for me between the library and the psychology building.

I’d been walking alone – a calculated risk, maybe a stupid one. But after three days of coordinated surveillance, constant status meetings, and the collective weight of five women’s protective instincts, I needed twenty minutes of silence. Just my feet on concrete, the morning sun warming the back of my neck, and the familiar geometry of a campus I’d memorized across a million repetitions.

My [Temporal Divergence] gave me a one-second warning.

One second. The difference between a survivor and a victim.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- CRITICAL WARNING]
Anomaly: Beta subject -- COMBAT ENGAGEMENT IMMINENT
Distance: 8 meters, closing RAPIDLY
Velocity: Enhanced human parameters
Threat Assessment: SEVERE
Recommendation: EVADE OR ENGAGE

I threw myself sideways as Marcus’s fist cratered the concrete where my head had been.

The impact sent a shockwave through the ground – actual, physical vibration that I felt through the soles of my boots. A spider web of cracks radiated from the impact point, chunks of sidewalk exploding outward. If that punch had connected, my skull would have been paste.

Marcus straightened from the strike and turned toward me. He’d ditched the hoodie. Wore a plain black compression shirt that strained across his chest and arms, highlighting every enhanced muscle fiber. His dark eyes were flat. Not angry – empty. The focused emptiness of someone who’d made a decision and committed to it fully.

“The entity wants to see what I can do,” he said. “I’m done waiting.”

I was already moving. Three thousand years of combat training – twelve martial arts studied and mastered across endless repetitions of the same Saturday – roared to life in my nervous system. Not thought. Instinct. The deep muscle memory of a body that had fought, died, and fought again hundreds of thousands of times.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- CHAIN ACTIVATION]
Skill: Hand-to-Hand Combat (Multi-Discipline)
Loop Iterations: 847,000+
Status: ACTIVE -- REAL-TIME DEPLOYMENT

Skill: Spatial Awareness (Combat Application)
Loop Iterations: 1,100,000+
Status: ACTIVE -- REAL-TIME DEPLOYMENT

Skill: Joint Manipulation (Krav Maga/Judo/BJJ)
Loop Iterations: 312,000+
Status: ACTIVE -- REAL-TIME DEPLOYMENT

Marcus charged. Not the hesitant aggression of the parking lot – full commitment, beta-enhanced speed that covered the eight meters between us in under a second. His leading right hand came like a piston, aimed at my solar plexus with enough force to crack a car frame.

I slipped left. The punch passed so close I felt the displaced air ruffle my shirt. I countered with an elbow strike to his exposed ribs – years of Muay Thai distilled into one precise impact point.

He didn’t flinch. My elbow connected with what felt like hitting a side of beef wrapped in Kevlar. The impact jarred up my arm, but Marcus just grunted and swung again, a backhand that would have taken my head off my shoulders.

I ducked. His fist whistled over my scalp. Close enough to part my hair.

This wasn’t the confrontation at the parking lot. This was the real thing. Enhanced strength, enhanced speed, enhanced durability. Marcus wasn’t just stronger than a normal human – he was operating on a completely different physical plane.

I retreated, creating distance, analyzing. His footwork was terrible – raw power compensating for zero technique. He telegraphed every punch with his shoulder, dropped his guard after every swing, and over-committed to every strike. Any competent fighter would have exploited those openings in seconds.

But exploiting openings didn’t help when the person you were fighting could shrug off your hardest strikes like mosquito bites.

I assessed options while moving. Joint locks were temporary – his enhanced musculature could power through anything I applied within seconds. Strikes were ineffective against beta-enhanced durability – my elbow had hit solid enough to crack a normal man’s ribs, and Marcus had grunted like I’d nudged him. Chokes required sustained pressure that his superior strength would negate. Pressure points were an unknown – the enhancement might have altered his nerve pathways along with everything else.

The combat disciplines cycled through my mind like a Rolodex of violence. Muay Thai clinch work would expose me to his close-range power. Boxing combinations lacked the finishing force. Judo throws required a grip on clothing he wasn’t wearing enough of. Wrestling takedowns meant going to the ground with someone who could bench-press a truck.

Which left redirection. Using his own momentum against him. Aikido principles applied to a superhuman opponent – let the force go where it wanted to go, just help it get there faster.

Marcus came again. Low this time – a tackle that spoke to instinct rather than training. Bull rush, head down, arms wide.

I sidestepped and brought my knee up into his face as he passed. The impact was solid – endless practice making the timing microsecond-perfect. His head snapped back. Blood exploded from his nose. I pivoted on the follow-through, maintaining my balance while his was compromised, already calculating the next three moves.

He kept going. Momentum carried him past me and into a brick planter, which exploded on impact, dirt and flowers scattering across the walkway. Chunks of brick bounced off the adjacent building. A bench ten feet away jumped from the shockwave.

He stood up. Wiped blood from his upper lip. Smiled.

“There it is,” he said. “I was starting to think you couldn’t fight.”

“I can do a lot of things. Fighting’s just the one I enjoy least.”

“That’s because you’ve never fought someone who could actually hurt you.”

He was right. In the loop, every opponent had been baseline human. Even the best fighters on campus – the MMA guys, the military vets, the one visiting karate champion who’d been on campus for a Saturday seminar – were limited by normal human parameters. I’d fought them all, thousands of times, and won every encounter after the first few hundred iterations of each.

Marcus wasn’t baseline. Marcus was something else.

He came in combinations now – left jab, right cross, left hook. Fast. Brutally fast. Each punch carrying enough force to hospitalize a normal person on impact. I slipped, blocked, redirected, using every technique in my arsenal to stay ahead of the assault.

The combinations kept coming. Jab-cross-hook became jab-cross-uppercut became wild haymaker that I barely ducked. His fist passed over my head and struck a lamp post. The metal bent at a forty-five-degree angle, the light at the top shattering, glass raining down around us. Marcus didn’t even register the impact.

I circled right, keeping him turning, using footwork to deny him straight-line approaches. My body moved through patterns I’d drilled a million times – the loop’s one gift that kept giving. Wing Chun centerline defense bled into boxing head movement bled into Systema’s wave-like evasion. I was using three different martial arts in the space of four seconds, and it still wasn’t enough. But the bond passives were keeping me in the fight – Sophie’s Agility bonus sharpened my footwork by a fraction that mattered, and Emma’s Perception boost let me track his micro-tells in a way my base stats alone wouldn’t have managed. Five women, five passive bonuses humming in my system like background radiation. Without them, that first combination would have ended me.

But I was losing ground. The raw power differential was insurmountable through technique alone. Every block jarred my bones. Every redirection cost me more energy than his attack had cost him. He could keep this up for hours. I couldn’t.

His right cross finally caught me.

Not flush – a glancing blow to my left temple, deflected at the last instant by a desperate forearm block. But even glancing, the impact sent lightning through my skull. My vision blurred. My left ear rang with a high-pitched tone that drowned out everything else.

I staggered back. Tasted copper. Felt warm wetness on my lip.

Marcus pressed forward, sensing weakness. Another combination – jab, cross, uppercut. I blocked the first two, but the uppercut caught me in the ribs and lifted me off my feet.

I hit the ground and rolled, muscle memory converting the impact into a recovery motion that brought me back to standing. But the damage was done. Ribs screaming. Vision swimming. The copper taste intensifying.

Marcus stood over the cracked sidewalk, barely breathing hard. Blood from his nose had already stopped – enhanced healing, apparently. His smile was gone, replaced by something worse: focused determination.

“The entity doesn’t reward talkers,” he said. “It rewards winners.”

He wound up for the finishing blow. A haymaker from his right hand, loaded with every ounce of beta-enhanced power, aimed at my head with the explicit intent of ending the fight permanently.

Time slowed.

Not metaphorically. Not the subjective experience of adrenaline stretching perception. Actual temporal deceleration, my perception expanding outward like a soap bubble, taking in details that normal consciousness could never process.

Marcus’s fist approaching at what seemed like half-speed. The rotation of his shoulder, the extension of his arm, the trajectory that would intersect with my skull in approximately 0.7 seconds. The slight over-rotation of his hips that meant his weight was committed, irreversibly, to the forward path of the punch.

And beyond the physical – something else. A shimmer in the air around his fist. Not visible to normal sight, but blazing in my expanded perception like a neon sign. The temporal signature of the punch, rippling backward through the moment before it happened.

I could see the future.

Not far. Not clearly. But the trajectory of Marcus’s fist was mapped in my awareness before it arrived, a ghost-image of impact that existed half a second ahead of the actual motion.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- LEVEL UP]
Previous: Level 2 (Anomaly Detection + Classification)
Current: LEVEL 3 (Predictive Sensing)
Range Increase: 50 meters → 100 meters

New Capability: PREDICTIVE SENSING ACTIVE
You can now sense divergences before they manifest.
The future bends around you.

I moved.

Not away from the punch – into it. Under the arc of Marcus’s haymaker, stepping inside his guard with a precision that his brain couldn’t process because I’d read the attack before it existed. His fist sailed over my head, and I was inside his reach, too close for his power to matter.

Joint lock. Right arm. The leverage point was different on an enhanced body – tendons thicker, joints reinforced – but physics was physics, and I had a lifetime of biomechanical understanding to draw from.

I cranked his arm behind his back in a modified Kimura that used his own momentum against him. He was stronger, but strength didn’t help when the angle was wrong and the leverage was perfect. His shoulder strained, his elbow hyperextended, and for the first time since the fight started, he made a sound that wasn’t aggression.

Pain. Real pain. Even enhancement couldn’t override a properly applied joint lock.

I swept his legs. He went down hard, face-first into the concrete, and I followed him, keeping the arm locked, my knee in the center of his back, weight distributed to pin his enhanced frame against the ground.

He struggled. God, he struggled. The raw power surging through his body was staggering – I could feel it vibrating through the point of contact, like holding onto a live electrical wire. My muscles screamed with the effort of maintaining the pin.

But the predictive sensing was the difference. Every time he adjusted his position to create an escape angle, I saw it coming and compensated before he moved. Every surge of enhanced power was met with a preemptive shift in leverage. I wasn’t stronger than him – I was seeing the fight three seconds ahead.

“Stop.” My voice came out calm. Not shouting. Not angry. The calm voice of a man who’d been in this situation a thousand times and knew exactly how it ended. “I don’t want to break your arm. But I will.”

“Let me –” He surged with enhanced power, and for one terrible second I thought the lock would fail. My muscles burned, the tendons in my arms screaming against the force differential. He was stronger. So much stronger. Raw physical power that the loop had never prepared me for.

But the predictive sensing held. Every shift in his leverage, every attempt to create an escape angle, appeared in my awareness two seconds before it happened. I adjusted, compensated, denied each escape route before it opened.

“Let me go!”

“Not until you stop fighting.”

He thrashed. The concrete under his chest cracked from the force of his struggling. A passing student on the far side of the quad stopped to stare, then quickly walked the other direction. Good instincts.

“The entity doesn’t reward winners,” I said, maintaining the lock. “It rewards builders. If you’d paid attention to anything Victor told you, you’d know that.”

“Victor’s a coward!”

“Victor survived 847 years in a loop and had the wisdom to stop fighting when fighting wasn’t the answer. That’s not cowardice. That’s intelligence.” I increased pressure on his arm by a fraction. “You have power, Marcus. Real power. The entity gave it to you for a reason. But if you use it like this – attacking people who could be allies – you’ll end up recycled. Do you know what that means?”

He went still. Not calm – frozen. The word “recycled” cut through his aggression like a knife through fog.

“The Observer,” he said. “The woman in white.”

“Was a person once. A survivor, like me. She spent too long alone, too long without connections, and the entity decided she was more useful as infrastructure than as a subject.” I let that sink in. “Is that what you want? Because right now, you’re demonstrating exactly the kind of behavior that gets subjects recycled.”

Silence. The kind that meant a mind was working despite every instinct screaming at it to stop.

I felt his body change underneath me. Not relaxation – surrender. The difference between a body that’s stopped fighting and a body that’s stopped wanting to fight.

“I don’t know what I want,” Marcus said. His voice was different. Younger. The teenager underneath the enhancement, the boy who’d been given power and told to “mature” without any explanation of what maturity looked like. “Nobody told me what I’m supposed to do. They just gave me this and said go.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know shit.”

“I spent three thousand years dying without anyone telling me why. I know exactly what it feels like to have power and no purpose.” I eased the pressure on his arm. “If you stop trying to kill me, I might be able to help with the purpose part.”

Another beat of silence. Then his body fully relaxed under my knee.

“Get off me.”

I released him and stood, stepping back to a safe distance. My ribs were screaming, my lip was split, and the new Temporal Divergence level was pulsing behind my eyes with the disorienting intensity of a freshly activated system upgrade.

Marcus pushed himself up, dirt and concrete dust on his compression shirt. His nose had fully healed – not even a bruise remained. Enhanced recovery that would have taken me weeks compressed into minutes.

He looked at me. Really looked, for the first time. Not with the flat assessment of a fighter sizing up an opponent, but with the confused attention of someone who’d just been beaten by a person who should have been physically outclassed.

“How did you do that?” he asked. “At the end. You moved before I moved. Like you knew what I was going to do.”

“I did know.”

“How?”

“Three thousand years of practice.” I wiped blood from my split lip. “And a System upgrade that you just gave me by being stupid enough to attack.”

His expression flickered. Anger first, then confusion, then – grudging, unwilling, but unmistakable – respect. “The entity tracks everything.”

“Everything.”

“So this fight –”

“Was part of the assessment. How I responded. How you responded. Whether we destroyed each other or found a way to coexist.” I met his eyes. “You failed the aggression test. I passed the de-escalation test. The entity will note both.”

Marcus’s jaw worked. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides, the enhanced muscles bulging with contained force.

Then Victor appeared.

He materialized from between buildings with practiced ease – he’d clearly been watching the entire time and had chosen this exact moment to intervene. Close-cropped hair, military bearing, dark eyes sweeping the damage – cracked sidewalk, destroyed planter, two men covered in blood and concrete dust.

“That’s enough,” Victor said. Not loud, but carrying the authority of eight hundred years of command presence. He looked at Marcus. “He’s the entity’s problem to manage, not yours to break. Come with me.”

“I –”

“Now, Marcus.”

Something in Victor’s tone cut through whatever resistance Marcus had left. The younger man – the boy, really, because that’s what he was underneath the enhancement – lowered his gaze and fell into step behind Victor with the sullen compliance of a teenager who’d just been caught by a parent.

Victor caught my eye over his shoulder. A look that carried complex information: acknowledgment of the fight, concern at my injuries, respect for the outcome, warning about what came next.

Then they were gone, disappearing between buildings, and I was alone in the quad with cracked concrete and the afterimage of the most dangerous fight I’d had since the loop broke.

My phone was buzzing. Multiple messages. Sophie’s Soulbound connection had detected the fight – she’d have felt the adrenaline, the pain, the sudden spike of Temporal Divergence. Rachel and Emma too, all three Soulbound connections pulsing with alarm.

I checked my injuries first. Split lip, already clotting. Bruised ribs – painful but not broken. A headache that was part combat damage, part System upgrade. My hands were shaking, which was new. After everything the loop had thrown at me, very little made my hands shake.

The System delivered its upgrade summary.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- STATUS UPDATE]
Level: 3 (Predictive Sensing)
Active Range: 100 meters
Passive Awareness: Extended campus coverage
Predictive Window: 2-5 seconds (variable, scaling with threat proximity)

New Capabilities:
- Sense attack vectors before physical manifestation
- Temporal signature reading of enhanced subjects
- Ambient anomaly tracking across expanded range

Note: Level 3 achieved through sustained combat engagement
with enhanced subject. Predictive sensing calibrated to
Beta-class threat parameters.

Warning: Level 3 generates increased cognitive load.
Sustained use may cause headache, disorientation, nosebleed.
Recommendation: Practice controlled activation to manage strain.

Predictive sensing. The ability to see attacks before they happened. To read the temporal signatures of threats before they manifested.

Three thousand years in a loop, and the universe had finally given me something I could use to protect the people I loved.

Sophie arrived first. Of course she did. Athletic legs eating up the distance between the dorms and the quad at a full sprint, ponytail streaming behind her, expression cycling through fear-fury-pride in a three-second sequence that was pure Sophie Martinez.

She skidded to a stop in front of me, grabbed my face in both hands, and examined the split lip with the clinical efficiency of a pre-med student.

“He hit you.”

“He tried. Mostly succeeded.”

“How bad?”

“Split lip. Bruised ribs. Mild concussion, probably. And a System upgrade.”

“A what?”

“[Temporal Divergence] leveled up to three. I can see attacks before they happen now.”

Sophie stared at me. The worry in her expression warred with something else – a fierce, competitive pride that radiated through her Soulbound connection like sunlight through glass.

“You fought an enhanced super-soldier and came out of it with a superpower upgrade?”

“When you put it like that –”

She kissed me. Hard, fast, tasting of my own blood. Then pulled back and punched my shoulder.

“Don’t ever fight alone again.”

“He ambushed me. There wasn’t a choice.”

“Then I’ll be closer next time. Close enough that there IS a choice.” Her brown eyes blazed. “What did I say? We handle everything together.”

“Together,” I agreed. And meant it with every fiber of a body that was sore, shaking, and more alive than it had been in the entire loop.

Rachel arrived next, heels clicking on the cracked sidewalk, reading glasses askew, dark hair wild from running. She took one look at the damage – both to me and to the concrete – and her analytical mind started processing before her emotions could catch up.

“Your ribs. Let me see.” She didn’t wait for permission, lifting my shirt with professional hands. The bruise was already darkening – a massive purple spread across my left side. Her fingers probed carefully, and I hissed at the pressure.

“Not broken. Badly contused. You need ice, anti-inflammatories, and to not get punched by a superhuman again.”

“I’ll add it to the list.”

Emma appeared from the library direction, laptop clutched to her chest like a shield, pale blue eyes wide behind her glasses. She’d clearly been running – her cardigan was slipping off one shoulder, her auburn hair wild around her face, her cheeks flushed pink against that porcelain skin. She didn’t speak. Just walked straight to me, set her laptop down carefully on a bench – even in crisis, she protected her hardware – and wrapped her arms around me with the silent ferocity of a quiet person who’d spent her life losing things and refused to lose anything else.

I held her, feeling her tremble against my chest. Her auburn hair smelled like books and vanilla hand lotion. She was soft where Sophie was hard, warm where Rachel was measured, and her embrace carried the emotional weight of someone who felt things too deeply to express them in the moment. I felt her full breasts press against my bruised ribs and winced, but I didn’t let go. Some pains were worth bearing.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Shut up.” She squeezed harder, then immediately loosened when I hissed. “Oh god, your ribs. I’m sorry. I didn’t –”

“Worth it.” I held her in place. “Don’t let go.”

She didn’t. Just adjusted her grip to avoid the bruising and pressed her face into my shoulder.

“I felt it through the bond,” she whispered. “The fight. The danger. And then this… burst. Like a window opening. The Temporal Divergence upgrade – it rippled through the Soulbound connection like a wave. I could feel you seeing the future, Alex. It was the strangest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“What did it feel like from your side?”

“Like time hiccupped. Like reality took a breath.” She pulled back enough to look at me through those thick-framed glasses. “I wrote it down. Already. On my phone while I was running here. It’s going in the book.”

“Of course it is.”

I kissed the top of her head.

Becca’s text arrived while Emma was still holding me.

Becca: My network confirmed the fight. Two witnesses, both handled – I told them it was a movie stunt for a film class project. Cover maintained.

Becca: Also your lip is split and that’s going to swell. Put ice on it immediately or you’ll look like you lost a bar fight.

Becca: Which you basically did.

Jess called ten minutes later from Moran’s Ink.

“I felt the Temporal Divergence level up,” she said. “It was like a sonic boom in the fragment space. Every echo on campus resonated.”

“What did you see?”

“The fight. From the inside. Your perspective and his, overlapping. And at the moment your ability upgraded – when you saw his punch before it happened – I saw something else.”

“What?”

“The entity. Watching. Not the Observer – the actual entity, the intelligence behind everything. It was focused on you with an intensity that made the air feel like glass.” Her voice dropped. “It was pleased, Alex. Whatever you did, whatever the upgrade meant – the entity considered it a successful outcome.”

I absorbed this standing in the quad, surrounded by my women, split lip throbbing, ribs aching, a new level of temporal perception humming behind my eyes.

Marcus had attacked to prove he was powerful.

I’d fought to get back to the people who needed me.

The entity had noted the difference.

And somewhere in the temporal field, closing in on our territory with each passing hour, another survivor was approaching – one who’d spent twelve centuries fighting alone.

I wondered what she’d make of all this. The bonds. The team. The man who’d turned a fistfight into a superpower upgrade.

Two days. Maybe less.

My phone buzzed one more time.

Victor: He’s contained. Won’t happen again. But you should know – the fight woke something up in him. Not rage. Respect. First time he’s met someone who could stop him.

I typed back: Tell him I have twelve combat disciplines and three thousand years of practice. Next time, I’ll use more than two.

Victor’s reply was a single period. Acknowledgment. Eight centuries had taught him that most words were wasted.

The walk to Rachel’s car took longer than it should have. Every breath was a negotiation with my bruised ribs, and the predictive sensing kept firing on ambient stimuli – a squirrel jumping between branches two seconds before it happened, a car turning a corner that I sensed before the engine sound reached me. The new ability didn’t have an off switch yet, and my brain was burning through processing power like a computer running too many programs at once.

Sophie drove me to the campus health center, where a confused nurse practitioner treated my “intramural sports injury” with ice packs and ibuprofen. She clucked disapprovingly at the bruising, prescribed rest and anti-inflammatories, and told me to “avoid whatever sport did this.”

“Noted,” I said. “I’ll take up something safer. Like skydiving.”

Sophie punched my good shoulder. “Not funny.”

“A little funny.”

“Zero percent funny.” But she held my hand while the nurse taped my ribs, and the warmth of her grip – strong, callused from volleyball, steady as an anchor – said more than any words could.

The predictive sensing flickered while we waited – I caught a flash of the nurse returning with a fresh ice pack three seconds before she appeared, and a glimpse of a student opening the clinic door before the handle moved. The ability was still calibrating, firing on ambient stimuli with no threat filter. Every time someone shifted weight in the waiting room, every time a door opened or a phone buzzed, the new level fired a micro-prediction that my brain had to process and discard.

Sophie noticed the distraction. “The upgrade?”

“It doesn’t have an off switch yet. I’m seeing the next two seconds of everything.”

“Is it useful?”

“It will be. Right now it’s like trying to drink from a fire hose.”

She squeezed my hand harder. “We’ll train it. Tomorrow. You and me, the athletics building. I’ll throw volleyballs at your head until you can predict which direction I’m aiming.”

“That sounds painful.”

“Growth usually is.” She grinned – fierce, competitive, daring me to keep up. Exactly the woman I needed her to be.

Becca’s cover story held across every vector. She’d preemptively contacted campus security about “construction noise” near the athletics building, explaining the concrete damage. She’d nudged three different students away from the area through carefully placed social media posts about a “water main break.” She’d even arranged for the damaged planter to be reported to facilities management as “vandalism – probably drunk freshmen.”

The woman was terrifying. In the best possible way.

By late afternoon, I was back in my dorm, ribs aching, lip swelling, new System level humming behind my eyes. Rachel’s text came at five: I want to examine the Temporal Divergence upgrade in person. My apartment. Bring your brain and your bruises.

Emma’s text came at five-fifteen: I’m adding a fight scene to my book. The fictional version was cooler but the real version had better emotional stakes. How are your ribs?

Jess’s text came at five-thirty: The level-up rippled through every fragment channel on campus. Victor felt it. The Observer felt it. Even Marcus felt it – I caught an echo of his reaction. Surprise. And something else.

What else? I typed back.

Respect.


Chapter 8: Emma Rises

Wednesday evening. Eleven days post-loop.

Emma Walsh was briefing the room, and nobody could look away.

It had happened so gradually that I’d almost missed the transformation. The shy bookworm who’d hidden behind her auburn hair just days ago – the girl who couldn’t make eye contact for longer than two seconds, who spoke so quietly you had to lean in to hear her, who dressed in oversized cardigans like she was trying to become invisible – that girl was standing in front of Rachel’s living room with a laptop connected to the TV, giving a strategic intelligence briefing that would have impressed a three-star general.

“Marcus’s behavioral pattern over the past seventy-two hours shows clear escalation followed by de-escalation following Alex’s confrontation,” she said, clicking through slides she’d built from Becca’s surveillance data, Jess’s fragment readings, and Victor’s intelligence. Her voice was steady. Not loud – Emma would never be loud – but clear and precise, carrying the quiet authority of someone who’d organized complex information into a story that made sense.

She’d pushed her thick-framed glasses up onto her head, holding back the waves of auburn hair that usually curtained her face. Without the glasses, her pale blue eyes were startlingly vivid – wide, intelligent, tracking the room as she spoke. She wore a cardigan today, but it was open, revealing a fitted long-sleeve shirt underneath that followed the curves she’d spent twenty years hiding. Those curves – the full C-cups that nobody expected under her layers, the wide hips, the soft figure that contrasted so sharply with Sophie’s athletic build – were visible in a way that suggested Emma had stopped trying to disappear.

“Post-confrontation, Marcus’s motel activity dropped by sixty percent,” she continued, pulling up a chart. “He’s sleeping longer – five-hour stretches instead of three. His campus excursions decreased from four daily to one. And his one remaining daily pattern is the athletics building, where he appears to be training rather than destroying equipment.”

“Source?” Sophie asked from her position at the whiteboard.

“Becca’s surveillance network, cross-referenced with campus security incident reports. Zero property damage in the forty-eight hours since the fight.” Emma’s lips twitched – pride, barely contained. “Also, Victor confirmed via his own observation that Marcus has been… calmer. His exact word was ‘chastened.’”

“Getting his arm almost broken will do that,” Becca said from her windowsill perch, not looking up from her phone.

“It wasn’t just the physical defeat.” Emma clicked to the next slide – a psychological profile that bore Rachel’s analytical fingerprints but Emma’s organizational structure. “Rachel and I built a behavioral model for beta subjects based on the entity’s observed patterns. Enhancement without iteration creates subjects who seek external validation through displays of power. Alex’s response – physically defeating Marcus while simultaneously offering connection and purpose – disrupted the feedback loop. Marcus doesn’t just respect Alex’s combat ability. He’s processing the first genuine offer of community he’s received since his enhancement.”

Rachel nodded from the couch, legs crossed, dark eyes warm with professorial pride. “Emma synthesized the model. I provided the theoretical framework. But the insight about disrupting the validation cycle – that was entirely hers.”

Emma’s cheeks flushed pink. Even now, compliments made her color rise. But she didn’t look away or mumble a deflection. She absorbed the praise, filed it, and moved to the next slide.

“Moving to the Anya Kovar timeline. Based on Jess’s fragment tracking, the approaching survivor has covered approximately three hundred miles in the past five days, heading southwest from the upper Midwest. Assuming consistent travel speed, estimated arrival: thirty-six to forty-eight hours.”

She pulled up a map with a projected trajectory – a line arcing from somewhere near Minnesota, through the central plains, converging on Ridgemont, Texas. Data points along the route marked Jess’s fragment detections, each one tagged with a timestamp and confidence rating.

“I’ve prepared dossiers on everything we know about survivor seven.” Emma distributed printed packets to each of us – neatly formatted, tabbed, with a summary page and detailed sections on loop parameters, System variant, known abilities, and psychological assessment. “Loop duration: 1,247 years in Prague, 1683. System variant: temporal combat – [Temporal Stutter], which allows her to rewind three to five seconds of local time at physical cost. Death count: 312,447. Current status: fourteen months post-loop, traveling, no known bonds or alliances.”

She paused, the analyst receding as the empath surfaced – the Heart of the harem, the one who noticed feelings everyone else missed.

“The psychological assessment is the part that concerns me most,” she said quietly. “Twelve hundred years of isolation followed by fourteen months of continued isolation. No bonds. No connections. A System variant that emphasizes individual combat capability with no social components. By Rachel’s behavioral model, she’s on the same trajectory as the Observer – advancing toward a state where the entity will judge her more useful as infrastructure than as an active subject.”

Sophie’s marker stopped moving against the whiteboard. Rachel set down her wine glass. Even Becca looked up from her phone.

“Which is why this matters,” I said. “She’s not just another variable in Phase Two. She’s someone we might be able to help.”

Emma’s pale blue eyes met mine across the room, and I saw in them the fierce compassion of a woman who’d spent twenty years being invisible and knew exactly what isolation did to a person.

“I included a section on communication strategies,” she said. “Based on Alex’s experience with the original five bonds, first-contact protocols for an isolated survivor. Emphasis on demonstrated competence, non-threatening body language, and –” She stopped herself. Smiled. “And telling the truth. Because that’s what worked with all of us.”

She clicked to the final slide. A simple summary: recommended approach vectors, contingency plans for hostile arrival, and a list of potential triggers to avoid based on the psychological profile of a long-term isolated combat survivor.

“One more thing.” She adjusted her glasses, and the gesture was steady – not the nervous fidget of old Emma but the deliberate pause of someone who’d learned the value of timing. “I cross-referenced Jess’s fragment data with Victor’s survivor registry. Of the sixteen confirmed survivors, nine are classified as solo operators with no known bonds or alliances. Of those nine, three have gone dark in the last three months. The correlation between isolation and disappearance is one hundred percent.”

The statistic landed in the room like a stone dropped into still water.

“So when Anya arrives,” Emma said quietly, “we’re not just greeting a new survivor. We might be saving her life.”

Sophie led the applause. Literal applause – she started clapping, and the others followed, and Emma turned the color of her own hair.

“Stop it,” she mumbled. “It’s just organized information.”

“It’s the most thorough threat assessment I’ve ever seen, and I include my own work in that comparison,” Becca said, scrolling through her printed copy with the appraising eye of someone who knew what good intelligence looked like. “The threat matrix alone is better than anything my surveillance network has produced. And I say that as someone who doesn’t compliment people.” She flipped a page. “Give yourself some credit, library mouse.”

The nickname – Becca’s signature blend of dismissal and grudging affection – actually made Emma laugh. Progress.



The meeting broke up at nine. Rachel had papers to grade. Sophie had an early practice. Becca’s surveillance network needed maintenance. Jess was managing fragments and needed quiet.

Emma lingered.

She sat on Rachel’s couch, laptop open, fingers moving across the keyboard with the absent intensity of someone whose mind was three steps ahead of her hands. The cardigan was off now, draped across the arm of the couch, and in the fitted shirt her body was impossible to ignore. Those full breasts that she’d spent years hiding under oversized sweaters, the soft curve of her waist, the wide hips that filled her jeans in a way that made the word “voluptuous” feel inadequate.

She’d changed since the first night I’d spent with her. Not just the confidence – though that was dramatic enough. The way she held herself. The way she met people’s eyes. The way her body occupied space instead of trying to fold into it.

“You’re staring,” she said without looking up.

“I’m appreciating.”

“You’re staring.” But she was smiling. That small, private smile that Emma wore when she was pleased but too shy to show it fully.

“Can I read what you’re writing?”

Her fingers paused. A flush crept up her neck – pink against the pale, porcelain skin that blushed at the slightest provocation. “It’s not finished.”

“I don’t care.”

She chewed her lip. The same tell she’d had since the first day I’d noticed her in the library – that particular bite that meant she was aroused, or thinking hard, or both. “It’s about us. Fictionalized.”

“Emma.”

“Okay, heavily fictionalized.” She turned the laptop toward me. “Chapter twelve. The one where the analyst seduces the commander.”

I read the first paragraph and felt my blood heat. Not because of the prose, though Emma’s writing was sharp and vivid – the kind of erotica that managed to be both explicit and emotionally precise. But because the characters were unmistakably us. The commander with ancient eyes and steady hands. The quiet analyst who’d been invisible her whole life until he saw her.

“This is good,” I said.

“It’s based on real events.”

“How fictionalized?”

“The commander is much taller and more mysterious in the book. Also he has a scar.” She adjusted her glasses, which had slipped back down onto her nose. “You don’t have scars. The loop reset everything.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“An observation.” Her pale blue eyes found mine through the lenses, and the heat in them took my breath away. Not the wild heat of Jess or Sophie’s fierce intensity or the surrendering intensity of Rachel. Emma’s heat was quieter – a slow burn that had been building for days, fed by confidence and proximity and the awareness that she was no longer the trembling virgin of last week.

“I’ve been writing about us every day,” she said. “It’s how I process. The feelings, the sensations, the way everything changed.” She closed the laptop. Deliberately. “But I’ve been processing something else too.”

“What?”

“The fact that I’m not the same person who came to your dorm room a week ago shaking like a leaf.” She stood. Walked toward me. Not hiding behind her hair, not pulling her cardigan closed, not retreating into the invisible girl she’d been for twenty years. “I walked into that room terrified. I’d written about sex a thousand times but never experienced it. You were patient and gentle and you made it beautiful.”

“It was beautiful.”

“It was.” She stopped in front of me. Close enough that I could smell her – vanilla hand lotion and the warmth of a woman whose body was running hot. “But I don’t need gentle tonight.”

The words landed like a physical impact. My cock stirred, reacting to the shift in her energy before my brain fully processed it.

“Emma –”

“I spent my whole life being invisible. Then I spent a week being the shy one, the soft one, the one who needs protecting.” She reached out and put her hand on my chest. Her fingers were steady. No trembling. “I’m done being handled. I want to do the handling.”

She pushed me.

Not hard – Emma didn’t have Sophie’s athletic strength or Becca’s aggressive physicality. But the intention behind it was unmistakable, and I let myself be pushed, stepping backward until my calves hit Rachel’s couch and I sat down heavily.

The shift was startling. A week ago, this girl had trembled when I touched her. Had whispered instead of speaking. Had kept her eyes closed because making eye contact during intimacy was too much, too real, too close to the vulnerability she’d spent twenty years avoiding.

Now she was pushing me onto furniture.

Emma looked down at me. Auburn hair falling across her shoulders, pale blue eyes burning behind her glasses, full breasts rising and falling with quickened breath under the fitted shirt. She bit her lip again – but this time it wasn’t nervousness.

It was anticipation.

She pulled her shirt over her head.

The reveal was still staggering. It had been days since I’d first seen what Emma Walsh hid under her oversized sweaters, and the impact hadn’t diminished by a fraction. Full, soft C-cups that seemed to defy the expectations set by her modest exterior. Her skin was pale, almost porcelain, and her nipples were a delicate pink that flushed darker with arousal. Her stomach was soft – not athletic like Sophie’s, not maintained like Becca’s, just genuinely, beautifully soft – and her waist curved into those wide hips that her jeans had been hinting at all evening.

She reached behind her back and unclasped her bra. Let it fall.

“God,” I said. The word came out before I could shape it into anything more eloquent.

“Better response than last time.” She smiled – that small, devastating smile. “Last time you said ‘oh’ and then couldn’t talk for thirty seconds.”

“I’m still recovering from that.”

She climbed onto my lap. Straddled me on Rachel’s couch, her thighs bracketing mine, those wide hips spreading as she settled her weight. Her bare breasts hung at eye level – full, soft, swaying gently with each breath, the pink nipples stiffening in the air-conditioned room. The heat of her core pressed against my rapidly hardening cock through layers of denim that suddenly felt obscene. I could feel the warmth radiating from between her legs even through the fabric.

“I’ve been writing this scene for a week,” she said, rocking her hips against me. The pressure dragged her crotch along the growing ridge in my jeans, and her breath hitched at the friction. “In my version, the analyst takes charge. She’s been watching, learning, paying attention to what the other women do. And she realizes that she doesn’t have to be passive. She can want. She can take.”

“Emma –”

“Shut up.” She kissed me. Not the trembling, hesitant kiss of last week. This was a woman who’d spent days writing exactly this moment – who’d rehearsed it in fiction until the fiction became permission to make it real. She kissed me with open-mouthed hunger, her tongue pushing past my lips, claiming my mouth the way her fictional analyst claimed her commander.

Her tongue found mine and she moaned into the kiss – a soft, needy sound that made my cock twitch against her. She tasted like the coffee she’d been drinking all day and something sweeter – the taste I’d memorized and craved since the first time we’d been together.

I grabbed her hips. She moaned into my mouth and ground down harder, rolling her pelvis in a slow circle that pressed the seam of her jeans directly against her clit. I felt the dampness already soaking through the denim – this girl was drenched, had probably been wet since she’d started talking about her fictional scene. My hands slid up her waist, cupped her breasts – full handfuls, warm and heavy, the nipples stiffening to hard points under my palms. The soft flesh overflowed my grip, spilling between my fingers.

“These,” I said, squeezing, kneading, watching the way her pale skin flushed pink where my fingers pressed. “These have been driving me insane all day.”

“They’ve been there the whole time.” She gasped as I pinched a nipple, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger, tugging gently until the flesh stretched and her mouth fell open. “You just had to look.”

“I did look. That’s the problem.”

She pushed my hands away. Reached for my belt. Unbuckled it with a competence that surprised us both – she laughed at her own efficiency, a breathless sound that was pure Emma, awkwardness and desire tangled together.

“I practiced this,” she admitted, pulling my belt free. “In my head. While writing.”

“You practiced unbuckling my belt?”

“Fictional belt. Fictional version of you.” She freed my cock from my jeans and boxer briefs, and her eyes widened slightly – not with the shock of first discovery, but with the renewed appreciation of someone who knew exactly what she was looking at and wanted it. The head was already swollen, a bead of precum glistening at the tip, and she stared at it with the focused intensity of a writer committing details to memory. “The real version is better.”

She wrapped her hand around my cock. Stroked. Firm, deliberate, her soft palm sliding over the rigid shaft with a twist at the head that spread the slick precum down my length – a technique she absolutely had not learned from her own limited experience.

“Where did you learn that?” My voice came out rough, strangled.

“Research.” She grinned – that small, devastating smile. “I’m a writer, Alex. Research is literally my job.”

She stroked me while kissing my neck, my jaw, the spot behind my ear that she’d apparently catalogued during our first encounter. Her soft breasts pressed against my chest, the stiff nipples dragging across my skin with every shift of her body. Her hips still rocked against my thigh, leaving a damp patch on the denim, and the dual stimulation – her clever hand on my cock, her wet heat grinding against my leg, the pillowy softness of those tits crushed against me – was driving me toward a cliff I wasn’t ready to go over.

I caught her wrist. Stilled her hand. “My turn.”

“I said I was handling –”

I flipped her. One motion, using the leverage of the couch to reverse our positions. She gasped as her back hit the cushions, auburn hair fanning out like a copper halo, pale skin flushing pink across her cheeks, her chest, the tops of her breasts – everywhere, like her whole body was blushing. Her tits settled heavily on her ribcage, the nipples pointing upward, and the sight of her splayed beneath me – glasses slightly askew, lips swollen from kissing, chest heaving – was enough to make my cock throb against her inner thigh.

“You can write the next chapter however you want,” I said, hovering over her. “But this scene is mine.”

Her eyes went wide. Then hot, the pale blue darkening with a hunger that made her look like a different person from the girl who’d hidden behind her hair in the library. “Show me.”

I unbuttoned her jeans and peeled them down her legs – her wide hips, the soft swell of her thighs, her pale calves. She helped, kicking them off with the graceless enthusiasm of someone too aroused for coordinated movement. Underneath, simple cotton underwear – not the expensive lingerie Rachel favored or the deliberate choices Sophie made. Just Emma. Practical and unaffected and soaked through, the fabric dark with moisture, clinging to the outline of her pussy lips.

I pressed my mouth to her through the cotton and she yelped, then moaned, then grabbed my hair with both hands. The wet fabric was warm against my lips, saturated with the taste of her arousal, and her hips lifted off the couch trying to grind harder against my mouth.

“Alex – oh god –”

I pulled the underwear aside and tasted her directly. Sweet and musky and desperately wet – her pussy was swollen, the pink lips parted and glistening, her clit peeking from beneath its hood already engorged. I sealed my mouth over her and licked a broad, flat stroke from her entrance to her clit, collecting the slickness on my tongue, savoring the taste. Her hips bucked immediately, the sensitivity of someone still relatively new to this, every nerve ending amplified by the fact that she could feel everything with a clarity that writing about it had never provided.

“There – right there – don’t stop –”

I didn’t stop. I worked her with my tongue – circling her clit with the tip, then sucking it between my lips, then plunging my tongue inside her to taste her from the source. Her pussy clenched around my tongue, tight and hot, and I could feel the walls fluttering with each suck on her clit. I slid two fingers inside her while my mouth worked above, curling them forward, stroking the ridged spot on her front wall, and her whole body went rigid.

She came fast. Faster than I expected – a sharp cry, her thighs clamping around my head hard enough to muffle the world, her fingers twisting in my hair. Her whole body arched off the couch, that soft stomach clenching into unexpected definition, those full breasts heaving, glasses fogging from the heat of her own flushed skin. I felt her orgasm on my tongue – the rhythmic squeezing of her pussy around my fingers, the gush of slickness that flooded my mouth and chin.

“Oh – oh fuck – Alex –”

I climbed back up her body while she was still shaking, my chin slick with her. Kissed her mouth so she could taste herself on my lips. She moaned at the taste and pulled me closer, her tongue chasing her own flavor on mine, legs wrapping around me with surprising strength. Her soaked pussy pressed against my cock where it lay heavy between us, the slippery heat sliding along my shaft as she rolled her hips.

“Inside me,” she said against my lips. “Please.”

“Please?”

“I’m being polite.”

“You don’t have to be polite.”

“Inside me NOW.” She reached between us and gripped my cock, guiding the head to her entrance, and the feeling of her slick folds parting around me – just the tip, just the first inch – made us both shudder.

I pushed into her. Slowly, because even a week of growing confidence couldn’t fully override the adjustment her body needed to accommodate me. She was tight – impossibly, desperately tight, her walls stretching around my cock inch by inch, gripping me with the snug resistance of a body that was still learning to take this. I felt every ridge of her inside, felt her muscles flutter and clench as I sank deeper, her body alternating between resistance and welcome.

The sound she made as I filled her was somewhere between a gasp and a prayer – a drawn-out “ohhh” that rose in pitch as I bottomed out, my cock buried to the hilt, the head pressing against her deepest point.

“God, you’re big,” she breathed, her eyes wide and glassy, her nails digging into my forearms. “How do I forget that between encounters?”

“Selective amnesia.”

“Smart-ass.” But she was smiling, and her legs tightened around me as I settled fully inside her. I could feel her pulse around me – the rapid flutter of her heartbeat transmitted through her most intimate muscles. “Move. Please. I need you to move.”

I moved. Long, careful strokes at first, pulling back until just the head remained inside her – feeling the rim of her entrance grip the ridge of my cockhead – before sinking slowly back in. Each thrust drew a breathy sound from her, a soft “ah” that grew louder as the rhythm established. Her body adjusted in increments, her walls relaxing, growing wetter, the friction easing from tight resistance to slick, welcoming heat. Her hands explored my chest, my shoulders, the muscles of my arms with an attention to detail that was entirely her – cataloguing sensation the way she catalogued data, storing each texture and temperature for later translation into prose.

Her breathing quickened as the rhythm built. The shy blush that had started on her cheeks spread down her neck, across the pale expanse of her chest, painting her porcelain skin in shades of pink that deepened with every thrust. Her tits bounced gently with each stroke – full, soft, hypnotic in their motion. She was wetter than the first time, more responsive, her pussy making slick sounds around my cock that filled the quiet room. When I hit a particular angle that had made her cry during our first encounter, she didn’t cry this time.

She demanded more.

“Harder. Like that – harder – yes –”

I gave her what she asked for. Increased the pace, gripped her hip with one hand for leverage, drove into her with enough force to make her tits jolt with each impact. Full, soft, pale – they were hypnotic, the pink nipples drawing tight circles, and I bent down and sucked one into my mouth while I fucked her, tasting the salt of sweat that had gathered in the valley between them. She arched into my mouth and cried out, the dual sensation of my cock inside her and my mouth on her breast overwhelming her capacity for composure. Her glasses had fogged completely. She pulled them off and tossed them onto the coffee table with the casual disregard of a woman who’d stopped caring about anything except the thick cock stretching her open.

Without the glasses, her eyes were startlingly blue. Almost violet in the low light. And they were locked on mine with an intensity that made my chest ache.

“I can feel you,” she said, her voice cracking on the words. “The bond. I can feel what you’re feeling.”

“What am I feeling?”

“Amazement.” She cupped my face in her hands, her walls clenching around me in a slow, deliberate squeeze. “You’re amazed that this is real.”

I was. After three thousand years, after 1.18 million loops where nothing persisted, this girl – this shy, brilliant, impossibly beautiful girl who’d spent her life invisible – was looking at me like I was the only real thing in the universe. And she’d remember it tomorrow.

“Turn over,” I said.

She complied – eagerly, twisting onto her stomach with a wiggle of her wide hips that made her ass jiggle. I pulled her hips up, positioning her on her knees with her chest still pressed to the cushion, and entered her from behind in one smooth stroke. The angle made us both groan – deeper this way, tighter, my cock pressing against a different wall of her channel. The view was devastating – her pale skin, the soft curves of her round ass spread before me, the way her pink pussy stretched around my shaft, the glistening line of arousal connecting us each time I pulled back. Her spine arched, pushing her ass higher, offering herself.

“Oh – that’s –” She buried her face in the couch cushion, her moan vibrating through the fabric. “That’s so deep. I can feel you in my stomach.”

I grabbed her hair. Gently at first, wrapping the auburn waves around my fist, then firmer when she pushed back into the grip with a whimper that was pure need. She liked it. The writer who’d put this exact scenario into a hundred fictional scenes discovering that reality hit harder than fiction – that the pull of a real hand in real hair, the feeling of a real cock buried deep, made all her carefully crafted prose feel like a faint approximation.

“You wrote this?” I asked, setting a rhythm that made her moan with every thrust, her ass rippling with each impact.

“Similar – oh god – similar scenario. Chapter eight of my – mmm – my current work.” She was losing coherence, words fragmenting as pleasure overtook articulation, her vocabulary shrinking to gasps and half-formed syllables. “The commander takes the analyst from behind on a – a couch – after she impresses him with – fuck, right there –”

“Did the fictional version have this ending?” I reached around her hip, found her clit – swollen, slippery, throbbing under my fingertip – and circled it with two fingers while I maintained the punishing rhythm, my cock driving deep while my fingers worked her from the front.

Emma screamed into the cushion.

The orgasm broke across her body like a seizure – I felt it first in the sudden, crushing clench of her pussy around my cock, so tight it nearly stopped me mid-stroke. Then the trembling, radiating outward from her core, her thighs shaking, her arms giving out, her whole body contracting around the epicenter of the pleasure. I watched her face as she turned it from the cushion – eyes flying wide, mouth open, expression cracked open with raw, unfiltered wonder, like she couldn’t believe her own body was capable of this devastation. Then the sounds came – gasps and moans and my name, “Alex, Alex, Alex,” repeated like a mantra, like a prayer, like the only word left in her collapsing vocabulary – and her whole body shook beneath me, trembling from head to toe, her pussy pulsing around me in rhythmic waves that milked my cock with each convulsion.

The intensity of her climax pushed me over the edge. I pulled out at the last second, my cock sliding free from her still-clenching pussy with a wet, obscene sound. I gripped my shaft and came across her lower back – thick, hot spurts painting her pale skin, pooling in the dimples above her ass, dripping down the curve of her spine. The visual – the white of my cum against her porcelain body, the trembling of her muscles beneath, the flush spreading across her back and shoulders like a sunset, her pussy still twitching and swollen between her thighs – was enough to make me groan her name.

“Emma. Fuck.”

She collapsed flat on the couch, boneless, still trembling, her face pressed into the cushion with a dazed expression that was equal parts satisfaction and disbelief. I grabbed a tissue from the side table and cleaned her gently, wiping each streak from her sensitive skin, and felt the aftershocks ripple through her body at every touch – a twitch, a shiver, a soft whimper that told me every nerve in her body was still humming.

[BOND STATUS: EMMA WALSH]
Current: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Status: STABLE
Stability Assessment: REINFORCED

Soulbound Ability: Emotional Translation/Prophetic Writing -- ACTIVE
Bond Resonance Output: ELEVATED

Note: Subject demonstrates significant confidence evolution.
Soulbound connection amplifying during intimate encounters
where subject initiates.

She rolled onto her side, reaching blindly for her glasses. I found them on the coffee table and placed them gently on her face. The world came into focus for her, and she looked at me with those startling blue eyes – flushed, satisfied, completely undone.

“I’m adding a scene,” she said, voice hoarse. “Where the analyst seduces the commander. It’s going to be my best chapter.”

“Based on real events?”

“Heavily fictionalized.” She grinned, hair splayed across the cushion, pale blue eyes bright behind her glasses. “You’re much less attractive in the book.”

“Ouch.”

“Creative license.” She reached for her notebook, which was apparently never more than arm’s reach away, and started writing. Naked, sweaty, still catching her breath, lying on her professor’s couch with cum drying on her skin – and she was writing.

“You’re unbelievable,” I said.

“I’m processing.” Pen moving across paper with the intensity of an artist capturing a moment before it faded. “The emotional arc – hold on –” She scribbled furiously, then looked up with an expression that managed to be both post-orgasmic bliss and creative triumph. “Yes. Perfect. The transformation from passive to active. The moment where she takes control and discovers she’s been powerful all along.”

“Is that what happened?”

“That’s what ALWAYS happens.” She tapped the pen against her lower lip, thinking. “That’s the story I’ve been writing my whole life without knowing it. Woman hides. Woman is seen. Woman stops hiding. It’s not original, but it’s mine.” She scribbled one more line, then capped the pen with a decisive click.

She set the notebook down and pulled me close, nestling against my chest. Her soft body molded against mine, and I wrapped my arms around her, feeling the warmth of her, the steadiness of her heartbeat, the solid weight of a person who’d gone from invisible to indispensable in a week and a half.

“The briefing today,” I said. “You were incredible.”

“I was organized.”

“Emma. I’ve watched people present information in every conceivable format across more lifetimes than I can count – academic lectures, military briefings, corporate presentations, street-corner arguments. What you did today wasn’t just organization. You took chaos – surveillance data, fragments, intelligence reports, psychological analysis – and turned it into a narrative that six very different people could understand, act on, and believe in. That’s not just organization. That’s leadership.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her fingers traced patterns on my chest – absent, thoughtful, the same fidgeting energy that drove her to write.

“I spent my whole life processing the world through fiction,” she said finally. “I wrote about brave people and competent people and people who mattered because I didn’t think I could be any of those things in real life.” She looked up at me. “You changed that. Not by making me different – by making me visible. You saw me in the library and decided I was worth looking at. And once someone sees you, you can start seeing yourself.”

“Emma –”

“I’m not finished.” She put a finger on my lips. “The intelligence work, the database, the briefings – that’s me using the same skills I used for writing. Character analysis, plot structure, pattern recognition. It just took someone showing me that those skills applied to reality, not just fiction.”

“You showed yourself. I just watched.”

“You watched first. That’s the point.” She kissed me – tender, deliberate, the kiss of someone who’d found her voice and intended to use it. “Now. I have a chapter to finish. And you need to get back to your dorm and ice those ribs.”

“You’re kicking me out?”

“I’m prioritizing my creative output over your post-coital comfort.” She grinned, and it was the most confident expression I’d ever seen on Emma Walsh’s face. “Also Becca texted me twenty minutes ago asking if the couch survived. Apparently her surveillance network extends to Rachel’s apartment building.”

I checked my phone. Sure enough:

Becca: If you’re doing what the Bond Resonance spike suggests you’re doing, tell Emma the couch has sentimental value to Rachel. Don’t break it.

Becca: Also nice work on the briefing earlier. Don’t tell her I said that.

I showed the text to Emma, who turned crimson, then laughed, then started composing a reply that I was fairly certain would include exactly the level of detail that would make Becca regret asking.

I got dressed, kissed her one more time – she was already writing again, pen moving between kisses, multitasking with the efficiency of someone who’d discovered that reality and fiction could coexist – and let myself out.

The night air was cool. My ribs ached from Marcus’s punch. My lip was still swollen. Through the closed door, I could hear the scratch of Emma’s pen – rapid, confident, fearless.

My phone buzzed one last time.

Emma: Chapter’s done. 4,200 words in forty minutes. New personal record.

I typed back: Inspired writing?

Emma: Inspired source material. Same time tomorrow?

I laughed all the way back to my dorm.


Chapter 9: Arrival

Thursday morning. Twelve days post-loop.

My [Temporal Divergence] woke me before dawn.

Not the gradual hum I’d grown accustomed to – the background frequency of Victor and Marcus and the Observer, the familiar signals I’d learned to filter like white noise. This was different. A new note in the symphony, approaching from the northeast, sharp and clear and resonant in a way that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

Alpha signature. Loop survivor. Moving fast.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- ALERT]
Anomaly: Alpha subject approaching territory
Classification: SURVIVOR (confirmed)
Estimated Arrival: 2-4 hours
Signal Characteristics: Temporal/Combat variant
Loop Duration Estimate: 1,000+ years
Threat Assessment: PEER-CLASS

Note: Signal resonance pattern consistent with
extended-duration survivor. Exercise caution.

Peer-class. The System had never tagged anyone as peer-class before. Victor was classified as HIGH threat. Marcus as MODERATE. The Observer as UNKNOWN. But this – peer – meant the System considered whoever was approaching to be on my level.

After over three millennia, I’d thought my level was unique.

I was already reaching for my phone when Sophie stirred beside me. The Soulbound connection had transmitted my spike of alertness, pulling her from sleep like a tuning fork vibrating through shared frequency.

“What is it?” She was instantly awake. Athlete’s response – zero to operational in two seconds. Her dark hair was a mess, those warm brown eyes sharp despite the pre-dawn hour.

“She’s coming. The survivor Jess has been tracking. Alpha signature, approaching from the northeast.”

Sophie was on her feet before I finished the sentence, pulling on compression shorts and a sports bra with practiced efficiency – years of volleyball conditioning at six AM had trained that into her. Those tanned, sculpted legs moved with purpose, every muscle defined in the gray dawn light.

“Timeline?”

“Two to four hours.”

“I’ll have everyone positioned by sunrise.” She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and started texting with her left hand while pulling her hair into a ponytail with her right. Multitasking at a level that would have impressed an air traffic controller. “Rachel’s apartment for staging. Becca on perimeter surveillance. Emma on communications. Jess for fragment tracking.”

“Not hostile positioning. Ready, but not aggressive.”

Sophie stopped mid-text and looked at me. Really looked, with those direct brown eyes that cut through pretense like a scalpel. The morning light caught the sun-streaked highlights in her dark hair, and even at five AM, even in crisis mode, she was beautiful in the way that athletes are beautiful – functional, powerful, every line of her body speaking to purpose.

“You want to welcome her.”

“She’s been alone longer than any of us can imagine, Sophie. If she walks in and sees a wall of hostile faces, she’ll fight or flee. Either way we lose her.”

“And if she walks in and sees opportunity, she might still fight. Isolated survivors are unpredictable. Victor’s data says combat-variant Systems produce aggressive threat responses. She might read our openness as weakness.”

“She might. Or she might read it as the first genuine invitation she’s received since 1683.” I pulled on a shirt. “We show strength, but we lead with openness. That’s what worked before. That’s what works period.”

Sophie studied me for three beats. Her competitive instincts were fighting her strategic instincts – the athlete who wanted to dominate versus the architect who understood that not every victory came through force.

Then she nodded – not submission, but agreement. The team captain accepting the coach’s call because it was the right one.

“I’ll position everyone. But Alex?” She caught my hand as I moved toward the door. Her grip was strong, warm, callused from years of volleyball. “If she’s hostile, I’m not going to stand by and watch her hurt you. Peer-class or not.”

“I know.”

“Good. Because these legs were built for kicking ass, not just looking pretty in shorts.”

Despite everything – the approaching threat, the pre-dawn tension, what was bearing down on us – I laughed. And the sound of it seemed to settle something in Sophie’s expression, a confirmation that whatever was approaching, we’d handle it the way we handled everything.

Together.

She was out the door in seconds, ponytail swinging, phone to her ear, already coordinating. I watched those athletic legs take the stairs two at a time and felt the Bond Resonance pulse with steady warmth.

First anchor. First bond. First woman who’d decided that what I was building was worth defending.

I checked the System one more time.

[ALPHA SUBJECT DETECTED -- TRACKING]
Designation: Survivor #7
Estimated Loop Duration: 1,247 years
System Variant: TEMPORAL
Current Distance: 47 miles, closing
Speed: Consistent ground travel
Trajectory: Direct approach -- no evasive maneuvering

Assessment: Subject is not attempting to conceal approach.
This is deliberate arrival, not infiltration.

Deliberate. She wanted to be seen coming. That was either confidence or desperation, and after that long alone, it was probably both. A survivor approaching openly instead of infiltrating – announcing herself to a territory that could have been hostile. Either she was supremely confident in her combat abilities, or she was tired enough of hiding that the risk of openness had become less frightening than another day of secrecy.

I checked the System one more time, watching the signal close the distance, and texted Victor: Alpha survivor approaching. Northeast. Your read?

His reply came in under thirty seconds: Anya Kovar. Survivor #7. I expected her within the week. She tracked the convergence independently – multiple alpha signatures in one territory draws attention. She’s dangerous, Alex. Don’t underestimate her because she’s alone.

I don’t underestimate anyone. That’s one of the perks of dying 247,891 times.

A pause. Then: Fair point. I’ll observe from a distance unless you need intervention. This is your territory.



By seven AM, my people were in position.

Not a military formation – something more subtle. A structure that projected strength without threatening aggression. The architecture of welcome designed by a woman who understood team dynamics better than most generals.

Sophie had chosen the north end of the campus quad – open ground, clear sightlines, natural gathering space. She stood to my right, compression tank and running shorts showing every line of that athletic body, arms crossed, competitive energy held in check like a coiled spring. She looked like she was waiting for a volleyball match, not a potential confrontation with a centuries-old warrior.

Rachel stood further back, near the bench by the old science building. Professional even in crisis – dark hair down, silk blouse tucked into slacks, reading glasses perched on her head. She radiated composed intelligence, the kind of calm that came from understanding behavioral dynamics at a clinical level. Her full breasts strained against the silk as she shifted her weight, and even now, even with an ancient survivor approaching, I noticed. After all this time, Rachel Shaw’s blouse buttons remained one of the more reliable constants in my life.

Emma had set up at a table near the library entrance, laptop open, notebook beside it, looking for all the world like a student doing early-morning homework. But her pale blue eyes behind those thick glasses were tracking everything, and her fingers moved across the keyboard with the quiet intensity of an analyst in a situation room. The oversized cardigan she wore was open today, the fitted shirt underneath hinting at curves that most people still didn’t expect. She’d positioned herself to document everything – our secret weapon of observation.

Becca patrolled the eastern perimeter via social media, texts arriving every three minutes with updates. She wasn’t visible, but her presence was felt through the network – sorority sisters reporting unusual sightings, campus contacts flagging anything out of pattern. The invisible web she’d spun from Instagram followers into intelligence assets.

And Jess.

Jess stood at the edge of the quad, near the bell tower, teal-streaked hair catching the early light, hands shoved into the pockets of her ripped jeans. She wore a thin black tee that did nothing to conceal the outline of her nipple piercings, and her hazel eyes were distant, focused on something nobody else could see.

“She’s close,” Jess said when I approached. “Maybe twenty minutes. The temporal signature is…” She paused, searching for words. “It’s like looking into a mirror. Same frequency as yours, Alex. Same depth. But colder. Like your signal passed through a glacier.”

“Can you read her intentions?”

“Not clearly. The fragments are mostly emotional. Exhaustion. Determination. And underneath everything – curiosity. She’s not coming to fight. She’s coming to see.”

“See what?”

Jess looked at me with those hazel eyes that saw too much. “If the rumors are true. About you. About what you built.”

“What rumors?”

“That you’re not alone.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “For survivors, that’s the most impossible thing anyone could claim.”

I processed that. For over a millennium, Anya Kovar had lived the same day in seventeenth-century Prague. She’d died 312,447 times. She’d learned everything a person could learn within a single autumn day – languages, combat, music, the geography of cobblestone streets she could walk blindfolded. And when the loop broke, she’d emerged into a world that moved forward and kept moving, with a System that gave her temporal combat abilities and absolutely nothing to connect her to another living soul.

Freedom hadn’t changed her. She’d traded the loop’s stillness for constant motion – traveling, fighting, analyzing. Never stopping. Never building. Because building meant standing still, and standing still meant being alone in one place instead of alone in motion.

My phone buzzed. Becca.

Becca: Woman approaching from College Avenue. Short dark hair, lean, moving like she’s expecting an ambush at every corner. Black fitted clothes. No visible weapons but she moves like SHE’S the weapon. Confirmed by two contacts.

Becca: Also she’s attractive. In a terrifying sort of way. Don’t tell her I said that.

I almost smiled. Even in crisis mode, Becca was Becca.

My [Temporal Divergence] shifted. The approaching signal, which had been steady and distant for hours, suddenly sharpened – closer, more defined, the temporal equivalent of hearing someone’s footsteps turn the corner into your hallway.

She was on campus.

“Everyone hold positions,” I said, more to myself than anyone. The Soulbound connections carried my emotional state to Sophie, Rachel, and Emma – steady, ready, not afraid. Jess and Becca received it through their Love-level bonds, slightly attenuated but clear enough.

I felt their responses. Sophie: alert, competitive, ready. Rachel: analytical, measuring. Emma: observant, documenting. Becca: watchful, sharp. Jess: wide open, fragments blazing.

Six bonds. One incoming.

She appeared at the north entrance of the quad.

The morning sun was behind her, casting her in silhouette for a moment before she stepped forward and the light resolved her features. I felt every bond in my network pulse in response – Sophie’s alertness sharpening, Rachel’s analytical focus intensifying, Emma’s documentation instinct engaging, Becca’s surveillance web tightening, Jess’s fragments blazing with recognition. The entire architecture of connection I’d built was responding to the arrival of someone whose temporal signature matched my own.

My first thought was that Jess’s sketches hadn’t done her justice.

Not in beauty – though she was striking in the angular, efficient way of someone whose body existed purely for function. But in presence. The drawings had captured her features: short-cropped dark hair, gray eyes, Slavic bone structure that cut sharp lines across a face that might have been twenty-six but carried the weight of centuries. What the graphite hadn’t captured was the way she moved.

Anya Kovar walked like a blade.

Every step was measured, economical, placed with the precision of someone who’d mapped exit routes before she’d taken her first stride. Her body was lean – not thin, but stripped to essentials, every muscle visible through the fitted black layers she wore like armor. Dark jacket, dark pants, boots that could run or kick without compromising either function. Nothing decorative. Nothing wasted.

She moved the way I moved. That uncanny stillness-in-motion that came from millennia of repetition, the body so perfectly tuned that even walking across a college quad looked like a choreographed demonstration of spatial awareness.

And her eyes.

Gray. Not the soft gray of overcast skies – the gray of steel, of blade edges, of walls built to keep everything out. They swept the quad in a single pass that catalogued every person, every exit, every potential threat. Professional-grade threat assessment completed in under three seconds.

Those eyes found me.

And stopped.

[ALPHA SUBJECT DETECTED]
Designation: SURVIVOR #7
Name: ANYA KOVAR
Loop Duration: 1,247 years
Loop Location: Prague, 1683
System Variant: TEMPORAL/COMBAT
Active Ability: [Temporal Stutter]
Deaths: 312,447
Post-Loop Duration: 14 months

Threat Assessment: PEER-CLASS
Current Behavior: NON-AGGRESSIVE (assessment in progress)

Note: Subject displays Temporal signature consistent
with extended-duration survival. Combat capability:
EXTREME. Exercise standard survivor-contact protocols.

She stood forty meters away. Her gaze moved from me to Sophie at my right, then swept across the quad – Rachel by the science building, Emma at the library, Jess by the bell tower. Becca she wouldn’t see, but the intelligence network was already feeding me updates.

I watched her process what she was seeing. Not a fortress. Not a military installation. Not a lone survivor hunched behind barriers.

A family.

Something shifted in her expression. A fracture in the steel-gray composure – there and gone so fast that anyone without three thousand years of practice reading micro-expressions would have missed it entirely.

Confusion. Longing. And then, like a gate slamming shut, nothing.

She walked toward me. Not rushing, not hesitating. The measured pace of centuries of practice – she’d learned that the distance between two points was best covered with patience.

She stopped ten feet away. Close enough for conversation. Far enough for combat.

Survivor distance. I knew it because I maintained it myself with strangers.

“I’m Anya Kovar.” Her voice was direct, accented – Czech undertones smoothed by centuries of linguistic practice but never fully erased. “I tracked the convergence. I came to see if the rumors about survivor fourteen were true.”

“What rumors?”

“That you’re not alone.” Her gray eyes held mine with an intensity that went beyond assessment. She was looking for something specific – some evidence that what she’d heard was real and not another cosmic joke played on a woman who’d spent centuries as the punchline.

“I’m not alone.” I gestured to the women behind me. Not showing off. Not posturing. Just presenting the truth.

Her eyes swept across them again. Slower this time. Cataloguing not threats but something else – the way Sophie stood close enough to touch but gave me space. The way Rachel observed from a distance that spoke to trust, not displacement. Emma’s quiet documentation. Jess’s fragment-lit intensity.

“How?” The word came out rough, like it had been dragged from somewhere deep. “How did you manage this?”

I heard what she wasn’t saying. Not how did you build a harem – she wouldn’t have used that word, wouldn’t have even conceptualized it. She was asking something more fundamental: How did you stop being alone? How did you convince yourself that connection was worth the risk after a thousand years of nothing lasting?

“One person at a time,” I said. “Starting with someone who refused to let me be alone.”

Sophie shifted beside me. Not stepping forward – just adjusting her weight, a subtle assertion of presence that said I’m that someone without words.

Anya’s eyes tracked the movement. Read the dynamic. Understood something about the relationship between me and the athletic woman at my right in the span of a single breath.

“Survivor-to-survivor,” Anya said. “Your System variant. It’s not combat.”

“Bond Resonance. Emotional connections that generate measurable power.”

Something flickered across her face. “My System doesn’t have anything like that.”

“I know.”

“It’s cold. Utility only. [Temporal Stutter] – I can rewind three to five seconds of local time. Devastating in combat.” She held up her hand, and I noticed faint scars across her knuckles – post-loop, since loops reset physical damage. These were earned in the fourteen months since. “The physical cost escalates with repeated use. Nosebleeds first. Then pain. Then, if I push too far, blackouts. The System charges for its gifts.”

“Mine charges differently. Connection requires vulnerability. And vulnerability, after that long alone…”

“Is the most expensive currency there is.” She finished the thought with the precision of someone who’d already calculated the exchange rate and found it prohibitive.

“Maybe. Maybe not.” I held her gaze. “Your System might not have bond mechanics, but you’re standing in the middle of mine right now. Can you feel it?”

She went still. Not the combat stillness of someone preparing to act – a different kind. The stillness of someone who’d felt something unexpected and was trying to decide if it was real. Her gray eyes unfocused for a fraction of a second – the internal processing look I recognized from my own System interactions, the brief moment where the technology running through her consciousness delivered information she hadn’t requested.

“There’s a…” She paused. Frowned. “Warmth. In the temporal field. It’s not from my System.”

“That’s Bond Resonance. Passive effect of five established connections, three Soulbound.” I let her feel it – didn’t push, didn’t amplify, just let the natural output of five genuine bonds wash over someone who’d been standing in the cold since Prague.

Her hand twitched. The same unconscious reaching gesture I’d seen from the Observer near the bell tower – someone trying to touch something warm after centuries of cold. Her fingers extended toward me by perhaps an inch, the movement involuntary, the body responding to stimuli that the conscious mind hadn’t approved.

Then she pulled it back. Composed herself. The vulnerability disappeared as quickly as it had surfaced, her expression smoothing over like water closing above a stone.

“I didn’t come to join anything,” she said. “I came for intelligence. Other survivors, entity behavior, Phase Two parameters.”

“I know.” I’d expected that. The first step was always information exchange. Trust came later – if it came at all. “We have intelligence. Victor Chen is here – Survivor Nine. He’s been tracking all sixteen of us for eight months. We also have entity behavioral analysis, fragment data, beta subject containment protocols, and a comprehensive database of everything we’ve compiled.”

“Victor.” She nodded. Not surprise – recognition. “He contacted me four months ago. Encoded message through a temporal signal channel I didn’t know existed. I didn’t respond.”

“Why not?”

“Because contact is risk. Every interaction is a variable. Variables create vulnerability.” She said it with flat certainty. Centuries of dying alone had burned that lesson into her bones. “I’d been tracking sixteen survivors independently. Cross-referencing public data anomalies, temporal signature traces, the subtle distortions that loop survivors leave in the world around them. Victor’s message confirmed what I already suspected – that the convergence in this territory was unprecedented. Multiple alpha signatures in a single zone.”

“That’s what brought you here.”

“That, and the fact that every other territory I’d investigated was defined by conflict or isolation. Yours was the only one producing a different signal.” She held my gaze. “Bond Resonance has a signature, Alex. Your System may generate it locally, but the temporal distortion it creates is detectable at distance. I felt it two hundred miles out. A warm spot in a cold landscape.”

“Variables also create strength. Five bonds gave me the power to survive a beta-enhanced attacker three days ago. Solo, I’d have been hospitalized.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You were attacked?”

“Beta subject named Marcus. Entity-enhanced, raw power without experience. My [Temporal Divergence] leveled up to three during the fight – predictive sensing. I can see attacks before they happen now.”

I saw it register. Saw her calculate the implications of a survivor whose abilities improved through threat response, who turned combat into power upgrades. Her own [Temporal Stutter] was devastating but static – the same three-to-five-second rewind since her loop broke. No progression. No growth. The entity had given her a tool and expected her to wield it unchanged forever.

My System evolved through connection. Hers preserved through isolation.

The difference was the story of everything the entity was testing.

“I want to see your data,” she said. “The survivor network, the entity analysis, the Phase Two intelligence.”

“Come to Rachel’s apartment this afternoon. I’ll give you everything we have.”

“Rachel.” She glanced toward the science building, where Rachel stood with professional composure, silk blouse and reading glasses framing the kind of intelligence that had decoded entity behavior patterns in a single evening. “Your professor.”

“My everything. All of them are.” I didn’t flinch from it, didn’t minimize. If Anya was going to understand what I’d built, she needed to see it unvarnished.

She held my gaze for a long moment. Those gray eyes searching mine with an intensity that went beyond tactical assessment, beyond survivor-to-survivor recognition. She was looking for something she’d stopped believing existed.

[BOND INITIATED: ANYA KOVAR]
Initial Level: 200/1000 (Interest)
Classification: ANOMALY

Note: Survivor-to-survivor resonance detected.
Bond initiation threshold bypassed -- immediate Interest
classification due to shared loop experience and
temporal signature compatibility.

Standard survivor contact protocols in effect.
Bond progression rate: ACCELERATED (3x standard)

Two hundred. Interest level, achieved at first contact. The System recognized something I’d felt the moment she walked into the quad – the resonance between two people who’d lived longer than any humans in history, who’d died more times than most civilizations lasted, who carried millennia in bodies that looked barely old enough to drink.

She didn’t see the notification. Her System was different – cold utility, combat metrics, no bond tracking. But she felt something. I could see it in the way her shoulders minutely relaxed, the way the combat tension in her frame eased by a fraction.

“This afternoon,” she agreed. “Two o’clock.”

“Rachel’s apartment. I’ll send the address.”

She gave a short nod. Then turned and walked away, moving back across the quad with that controlled, lethal precision, every step a controlled negotiation between the warrior who’d survived alone and the woman who’d just walked into something she didn’t understand.

Sophie appeared at my shoulder the moment Anya was out of earshot.

“Assessment?” I asked.

“Dangerous. Competent. Lonely as hell.” Sophie watched Anya’s retreating form with the assessing expression of someone evaluating a potential teammate. “She expected a fortress and found a family. That scared her more than any weapon could.”

“That’s what Rachel said would happen.”

“Rachel’s right about everything. It’s annoying.” Sophie paused. “She’s going to be difficult, Alex. More difficult than Becca, more difficult than Jess. Because she’s not fighting you – she’s fighting centuries of survival instinct that says connection is weakness.”

“I know.”

“And you’re going to reach her anyway.”

It wasn’t a question. Sophie Martinez didn’t ask questions she already knew the answer to.

“I’m going to try.”

She looked at me – warm brown eyes steady, competitive fire banked but ready, the first woman who’d seen me break free and decided I was hers. “Then we’ll make room. That’s what architects do – design spaces for new wings.”

She headed toward Rachel’s apartment to start preparing, ponytail bouncing with each purposeful stride, those tanned athletic legs covering ground fast in the morning light. She had her phone out before she’d cleared the quad, already coordinating, already building the infrastructure that would make the afternoon’s intelligence exchange as smooth as a volleyball play. My anchor. My first. The woman who’d turned sharing into strategy and made the impossible look like teamwork.

My phone lit up with messages. Five notifications in under a minute – the bond network processing the encounter through five different lenses.

Rachel: Fascinating. Her behavioral presentation is consistent with extended isolation trauma but her composure suggests high-functioning adaptation. The hypervigilance is textbook – exit mapping, distance maintenance, postural rigidity – but the fact that she voluntarily entered your territory argues for motivation beyond pure intelligence gathering. She WANTS to be here, Alex. Her behavior says otherwise because she’s been training her behavior to say otherwise for over a millennium. I want to observe more before making a full assessment. Also, my apartment at two is fine. I’ll prepare a framework for the intelligence exchange.

Emma: I documented the entire encounter. Her micro-expressions are remarkable – the moment she saw the group flanking you, there was a 0.3 second window where her facade completely dropped. She looked like someone seeing rain after a drought. I’m uploading the notes to the database now. Also, her combat posture is unlike anything I’ve catalogued from the other subjects. Victor stands like a soldier. Marcus stands like a weapon. She stands like a person who’s been fighting so long her body forgot there were other ways to exist.

Becca: She walks like she could kill everyone in this quad without breaking a sweat. I respect that. Also she dresses like a European assassin. Someone needs to take her shopping. My network tracked her approach from College Avenue – she took three different routes to campus, backtracked twice, and approached from the least obvious angle. The woman runs counter-surveillance protocols to get coffee. I’m simultaneously horrified and impressed.

Jess: Alex. The temporal resonance when she entered the quad – it was like two tuning forks harmonizing. Your signatures are complementary. Whatever bond mechanics your System is tracking, it started the moment she saw you. Be careful. She’s carrying centuries of walls, and your Bond Resonance is already trying to dissolve them. I caught a fragment when she first laid eyes on you – just a flash, half a second. She wasn’t seeing you. She was seeing the empty seat on her tower. The one she’d imagined someone sitting in for centuries. And for that half-second, the seat wasn’t empty.

I read each message. Filed each observation. Each woman had seen something different in the encounter – Rachel the psychology, Emma the data, Becca the tradecraft, Jess the soul. Together, they’d built a composite picture more complete than any single observer could have managed. That was the architecture Sophie had built. Not just a support network – a distributed intelligence system with six unique inputs feeding a single center.

I felt the warm pulse of five bonds in my awareness and, underneath them now, the faint new frequency of a sixth – distant, cautious, wrapped in centuries of ice.

But there. Present. Real.

Victor’s text arrived last: I watched from the south building. She’s better than I expected. Faster, sharper, more controlled. If she’d come here hostile, your entire team would have been in danger.

But she didn’t come here hostile.

No. She came here hoping. That’s more dangerous – for her. Hope after that many centuries of nothing is a loaded weapon pointed at your own heart.

He was right. And I knew exactly how that weapon felt, because I’d held it myself on a Sunday morning eleven days ago when the clock didn’t say Saturday anymore.


Chapter 10: Two Survivors

Rachel’s apartment at two PM looked like a joint intelligence briefing crossed with a particularly intense group therapy session. Which, given the participants, was exactly what it was.

Emma had set up the database on the TV screen – sixteen survivor profiles, world map, threat matrices, everything organized with the meticulous precision of a woman who processed reality through documentation. Rachel’s evidence wall remained from the entity behavioral analysis, strings and notes creating a conspiracy web that was actually, terrifyingly accurate. Sophie had added a fresh whiteboard section specifically for Anya’s intelligence exchange.

The women had arranged themselves with the strategic awareness that had become second nature. Sophie by the whiteboard, ready to coordinate. Rachel at the dining table, notes organized, reading glasses ready. Emma at her command station with both laptops. Becca on the windowsill with her phone, monitoring the external situation. Jess on the couch, managing fragment intensity through controlled breathing.

I stood near the door when Anya arrived.

She knocked. Not the tentative knock of someone seeking permission – the precise, measured knock of someone announcing their presence. Two raps, evenly spaced, the same force behind each. Military. Or centuries of not wasting energy on anything.

I opened the door.

She’d changed since the morning encounter. Not in clothing – still the fitted dark layers, the practical boots, the black jacket that served as both armor and anonymity. But something in her bearing had shifted. The absolute rigidity had eased by a fraction, replaced by cautious openness. The difference between a closed fist and one that was merely clenched.

“You brought an army,” she said, looking past me into the apartment.

“I brought a family. They happen to also function as an army.”

Her gray eyes swept the room. I watched her catalogue each woman with a speed born from centuries of reading people across a single repeated day. Sophie’s athletic competence. Rachel’s composed intelligence. Emma’s quiet observation. Becca’s sharp surveillance. Jess’s fragment-lit intensity.

“The tactical distribution is impressive,” Anya said, stepping inside. “Each one covers a different capability gap. Logistics, analysis, documentation, intelligence, and…” She looked at Jess. “What is she?”

“Fragment reader. She picks up temporal echoes from loop survivors. Emotional imprints, loop memories, entity signals.”

Anya went still. That dangerous stillness of a warrior reassessing a situation. “She can see my loop?”

“Fragments of it. She sketched your face before you arrived. Drew Prague from your perspective.”

Something moved behind Anya’s gaze. Not alarm – something deeper. The vertigo of being known by someone she’d never met.

“Sit,” Rachel said, her voice carrying the composed warmth of a professor welcoming a guest lecturer. She’d poured coffee – black, no sugar, somehow knowing that was how Anya would take it. Rachel’s ability to read people was clinical in its precision, and she’d assessed Anya’s preferences from body language and behavioral cues alone. “We have a lot to discuss.”

Anya sat. Straight-backed, positioned to see both the door and the window, hands visible on the table. Combat habits ingrained across a millennium of repetition. She accepted the coffee with a nod that was almost military in its brevity, then held the cup between both hands without drinking – the posture of someone who needed the warmth more than the caffeine.

I watched her scan the room one more time. Not for threats this time – for information. Her gray eyes catalogued the evidence wall, the database on the screen, Sophie’s whiteboard with its subject profiles, the organized chaos of an intelligence operation run by six women out of a psychology professor’s apartment. Whatever she’d expected to find in my territory, this wasn’t it. The surprise was visible in the fractional widening of her eyes, the slight parting of her lips, the almost imperceptible lean forward in her chair. She was impressed. And trying very hard not to show it.

I sat across from her. The table between us was covered with printed data – Emma’s survivor dossiers, Rachel’s entity models, Becca’s surveillance reports. Sophie stood behind me, a warm presence that Anya’s eyes tracked with analytical precision.

“Start with what you know,” I said. “Then we’ll show you what we know.”



She talked for two hours.

Not the guarded intelligence exchange I’d expected. Once Anya Kovar started talking – really talking, to someone who understood – the accumulated knowledge poured out like water through a cracked dam.

Her loop: Prague, September 8th, 1683. A market day in the Old Town. She’d woken at dawn in a boardinghouse near the Charles Bridge, the same thin mattress, the same crack in the ceiling plaster, the same distant bells from St. Vitus Cathedral marking the hour. Sunrise to midnight, then reset. Again. Again. For 1,247 years.

“The day started at the bells,” she said, her voice settling into the cadence of long practice – the Czech inflections surfacing as she described the place that had been her entire universe. “Five AM. The boardinghouse landlady’s rooster screamed from the courtyard. The smell of the bakery below – bread and rendered fat. The market opened at six. By seven, the square was full. Vendors selling cloth, bread, metalwork, leather goods. A puppeteer performed at the south end every morning. The same puppet show. The same children laughing.”

“Every day.”

“Every day. The puppeteer’s name was Karel. He had a puppet of a dragon that the children loved. I watched that puppet show approximately four hundred and fifty thousand times.” She paused. “The dragon’s left eye fell off around the two-minute mark. Every performance. I could time it to the second.”

“I had a professor who sneezed at exactly 10:47 AM every Saturday. For three thousand years.”

“Same precision. Same inescapable repetition.” She wrapped her hands tighter around her coffee cup. “The first century was the worst. I didn’t understand what was happening. I thought I was dreaming, then hallucinating, then dead. I killed myself forty-seven times in the first decade trying to wake up.”

“Forty-seven.” My chest ached. “I hit that number in the first year.”

“You had a bigger canvas. One day in a modern university gives you more options for self-destruction than one day in seventeenth-century Prague.”

The dark humor landed like a thunderclap in the room. Sophie’s hand tightened on my shoulder. Rachel’s pen paused over her notes. Emma’s fingers stilled on her keyboard.

But I laughed – a real laugh, different from the ones I shared with Sophie or the team. This was the laugh of someone who’d found the one other person on Earth who truly got the joke. And Anya’s eyes widened slightly, because she recognized it. The particular dark humor of someone who understood dying as a verb you conjugated in the past tense, repeatedly, like a language exercise that never ended.

“What was your most embarrassing death?” I asked.

The room went dead silent. Five women staring at me like I’d lost my mind.

Anya stared too. Then something cracked in her expression – the faintest ghost of a smile, barely visible, like sunlight through a hairline fracture in stone.

“Year three hundred and twelve. I tried to ride a horse I’d stolen from a nobleman’s stable. The horse threw me into the Vltava River. I drowned because I hadn’t learned to swim yet.” She paused. “In the seventeenth century, swimming was not considered a useful skill for women.”

“Year forty-seven for me,” I said. “I tried to skateboard down the campus hill behind the athletics building. Hit a rock at the bottom and went headfirst into a brick wall. Died instantly. Woke up the next Saturday having learned nothing about skateboarding and everything about physics.”

The crack in Anya’s expression widened. Not a smile – not yet – but the architecture of one. The foundation of an expression she’d forgotten how to build.

“Your death count,” she said. “247,891.”

“Verified by the System.”

“Mine is 312,447.” She held my eyes. “I always wondered if there was someone who understood that number. Not the mathematics of it – the weight.”

“Every single one,” I said. “The first hundred hurt the most. The next thousand were educational. Everything after that was…”

“Routine,” she finished.

“I was going to say ‘numb.’ But routine works too.”

We held each other’s gaze across the table, and in that moment, the room and the women and the entity’s game all fell away. Two survivors. Two people who’d experienced more than any human was designed to experience, who carried death counts that would fill football stadiums, who’d learned the shape of isolation the way others learned their native language – fluently, unconsciously, as the fundamental grammar of existence.

Nobody else in the world could have this conversation. Not Victor, with his eight hundred years – long enough to understand, not long enough to equal. Not the women who loved me – they grasped the concept but not the bone-deep reality. Only Anya Kovar and I shared this particular frequency.

The System tracked it silently.

[BOND UPDATE: ANYA KOVAR]
Previous: 200/1000 (Interest)
Current: 300/1000 (Interest)
+100 Bond XP gained

Source: Shared vulnerability (+50), Genuine emotional
connection through mutual experience (+50)

Note: Survivor-to-survivor resonance amplifying
standard bond progression. Rate: 3x normal.

Three hundred. Already. The survivor resonance was accelerating everything – shared experience creating bond growth that would have taken weeks with anyone else.

Rachel noticed something in my expression – the brief unfocus that accompanied System notifications. She made a note. The analyst tracking the data even when the data was feelings.

“Your System variant,” Anya said, pulling back into analytical mode. The vulnerability was over. The gate closing, slower this time, but closing. “Bond Resonance. You said it generates measurable power through emotional connections.”

“Each bonded woman provides a passive stat bonus at Devotion threshold. Soulbound connections generate shared abilities – location sensing, emotional translation, prophetic writing, social perception, fragment mastery.” I listed them without embellishment. “The Bond Resonance also outputs a passive ambient field. The warmth you felt in the quad.”

“Warmth.” She tested the word like she was tasting something unfamiliar. “My System doesn’t have anything analogous. [Temporal Stutter] is cold – pure utility. Rewind three to five seconds of local time. Physical cost: nosebleed, escalating pain with repeated use. No social component. No connection mechanics. No warmth.”

“Different Systems for different survival strategies,” Rachel said, leaning forward. The movement caused her silk blouse to gap slightly at the collar, but Rachel in analytical mode was oblivious to anything that wasn’t data. “Victor confirmed – the entity tailors System variants to observed loop behavior. Alex connected, so he received Bond Resonance. You fought, so you received Temporal Stutter. Victor survived through tactical discipline, so he received Combat Assessment.”

Anya turned to Rachel with a gaze that was pure assessment. “You analyzed this.”

“The entity is running a longitudinal study. Subjects receive System variants calibrated to their loop behavior as a form of reinforcement learning. It rewards adaptive strategies by providing tools that amplify them.” Rachel removed her glasses and met Anya’s eyes with the directness of a woman who’d decoded cosmic behavioral patterns over two bottles of wine. “The critical finding is that isolation-based strategies plateau and eventually lead to absorption. Bond-based strategies generate compounding returns.”

“Absorption.” Anya’s voice went flat. “Explain.”

“The Entity Observer assigned to this territory was once Survivor Three. Victor’s signal analysis estimates thousands of years in a loop – possibly longer than anyone else on record. She broke free, remained isolated, and was eventually absorbed – converted from an active subject into entity infrastructure. A relay. A mouthpiece.” Rachel’s tone was clinical, but I heard the horror underneath. “The person inside is still conscious. Buried under layers of entity control. But still there.”

Anya’s hand trembled. Not her combat hand – the other one, the one wrapped around the coffee cup. A micro-movement, barely visible, that spoke to something deep and primal.

Fear. Not of the entity. Of herself.

“How long?” she asked. “Between breaking free and absorption. How long did she have?”

“Unknown. But Victor’s data suggests the timeline is variable. Survivors who form connections appear to be protected. Survivors who remain isolated are on a degrading trajectory.”

“And I’ve been alone for fourteen months.”

The room went silent. Every woman in it understood what Anya had just said – the implicit admission that she’d been walking a path toward the same fate as the Observer, and she knew it.

I leaned forward. “Anya. You’re here. You tracked the convergence. You walked into a territory full of bonded survivors instead of running in the other direction. That tells me your survival instinct is smarter than your isolation habit.”

Her gaze found mine. Hard. Searching.

“My survival instinct is the only thing that’s kept me alive since 1683.”

“And now it brought you here. Trust it.”

She held my gaze for ten beats. Twenty. Long enough for Sophie to shift restlessly behind me, long enough for Rachel to make three notes, long enough for Emma to type half a paragraph of real-time documentation.

Then Anya set down her coffee cup. “Show me the rest of your intelligence. Everything you have on the sixteen survivors, the entity’s behavior patterns, and the Phase Two protocols.”



The intelligence exchange lasted another three hours.

Emma walked Anya through the database with quiet competence, explaining the organizational logic while Anya absorbed data with frightening speed – centuries of memorizing information from limited sources had made her a machine. She consumed sixteen survivor profiles, three threat matrices, two territorial analyses, and a comprehensive timeline of Phase Two events in under forty minutes. Emma, who processed data faster than anyone I’d met, was visibly impressed.

“You’re reading faster than I can scroll,” Emma said, adjusting her glasses.

“I spent centuries memorizing single pages by candlelight. A backlit screen with organized data is a luxury I’m still adjusting to.”

Rachel presented her entity behavioral model, and Anya asked questions so precise that Rachel had to consult her own notes twice – a first. The exchange between them was something to watch – two analytical minds operating at different speeds toward the same conclusions, Rachel through academic methodology and Anya through raw pattern recognition honed across twelve centuries of a single day’s repeating data.

Becca contributed surveillance methodology, explaining her social media intelligence network with quiet pride. She’d found a purpose that matched her actual abilities. Anya listened with the analytical focus of a combat strategist learning a new discipline.

“Social surveillance through voluntarily shared public data,” Anya summarized. “In 1683, the equivalent would have been market gossip and tavern rumors. Same principles. Different technology.”

“Exactly,” Becca said, looking almost pleased. “Same skillset, different medium.”

Sophie outlined the team’s operational structure – roles, communication protocols, contingency plans. Anya’s eyes sharpened as she absorbed the coordination model, the way each woman’s abilities interlocked with the others.

“You function as a single organism,” Anya said. “Six individuals with complementary capabilities operating through a shared command structure.”

“Seven, counting Alex,” Sophie corrected.

“Seven.” Anya’s gaze moved to me. “And the central node is Bond Resonance. Your emotional connections generate the coordination capacity that makes the organism function.”

“That’s Rachel’s analysis in different words.”

“Good analysis bears repetition.” Something flickered across her face – a shadow of warmth, barely there, gone before it could be called a smile.

Jess was last. She’d been sitting quietly during the exchange, managing fragment activity, but when Anya turned to her, Jess sat forward and spoke with an intensity that cut through the analytical atmosphere like a wire through fog.

“I’ve been seeing your loop since you entered the territory,” Jess said. “Cobblestone streets. Stone towers. Snow falling on an autumn market. A woman running – you, running – past stalls selling bread and cloth and things from three centuries ago.”

Anya went pale. Not the controlled composure she’d maintained all afternoon – actual pallor, blood draining from her face as someone described the inside of her head with perfect accuracy.

“That’s not possible,” she said.

“I drew your face.” Jess pulled out the sketches from her studio – the Prague street, the market, Anya’s portrait. Laid them on the table like evidence.

Anya stared at the drawings. Her hand reached out and touched the portrait with trembling fingers – the sharp face, the hard gray stare, the weight of centuries captured in graphite.

“How?” The word came out rough. Raw. Stripped of every defense.

“Fragment resonance. I pick up temporal echoes from loop survivors. The closer you are, the clearer the signal. I’ve been seeing you for days – before I knew your name, before I knew you were coming.” Jess met Anya’s eyes with the unwavering intensity that made her the most unsettling person in any room. “Nobody has ever seen your loop before. Nobody has ever drawn your face from the inside of your memory. I know how that feels – Alex was the first person who knew my fragments were real.”

Something happened in Anya’s expression. Not the controlled micro-expressions she’d been managing all afternoon – something deeper, something that cracked through centuries of practiced composure like a tree root splitting stone.

Her jaw tightened. Her eyes went bright. For one terrible second, I thought she was going to cry.

She didn’t. Anya Kovar hadn’t cried since her loop broke, and she wasn’t going to start now. But the effort of holding it back was visible in every line of her body – the rigid spine, the white-knuckled grip on the table’s edge, the slight tremor in her chin that she suppressed with the same ruthless efficiency she brought to combat.

“I need air,” she said, and was out the door before anyone could respond.

I started to follow. Sophie’s hand on my arm stopped me.

“Give her a minute,” Sophie said quietly. “She just found out she’s not invisible. That takes time to process.”

“She’s right,” Emma said softly from her station. “The first time someone really sees you – it’s terrifying. Even when it’s what you wanted most.”

I looked at Emma – shy bookworm turned strategic analyst, the woman who’d spent twenty years being invisible until I’d seen her in the library – and recognized the truth of what she was saying.

“Five minutes,” I said. “Then I go after her.”



I found her on the roof of Rachel’s apartment building.

She’d climbed the fire escape – centuries of scaling seventeenth-century architecture translated perfectly to modern fire escapes. She sat on the edge, legs dangling over a two-story drop, her lean body silhouetted against the late-afternoon sun.

I sat beside her. Not too close. The same careful gap she maintained with everyone – an arm’s length of learned caution.

We didn’t speak for a long time. The campus spread below us – students walking between classes, the distant sound of a volleyball practice that would have Sophie’s attention later, the quiet hum of a Thursday that had no idea three ancient beings were having tea in an off-campus apartment while debating cosmic entity behavior. A breeze carried the sound of someone playing guitar near the fountain – amateur, enthusiastic, butchering a song I’d heard performed perfectly by the same busker ten thousand loops running.

Anya sat with the stillness of someone who’d spent centuries learning how to be quiet in high places. Her lean body was motionless, her breath controlled, her gaze tracking the campus below with the automatic surveillance of a woman who’d mapped every sightline of a seventeenth-century city and now applied the same reflexes to a modern college town.

“In Prague,” Anya said finally, “there was a tower. St. Nicholas Church, in the Lesser Town. I used to climb it at the end of my loop day, before midnight reset. Sit on the edge and watch the city from above.”

“Every day?”

“Most days. For the first few centuries, it was the only moment of peace. The market was chaos, the streets were crowded, but the tower was mine. Nobody else climbed it after dark.” She looked out over the campus. “I could see the whole city from up there. The Charles Bridge with its statues. The Old Town Square with the astronomical clock. The Vltava River catching the last light. Everything frozen in a single autumn evening, forever.”

“It sounds beautiful.”

“It was. The tragedy of a loop is that the prison can be gorgeous. The day the entity chose for me was a perfect September day in one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Warm light, cool air, the smell of bread and woodsmoke. If I’d only had to live it once, I would have called it paradise.” Her voice was flat. “I lived it four hundred and fifty-five thousand times. Paradise becomes a different word when you can’t leave.”

“I know exactly what you mean. My campus was beautiful too. The quad in autumn. The library at sunrise. Beautiful and unchanging and suffocating.”

She glanced at me with something that might have been gratitude. The specific relief of being understood by someone who’d walked the same path.

“I stopped going to the tower around year eight hundred. The peace started to feel like emptiness. Same view, same city, same loneliness with a better vantage point.”

“When did you start going again?”

She glanced at me. “How did you know I started again?”

“Because you’re sitting on a rooftop right now. Old habits.”

The corner of her mouth lifted – barely, but unmistakably upward. “Year eleven hundred. I went back to the tower because I’d exhausted every other way to spend the evening. And I realized the emptiness hadn’t been in the tower. It had been in me.”

“Same bench in the quad for me,” I said. “Near the old science building. I sat there every loop, watching students walk by. They were the same students every time, doing the same things, having the same conversations. But I kept watching because it was the closest thing to connection I could find.”

“And then the loop broke.”

“And then the loop broke. And I sat on that bench on a Sunday morning and laughed until a woman thought I was having a breakdown.”

“Sophie.”

“Sophie.” I paused. “What was the first thing you did when your loop broke?”

Anya was quiet for a long time. The sun moved across the sky, painting the campus in amber tones. Below us, someone laughed. A door slammed. The ordinary sounds of a world that moved forward.

“I cried,” she said.

The word hung between us. Simple. Devastating.

“For two hours. Alone in a room in modern Prague, speaking a language I’d learned across centuries but couldn’t use with anyone, crying because the clock said September 9th and I’d never seen September 9th before.” She stared at the horizon. “I haven’t cried since.”

“Fourteen months.”

“Fourteen months of traveling, fighting, analyzing. Because standing still meant feeling, and feeling meant –”

“Acknowledging how much you lost.”

She turned to look at me. Those gray eyes, which had been steel all day, were something else now. Not soft – Anya might never be soft. But open. The way a wound is open.

“I learned thirty-one languages in Prague,” she said. “Eight combat disciplines. Every instrument in a Baroque orchestra. I could navigate the Old Town blindfolded, name every vendor in the market, predict every argument in every tavern.” She paused. “Three thousand years. And you built this. In days.”

“I had help.”

“You had the right System variant.” There was no bitterness in her voice – just the clinical observation of a survivor comparing strategies. “My System rewarded combat. Yours rewarded connection. The entity designed us for different experiments.”

“Maybe. Or maybe the entity designed us for the same experiment with different starting conditions.”

“What do you mean?”

“You spent your entire loop learning to fight alone. I spent mine learning to connect without consequence. Both of us survived. But your strategy plateaus – Victor confirmed that combat-only variants have a ceiling. Mine compounds. What if the entity is testing whether combat survivors can learn to connect? Whether the strategies can merge?”

Anya processed this. I could see her mind working – the same rapid analytical processing that had devoured Emma’s database and Rachel’s models in hours, now applied to a hypothesis about her own existence.

“If that’s true,” she said slowly, “then coming here wasn’t just my survival instinct. It was the entity’s design.”

“Does it matter? Whether you came here because of instinct or design, you’re here. And I’m offering something your System never provided.”

“What?”

“Warmth. The knowledge that you’re not alone. And the time to decide what to do about it.”

She held my gaze for a long time. The sun had moved far enough to cast us both in amber, softening the sharp lines of her face, catching the gray of her eyes and turning them almost silver.

“I spent twelve hundred years in Prague,” she said. “Alone. Every day the same. Every death my own.” She looked at her hands – scarred, strong, the hands of a warrior. “I don’t know how to do what you’re offering. Connection. Bonds. The things your System rewards. I’ve never practiced them.”

“I spent three thousand years practicing them with people who forgot me every morning. If I can learn to connect in a loop, you can learn to connect outside one.”

“That’s an optimistic hypothesis.”

“I’ve had a long time to develop my optimism.”

She almost smiled. Something closer to real this time – closer to the expression she might have worn in another life, one where the loop hadn’t burned away everything that didn’t serve survival.

“I’ll stay,” she said. “For now. To observe. To gather intelligence.” She paused. “And to feel that warmth again. Your Bond Resonance. It’s…” She searched for the right word. “It’s the first warm thing my System has encountered in fourteen months.”

“It’s always on. You don’t need to ask.”

She looked away. Toward the campus, the students, the ordinary world moving forward.

“In Prague,” she said, barely above a whisper, “I used to imagine someone sitting beside me on that tower. Someone who understood. Every loop, the seat was empty.”

I didn’t say anything. Some moments didn’t need words. They needed presence – the simple, persistent act of existing beside another person who knew exactly how heavy silence could be.

We sat on the roof as the afternoon faded into evening. Below us, the world persisted. And for the first time since her loop broke, Anya Kovar sat still.

Not because she was frozen. Not because she was hiding. But because, for the first time in over a thousand years, standing still felt less dangerous than running.

My phone buzzed. Sophie.

Sophie: She’s still up there?

Still here. We’re talking.

Sophie: Good. Tell her dinner’s at seven. Rachel’s cooking. And by cooking I mean ordering Italian.

I’ll tell her.

Sophie: Alex? The team captain in me says be careful. The woman in me says this is exactly what you were built for. Both of those can be true at the same time.

Both of them were.


Chapter 11: Welcome and Warning

Friday morning. Thirteen days post-loop.

Sophie organized the meeting with the strategic precision she’d honed since her first volleyball captaincy.

“Neutral ground,” she said, marking a spot on her apartment layout. “Not Rachel’s apartment – that’s our war room. Not Anya’s motel – that’s her territory. We meet at the campus café at ten. Public enough to feel safe, private enough for real conversation.”

“All of us?” Becca asked from her windowsill perch, not looking up from her phone.

“All of us. The full team meets Anya. She’s seen the intelligence, she’s seen the data, but she hasn’t met the people. And the people are what makes this work.”

The people were what made everything work. Sophie understood that better than anyone – the Architect who’d designed the harem not as a collection of relationships but as an interconnected system where each person served a function that nobody else could fill.

Now she was designing space for a seventh.



The café was half-full at ten – late enough for the early-morning rush to clear, early enough that the lunch crowd hadn’t arrived. I’d chosen a large corner booth that could seat eight without crowding. Tactical positioning disguised as casual brunch.

Sophie sat to my right. She’d dressed with deliberate casualness – compression shorts showing those tanned, sculpted legs, a fitted tank top that displayed her athletic shoulders and the definition of her arms. She pushed her dark hair back as she settled into the booth, and the morning light caught the golden tone of her skin. She looked like what she was: a woman who could sprint a six-minute mile and then sit down to plan a military operation without catching her breath.

Rachel arrived next, sliding into the booth with the composed elegance of a woman who made every entrance look like a magazine editorial. Dark hair down, silk blouse in cream that made her olive skin glow, pencil skirt that hugged every curve from waist to knee. Her full breasts created a soft swell against the silk that I’d learned to appreciate as one of the more reliable pleasures of my post-loop existence. She set her reading glasses on the table, ordered an espresso, and began arranging notes like she was preparing for a lecture.

Emma came through the door with her laptop clutched to her chest and immediately tripped over the threshold. She caught herself, flushed crimson, pushed her thick-framed glasses up her nose, and made her way to the booth with the practiced dignity of someone who’d spent twenty years being clumsy and had learned to own it. She wore a cardigan open over a fitted tee, and the way the fabric fell revealed the curves she’d stopped hiding – full breasts that still surprised people who’d only seen the oversized-sweater version.

“I brought dossiers,” she said, pulling printed packets from her bag. “Updated with last night’s fragment data and Anya’s intelligence exchange.”

“Of course you did,” Sophie said fondly.

Becca arrived on time to the second – which meant she’d been waiting around the corner for exactly the right moment to enter. Ice-blue eyes swept the café. Blonde hair perfect. Cropped top showing her flat, maintained stomach. High-waisted jeans hugging her ass in a way that turned two heads as she walked to the booth. She slid in beside Emma and pulled out her phone without greeting anyone, which was Becca’s version of saying good morning.

Jess was last. She slouched through the door in ripped jeans and a thin Siouxsie and the Banshees tee, teal streaks in her dark hair catching fluorescent light, the outline of her nipple piercings visible through the worn fabric. She ordered black coffee with three sugars and collapsed into the booth with boneless grace. She’d been up all night managing fragment activity.

“She’s coming,” Jess said without preamble. “I can feel her approaching from the east. Her temporal signature is…” She paused, fidgeting with her rings. “Nervous. She’s nervous.”

“Anya Kovar doesn’t get nervous,” I said.

“Anya Kovar has been alone since the seventeenth century and is about to sit down with six strangers who know things about her she’s never told anyone. She’s nervous.” Jess met my eyes. “Trust the fragments.”

I trusted the fragments.



Anya arrived at ten-twelve. Deliberately late – not enough to be rude, just enough to let everyone else settle first. The combat survivor’s habit of entering last and reading the room before committing.

She wore the same fitted dark layers as yesterday – black jacket, dark pants, boots. But her short-cropped hair was freshly washed, and there was something different in the way she carried herself. Not the rigid, honed composure of yesterday’s first approach. Something slightly less rigid. Like a fist that had unclenched by one finger.

Her gray eyes swept the booth. Six people looking at her with varying degrees of curiosity, assessment, and welcome.

Sophie stood. Extended her hand.

“I’m Sophie. The one who apparently organizes everything.” Her voice carried the easy confidence of someone who’d been introducing herself to new teammates her entire athletic career. “Welcome to the weirdest brunch meeting you’ll ever attend.”

Anya looked at Sophie’s hand for a beat. Then took it. The handshake was precise, firm, exactly the right pressure – centuries of repeated interactions had taught her exactly how to calibrate.

“Your grip is strong,” Anya said.

“Volleyball. Four years varsity. And general stubbornness.” Sophie grinned. “Sit. We ordered you coffee. Black, no sugar.”

“How did you know –”

“Alex told us. He pays attention to things like that. It’s annoying and also kind of his best quality.”

Anya sat at the end of the booth, where she could see the door and the window. I caught the positioning and didn’t comment. Survival habits didn’t need commentary.

“You already know the names,” I said. “But let me do the introductions properly.”

I went around the table. Not just names – roles. What each woman brought to the structure, what made each one irreplaceable.

“Sophie Martinez. First bond. Team coordinator, strategic planner, the person who assembled this entire operation in less than a week. She saw my loop break and refused to accept a normal explanation.”

Sophie waved. “I’m nosy and competitive. Those turned out to be survival traits.”

“Dr. Rachel Shaw. Psychology professor, entity behavioral analyst. She decoded the entity’s evaluation methodology in a single evening and identified the pattern that explains why bond strategies outperform isolation.”

Rachel inclined her head with professional grace. “The entity is running a longitudinal study. Understanding its methodology gives us predictive power.”

“Emma Walsh. Intelligence analyst, database architect, and our strategic briefing officer. She built a comprehensive threat matrix that maps every known survivor, System variant, and territorial status worldwide.”

Emma blushed but didn’t look away. Progress. “I organize information. It turns out that’s useful when cosmic entities are trying to evaluate you.”

“Becca Hayes. Social intelligence operative. She turned a campus social media network into a real-time surveillance apparatus that tracked a beta-enhanced subject’s movements with precision nobody saw coming.”

Becca looked up from her phone long enough to nod. “I’m good at watching people. I just changed who I watch and why.”

“And Jess Moran. Fragment reader, temporal sensor. She can pick up echoes from loop survivors – your loop included. She’s the one who drew your face before she’d ever seen you.”

Jess didn’t raise her coffee cup. She was staring at Anya with an intensity that silenced everything else in the cafe.

“I dreamed about you,” Jess said. Her voice was low, direct, stripped of her usual sardonic edge. “Before yesterday. Before Alex told us about the convergence. The cobblestones, the snow, you running through a market square past stone towers. I’ve been seeing your loop for weeks.”

Anya’s expression tightened. She’d seen Jess’s sketches yesterday at the intelligence briefing – had nearly broken down touching a portrait drawn from inside her own memory. But hearing it again, in front of everyone, in the bright normalcy of a campus cafe, landed differently.

“You see things no one should be able to see,” Anya said carefully.

“I see the things people try to bury deepest.” Jess held her gaze without blinking. “That includes you.”

A beat of charged silence. Anya’s jaw worked, the composure holding but strained. Then she looked away – down at her coffee, at the table, anywhere that wasn’t the hazel eyes of a woman who’d seen inside her skull.

Anya studied each woman in turn. Not the rapid tactical assessment she’d done yesterday – something more considered. She was evaluating them as people, not as threats.

“You’re not soldiers,” she said finally.

“No,” I agreed.

“A volleyball player, a professor, a writer, an influencer, and a tattoo artist.”

“When you put it like that, it sounds ridiculous,” Becca said.

“It IS ridiculous.” Anya’s voice carried the faintest edge of amusement. “I tracked a convergence expecting to find a military installation. I found a brunch meeting.”

“The best strategies look ridiculous from the outside,” Rachel said. “That’s what makes them effective.”

Anya considered this. Then looked at me with an expression I was starting to recognize – the searching gaze of someone trying to reconcile what she’d expected with what she’d found.

“In all the centuries since Prague,” she said, “I never imagined this was possible.”

“Neither did I,” I said. “For three thousand of my years, connection reset every midnight. Building something lasting seemed impossible. Then the loop broke, and impossible became the only thing worth doing.”

Sophie reached under the table and squeezed my hand. Anya tracked the movement with that sharp, unblinking gaze.

“You care about them,” Anya said. Not a question.

“They’re the reason I’m still a person and not an Observer.”

The word – Observer – hit the table like a stone dropped into still water. Everyone felt the ripple.

“The woman in white,” Anya said. “You told me she was once a survivor. Number Three.”

“Millennia in a loop – longer than any of us, from what we can tell. Broke free. Stayed isolated. Got absorbed.” I held her gaze. “Her System variant was probably similar to yours. Combat-focused. No bond mechanics. No warmth.”

Anya’s jaw tightened. The implication wasn’t subtle, and I hadn’t intended it to be. She was walking the same path as Survivor Three – extended isolation, a cold combat System with no social components.

Jess leaned forward. “I can see her. The Observer. Fragments of who she was. She’s not gone, Anya. She’s buried – conscious but suppressed under the entity’s control.” Her hazel eyes were intense. “Whatever happened to her, it started with being alone too long. The bonds protect against that. Alex’s Bond Resonance is like – like an immune system against absorption.”

“And you’re telling me I should… bond with him.” Anya’s voice was carefully neutral. Too carefully.

“We’re telling you that isolation kills survivors,” Rachel said. “Not immediately. Not dramatically. But incrementally, over months or years, until the entity judges you more useful as infrastructure than as an active subject.”

“And bonding with Alex prevents that.”

“Genuine connection prevents that. The Bond Resonance is the mechanism, but the protection comes from the connection itself.” Rachel removed her glasses and met Anya’s eyes directly. “Nobody is going to pressure you into anything. But the data is clear, and I’d be professionally negligent not to present it.”

Anya was quiet for a long moment. The café noise filled the space – the hiss of the espresso machine, murmured conversations, someone’s phone playing music.

Then Becca spoke.

“Okay, let’s skip the therapeutic approach.” She set her phone down – an act so unprecedented that everyone looked at her. Ice-blue eyes locked onto Anya with the direct challenge that was Becca’s natural communication mode. “You’re scared. I get it. I was scared too. I literally hated Alex when I met him, and I still joined this circus because the alternative was worse.”

“I’m not scared.”

“You’re terrified. You’ve been alone for over a thousand years and now someone’s offering you everything you’ve been pretending you don’t want, and the idea of accepting it is more frightening than anything you faced in your loop.” Becca arched one perfect eyebrow. “Am I wrong?”

Anya stared at her. The temperature at the table dropped by several degrees.

“You’re direct,” Anya said.

“I’m honest. There’s a difference.” Becca picked her phone back up. “Also, the all-black tactical look is kind of working for you. We’ll discuss wardrobe options later.”

The impossible happened. Anya Kovar – Prague survivor, over a millennium of fighting alone, a woman who spoke like a military briefing – almost laughed. Not quite. But the muscles around her mouth twitched in a configuration that was unmistakably the precursor to amusement.

“She’s always like this?” Anya asked me.

“Worse, usually.”

“I’m consistent,” Becca corrected. “Consistency is underrated.”

Sophie smoothly redirected. “The point is, you’re welcome here. Not as a subject, not as a variable in the entity’s experiment. As a person. We’ve got room.” She glanced around the table. “We’ve always got room.”

Anya’s gaze moved from face to face. Sophie’s competitive warmth. Rachel’s analytical compassion. Emma’s quiet recognition. Becca’s blunt honesty. Jess’s unsettling understanding.

“I’ll observe,” Anya said finally. “For now. I’m not committing to anything.”

“Fair,” I said. “Observation is exactly what I’d expect from a twelve-hundred-year-old survivor evaluating unknown variables.”

“Don’t categorize me.”

“I’m acknowledging your strategy. There’s a difference.”

That faint hint of warmth crossed her face again.



After the meeting broke up, Becca cornered me.

Not figuratively – literally cornered me in the hallway outside the café, stepping into my path with the brazen confidence of a woman who believed every space she occupied was hers by right. Ice-blue eyes blazing. Blonde hair perfect. The fury radiating off her was palpable.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“About?”

“About her.” She jerked her chin toward where Anya had disappeared. “She’s incredible, Alex. I’m not blind. She’s dangerous and competent and she’s got that whole dark-mysterious-warrior thing going on. So let me ask you the question I’m actually asking.”

“Which is?”

“Are you replacing any of us with some wandering soldier girl?”

There it was. Underneath the intelligence network, the surveillance expertise, the razor-sharp confidence – Becca Hayes was afraid of not being enough. She’d spent her entire life maintaining the armor of perfection, and the idea that someone more impressive might arrive and render her obsolete was the one crack she couldn’t patch with contour and confidence.

“Nobody gets replaced. The harem expands. It doesn’t subtract.”

“Don’t give me the PR version.” She stepped closer, close enough that I could smell her perfume – something expensive and deliberately provocative. “I’m not Sophie. I don’t need the team captain pep talk. I’m not Emma. I don’t need the gentle reassurance. I need you to look at me and tell me I still matter.”

“You matter.”

“Not like that.” She poked my chest. Hard. “Not as a statement. As a fact. Prove it.”

“How?”

Her ice-blue eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with intelligence analysis or surveillance networks. “My apartment. Now.”

She turned and walked. Didn’t look back. The absolute certainty that I would follow – not because she assumed obedience, but because Becca Hayes didn’t issue invitations she expected to have declined.

I followed.

Her apartment was sorority-adjacent, on the second floor of a converted house that smelled like expensive candles and the chemical intensity of professional hair products. She’d decorated with the same ruthless precision she brought to everything – neutral tones, statement pieces, Instagram-ready from every angle.

The door had barely closed before she was on me.

Not kissing – attacking. Hands grabbing my shirt, shoving me against the wall with a force that surprised us both. Her mouth found mine in a clash of teeth and tongue that was more combat than romance. She tasted like expensive lip gloss and fury.

I grabbed her wrists. Stopped her.

“What are you doing?” I asked, holding her arms still.

“Proving something.” She fought my grip, leaning forward, trying to kiss me again. “Let go.”

“Tell me what you’re proving first.”

Her jaw worked. The ice queen composure flickering, cracking. Underneath the aggression was something raw – the desperation of a woman who’d built her entire identity around being wanted and now feared she wasn’t.

“That I’m worth keeping,” she said. The words came out rough. Unplanned. She flinched at her own vulnerability, tried to pull away. “Forget it. This was stupid. I’ll just –”

I spun her around and pinned her against the wall. My body against hers, her back to the plaster, my hands on her wrists above her head. She gasped – surprise, arousal, the thrill of being physically overpowered by someone she’d challenged.

“Listen to me,” I said, my face inches from hers. “You are not disposable. You are not replaceable. You are not one of five identical parts that can be swapped out when a better version arrives.”

“Then show me.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. Those sharp blue eyes burning with need she’d die before admitting to in daylight. “Stop talking about it and show me.”

I kissed her. Not the combat kiss she’d started with – something deeper, harder, the kiss of a man who’d decided to prove a point through action rather than argument. She moaned into my mouth and her body went liquid against mine, the resistance draining out of her the way it always did when I stopped letting her control the narrative.

“Bedroom,” she breathed. “Now.”

I picked her up. She made a sound of outrage that dissolved into a gasp as I carried her through the apartment, and she wrapped her legs around me – those long, toned legs that she maintained through Pilates and careful diet, the legs of a woman who’d engineered every inch of her body for impact.

Her bedroom was immaculate. White sheets, designer pillows, a vanity mirror that she probably used to maintain the illusion of effortless perfection. I threw her onto the bed and she bounced once, blonde hair fanning across the white sheets like liquid gold.

“Careful,” she snapped. “This bed cost more than your dorm room.”

“I don’t care.” I pulled my shirt over my head, and her eyes tracked down my body with hungry assessment. She’d decided to stop pretending she didn’t want this. “Strip.”

“You strip. I give the orders.”

I grabbed the hem of her crop top and pulled it over her head in one motion. She yelped – actually yelped – and then I was looking at Becca Hayes in a lace bralette that probably cost more than most people’s grocery bills. Her body was a masterpiece of maintenance – flat, toned stomach, golden spray-tan, not a flaw in sight. Her enhanced breasts pressed against the delicate fabric, perky and perfect, exactly the proportions she’d chosen with the same deliberate precision she brought to everything.

“The bra too,” I said.

“Make me.”

I unclasped it with one hand – a trick that had taken about six hundred years to master – and pulled it away. Her breasts sprang free, firm C-cups that held their shape without support, nipples pink and already stiffening in the cool air. She instinctively moved to cover herself, then stopped. Becca Hayes didn’t cover herself. Becca Hayes displayed.

“Better?” she asked, arching her back slightly, presenting those perfect tits with defiant pride. She’d literally invested in them.

“Getting there.” I unbuttoned her jeans and peeled them down her legs. Underneath: a matching lace thong that was more concept than coverage. Her body was everything her Instagram followers imagined and never got to see – the tight, perky ass sculpted by years of targeted exercise, the long toned legs, the flat stomach with definition that spoke to real discipline beneath the spray-tan perfection.

“Happy now?” she asked, propped on her elbows, practically naked on designer sheets, ice-blue eyes daring me to be impressed.

“I’m getting there.” I crawled over her, planting a hand on each side of her head, caging her in. She could have moved. She didn’t. “Tell me something first.”

“What?”

“Tell me you’re not threatened by Anya.”

Her eyes flashed. “I’m not –”

“The truth, Becca.”

A beat. Two. Her jaw worked.

“I’m not threatened by her.” The words came out strained. “I could take her.”

“You could.”

“I could.” She reached up and grabbed my belt. “But right now I want to take you. So stop interrogating me and fuck me like you mean it.”

She yanked my belt free with an efficiency that spoke to practice, unbuttoned my jeans, and shoved them down with her feet – urgent, aggressive, the way she did everything. Her hand found my cock – already hard, straining, because Becca Hayes in lingerie with fury in her eyes was a combination that bypassed every rational circuit in my brain – and squeezed hard enough to make me hiss.

“This,” she said, stroking me with the competitive intensity she brought to everything, her grip firm and possessive, her thumb smearing the precum leaking from the tip down my shaft. “This is mine. Hers. Theirs. But right now, mine.” She twisted her wrist on the upstroke and watched my jaw clench with visible satisfaction.

“Possessive.”

“Damn right.” She pulled me down and kissed me, and the competitive energy that had been simmering since the moment Anya walked into the quad channeled itself into something hotter, sharper, more urgent. She bit my lower lip hard enough to taste copper and didn’t apologize.

I tore her thong off. The delicate lace shredded in my fist with a soft ripping sound, and she gasped at the destruction of expensive lingerie. “That was La Perla, you –” But I silenced her by sliding two fingers inside her and she was already soaked – not damp, not wet, but truly drenched, arousal that had been building since her confrontation in the hallway. My fingers slid in without resistance, and the obscene, slick sound of her pussy accepting them filled the bedroom. Her folds were swollen, slippery, her clit a hard nub beneath my palm.

“Fuck,” she hissed, hips bucking against my hand, her thighs clamping around my wrist. “Fuck, that’s –”

“What were you saying about giving orders?”

“Shut up.” She grabbed my wrist, not to stop me but to direct me, pressing my palm harder against her clit, grinding herself against the heel of my hand while my fingers curled inside her. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. Worked her with fingers that had millennia of practice and a week of learning exactly what Becca Hayes responded to – which was, predictably, being overwhelmed. She liked to be in control right up until the moment she wasn’t, and the transition from commanding to desperate was the single hottest thing about her. I added a third finger, stretching her, and her mouth fell open in a silent cry – the ice queen’s composure cracking in real time, mascara-lined eyes going wide, pupils swallowing the blue.

“Oh god – Alex –” She was losing coherence already, her carefully maintained composure shredding under pleasure she hadn’t expected. Her pussy clenched around my fingers in rhythmic pulses, her arousal coating my hand, dripping into the palm. “I need – I need you to –”

“To what?”

“Fuck me. Now. Please.” The please came out before she could stop it, and her eyes went wide with horror at her own surrender. Becca Hayes did not say please. Not to anyone. Not ever.

I positioned myself against her. The swollen head of my cock nestled between her slick folds and the heat was electric – wet, pulsing, the lips of her pussy parting around me before I’d even pushed forward. I could feel her arousal coating the tip, feel the eager flutter of her entrance against the ridge of my cockhead.

I pushed in slowly, watching her face, watching her composure melt inch by inch as I filled her. Her mouth opened wider with each inch that sank inside, her brow creasing, her hands fisting the designer sheets.

She was tight. Tight and scorching and gripping me with muscles that were toned by the same obsessive discipline she applied to every other aspect of her body – Pilates-sculpted pelvic floor that squeezed my cock like she was trying to prove something even now. Her head fell back against the designer pillows, blonde hair spreading in a golden fan, perfect makeup already smudging from the heat between us.

“More,” she demanded, voice strained. “All of it.”

I buried myself to the hilt in one hard thrust, bottoming out until my hips slammed against hers, and she arched off the bed with a cry that she immediately bit down on, teeth sinking into her lower lip hard enough to leave marks in the glossy pink. Her pussy stretched around the full length of me, the walls rippling as they adjusted, gripping tight.

“No.” I pulled her lip free with my thumb, pressing it into her mouth until she tasted her own lip gloss. “No holding back. Not with me.”

“The walls are thin –”

“Don’t care.” I pulled out until just the head remained – felt her clench around it, trying to keep me inside – then drove back in, hard, the impact jolting her body up the mattress, and the sound she made was worth every thin wall in the building. A raw, guttural moan that Dr. Becca Hayes would have died rather than produce in public. “You wanted proof that you matter? This is proof. This is me choosing you. Right here, right now, with a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior downstairs and five other women in my contacts. I’m here. With you.”

“Alex –”

“Say it.”

“Say what?”

“That you’re not replaceable.”

“I’m not –” I thrust hard, burying myself deep enough to make her gasp, and her words dissolved into a moan. “I’m not – fuck – I’m not replaceable.”

“Again.”

“I’m not replaceable!” The words came out as half-scream, her pussy clamping down around me so hard it bordered on pain, and the admission cracked something open – the ice queen persona shattering not from aggression but from the terrifying relief of being told she was enough. Her eyes glistened, and she pulled me down and kissed me with a desperation that tasted like mascara and salt.

I fucked her hard after that. Not gentle, not patient – the kind of claiming that Becca Hayes needed, that spoke to her in the only language she trusted completely. Physical proof. Undeniable evidence. My hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave bruises on the spray-tanned skin, her legs wrapped around me, the bed frame slamming against the wall in a staccato rhythm that was going to require an explanation to her neighbors. Each thrust drove deep, my cock pulling nearly free before slamming home, and the wet slap of skin on skin was obscene, rhythmic, relentless.

“Yes – right there – don’t stop –” She’d given up on composure entirely, her voice raw and unfiltered, the carefully curated persona stripped away to reveal the desperate, hungry woman underneath. Her nails raked down my back, leaving welts that stung and bled. Her tits bounced with each impact, firm and perky, the pink nipples jiggling in tight circles. Her perfect golden skin flushed red from chest to cheeks, and even the spray-tan couldn’t mask the genuine heat rising from her body. Between her legs, the base of my cock glistened with her arousal, and each thrust produced wet, filthy sounds that made her cheeks burn darker.

I changed angles, pulling one of her legs over my shoulder, opening her wider. The shift sank me deeper than before, hitting a spot that made her eyes roll back, and she screamed – actual, full-throated, neighbors-definitely-heard-that scream – her pussy clenching around me like a vice, the inner walls rippling in spasms that threatened to drag the orgasm out of me prematurely.

“I can feel – oh god – Alex, I can feel the bond –” Her eyes were wide, glazed, pupils blown so wide the ice-blue was nearly gone. “It’s like – like warmth inside my chest – like you’re –”

“Proving something?”

“Yes – fuck – yes –” Her leg trembled on my shoulder, the toned muscle quivering. I turned my head and bit the inside of her calf, and she jerked, her pussy squeezing tighter.

I drove into her with everything I had, thirty centuries of learned technique and a week of specific knowledge about what made Becca Hayes come undone. Her pussy was impossibly slick now, the friction reduced to pure heat and pressure, every thrust sliding home with a wet ease that contrasted with how tight she gripped me on the withdrawal. The climax built in her like a wave – I could feel it in the way her breathing shattered into staccato gasps, the way her legs trembled around me, the way her whole body tightened like a bowstring about to snap, her abs going rigid, her toes curling.

“Come for me,” I said, driving deep and holding, grinding my pelvis against her swollen clit. “Right now. Show me how irreplaceable you are.”

She came. The orgasm ripped through her – back arching off the designer sheets, pussy convulsing around my cock in violent, rhythmic contractions that I felt from root to tip. Her scream was muffled by the hand she clamped over her own mouth too late to matter – the sound had already escaped, raw and primal, shattering the sorority-queen composure into a million pieces. Her whole body shook, every perfectly maintained muscle spasming uncontrollably, Becca Hayes reduced to trembling, gasping, mascara-streaked need. Her pussy gushed around me, her arousal flooding hot and slick over my cock and down both our thighs, soaking the designer sheets she’d been so protective of.

The intensity pulled me over. I buried myself deep and let go – my vision whiting out as I pumped into her, my cock pulsing in thick, heavy spurts that I felt her clench around, her pussy milking every drop with rhythmic spasms like she was determined to drain me completely. I watched her face beneath me – mascara streaked, lipstick smeared, mouth open, eyes glazed – the ice queen reduced to raw, wrecked, thoroughly-fucked satisfaction. Her inner muscles kept working me, clenching and releasing in diminishing waves that prolonged the release until I couldn’t tell where her aftershocks ended and mine began.

[BOND UPDATE: BECCA HAYES]
Previous: 800/1000 (Love)
Current: 870/1000 (Love)
+70 Bond XP gained

Source: Physical intimacy (+50),
Emotional vulnerability (+20)

Bond Resonance Output: ELEVATED
Soulbound Threshold: Approaching (130 required)

We lay tangled on her designer sheets, both breathing hard, sweat cooling on skin that smelled like expensive perfume and sex. Her makeup was ruined. Her hair was a mess. Her thong was in pieces somewhere on the floor.

She looked devastated. She looked beautiful.

“I’m not threatened by her,” Becca said, voice hoarse.

“I know.”

“I could take her.”

“You could.”

“…she IS kind of cool though. Don’t tell her I said that.”

I kissed the top of her head. Felt the bond hum with warmth – 870, Love confirmed, the warm frequency of a woman who expressed devotion through competitiveness and concealed vulnerability behind designer armor.

She curled against me, one leg thrown over mine, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest with the absent precision of someone who was always, always maintaining something. Even in the aftermath, Becca couldn’t be still.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“If anyone ever tries to replace me in this… whatever this is… I will destroy them with the full weight of my social media empire.”

“I believe you.”

“And then I’ll destroy you for letting it happen.”

“Fair.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, very softly: “Thank you. For not letting me leave the hallway.”

“You weren’t going to leave. You were going to pretend to leave and then come back angrier.”

“…maybe.” The ghost of a smile. “You know me too well.”

“I’ve had millennia of practice at knowing people.”

“Don’t get cocky.” She poked my ribs. “And buy me new lingerie. You owe me a thong.”

“Noted.”

The Edge. Terrified of being replaced, incapable of being replicated. And currently leaving mascara stains on my shoulder while pretending she wasn’t falling asleep in my arms.

I felt her bond in my awareness – 870 Love-level warmth, steady and sharp. She’d been told she was enough, and for maybe the first time in her life, she actually believed it.



Late that afternoon, the Soulbound connections carried a pulse of collective warmth that told me the original five were settling into the new reality. I could feel Sophie running logistics through her bond frequency – brisk, organized, the hum of a coordinator in full flow. Rachel’s signal was steady and clinical, the deep focus of someone building theoretical frameworks. Emma’s warmth was quiet and meticulous. Becca’s was sharp, scanning, her surveillance instincts channeled through the new Soulbound clarity. And Jess radiated the low buzz of someone managing a storm, fragment activity held in careful check.

And Anya observed.

I found her in the quad at sunset, sitting on the same bench where I’d sat on that first impossible Sunday morning. Not a coincidence – she’d have mapped the campus by now, identified the tactical advantages of every position, and chosen this one for its sightlines.

But also, maybe, because she’d heard me mention it during our rooftop conversation. The bench where I used to watch students and pretend I wasn’t alone.

“Your women are formidable,” she said as I sat beside her. Survivor distance had decreased since yesterday – she was two feet away instead of three.

“They’d appreciate hearing that.”

“The sorority girl – Becca. She ambushed me in the parking lot twenty minutes ago. Told me she was taking me shopping on Sunday and that my ‘European assassin aesthetic’ was ‘giving 2008 Bond villain.’”

“That sounds like Becca.”

“I almost liked her. That was unexpected.” Anya paused. “The fragments reader – Jess. She showed me more sketches. My loop, from the inside. The market stalls, the Charles Bridge, the view from St. Nicholas tower at sunset.” Her voice went quiet. “She captured the light perfectly. The way the river looked from the tower. I didn’t think anyone would ever see what I saw during those years.”

“Jess sees everything. That’s her gift and her burden.”

“And Emma – the analyst. She gave me a dossier on myself. Tabbed, cross-referenced, with a psychological profile that was uncomfortably accurate.”

“Emma processes the world through documentation. If she made you a dossier, it means she considers you worth documenting.”

Anya was quiet for a moment. The sunset painted the quad in amber and copper, the same colors I’d memorized across a million repetitions of the same Saturday evening.

“I learned everything a person can learn from one day,” she said. Every skill, every language, every inch of the city. I could have run Prague with my eyes closed.”

“And none of it helped with the loneliness.”

“Nothing helps with the loneliness.” She looked at her hands. “Except maybe this. What you built. This… organism of people who chose each other.”

“They chose me. I chose them back.”

“And if I chose you?” She caught herself immediately. The words had escaped before her defenses could filter them. Her jaw tightened. “I mean – the intelligence alliance. If I chose to stay and contribute.”

I let the moment exist. Didn’t push, didn’t redirect, didn’t pretend I hadn’t heard the subtext underneath the correction.

“Then we’d make room,” I said. “That’s what we do.”

She turned to look at me. Amber light softening her sharp features, catching the gray of her eyes and turning them almost warm.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said. “Any of it. The group dynamic, the emotional openness, the… trust.”

“You climbed a tower in Prague every loop day for centuries. You can learn to trust people.”

“The tower was easier. The tower didn’t require vulnerability.”

“Nothing worth building is built without it.”

She held my gaze. The sunset framed her face in gold, and for a fraction of a second, I saw what she must have looked like before the loop – a young Czech woman, maybe twenty-six, with sharp features and gray eyes and a smile she hadn’t yet forgotten how to use.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll be at your strategy meeting. As an observer. But I’ll be there.”

“That’s enough.”

“It’s not,” she said quietly. “But it’s a start.”

She stood and walked away across the quad, each step measured and deliberate. But something in her posture had shifted – the rigid lines of a solitary warrior softening, almost imperceptibly, into the first visible trace of hope.
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Three hundred eighty. Almost to Trust. In two days, she’d gone from zero to the edge of the first meaningful threshold.

I texted Sophie: She’s staying. For now.

Sophie’s reply was instant: Good. I already added her to the group text. Becca named it “Alex’s Anomalies.” Jess changed it to “Looper’s Anonymous.” Rachel changed it back to something professional. Emma documented the entire naming debate.

I laughed.


Chapter 12: Sparring

Saturday morning. Fourteen days post-loop. Two full weeks since the clock stopped saying Saturday.

Anya met me at the campus athletics building at six AM.

She’d suggested it. Not with words – with a text that read, simply: Training. 0600. Bring what you learned in 3,247 years.

The athletics building weight room was empty this early on a Saturday. The campus was still sleeping off Friday night, and the only sounds were the building’s HVAC system and the distant hum of maintenance equipment. Morning light came through the high windows in angled shafts, dust motes drifting through the beams like slow-motion snow. The smell was universal gym – rubber mats, cleaning solution, the ghost of a thousand workouts baked into the walls.

I’d arrived first – five minutes early, because millennia of habit didn’t break in two weeks. I’d stretched in the silence, running through the pre-combat warm-up that I’d developed across centuries of loop-day fighting – joint rotations, dynamic stretches, the systematic activation of muscle groups that [Muscle Memory Recall] would need to access. My body remembered every style I’d ever practiced. The warm-up was about telling it which ones to prioritize.

The weight room was large, open, the mats in the corner sufficient for what I suspected she had in mind.

She walked in at exactly six. Not early, not late. Precise.

She’d traded the black jacket for a fitted black compression top that showed the lean architecture of her upper body – defined shoulders, visible deltoids, forearms carrying the ropy muscle of centuries in hand-to-hand combat. Her lower half was dark athletic pants and the same boots she wore everywhere, though I noticed she’d brought a second pair – flat-soled training shoes that she changed into without comment.

Her short-cropped dark hair was damp, like she’d splashed water on it. No makeup – Anya Kovar had probably never owned makeup. Her angular Slavic features needed no enhancement. The sharp cheekbones, the straight nose, the jaw that could have been carved from stone. And those gray eyes, already cataloguing the room with the combat focus that a millennium of looping had burned into her very cells.

I noticed the scars. Post-loop scars, since the loop reset all damage – thin lines across her forearms, a longer mark along her left collarbone, faint white evidence of fights she’d had since breaking free. Fourteen months of traveling alone through territories that didn’t always welcome a wandering survivor.

“You came armed,” I said, noting the way she’d positioned herself with sightlines to both exits.

“I always come armed.” She set a small bag on the bench and pulled out cloth hand wraps, beginning to wind them around her knuckles with fluid efficiency. She’d done this preparation hundreds of thousands of times. “You?”

“Everything I bring is in my muscle memory.”

“Good.” She finished wrapping her hands and turned to face me on the mat. “I want to see what 3,247 years looks like in a fight.”

“You want to test me.”

“I want to understand you. And the fastest way to understand a survivor is to fight them.” Her gaze locked onto mine with an intensity that was both clinical and charged. “Every survivor fights differently because every loop was different. Victor fights like a soldier – disciplined, efficient, no wasted motion. His Tokyo loop trained him through military precision. Marcus fights like a battering ram – the entity gave him power without technique.”

“And you?”

“I fight like a woman who learned eight combat disciplines across centuries of dying in seventeenth-century Prague.” She dropped into a stance that I didn’t immediately recognize – something older than any modern martial art, rooted in European wrestling traditions that predated the Marquess of Queensberry by centuries. “Show me yours.”

I settled into a neutral guard. Not committing to any style – three millennia of practice had taught me that the most dangerous fighter was the one who could shift between disciplines mid-exchange. Muay Thai flow into Brazilian jiu-jitsu flow into Krav Maga flow into Wing Chun. A constantly shifting methodology that no single counter could predict.

“Rules?” I asked.

“Full contact. No strikes to the throat. First to pin or submit.”

“No [Temporal Stutter]?”

She paused. Then: “You can use your [Temporal Divergence]. I’ll use my [Temporal Stutter]. We fight as we are, not as we pretend to be.”

Fair. More than fair.

She moved first.

Fast. Terrifyingly fast. Not the explosive beta-enhanced speed of Marcus – something more refined, more controlled, the speed of a body that had distilled every movement to its most efficient form through centuries of repetitive combat training. Where Marcus moved like a wrecking ball – all force, no finesse – Anya moved like something from a different era entirely. Precise. Deliberate. Every motion connecting to the next with the seamless continuity of a martial art that had been practiced into perfection centuries before the modern world existed.

She led with a feint – a snapping jab that drew my guard high – then dropped levels and shot for my legs. European grappling technique, something I recognized from historical martial arts manuals I’d studied during the loop. Ringen, the medieval German wrestling tradition. The entry was textbook-perfect, executed with the confidence of someone who’d practiced this particular takedown approximately four hundred thousand times.

I sprawled, stuffing the takedown by driving my hips back and my hands down on her shoulders. But she’d expected that – her entry was the setup, not the attack. She converted mid-motion, using my sprawl to hook my right arm and apply a standing arm drag that reversed our positions.

Suddenly she was behind me. One arm threaded through mine, the other reaching for a choke.
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The System recognized what she was doing before I fully processed it. Historical European martial arts – the fighting systems that had existed before Asian martial arts went global. Wrestling, pugilism, defensive grappling from traditions that had been practiced in exactly the era of her loop.

I dropped my weight, breaking her grip through structural mechanics rather than brute force. Pivoted. Caught her wrist and applied a counter-lock that drew from the same tradition she’d used – fighting fire with fire, matching centuries of European technique with my own extensive but less focused study of the same systems.

She slipped free. Of course she did. Twelve hundred years of this specific tradition against my broader but shallower knowledge. She knew these techniques the way I knew Krav Maga – intimately, instinctively, at the bone-deep level where conscious thought became unnecessary.

We reset. Circled each other. Both breathing slightly harder.

“You studied HEMA,” she said. Historical European Martial Arts.

“During the loop. About ninety thousand iterations’ worth.”

“I spent over a millennium in it.” Not bragging – establishing parameters. “Your breadth is impressive. My depth exceeds it in this discipline.”

“Then let’s see how depth handles breadth.”

I shifted styles. Mid-exchange, without telegraphing, I flowed from European wrestling into Muay Thai – closing distance with a diagonal knee that she barely evaded, following with elbow combinations that came from a completely different combat tradition.

The Muay Thai surprised her. Her defensive instincts were trained for the rhythms of European fighting – the weight transfers, the grappling entries, the particular geometry of techniques that assumed armor, weapons, and medieval rules of engagement. Muay Thai operated on different physics entirely. The angles were wrong for her trained responses. The clinch work used different leverage points. The strikes came from positions that her European base classified as non-threatening.

She took a Thai kick to the thigh that she should have checked. The impact snapped through the gym, and she grunted – not pain, but surprise. She’d never felt a roundhouse delivered with the full biomechanical commitment of a system designed for a different climate, a different body geometry, a different philosophy of violence.

She adapted. Fast. The defensive transition from historical grappling to anti-striking wasn’t seamless – a millennium of one school couldn’t prepare you perfectly for a completely alien approach – but she was smart enough to read the principles underneath the technique. Distance management was distance management, regardless of tradition. Within thirty seconds, she’d identified the Thai clinch as the danger zone and started fighting to prevent me from establishing it.

Her counter came as a [Temporal Stutter].

Reality hiccupped. Three seconds of local time rewound, and suddenly my elbow strike – which had been a fraction of an inch from connecting with her temple – was being delivered to empty air. She’d used the rewind to sidestep a blow she couldn’t otherwise dodge, repositioning in the temporal gap.

The effect was disorienting. My body remembered throwing the strike. My eyes told me it hadn’t connected. The discontinuity between muscle memory and visual input created a half-second of confusion that she exploited immediately, driving a knee into my ribs that connected with precision.

Pain blossomed across my still-healing bruises from Marcus’s fight. I grunted, absorbing the impact, and felt my [Temporal Divergence] spike in response.

Level three. Predictive sensing.

The next two seconds of her attack plan materialized in my awareness like a ghost-image – a follow-up knee to the same side, then a hip throw exploiting my compromised balance. I saw it before she moved.

I stepped inside the knee before it launched, negating her range, and caught her in a clinch that put my strength advantage to work. My arms wrapped her torso, pinning her arms to her sides, and I could feel the lean muscle of her body straining against the hold.

She was strong. Not Marcus-strong – human-strong, but at the absolute ceiling of what a thousand years of training could produce. Every muscle fiber worked in coordinated resistance, her core engaged, her legs driving against the mat.

“Predictive sensing,” she said through gritted teeth, recognizing what had just happened. “You saw my attack before I made it.”

“Three seconds ahead. Give or take.”

“That’s cheating.”

“You rewound time. We’re both cheating.”

She almost smiled. I felt it – the tension in her face shifting, the muscles around her mouth twitching. Then she detonated.

[Temporal Stutter] fired again. Three seconds of rewind – just enough to undo my clinch, returning us to the moment before I’d closed distance. She used the rewound time to change her attack vector entirely, coming from an angle my predictive sensing hadn’t mapped because the future it predicted no longer existed.

Brilliant. She was using [Temporal Stutter] not just to dodge but to invalidate my predictions. Rewinding time changed the future I was reading, creating blank spots in my sensing that she could exploit.

Her palm strike caught my chin. Not full force – training restraint – but hard enough to snap my head back and remind me that this woman had killed in her loop as often as I had, had learned the geography of violence as thoroughly as any human who’d ever lived.

We separated. Both breathing hard now. Both grinning.

When had I started grinning? Somewhere between the arm drag and the temporal rewind, the adrenaline and the shared understanding of what it meant to fight someone who actually made you work for it. I’d fought Marcus – that had been survival. I’d sparred in the loop – that had been practice against opponents who never learned. This was something else entirely. This was conversation.

“Again,” she said.

We went again. And again. The patterns emerged through repetition – the way she defaulted to the double-leg when pressed, the way I instinctively moved to clinch range, the strengths and weaknesses that millennia of solo training had embedded so deeply they were invisible to the practitioner but glaring to a worthy opponent.

I caught her with a Wing Chun trap on the fourth exchange – something she’d never seen, her European base having no counter for the close-range hand fighting of southern Chinese martial arts. Her eyes widened as I controlled both her wrists with one arm and delivered a series of chain punches that stopped a centimeter from her face.

“What was that?” she demanded, pulling free.

“Wing Chun. Developed in southern China, seventeenth century – roughly your era, different continent.”

“Show me the trap again.”

I showed her. She processed it in real time, that ferocious intelligence dissecting the mechanics – the angle of the wrist control, the way the trapping hand created a bridge between attack and defense, the rhythm of the chain punches that was fundamentally different from any Western striking system.

“The principle is simultaneous attack and defense,” she said, testing the motion with her own hands. “European systems separate them. This combines them.”

“Different philosophy. European martial arts assume you’ll take hits and recover. Chinese systems assume you can prevent the hit entirely if your positioning is correct.”

“Neither assumption is fully true.”

“No. But combining them gives you options that neither tradition has alone.”

She absorbed it instantly – I could see it entering her permanent database, the same rapid integration she brought to every new input. Then she attacked with a combination she’d assembled on the fly, blending her European grappling with the trap principle I’d just shown her, creating something hybrid and startlingly effective.

I barely dodged it.

“Fast learner,” I said.

“I had to be. Same day, every day. Learning fast was the only way to stay sane.”

For an hour, we traded techniques – her historical European methods against my twelve-discipline encyclopedia, her [Temporal Stutter] against my [Temporal Divergence], depth against breadth in a chess match played with bodies instead of pieces.

She pinned me twice. Proper pins – full mount, both arms controlled, her weight distributed perfectly across my hips. Each time I felt the lean strength of her body pressing mine into the mat, the heat of her exertion, the controlled intensity of a warrior who’d practiced this exact scenario hundreds of thousands of times.

I pinned her three times. The third time was the one that mattered.

I’d caught her in a modified Kimura – the same lock I’d used on Marcus, adapted for someone who was faster and more technically skilled. My chest was against her back, my arm threaded through hers, the leverage point cranked to the edge of pain.

She could have [Temporal Stutter]’d out of it. Could have rewound three seconds and escaped from an earlier, less compromised position.

She didn’t.

I held the lock, breathing hard, sweat dripping onto the mat. She was under me, pinned, face against the foam, her lean body motionless beneath mine. Not because she couldn’t move – because she’d chosen not to.

The physical contact was total. My chest against her back. My arms controlling hers. My hips pinning her hips. Through every point of contact, I felt two things: her body – lean, strong, radiating the heat of sustained exertion – and something else. The Bond Resonance pulsing through physical proximity, reaching into the cold architecture of her System with the warmth that she’d felt in the quad and again at Rachel’s apartment and again on the rooftop. Except here, with full body contact, the resonance was stronger than it had ever been between us. I could feel it reaching, and I could feel her System… not responding exactly, but registering. Like a frozen pipe detecting the first hint of thaw.

“I could rewind,” she said quietly.

“But you’re not.”

“No.”

“Why?”

She was silent for three breaths. Four. I felt her heartbeat through the points of contact between our bodies – rapid but controlled, the heart of someone who’d fought harder battles than this. Her breathing was steady despite the lock. Despite the fact that I had her completely controlled. She wasn’t panicking. She was processing.

“Not yet,” she said. Her voice was unsteady.

The two words carried more weight than everything she’d said in the previous hour of combat. Not “no.” Not “never.” Not yet. A door left open. A future tense applied to an intimacy she wasn’t ready to allow but wasn’t willing to foreclose.

I released the lock slowly. She rolled onto her back, chest heaving, staring at the ceiling. I sat beside her, equally winded, equally aware that something had shifted between us.

“You’re the first person to push me in a millennium,” she said. “That’s… unsettling.”

“Good unsettling or bad unsettling?”

She turned her head to look at me. Gray eyes still carrying the combat focus, but something else underneath. Something that had been locked away since the loop began and was now, cautiously, testing the edges of its prison.

“I don’t know yet.”

We sat on the gym floor, passing a water bottle back and forth. The morning light filtered through the high windows, painting golden rectangles across the mats. Sweat cooled on our skin. The intimacy of shared physical exertion – the honesty that combat revealed, the truth that fighting told about who a person was.

“Tell me about them,” Anya said. “Your women. Not their roles or their System contributions. Not what they do for your bond network or your tactical operations.” She sat up, pulling her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. The posture was uncharacteristically open – a person making herself smaller, the opposite of the combat-ready expansion she usually maintained. “Who they are. As people. Not as assets.”

I took a drink of water and considered. The question itself was significant – she wasn’t asking what her potential allies could offer. She was asking what made them worth the risk of connection.

“Sophie is fire. Competitive, driven, the kind of person who runs until she pukes because losing isn’t an option. She’s my anchor – the first person who saw me and refused to look away. She organizes the harem not because I asked her to, but because she’s incapable of being part of a team without leading it.”

“She loves you.”

“She chose me. Every day, deliberately, with full knowledge of what that means. Love is the word the System uses. What Sophie does is bigger than that.”

Anya absorbed this. “And Rachel?”

“Rachel is control. She spent decades maintaining professional composure – the professor who never cracks, the divorcee who rebuilt herself through academic achievement. With me, she lets the control go. And what’s underneath is brilliant and warm and braver than she knows.”

“The professor-student dynamic. That must have been complicated.”

“Three thousand years of perspective simplifies a lot of complications.”

“And Emma?”

“Emma is revelation. She spent twenty years being invisible – hiding behind oversized sweaters and thick glasses and the assumption that nobody would ever notice her. Underneath was someone brilliant and passionate who wrote about the life she was afraid to live. I noticed her. That’s all it took.”

“The shy girl.”

“The shy girl who now gives strategic intelligence briefings that would impress military analysts. She built a database that cross-references every piece of data we’ve collected – survivor profiles, entity behavior, Phase Two protocols, territorial analysis. Rachel’s theory about the entity being a longitudinal study? Emma organized the evidence that confirmed it.” I took a drink of water. “People surprise you when someone finally looks.”

“What does she write?”

“Erotica. Under a pen name.” I watched for Anya’s reaction. “She was afraid to live the things she imagined. Now she’s living them and writing about both.”

Anya processed this. I could see her mapping it – the contrast between hidden desire and expressed reality, the gap that existed when nobody had ever validated the wanting.

“Becca?”

“Becca is armor. Perfect surface, terrified interior. She built herself into a flawless machine because vulnerability felt like death. Every follower, every curated post, every designer outfit – it’s all load-bearing structure. Remove any piece and she’s convinced the whole building collapses.”

“Earning her respect was difficult.”

“Earning her respect – and earning the vulnerability she hides behind the perfection – was harder than any fight I’ve been in. Becca doesn’t yield because she’s overpowered. She yields because she decides the person standing in front of her has earned the right to see what’s underneath the performance.”

“She told me my clothes were unacceptable.”

“That’s her love language. She only critiques people she’s decided are worth improving.”

Anya actually smiled at that. Small, brief, but real – not the barely-there flicker she’d been managing, but an actual expression of warmth. It changed the geometry of her face entirely – softened the angular lines, showed what she might have looked like before the long solitude had stripped away everything that wasn’t essential.

“And Jess?”

“Jess is mystery. The one person in the loop I never fully understood. She’s wild and unpredictable and sees things nobody else can see. Her fragments connected to my loop years before we met. She dreamed about me for eight years before I walked into her tattoo parlor.”

“The woman who drew my face.” Anya’s voice went quiet. “From inside my head.”

“From inside your loop. Your memories, your experiences, rendered in graphite by someone who’s never been to Prague. That’s what Jess does. She sees the things we try to hide.” I set the water bottle down. “She saw your loop before you arrived. The cobblestones. The market. The snow. She drew you running through streets she’d never walked, past buildings she’d never seen, wearing clothes from a century she’d never visited. And when you arrived, she recognized you from the inside out.”

Anya was quiet for a long time. The water bottle passed between us in silence. The gym was still empty – early Saturday, nobody else awake, just two ancient beings sitting on exercise mats processing the accumulated weight of their shared experience.

“In Prague,” she said, “I used to fight the city guards. For practice. They were competent for their era – trained soldiers, armored, disciplined. I could defeat all twelve of the evening patrol by year fifty. After that, they never improved. The same guards, the same skills, the same limitations. Every loop.”

“And you stopped improving too.”

“I plateaued around year four hundred. Without adaptive pressure – without someone who could challenge me – my skills calcified. I was perfect within the parameters of my loop. Outside those parameters, I had blind spots I didn’t know existed.” She turned the water bottle in her hands. “Do you know what I did after the plateau? After I’d mastered every combat technique available in seventeenth-century Prague?”

“What?”

“I learned music. Instruments – the cello, the lute, the harpsichord. I broke into St. Nicholas Church – learned the organs first, then a cello I found in the vestry. I learned to cook with what was available in 1683 – root vegetables, game, bread from scratch. I learned every trade that operated in the market square. I became a cooper, a chandler, a blacksmith, a tailor.” She looked at her scarred hands. “I did all of it alone. And none of it transferred. Every loop, the barrel I’d built was gone. The song I’d played was silent. The bread I’d baked was unmade.”

“Three thousand years of that,” I said. “Perfecting skills nobody would ever see. Learning things that evaporated at midnight.”

“Yes. And you understand why, after that long, the only thing that survived was combat. Because combat was the one skill that existed entirely inside my body. No barrel to vanish. No bread to unbake. Just the muscle memory of how to hit, how to move, how to survive.”

“Until the muscles started doing the same thing every time.”

“Until that, yes.” She looked at me with those gray eyes that saw everything and revealed almost nothing. “You’re the first person who’s given me new patterns in over a millennium.”

“Like Asian martial arts. Everything east of the Ottoman Empire was inaccessible to me – seventeenth-century Prague had no knowledge of Chinese or Japanese fighting systems. So my entire combat methodology is European. Grappling, striking, weapon work – all Western tradition.” She looked at me. “You exposed three of those blind spots in the first twenty minutes.”

“And you exposed my lack of depth in the systems I studied broadly.”

“Breadth versus depth.” She stood, offering me a hand. I took it – her grip was strong, calloused, the hand of a woman who’d held weapons and tools and nothing else for longer than most civilizations lasted. “Your approach is better.”

“My approach has more variety.”

“Your approach is better because it adapts. Mine is deeper in individual systems but rigid in overall methodology. I can’t shift between traditions mid-fight the way you did.” She held onto my hand a beat longer than strictly necessary. Then released it, stepping back to her habitual arm’s length. “Train with me again. Tomorrow.”

“Same time?”

“Same time.” She picked up her bag, changed back into her boots, and moved toward the door. At the threshold, she paused.

“Alex.”

“Yeah?”

“The warmth. Your Bond Resonance. During the sparring – when we were grappling, when our bodies were in contact – I felt it more intensely than at any other time.” She stood very still, her back to me, her voice carefully controlled. “My System registered something. Not a notification – more like a tremor. As if your Bond Resonance was… knocking on a door my System didn’t know it had.”

The implication landed. My Bond Resonance reaching into her combat-only System through physical contact. Two different System variants interacting at close range. The entity’s technology doing something unexpected – or exactly what it was designed to do.

“What kind of tremor?”

“I can’t describe it. I’ve never experienced anything like it. It was…” She searched for a word, and I watched her struggle with the vocabulary of emotion that centuries of isolation had atrophied. “Warm,” she finally said. “It was warm.”

Then she walked out into the morning light. She moved the same way she always moved – measured, efficient, aware. But there was something different in the set of her shoulders. A fraction less rigid. As if centuries of armor had loosened by a single notch.
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Trust threshold. Reached through combat – the raw vulnerability of fighting someone who could genuinely challenge you. The first crack hadn’t come through conversation or emotional sharing. It had come through the honest language of violence between equals.

I gathered my things and left the athletics building, the morning sun warm on my face, my body sore from the best sparring session I’d had in three thousand years.


Chapter 13: The Observer’s Crack

Saturday afternoon. The entity’s mouthpiece was waiting for me near the bell tower.

I’d been walking back from Rachel’s apartment – strategy meeting concluded, assignments distributed, the collective intelligence of six women and one survivor alliance compressed into actionable plans. Sophie was coordinating patrol rotations. Rachel was compiling her behavioral model update. Emma was cross-referencing the new Anya data against existing dossiers. Becca was running social media intelligence sweeps. Jess was managing fragment intensity through the breathing exercises Rachel had designed for her.

The campus was alive with the ordinary energy of a Saturday afternoon. Students clustered around the fountain arguing about weekend plans. A professor walked her dog past the science building. The smell of food truck tacos drifted from the parking lot near the quad. Normal life, happening all around me, oblivious to the fact that the territory they occupied was being monitored by something that had been watching longer than their civilization had existed.

My [Temporal Divergence] gave me the usual warning: cold signature, dead-pixel void in the perceptual field, the unmistakable presence of something that used to be human.
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The Entity Observer stood in the shadow of the bell tower like she’d grown from the stonework. White dress. Dark hair. Those eyes – wrong, too still, two millennia of buried consciousness staring out through the entity’s borrowed sockets.

I stopped ten feet away. Close enough for conversation. Far enough for respect.

She looked the same as every previous encounter. The white dress – simple, unadorned, the kind of garment that existed outside fashion because its wearer existed outside time. Dark hair falling past her shoulders, perfectly still despite the afternoon breeze that stirred everything else in the quad. And the skin – pale, smooth, unmarked by the centuries she carried. She could have been twenty-five. She could have been five thousand. She was both.

“Alex Reid.” The flat delivery. The mechanical cadence. “Phase Two evaluation continues. The entity has noted your response to territorial challenges.”

“My response?”

“You neutralized the beta subject through measured escalation rather than maximum force. You formed an intelligence alliance with Survivor Nine. You integrated Survivor Seven into your operational structure within seventy-two hours of arrival.” She recited the facts like reading from a clipboard. “The entity finds your approach… notable.”

“Notable how?”

“You prioritize expansion of your bond network over consolidation of existing power. This strategy has been observed in zero other surviving subjects.” She paused – the mechanical pause, receiving data. “Across all sixteen tracked subjects, your territory shows the highest interpersonal complexity and the lowest incident of destructive conflict. The entity has updated its evaluation parameters based on your behavioral data.”

“Updated how?”

“That information is not available for subject disclosure.”

“Meaning the entity changed the test because of how I’m taking it.”

The Observer’s expression didn’t change, but there was a fractional delay before her next statement – a processing gap that felt almost like hesitation. “The entity adapts its methodology to observed subject behavior. This is standard protocol, not preferential treatment.”

“I’m not running a strategy. I’m building a life.”

Her head tilted. That mechanical gesture of mimicked curiosity. “The distinction is irrelevant to evaluation parameters.”

“It’s not irrelevant to me.”

Silence. The bell tower loomed above us, casting long shadows across the quad. Students passed in the distance – normal lives, normal concerns, oblivious to the cosmic evaluation happening in their shadow. A group of freshmen walked by laughing about something on a phone screen. A professor in a tweed jacket crossed toward the humanities building with a stack of papers. The ordinary machinery of a Saturday afternoon grinding forward while two beings older than the university’s charter stood facing each other in the space between buildings.

“The Phase Two evaluation timeline has been updated,” she said. “Subjects in this territory have a limited window to demonstrate value or be recycled.”

“Define limited window.”

“Insufficient data for a specific timeline. The entity evaluates holistically, not chronologically.” She paused – not the human pause of gathering thoughts, but the mechanical pause of receiving transmitted information. “However. The beta subject’s status is under review. His performance during the confrontation with you has been classified as a borderline failure. If he does not demonstrate sufficient growth within the remaining evaluation period, he will be repurposed.”

Marcus. The kid with the loaded gun. The entity was going to recycle him – turn him into whatever the entity turned failed subjects into – if he didn’t figure out how to exist.

“What constitutes sufficient growth?”

“The entity does not disclose evaluation criteria to subjects.” She said it with perfect emptiness. “You understand the reason.”

“Because knowing the test changes the test.”

“Correct.” For the first time, something that might have been a pause between sentences – not a data-receiving pause, but a thinking pause. As if the entity’s relay function had momentarily idled and the woman underneath had occupied the gap. Then it was gone. “The entity’s evaluation methodology is designed to observe authentic behavioral response. Pre-informing subjects would compromise data integrity.”

I studied her face. The pale skin, the dark hair, the delicate features that might have been beautiful before millennia of entity control had flattened them into porcelain blankness. Jess’s sketches were vivid in my memory – the laughing woman, the bright eyes, the person who’d existed before whatever had consumed her. The contrast between the sketched woman and the hollow vessel standing in front of me was the worst kind of before-and-after.

My [Temporal Divergence] was doing something unusual. The Observer’s temporal signature – normally a flat, cold void in my perceptual field – was flickering. Not regularly, like a pattern. Irregularly, like static. Like something underneath the signal was trying to push through the noise floor.

I’d never noticed the flickering before. Or maybe it had never happened before. Either way, the System note about “minor fluctuations inconsistent with standard entity relay behavior” was looking more significant by the minute.

“Can I ask you something personal?” I said.

“I am the Entity Observer. I do not possess personal attributes.”

“You do. They’re just buried.” I took a step closer. Still respectful distance, but closer than I’d stood before. “What did you feel during our conversation at the bell tower? The first time? When I asked your name?”

Her hand twitched. The left one – the same one that had reached toward me during that pre-dawn encounter days ago. A micro-movement that the entity’s control system apparently couldn’t fully suppress.

“I did not feel anything. I am not –”

“You flinched when my Bond Resonance pulsed. Jess saw it through her fragments. The woman inside you responded to the warmth.”

The Observer went rigid. Not the controlled stillness she usually maintained – something more extreme, like a system encountering an input it couldn’t process. Her eyes widened by a fraction of a millimeter. Her lips parted.

And then –

My Bond Resonance surged.

Not intentionally. Not directed. The passive effect of three Soulbound connections, two Love-level bonds, and one Trust-level connection – six genuine human connections radiating outward from my position like heat from a star. Sophie somewhere on campus, Rachel in her apartment, Emma in the library, Jess at Moran’s Ink, Becca monitoring from her networks, Anya at her motel. All of them connected to me, all of them generating the warmth that the System tracked as Bond Resonance.

The Observer was standing in the middle of it.

She FLINCHED.

Not a micro-expression this time. A full flinch – her shoulders jerking, her head pulling back, her eyes going wide with something that wasn’t mechanical at all. Something that was terrifyingly, heartbreakingly human.

Her hand shot out – reaching toward me, fingers extended, the gesture of someone drowning and seeing a hand above the water.

Then it stopped. Mid-air. Frozen by the entity’s control, fingers curling back toward her palm, the hand retreating like it had touched a hot stove.

Her lips moved. Forming a word. Not the flat, relay-voice the entity used – something rougher, more textured, fighting through layers of suppression.

“I –”

The syllable hung in the air between us. One letter. One sound. The voice of a woman who’d been silenced for centuries, pushing through the entity’s machinery for a fraction of a second.

And then it was gone. The flattening reasserted. The expression smoothed. The eyes emptied. Like watching someone being pushed underwater – the brief gasp of air before the surface closed over them.

She turned and walked away. Faster than usual. Almost hurrying.

But not before I saw it. The thing she couldn’t fully suppress.

A tear.

One single tear, tracking down her left cheek, vanishing before it reached her jawline. As if even her body’s moisture was controlled, the evidence of emotion erased as quickly as it appeared.

I watched her go, my heart pounding, my [Temporal Divergence] tracking her cold signature as it retreated across campus and disappeared between buildings.

The encounter had lasted maybe four minutes. Four minutes of conversation, one surge of Bond Resonance, one syllable forced through millennia of suppression. But those four minutes had confirmed something I’d only suspected before: the woman inside the Observer wasn’t just a residual consciousness, a ghost trapped in the machinery. She was active. Fighting. Trying to surface every time the entity’s control loosened even fractionally.

And my Bond Resonance loosened it. Not intentionally – the passive field that radiated from my connections just existed, the same way body heat existed. You couldn’t turn it off. But whatever that warmth represented to the buried woman, it was strong enough to crack the entity’s control for half a second. Which meant the entity’s control wasn’t absolute. Which meant, theoretically, with enough sustained warmth…

I added it to the growing list of impossible projects that my post-loop life had generated.

My [Temporal Divergence] was still tracking the Observer’s retreating signature. Normally it read as a flat void – the absence of temporal data, a dead zone in the perceptual field. But right now, in the aftermath of the resonance surge, the void was… textured. Not warm, not alive, but no longer perfectly smooth. Like ripples on the surface of a frozen lake.

The signature faded as she moved out of range. The ripples smoothed. The void returned to its standard flatness.

But I’d seen them. And I wouldn’t forget.

Behind me, from behind a pillar near the library entrance, Jess emerged.

She was pale. Shaking. Her hazel eyes were wide and wet, and her hands gripped her own arms hard enough that her rings left indentations. The thin black band tee she wore was damp with sweat at the collar – fragment activity did that to her, the psychic effort manifesting as physical stress. Her teal-streaked hair was disheveled, tangled from where she’d been gripping it.

“Tell me you saw that,” she said.

“I saw it.”

“She felt it. The Bond Resonance. She felt it and she tried to – she tried to reach for you. Like someone in a cage reaching through the bars.” Jess’s voice cracked. “Alex, I caught an echo. Through my fragment ability. When the resonance hit her, her suppressed consciousness surged to the surface for half a second. I saw –”

She pressed her hands to her temples. The fragments were overwhelming her again, the proximity of the Observer’s temporal signature flooding her receiver with data that her ability could barely contain.

“Breathe,” I said. “Tell me what you saw.”

Jess took three ragged breaths. Her eyes were unfocused, pointed somewhere past me, past the bell tower, past the physical world – locked onto whatever temporal channel connected her to the Observer’s buried consciousness.

“A flash. Her – the woman inside. Young, dark hair, laughing. She was standing in… a garden? No. A courtyard. Stone walls, climbing vines, sunlight that felt old – not seventeenth-century-old, much further back. The architecture was wrong for Prague, wrong for anywhere I recognize. Somewhere southern. Mediterranean, maybe. And she was laughing at something someone said, and the laugh was…” Jess’s face contorted. “God, Alex. The laugh was beautiful. Full and real and she had these lines around her eyes from smiling and she was so ALIVE.”

“How long ago?”

“I can’t tell. The temporal markers are blurred. The entity doesn’t want me calibrating. But it felt old. Older than your loop. Older than Anya’s.” Jess pressed harder against her temples. “Then the image jumped. Same woman, but the courtyard was gone. Just… stone. Darkness. A room with no windows. And her face was different – the laugh lines were gone. Not aged away. Erased. Like someone had taken an editor’s brush and smoothed out everything that had made her human.” She shuddered. “The loop going on and on, and her alone in it, and time swallowing everything she was.”

“How long was she in the loop?”

“Longer than you. Much longer. The temporal depth of her signature makes yours look shallow, and yours is the deepest I’ve ever felt.” Jess’s eyes refocused on me. “Then the entity came. It offered her something. And she said yes. But everything between the laughing woman and the offer – the details of what happened during her loop, what broke her, what made her accept – it’s locked. The entity slammed the door on me. Hard. Like a hand closing around my ability and squeezing.”

Jess was crying. Actual tears, streaming down her face, cutting tracks through her dark eyeliner. The tattooed wild card, the cryptic mystery, undone by the echo of a woman she’d never met but could feel inside her own mind.

I caught her hands. Held them. Pushed Bond Resonance through our connection – warmth, stability, the steady output of a man who’d spent millennia learning that isolation was the enemy and connection was the only defense.

“She’s not empty,” Jess whispered. “She’s screaming. She’s been screaming for so long that her voice is gone, but she’s still screaming. And when your Bond Resonance hit her – for that half-second – she heard something besides her own silence for the first time in centuries.”

“Can you see more? Who she was?”

Jess concentrated. I could see the effort in the tension of her jaw, the way her eyes unfocused, the slight tilt of her head as she oriented herself toward the temporal channel that connected her to the Observer’s buried consciousness. Her rings caught the afternoon light as her fingers twitched involuntarily – the physical manifestation of a psychic reaching deeper into territory that didn’t want to be explored.

“She was… number three. One of the earliest. Her loop was…” The fragments came in bursts. “Long. Longer than yours. Much longer. And then she…” Jess’s face contorted with pain. “Something’s blocking me. The entity doesn’t want us to see what happened next. It’s like a redacted file – the data is there but access is denied.”

“Can you push through?”

“I’m trying.” Her voice was strained, her hands pressed flat against the pillar behind her as if anchoring herself to something physical. “I can feel the edges of it. The block isn’t a wall – it’s more like a… density. The information is compressed to the point where I can’t read it. Like trying to read a book through frosted glass. I can see that there are words. I can tell the pages are full. But the content is blurred beyond recognition.”

She pushed harder. A bead of blood appeared at the edge of her left nostril – the fragment overload manifesting physically, the same way Anya’s [Temporal Stutter] manifested through nosebleeds. Different abilities, same cost structure. The System charged for its gifts in the currency of the body.

“Jess. Stop.”

“Almost –” She gasped, and the trickle of blood thickened. “I can feel her. Not just the echo – HER. The consciousness inside. She’s aware of me. She knows I’m looking.” Jess’s eyes snapped open, hazel irises luminous with reflected fragment light. “She’s trying to send something. Through the block. She can’t get words through, but she’s pushing an emotion. It’s –”

Jess went rigid. Then her shoulders dropped and her eyes closed, and when she spoke, her voice was rough with someone else’s feeling:

“Grateful. She’s grateful that someone is looking.”

She opened her eyes. Wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her hand. The fragment channel closed as abruptly as a door slamming, and Jess was herself again – shaken, bleeding, but present.

“Not with what I have now,” she said, answering my earlier question with the precision of someone who’d just run an experiment and knew the limits. “My fragment ability picks up echoes, but this is actively defended. The entity is keeping the details locked down.” She opened her eyes, and the intensity in her hazel gaze was almost physical. “But I know she chose it. Whatever happened, she said yes. And somewhere inside that choice, a part of her was hoping someone would eventually come looking.”

I felt that settle through me. Millennia of isolation, broken only by the entity’s offer to become something else – something useful, something with purpose, even if that purpose meant losing yourself.

She hadn’t been consumed. She’d volunteered. Because after that much nothingness, even oblivion was better than one more day alone.

“We’re going to free her,” I said.

Jess looked at me. Red-eyed, mascara running, fragments still buzzing through her awareness like static. “How?”

“I don’t know yet. But the Bond Resonance reaches her. You confirmed it. My connections generate warmth that penetrates the entity’s control – not enough to free her, but enough to wake her up for half a second. If we can amplify that, sustain it, find a way to maintain contact…”

“That’s a project for months. Maybe years. The entity’s control isn’t just suppression – it’s structural. She’s been rewired, Alex. The relay function is built into her consciousness now. Freeing her isn’t like opening a cage. It’s like trying to extract a person from a building that grew around them.”

“Then we learn architecture.”

“You make it sound simple.”

“Nothing about any of this is simple. But three weeks ago, I was a man who’d spent three thousand years in a loop, and now I’m standing here with six bonds and an alliance and the beginnings of something the entity has never seen. Simple was never the plan.”

Jess studied me. The fragment overload was fading, her eyes clearing, the psychic static settling into background noise. What remained was the sharp, intuitive awareness that made Jess Moran the most unsettling and essential person in my network.

“You actually believe you can do this,” she said.

“I believe I have to try. And I’ve got three thousand years of patience.” I squeezed her hands. “Not something we can solve today. But it goes on the list.”

Jess took a shaky breath. Wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing eyeliner further across her cheekbones in a way that made her look like a war-paint-wearing priestess rather than a crying tattoo artist.

“Your list must be enormous by now,” she said.

“After this long, most lists are.”

She managed a watery laugh. Then pulled her hands free and started walking toward Moran’s Ink, teal-streaked hair catching the afternoon light, combat boots scuffing the concrete.

“Jess.”

She paused.

“Thank you. For seeing what nobody else can see.”

She looked back at me over her shoulder. Hazel eyes still wet, still wild, but carrying the fierce determination of someone who’d been called crazy for eight years and had finally been proven right.

“That’s what I do,” she said. “I see the buried things.”

She walked away. I watched her go. 800 – Love level. The frequency of a woman who saw too much and fought to keep seeing anyway.

I sat on the bench near the bell tower and processed.

The Observer – Survivor Three. One of the earliest subjects in whatever experiment the entity was running. Her loop predating mine by an unknown margin, her isolation deeper, her trajectory darker. And at the end of it, when the loop broke and freedom offered nothing but more emptiness, she’d said yes to absorption.

The timeline was important. Victor’s tracking data suggested sixteen active survivors worldwide. Of those sixteen, an unknown number had been recycled – converted from subjects into infrastructure. The Observer was one. The dark territories Victor had identified – Montana, Finland – might represent others. How many more were there? How many women and men had spent millennia in loops, broken free, found nothing, and accepted the entity’s offer because the alternative was unbearable?

And Anya. Combat-focused, isolation-conditioned, System variant with no warmth. She’d been walking the same path. Fourteen months post-loop, traveling alone, fighting without purpose beyond survival. If she hadn’t tracked the convergence here…

Rachel’s theory crystallized in my mind with sudden and terrible clarity. My bonds weren’t just emotional support – they were structural protection against the fate that had claimed Survivor Three and might claim any survivor who couldn’t find their way to connection. The entity didn’t punish loners. It simply let isolation do its work, and then offered the broken ones a purpose that cost them everything.

The afternoon light shifted as I sat. Students passed. The bell tower cast its shadow across the quad in a slow arc. The normal world doing normal things.

Then my [Temporal Divergence] pinged. Not the cold void of the Observer. Something different – a familiar enhanced signature, approaching from the east. Careful. Non-aggressive.



Marcus found me in the quad at sunset.

Not aggressively. For the first time since his arrival, he approached with something that looked like caution rather than challenge. He stood twenty feet away, hands visible, body language deliberately non-threatening. He’d recently learned what non-threatening looked like – the posture was clumsy, over-corrected, like a person who’d been told to relax and was trying so hard that every muscle was rigid with the effort.

He was big. I’d fought him, so I knew that intellectually, but seeing him in the amber sunset light without combat adrenaline coloring the perception, the scale of his enhancement was startling. Six-four, easily two-fifty, with shoulders that strained his t-shirt and hands that looked like they could palm a basketball each. The entity had built him for destruction. Everything about his body screamed threat.

But his face told a different story. Under the enhanced musculature and the intimidating dimensions, Marcus was twenty-two years old. Same age as me, physically. Without the millennia I carried behind my eyes. Without the survival instincts of a combat-veteran survivor. Without anyone who’d taught him what to do with the power he’d been given.

“The Observer told me I’m failing,” he said.

“I heard.”

“She said I’ll be recycled if I don’t demonstrate growth.” His voice was different – younger, rawer, stripped of the aggressive posturing that had defined his every interaction since arriving in my territory. “What does that mean? Recycled?”

“It means the entity takes everything that makes you a person and repurposes it. Turns you into infrastructure. A relay. A tool.”

Marcus processed this. His enhanced body was still – the terrifying stillness of someone who usually vibrated with unstable energy now frozen by genuine fear.

“Like the woman in white,” he said.

“Like the woman in white.”

“She was a person once?”

“A survivor. Like me. She lived in a loop for a very long time, and when she broke free, she was alone. The entity absorbed her because she was more useful as a mouthpiece than as a subject.”

Marcus looked at his hands. Those massive, enhanced hands that could crater concrete and bend steel. “I don’t want that.”

“Then stop trying to prove your power through violence. The entity doesn’t grade on destruction. It grades on growth.”

“What kind of growth?”

“Connection. Cooperation. The ability to exist alongside other people without treating them as threats.” I met his eyes. “You came to talk to me instead of punch me. That’s growth. The entity noticed.”

“How do you know the entity noticed?”

“Because the Observer doesn’t waste words. She told you you’re failing, which means the entity is still evaluating. If it had already decided, she wouldn’t have warned you. The warning IS the opportunity.”

He thought about that. The processing was visible – not the rapid analytical intake of a survivor with millennia of experience, but the slower, more effortful cognition of a young man trying to rewrite his understanding of how the world worked. He’d been given power without context. Strength without strategy. The entity’s gift to him had been a loaded weapon with no instruction manual.

“Victor told me to try,” Marcus said. “Victor said you’d listen.”

“Victor was right.”

“He said you survived three thousand years. That you died more times than anyone he’d tracked.” Marcus’s voice carried something new – not the mocking skepticism of their first encounters, but genuine curiosity. “How did you handle it? Dying that many times?”

“Badly,” I said. “For the first few centuries. Then slightly less badly. Then I learned that the dying wasn’t the hard part. The hard part was waking up every morning knowing that nothing you’d done the day before mattered.”

“And now?”

“Now everything matters. Every conversation. Every choice. Every moment where someone decides to trust me or walk away.” I held his gaze. “Including this one.”

We stood there in the fading light – two subjects in the entity’s experiment, one ancient and bonded, one young and enhanced, both trying to navigate the same cosmic evaluation with radically different tools.

“I don’t know how to be what they want,” Marcus said. “I don’t know what growth looks like. Nobody taught me.”

“Then let someone teach you.” I paused, choosing my next words carefully. “Victor survived 847 years. He understands discipline, patience, control. If you let him mentor you instead of fighting him, the entity would see that as exactly the kind of growth it rewards.”

Marcus was quiet for a long time. The sunset painted his dark features in amber, softening the enhanced musculature that made him look like a weapon in human form.

“Okay,” he said. Small word. Enormous weight.

“Okay?”

“I’ll try. Victor’s way. The talking way.” He shifted again, uncomfortable with the vulnerability of the moment. “But if someone comes at me –”

“Defend yourself. The entity doesn’t reward pacifism. It rewards measured response.”

He nodded. Turned to go. Paused.

“The woman in white. The one they recycled.” He looked back at me. “Is she really still in there?”

“According to Jess, yes.”

“That’s…” He searched for a word. “Horrible.”

“Yes.”

“Can you help her?”

“I’m going to try.”

Marcus held my gaze for three beats. Then nodded – another person’s suffering added to his understanding of what was at stake.

He walked away. Slower than usual. Less aggressive. A man carrying new information that changed the shape of his world.


Chapter 14: Becca’s Soulbound

Saturday night. The pressure was peaking.

Phase Two’s evaluation window was narrowing – the Observer’s warning about recycling, Marcus destabilizing, Anya’s arrival reshuffling group dynamics, Victor’s intelligence suggesting that the entity would escalate soon. Every thread of the situation was tightening, and the people holding those threads were feeling it. I’d spent the afternoon processing the Observer encounter, filing Jess’s fragment data, and managing Marcus’s first tentative steps toward something other than violence. The bond network hummed with collective stress – six women feeling the pressure in their own ways, their emotional frequencies bleeding into my awareness like instruments warming up before a concert.

Sophie found me in my dorm room at nine PM.

She didn’t knock. Sophie hadn’t knocked since the first week – the Soulbound connection told her when I was alone and available, and she treated that knowledge like an open invitation. Which it was. She could sense my emotional state from across campus, feel when I was stressed or calm or thinking about her, and right now she could probably feel the low-grade tension that had been humming through me since the Observer’s warning that afternoon.

She walked in wearing running shorts and a tank top, ponytail still damp from her evening jog, those tanned athletic legs gleaming with the remnants of workout sweat. Her brown eyes were serious.

“Becca’s breaking,” she said.

“What?”

“Not visibly. She’d kill me for saying it. But her emotional output through the bond network has been running high for two days.” Sophie sat on the edge of my bed, one leg tucked under her. “She’s been running the surveillance network eighteen hours a day. She’s monitoring Marcus, tracking Anya’s movements, maintaining cover stories, managing her sorority contacts – all while processing the fact that a twelve-hundred-year-old combat survivor just joined the team and makes her feel like her contributions are insufficient.”

“I told her she’s irreplaceable.”

“I know. She told me about your conversation. And the part that came after.” Sophie gave me a look that said she knew exactly what had happened in Becca’s apartment and approved of the therapeutic methodology. “But one afternoon isn’t enough. She’s been holding the intelligence operation together through sheer willpower, and willpower has limits.”

“What do you suggest?”

Sophie was quiet for a moment. The team captain evaluating her roster, identifying the player who needed support. She pulled her ponytail tighter – a nervous habit from volleyball, the pre-serve adjustment she made when she was about to make a play.

“She’s ready for Soulbound,” Sophie said. “The bond is at 870. The emotional investment is there. The trust is there. What she needs is the experience of being fully, completely, irrevocably claimed. Not just by you – by us. By the network. She needs to feel the Soulbound connection and know that she’s locked in permanently.”

“That requires an FFM. Love level minimum.”

“She’s at Love. Has been since before Phase Two.” Sophie’s expression shifted – competitive fire mixed with something warmer. “And I’m offering.”

“You’re offering?”

“I saw her at the strategy meeting today. The way she was running herself ragged, monitoring six screens, maintaining four cover stories, while simultaneously pretending she wasn’t terrified of being outclassed by the new arrival. She needs what Rachel and I got. What Emma got. The Soulbound experience.” Sophie met my eyes. “And I want to be the one who helps her get there. Team captain to the rescue.”

“When Rachel and I did this,” Sophie said, her voice softening, “it was about trust. Two women who’d spent their lives being strong, choosing to be vulnerable together through you. Becca is the same – she’s built this fortress of perfection, and the only way to show her she doesn’t need it is to take it apart in a setting where she feels completely safe.” Sophie’s brown eyes held mine with the steady confidence of someone who’d thought this through. “I can be that safety for her. We’re competitors. We understand each other. She’ll fight me harder than she’d fight anyone else, and when she finally lets go, it’ll mean more because it was ME who helped her get there.”

“You really have thought this through.”

“I think about all of them. That’s what architects do – they design load-bearing structures. And Becca is load-bearing, Alex. She’s holding together an intelligence network that keeps all of us safe. If she cracks, we lose surveillance, we lose cover stories, we lose the social infrastructure that lets us operate without campus security asking questions.”

“So this is strategic.”

Sophie’s grin turned genuine. “It’s both. I want to help her because it’s the right thing for the team. And I want to help her because…” She paused. Looked at her hands – strong, calloused, the hands of an athlete and a builder. “Because I remember what it felt like before my Soulbound. That moment of wondering if you’d be enough. Becca’s been living in that moment for weeks, and I hate watching it.”

I studied her. Sophie Martinez, who’d organized an entire harem because she understood that sharing wasn’t losing – it was winning at a game nobody else knew how to play. The Architect adding another permanent wing – and caring about the people who lived in each one.

“You and Becca have friction,” I said.

“We have competition. That’s different. And competition is how we both work best.” Sophie’s grin was pure athletic confidence. “Trust me. I know what she needs.”

“And what about what you need?”

The question caught her off guard. Sophie blinked – the rare moment where the team captain was asked to consider herself instead of the roster. She looked at her hands again, then up at me, and something honest moved behind those warm brown eyes.

“I need to know I can do this for everyone. Not just Rachel. Rachel was easy – she and I understood each other from the start. Professional women, mutual respect, complementary strengths.” Sophie tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “Becca and I have been competing since day one. She thinks I’m a jock who organizes people because she can’t sit still. I think she’s a princess who hides behind her Instagram feed. Neither of us is wrong, and neither of us is right.” She paused. “But tonight, I want to show her – and show myself – that the Architect builds for everyone. Not just the people who are easy to build for.”

“That’s a lot of emotional intelligence for a jock who can’t sit still.”

She punched my shoulder. Hard enough to sting. “Three thousand years and you still can’t dodge a volleyball player.”

“I’ve been dodging volleyball players for three thousand years. You’re just unusually persistent.”

“It’s called follow-through. It’s the most important part of any serve.” She stood, stretching her athletic frame with the unconscious grace of someone whose body was always in motion. Her tanned legs flexed, the muscle definition catching the lamplight. “Come on. Before I lose my nerve and this turns into a tactical briefing instead of a rescue mission.”



Becca’s apartment. Ten PM.

Sophie and I walked across campus together, the night air warm and humid, the quad lit by the amber glow of path lights. She’d changed from her running clothes into a simple tank and athletic shorts – her going-out-not-going-out outfit, the one she wore when she wanted to look casual but still look like herself. Her ponytail swung with each step, and the confidence in her stride was contagious.

“How do we approach this?” I asked. “She’s going to be defensive.”

“She’s always defensive. That’s her baseline.” Sophie thought for a moment. “I’ll take the lead on the emotional setup. You take the lead on everything after. She responds to authority from you and honesty from me. We divide and conquer.”

“You make it sound like a volleyball play.”

“Everything’s a volleyball play if you diagram it correctly.” She bumped my shoulder with hers. “Trust the Architect.”

Becca’s apartment was in the nicer student housing on the east side of campus – the one with individual units, air conditioning that actually worked, and hallways that didn’t smell like stale beer. Becca had decorated her door with a tasteful wreath that probably cost more than most students’ weekly grocery budget.

Sophie paused at the entrance, checking her phone. “Becca’s last status update was forty minutes ago. She ran three consecutive surveillance sweeps in the last two hours. Her usual pattern is one every ninety minutes.”

“She’s stress-cycling.”

“She’s doing double shifts because she thinks productivity will protect her from feeling dispensable.” Sophie pocketed her phone. “I used to do the same thing with volleyball drills. Run them until my legs went numb so I didn’t have to think about whether I was good enough to start.”

“And someone helped you stop?”

“My coach. She pulled me aside after practice and said, ‘Martinez, you’re not earning your spot by running yourself into the ground. You already have the spot. Now act like it.’” Sophie looked at me. “Nobody’s said that to Becca yet. Not in a language she actually hears.”

I texted her: Open your door.

Her reply: Why?

Because I’m standing outside it with Sophie, and we have a proposition.

Five-second pause. Then the door opened.

Becca stood in silk pajama shorts and a matching camisole – cream-colored, expensive, clinging to her body with the deliberate elegance of someone who maintained her appearance even when nobody was watching. Especially when nobody was watching. Her blonde hair was down, loose waves that caught the hallway light. Her face was bare of makeup for once – the armor stripped to the girl underneath, and somehow that girl was just as beautiful, the bone structure that her contour highlighted naturally evident in the clean lines of her cheeks and jaw.

Her ice-blue eyes moved from me to Sophie and back.

“This is either very good or very bad,” she said.

“It’s good,” Sophie said, stepping inside. “Can I sit?”

“Since when do you ask permission for anything?” But Becca stepped aside, and Sophie walked in with the easy confidence of someone who’d been in this apartment twice for surveillance debriefs and knew the layout.

I followed. Closed the door. Becca’s eyes tracked the closing door with the sharpness of someone who understood that closed doors meant conversations that mattered.

“Sit,” I said.

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

“Sit, please.”

“…fine.” She perched on the edge of her bed, arms crossed, projecting defensive nonchalance that neither Sophie nor I bought for a second.

Sophie sat beside her. Not across from her – beside. Close enough that their shoulders nearly touched. The deliberate positioning of someone who understood body language as a communication tool.

“You’ve been running yourself into the ground,” Sophie said directly. Not accusatory – factual. “Eighteen-hour surveillance shifts. Maintaining cover stories for six different scenarios. Monitoring every social vector on campus while processing the arrival of someone whose combat rating makes all of us look like civilians.”

“I’m doing my job.”

“You’re doing everyone’s job. Because you think that if you stop being indispensable, you’ll become disposable.” Sophie’s voice was gentle and unflinching at the same time. “I recognize the pattern because I had the same fear. First girl syndrome. The worry that every new addition reduces your value.”

Becca’s jaw tightened. “I don’t have first girl syndrome. I don’t have any syndrome. I’m handling it.”

“You’re not handling it. You’re white-knuckling through it. And at some point, the knuckles give out.”

“Sophie –”

“Becca.” Sophie took her hand. The gesture was so unexpected that Becca’s entire defensive architecture wobbled. Becca Hayes, ambushed by kindness from the one person she’d designated as her primary competitor. “You are not expendable. Your intelligence network is the reason Marcus didn’t hurt anyone. Your cover stories are the reason campus security hasn’t noticed that three superhuman beings are living in the territory. Your social perception is going to be even more valuable when it upgrades.”

“When it upgrades?”

Sophie looked at me. The pass. The setup for the play she’d been designing.

“Your bond is at 870,” I said. “Love threshold, pushing toward Soulbound. The intensity of what we’re about to offer you will push it to 1000. Permanently.”

Becca’s eyes widened. The ice cracked – not from heat, but from the sheer unexpected force of what was being offered.

“You’re saying –”

“I’m saying we want to give you what Sophie and Rachel got. What Emma got. The Soulbound experience.” I held her gaze. “Both of us.”

Her eyes moved to Sophie. “You’d do that? With me?”

“I’m the Architect,” Sophie said with a smile that was equal parts competitive and warm. “My job is building connections. And right now, the connection I want to build is between you and the rest of us. Permanently.”

Becca was quiet. I could see the battle playing out across her face – the ice queen fighting the scared girl underneath, the part that desperately wanted this clashing with the part that was terrified of wanting anything. The woman who’d built her entire identity around not needing people, confronted with two people offering exactly what she needed.

“I’m not going to be gentle about it,” she said finally.

“Nobody asked you to be,” Sophie replied.

Becca looked at me. One long, measuring look that carried everything she’d been holding back – the fear of replacement, the exhaustion of maintaining perfection, the desperate need to belong that she’d armored over with designer clothes and social media influence.

“Okay,” she said. “But I still hate this.”

“You hate vulnerability,” I corrected. “That’s different.”

“Same thing.”

“Not even close.”

I kissed her. Firm, deliberate, the kind of kiss that told Becca Hayes exactly where she stood: center stage. Her mouth opened to mine immediately, the bratty resistance dissolving the way it always did when I stopped letting her control the conversation and started speaking a language she couldn’t argue with. I tasted the expensive lip balm she wore even to bed, and underneath it, the real warmth of her.

Sophie moved behind Becca. Not aggressively – with the precise awareness of an athlete who knew how to position herself for maximum impact. Her hands found Becca’s shoulders, fingers sliding under the thin straps of her camisole.

Becca broke the kiss and turned her head. “What are you –”

“Relax,” Sophie said, sliding the straps down. “Let someone else run the operation for once.”

The camisole fell, pooling at Becca’s waist. Her breasts were bared – those perfect C-cups she’d chosen with the same deliberate precision she brought to everything, firm and round, holding their shape without fabric, the pink nipples already peaked from the combined attention of two people focused entirely on her. The investment had been worth every dollar – they were flawless, perky, the kind of breasts that looked sculpted because they were.

“You’re staring,” Becca said. To both of us.

“That’s the point,” I replied.

Sophie’s hands came around from behind, cupping Becca’s breasts from below, her tanned athletic fingers contrasting with Becca’s golden spray-tanned skin. The visual was arresting – Sophie’s calloused, strong hands cradling Becca’s perfect tits, the dark tan against the golden, athletic hands on maintained perfection. Becca’s breath caught – an actual, involuntary gasp that bypassed every defensive filter she owned.

“Sophie –”

“Just feel it,” Sophie said, her thumbs brushing across Becca’s peaked nipples, circling the stiff tips with a slow deliberation that made Becca’s breath hitch. “You spend all day reading everyone else’s signals. Let someone read yours for a change.”

I kissed her again while Sophie’s hands traced down Becca’s arms, her sides, the flat planes of her maintained stomach – fingertips trailing over the toned obliques, the smooth hollow of her navel, the ridge of her hip bones. Becca shivered – the kind of full-body shiver that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with being touched by someone she’d been competing with for weeks.

“This is so weird,” Becca whispered between kisses.

“Weird good or weird bad?” Sophie asked from behind, her lips brushing Becca’s shoulder, tongue tasting the spray-tanned skin.

“Shut up. Both of you.”

I pulled my shirt off. Becca’s ice-blue eyes tracked the motion with the acquisitive intensity she usually reserved for designer drops. Then Sophie reached past Becca to run her hand down my chest, her fingers tracing my abs – a deliberate move, performed in Becca’s line of sight, showing her how familiar this was. How easy. How good. Sophie’s hand traveled lower, tracing the V of muscle that disappeared into my waistband, and Becca’s eyes followed every inch of the journey.

“You’ve done this before,” Becca said, her voice wavering between accusation and fascination.

“With Rachel,” Sophie said, unbothered. “It’s better than you’re imagining.”

“I’m not imagining –”

“You’ve been imagining since I walked in. I can see your pulse in your throat.” Sophie’s competitive smile was devastating. “Stop pretending you don’t want this and let us give it to you.”

Becca’s eyes flashed – the bratty fire that usually preceded either a cutting remark or a surrender. For a beat, it could have gone either way. Then her shoulders dropped by a fraction and her chin tilted up, and I recognized the body language of a woman who’d decided to stop fighting the thing she wanted most.

I pushed her back onto the bed. She went with a gasp – controlled descent, landing on those pristine white sheets with her blonde hair fanning out and her perfect body displayed against cotton that was probably Egyptian and definitely expensive.

Sophie and I exchanged a look over Becca’s prone form. The Architect and the Center, executing a play they’d designed together. Sophie’s grin was pure competitive fire – she was going to make this the best team effort of her career. She pulled off her own tank top in a single motion, then her sports bra – tanned athletic body on full display, her modest breasts tight and perky, the defined muscles of her shoulders and abs gleaming. The contrast between the two women was staggering: Sophie’s athletic bronze against Becca’s maintained gold, hard muscle versus curated perfection, earned physique versus engineered ideal.

I started at Becca’s mouth. Kissed her deep, hands in her hair, while Sophie worked down from her shoulders – kissing along her collarbone, her sternum, the valley between those firm breasts. Sophie’s dark ponytail brushed Becca’s skin and Becca made a sound that was equal parts protest and encouragement.

“I don’t – we’re not –” Becca tried to form a sentence, but my tongue was in her mouth and Sophie’s lips had closed around her nipple, sucking the pink tip into wet heat, and the dual sensation shorted out her verbal capabilities entirely.

Sophie worked Becca’s breasts with the focused attention she brought to everything – circling one nipple with her tongue, flicking it, then sucking hard enough to make Becca’s abs clench, while her fingers rolled and pinched the other. Switching sides, finding the rhythm that made Becca’s back arch off the sheets. The competitive element was visible in the way Sophie’s brown eyes tracked Becca’s every response, calibrating, adjusting, determined to break through every layer of composure the woman had left. She bit down gently on a nipple and Becca yelped – a sharp, startled sound that she immediately tried to convert into something more dignified and failed.

I moved lower. Pulled her pajama shorts down, taking the underwear with them in one smooth motion. Becca Hayes naked was a study in controlled perfection – the spray-tan even everywhere, the Brazilian wax leaving her completely bare, the body toned and golden and exactly as flawless as her public image demanded. Her pussy was a neat, smooth slit between those toned thighs, the outer lips pressed together, but I could already see the glisten of moisture beading between them.

But underneath the maintenance, she was also just a woman. Wet. Trembling. Wanting. The slick arousal glistening on her inner thighs betrayed how long she’d been ready for this.

“Alex.” Her voice cracked. The ice queen fracturing under genuine need. “Please.”

“Please what?”

“Don’t make me say it.”

“Say it.”

“Please… prove I’m enough.”

The vulnerability of that sentence hit me like a physical blow. Three thousand years of reading people, and Becca Hayes had just handed me the rawest truth she’d ever spoken.

“You’re more than enough,” I said. And put my mouth on her.

She cried out – sharp, surprised, immediate. My tongue parted her bare folds and found her clit, and she was already swollen, already sensitive, the nub engorged and slippery. The arousal had built through the conversation and the anticipation and the unprecedented experience of having two people dedicated to her pleasure. She tasted expensive, somehow – clean and sharp, like her perfume had seeped into her skin. I dragged my tongue flat through her slit, collecting the slickness, tasting her fully, and felt her thighs clamp against my ears.

Sophie adjusted without missing a beat. Her mouth moved between Becca’s breasts, alternating – sucking one nipple deep while tugging the other between her fingers, then switching. Keeping the stimulation constant and relentless while I worked below. The dual attention – mouth on her pussy, mouth on her tits – made Becca arch off the bed with a sound that was pure surrender, a moan she’d never produced in her life, raw and unscripted.

“Oh god – oh fuck – both of you – that’s –”

I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked while sliding two fingers inside her. She was drenched – soaked through, her walls parting around my fingers like silk, her pussy gripping me with the urgency of a woman who’d been holding herself together with willpower alone and was finally, spectacularly, letting go. I curled my fingers forward, found the swollen ridge of her g-spot, and massaged it in time with the suction on her clit. Her hips bucked off the bed and Sophie had to press her flat with a forearm across her stomach.

Sophie caught her hands, pinning them gently above her head on the pillow. Becca’s eyes flew open – the instinct to resist, to maintain control, the ice queen who gave orders and never took them – but Sophie held firm with an athlete’s grip, and the combination of being pinned while my tongue worked her pussy and Sophie’s mouth moved to her throat was too much sensation to fight. Her fingers flexed uselessly in Sophie’s grasp, and the helplessness made her wetter – I felt the fresh surge of slickness around my fingers.

“Let go,” Sophie whispered against her ear. “It’s okay. We’ve got you.”

Becca came. The climax crashed over her with a violence that surprised all three of us – her back bowing off the mattress, her pussy clenching around my fingers in rapid, rhythmic contractions, her juices flooding my mouth and chin. Her scream was muffled by the pillow she turned her face into, her whole body convulsing, every toned muscle spasming, and every carefully maintained wall was gone – replaced by a woman experiencing release so intense it looked like transformation. I kept working her through it, tongue circling her throbbing clit, fingers still curled inside, drawing out every tremor until she was gasping and pushing at my head.

I didn’t wait for the aftershocks to fade. I rose, stripped my jeans and boxers in one motion – my cock hard and straining, already wet at the tip – positioned myself between her spread thighs, and pushed inside her while she was still trembling.

“ALEX – oh fuck –”

She was hypersensitive from the orgasm, every nerve ending firing on maximum, her pussy still fluttering with aftershocks. The feeling of my cock stretching her open, filling her inch by inch, drew another scream that she didn’t even try to suppress. She was so wet that I slid in to the hilt without resistance, bottoming out until my hips pressed against hers, and the wet heat of her gripped me like a fist made of silk. Her legs wrapped around me immediately – those long, toned legs gripping my hips, pulling me deeper, her heels digging into my ass with desperate urgency.

Sophie moved to Becca’s side, her hand finding Becca’s, their fingers interlacing. With her other hand, Sophie stroked Becca’s hair back from her sweaty face, and the tenderness of the gesture contrasted with the brutal intimacy of my cock buried inside her. The competitive dynamic between them had transmuted into something else – shared purpose, shared devotion, the Architect and the Edge aligned for the first time in service of something bigger than rivalry.

I started slow. Deep, measured strokes that let Becca feel every inch – the full length of me withdrawing until just the swollen head remained inside her trembling entrance, then pressing back in with agonizing deliberation. Her pussy was so wet from the orgasm that each stroke produced a slick, obscene sound that made her cheeks flush darker – the involuntary broadcast of exactly how much she wanted this.

“Oh god,” she breathed, her eyes glazed. “That’s –”

“Shh.” I rolled my hips on the next stroke, grinding my pelvis against her still-throbbing clit at the deepest point, and her eyes fluttered shut, her mouth forming a silent O. “Just feel.”

“I can’t just – oh FUCK –”

Sophie leaned down and kissed Becca’s neck while I established the rhythm, her tongue tracing the tendons, teeth grazing the pulse point. The dual sensation – my cock filling her, stretching her, hitting places that made her toes curl, while Sophie’s mouth worked the sensitive column of her throat – drew a moan from Becca that was so raw, so unguarded, that even Sophie looked surprised. The woman who performed everything, performing nothing. Just reaction. Just need. Her pussy clenched around me in involuntary pulses, her body begging for more even as her mind tried to process what was already happening.

I lifted her hips, changing the angle, tilting her pelvis so each thrust drove upward into the spot my fingers had found earlier. Becca’s legs tightened around me as the new position hit that swollen ridge, and her entire body clenched – abs going rigid, pussy gripping me so tight the friction spiked.

“There,” she gasped. “Right there – don’t stop –”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her with the deliberate intensity of a man proving a point, hitting that spot with each thrust while Sophie whispered encouragements against her skin and held Becca’s hand and occasionally kissed the tears that were forming at the corners of Becca’s eyes – tears she would deny afterward, tears that had nothing to do with sadness and everything to do with the overwhelming experience of being completely, thoroughly, irrevocably known by two people at once.

Her tits bounced with the rhythm, perfect and gleaming with the sheen of sweat. Her blonde hair spread across the pillow like a halo. Her pale blue gaze, glazed with pleasure, pupils blown wide, locked onto mine with desperate need. Between us, the wet sounds of my cock driving into her soaked pussy were obscene, rhythmic, relentless.

“Tell me,” I said, driving deep and holding. “Tell me you feel it.”

“I feel it – the bond – it’s –” She gasped as I withdrew and thrust back in harder, deeper than before. “It’s like heat. Inside my chest. Like a door opening –”

Sophie squeezed her hand. “That’s the Soulbound. Let it happen.” She pressed her lips to Becca’s temple, and the gesture was so unexpectedly tender that Becca’s breath hitched.

I increased the pace. Faster. Harder. The bed frame rocked with each thrust and Becca’s body responded like a tuned instrument – every stroke drawing a sound, a gasp, a moan, a whimper that she would have died before making in any other context. The perfect armor was in pieces on the floor alongside her designer camisole, and what remained was just Becca – raw, real, beautiful, her pussy gripping me with each withdrawal like she couldn’t bear to let me go, her juices coating my shaft and running down to soak the Egyptian cotton sheets.

“I can feel – everything,” she breathed, her voice cracking. “Sophie’s hand. Your… god, Alex, it’s like I can feel what you’re feeling. The bond – it’s –”

“Let it in.”

“I’m scared.”

“I know. Let it in anyway.”

She looked at me with those wide, shining eyes, and for one naked second, every wall she’d ever built was visible in its absence. The scared girl underneath the queen. The person she’d spent twenty-one years protecting with perfection and poise.

Then she let go.

The orgasm and the Soulbound hit simultaneously – a double detonation that ripped through her body with devastating force. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard my vision blurred, the rhythmic convulsions milking me with a ferocity that matched the scream tearing from her throat. She screamed my name. Not the controlled, bratty version – the real one, raw and wrecked and breaking on the second syllable, the sound of a woman experiencing something she’d never believed she deserved. Her body arched, trembled, shattered – her pussy pulsing around me in violent waves, her wetness flooding between us, soaking us both.

My release hit like a shockwave – every Soulbound connection in the network amplifying the moment until the Bond Resonance between the three of us blazed white-hot. I buried myself to the hilt and came with a groan that started in my chest, my cock pulsing deep inside her, pumping thick and hot into her still-convulsing pussy. Sophie’s hand was still in Becca’s, and I felt Sophie’s bond pulse with reflected warmth – not receiving, but transmitting. Adding her own Soulbound energy to the crescendo as I emptied myself inside Becca with the totality of a claim that couldn’t be revoked. I felt Becca’s pussy squeeze around each pulse, felt her body accept every drop, felt the Soulbound connection lock into place like a deadbolt sliding home.

[SOULBOUND ACHIEVED: BECCA HAYES]
Bond: 1000/1000 (Maximum)
Status: PERMANENT
Previous: 870/1000 (Love)

Shared Ability Unlocked: [Social Perception]
Effect: Detect emotional undercurrents, lies,
hidden agendas, and threats through enhanced
social intuition.

Note: Soulbound achieved through FFM intimacy
with established Soulbound partner (Sophie Martinez).
Bond Resonance output: MAXIMUM.
Both participants at or above Love threshold.

[HAREM STATUS: 4/5 SOULBOUND]
Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000) [NEW]
Jess Moran -- Love (800)
Anya Kovar -- Trust (400)

Becca gasped.

Not from the orgasm – from the ability. Her eyes went wide, pupils dilating, her head turning sharply as if hearing a sound nobody else could detect.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh, that’s –”

“What is it?” Sophie asked.

“I can feel the room. Everyone in it. What they actually feel versus what they show.” Her ice-blue eyes were luminous with the new ability, scanning the space with enhanced perception. She looked at Sophie. “You’re proud. And relieved. And a little competitive about how fast she came.”

Sophie blinked. “That’s… accurate.”

Becca looked at me. “You’re satisfied. And grateful. And already thinking about how this changes the team dynamic.”

“Also accurate.”

“And I’m –” She paused. Turned her gaze inward. “I’m… okay. For the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m actually okay.” Her voice wavered. The Social Perception was turned on herself now, reading her own emotions with unprecedented clarity. “I’m not pretending. I’m not performing. I’m just… here.”

Sophie pulled her into a hug. Not competitive, not architectural – genuine. The volleyball captain embracing Becca Hayes, both of them sweaty and naked and connected by the shared experience of giving someone exactly what they needed.

“Welcome to the inner circle, princess,” Sophie said.

Becca, too exhausted to snark, too overwhelmed by the Soulbound and the new ability and the unprecedented experience of being fully, irrevocably accepted: “…thanks, volleyball player.”

Sophie grinned. Progress.

I lay between them in the aftermath, Becca curled against my left side and Sophie sprawled against my right. The Bond Resonance hummed with the deep warmth of a newly completed Soulbound – stronger, steadier, permanently locked into the network.

Four Soulbound. One Love level. One Trust level. Six bonds, four of them maximum, the foundation I’d built in two weeks withstanding every test the entity could design.

Becca’s new ability was already working. I could see it in the way she tracked sounds from the hallway – reading the emotional states of people she couldn’t see, processing the social undercurrents of every interaction within range. Her eyes moved like someone watching a concert nobody else could hear – tracking invisible emotional frequencies, cataloguing data that her old natural social perception had only guessed at.

“This is going to be annoying,” she said. “I can feel my neighbor’s relationship fight through the wall. She’s lying about who she texted. He knows she’s lying but won’t say anything.”

“Welcome to enhanced perception,” I said.

“I already had enhanced perception. This is enhanced perception with emotional X-ray vision.” She paused, her gaze going distant as she processed another input. “The couple two doors down is having makeup sex. They’re both faking the enthusiasm but genuinely relieved to be past the argument. The woman on the floor above us is studying alone and deeply anxious about an exam. And the RA at the end of the hall is…” She frowned. “Drinking alone and pretending he isn’t.”

“You can read all of that through walls?”

“Through the bond network amplification, yes. My natural social perception was already above average. This is… orders of magnitude beyond that. I can feel the emotional temperature of every person within range. Their real feelings versus their projected feelings. The gap between what they show and what they are.” She looked at me. “It’s going to make my surveillance network terrifyingly effective.”

“That’s the idea.”

“I know. But it’s also going to make me impossible to be around for normal people. I’m going to see every lie, every performance, every mask.” She settled deeper against my side. “Good thing I’m surrounded by people who already know what I look like underneath mine.”

Sophie reached across me and flicked Becca’s shoulder. “You’re going to be insufferable.”

“I was already insufferable,” Becca corrected. “Now I’m insufferable with data to back it up.”

“Consistent. She was consistent,” Sophie told me.

Becca was quiet for a moment, her new ability working, her ice-blue eyes distant as she processed the emotional landscape of the building around her. Then she frowned.

“I can feel the bond network,” she said slowly. “Not just you two. Rachel – she’s at home. She’s calm but curious. Something in the bond surge woke her up and she’s analyzing it. That’s so Rachel.” A pause. “Emma’s in the library. She felt the surge too. She’s… happy. Genuinely happy. There’s no performance in her emotional output at all. She might be the most authentic person I’ve ever read.”

“That’s Emma,” Sophie said softly.

“And Jess.” Becca concentrated. “Jess is at Moran’s Ink. She’s managing fragments but she felt the Soulbound. Her response is – complex. Excited, but also something underneath. Like she’s next in line and she knows it.” Becca opened her eyes and looked at me. “She’s ready. Jess. She’s been ready for a while. The fragments are tearing her apart and she needs the upgrade.”

“You can feel all of that from here?”

“From a block and a half away, through walls, without trying.” Becca’s voice carried wonder she was too tired to mask. “My entire life, I’ve been reading people through body language and social cues. Micro-expressions, vocal patterns, what they wear, how they stand. Good at it. Better than good. But this…” She shook her head. “This is like the difference between reading sheet music and hearing the orchestra. Every person is playing a full emotional composition and I can hear every instrument.”

“Can you sense Anya?” I asked.

Becca concentrated again. Her brow furrowed. “She’s… harder to read. The signal is there but it’s compressed. Cold. Like trying to hear music through a thick wall. Her emotional output is deliberately dampened – centuries of training herself to project nothing.” She paused. “But underneath the dampening, I can feel something. She’s awake, at her motel. And she’s… lonely. The kind of lonely that’s so old it doesn’t even register as pain anymore. It’s just the baseline hum of her existence.”

The observation landed heavily. Becca, who’d been afraid of being replaced by Anya twelve hours ago, was now the first person in the network who could actually feel what Anya was carrying.

“I don’t hate her,” Becca said quietly. “I don’t think I can hate anyone whose emotional baseline sounds like that.”

Sophie reached across me and took Becca’s hand. The gesture was deliberate – the Architect connecting the newest Soulbound member to the foundation.

“That’s why your ability matters,” Sophie said. “Not just for surveillance. For understanding. For knowing what people actually need instead of what they show. You’ve always been good at reading rooms, Becca. Now you can read the whole building.”

“The whole campus, if I concentrate.” Becca’s voice was awed, still testing the parameters. “This is going to change how we handle Marcus. How we handle the Observer. How we handle everything.”

“First thing tomorrow,” I said. “You test it in the field. Walk campus, map the emotional landscape, identify anything anomalous. If the entity has surveillance assets we don’t know about, your perception might be the thing that catches them.”

“Already planning my route.” The operational instinct was back – but underneath it, through the bond, I could feel something new. Confidence that wasn’t performance. Security that wasn’t armor. The real Becca Hayes, permanently connected, permanently valued.

Becca squeezed Sophie’s hand. The bratty exterior was completely absent – just a tired woman, naked between two people who’d shown her she was enough, processing a new ability that would redefine how she interacted with the world.

“I’m going to cry,” Becca announced. “And if either of you tells anyone, I will end you.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Sophie said.

“Your secret’s safe,” I agreed.

She didn’t cry. But her eyes were bright, and the hand that gripped Sophie’s tightened, and the Bond Resonance between the three of us hummed with the specific warmth of a wall coming down.

They bickered gently as we lay together, the new Soulbound frequency settling into the network like a puzzle piece finding its home. I felt the Bond Resonance adjust – four permanent connections now, each one amplifying the others, the combined output stronger than the sum of its parts.

Four Soulbound. Two bonds still climbing.


Chapter 15: Alliance

Sunday. Fifteen days post-loop.

The Brass Rail at two PM – the same bar where Victor and I had first shared death counts. He’d chosen the same booth, facing both exits, back against the wall, a small ceramic cup of sake steaming in front of him. Some habits were older than the buildings that housed them. Victor’s booth selection was one of them – eight centuries of tactical positioning compressed into a seating preference.

Anya sat beside him. Not next to me – beside Victor. Two combat survivors, sharing a booth side, the quiet solidarity of people whose Systems spoke the same language. She’d ordered a Czech beer that the confused bartender had to hunt for in the back cooler.

I sat across from them with Texas whiskey, turning over what I was about to propose. The bar was quiet for a Sunday afternoon – a few regulars at the counter watching football on a muted television, a couple sharing nachos in a corner booth, the bartender polishing glasses with the unhurried rhythm of someone who’d accepted that the lunch rush wasn’t coming. The Brass Rail wasn’t the kind of place that attracted attention, which was precisely why Victor had chosen it.

“Formal alliance,” I said. “Not the intelligence exchange we’ve been running – something permanent. Shared resources, coordinated response, mutual defense obligations. If either territory is threatened, the other responds.”

Victor turned the sake cup with the precision of centuries of Japanese ceremony practice. “You’re asking me to commit my resources to your defense. In exchange for what?”

“The same commitment in reverse. If your Pacific Northwest territory is threatened, my bond network mobilizes. Six women with complementary abilities, four Soulbound, Bond Resonance output that can reach through entity control.”

“My territory is one man with a combat System and no connections.”

“Which is exactly why an alliance benefits you more than it benefits me.” I held his gaze. “Victor, you’ve been traveling for eight months, assessing survivors, building an intelligence picture. But you’ve been doing it alone. Your System doesn’t support bonds, but that doesn’t mean you can’t benefit from mine.”

He was quiet. The sake cooled between his hands while his eight-hundred-year-old mind processed variables that no normal human could comprehend.

“I’ve seen alliances fail,” he said. “Kyoto territory – two survivors, three years post-loop. They built an alliance based on strategic convenience. The entity introduced a third subject between them. An alpha survivor with a system variant that specifically disrupted their coordination – a jamming effect that degraded their ability to communicate clearly within a hundred meters of each other. Conversations became confused. Strategic planning degraded. Within six weeks, the alliance fractured. Both survivors went back to isolation.” His dark eyes found mine. “One of them went dark four months later. No signal. No response to communication attempts. The other relocated to Osaka and hasn’t spoken to anyone since.”

“You think the entity was testing whether their alliance could adapt.”

“I think the entity was testing whether convenience-based cooperation could survive pressure. It couldn’t.” He turned the sake cup again. “The entity’s methodology is consistent: identify the load-bearing element of a structure and stress-test it. If the foundation is convenience, apply inconvenience. If the foundation is trust, apply betrayal. If the foundation is love –”

“Apply loss,” Anya said quietly.

Victor looked at her. Nodded once.

“My bonds aren’t alliances based on convenience. They’re Soulbound.”

“Soulbound connections within your harem, yes. But an inter-territory alliance is a different architecture. You and I share no bond, no resonance, no system-level connection. We’re cooperating because it’s rational, not because of any metaphysical link.”

“Rational cooperation survived three thousand years of human history. It’s a decent foundation.”

“Decent isn’t permanent.”

“Nothing’s permanent. That’s the point.” I leaned forward. “Victor, you told me that isolation kills survivors. You’ve watched territories go dark. You’ve seen the trajectory. A lone combat survivor in the Pacific Northwest with no bonds and no network is exactly the profile that ends in absorption.”

His expression didn’t change, but something in the set of his jaw tightened. I’d hit a nerve he’d been protecting.

Anya spoke for the first time.

“He’s right.” Her voice was direct, carrying the authority of someone who’d arrived at the same conclusion through a different path. “I’ve been alone since my loop broke. My System is combat-only, like yours. No bonds, no resonance, no warmth. And every month that passes, I feel the isolation deepening.”

Victor looked at her. Two combat survivors, same variant type, same fundamental loneliness masked by tactical competence.

“I tracked sixteen survivors across eight months,” Victor said. “Seven were willing to talk. Three were hostile. Two had gone dark. And four were in various stages of what I’ve come to recognize as the absorption trajectory – progressive withdrawal, System stagnation, loss of motivation beyond basic survival functions.”

“The ones who went dark,” I said. “What do you know about them?”

“Rural Montana – one of the earlier survivors. Last known signal was five months ago. I visited the area personally. The house was empty. No signs of struggle. The furniture was still arranged. Food in the refrigerator, most of it expired. She simply… left. Or was taken.” Victor’s precise diction didn’t waver, but his hands went still on the sake cup. “The second was in northern Finland. Survivor Four. His signal degraded gradually over three months before vanishing entirely. The pattern was consistent with what I’ve observed in the Observer’s residual signature – the slow replacement of human consciousness with entity infrastructure.”

“You think he was absorbed,” Anya said.

“I think the entity recycled him the same way it recycled the Observer. Quietly. Without witnesses. The territory was remote, the survivor was isolated, and nobody was watching.” Victor looked at me. “That’s why I came here when I detected the convergence. Multiple alpha signatures in one territory meant either a catastrophic conflict or something unprecedented. I needed to determine which.”

“And now?”

“Now I’ve determined it’s unprecedented. What you’ve built here – bonds, alliances, a coordinated network – doesn’t exist anywhere else. The entity is watching you more closely than any other subject I’ve tracked. The observation density in your territory is orders of magnitude higher than standard.”

Anya leaned forward. “I can confirm that independently. When I was approaching from the northeast, my [Temporal Stutter] registered anomalous temporal density within a fifty-mile radius of campus. The entity has layered monitoring protocols here that I’ve never encountered anywhere else.”

“Because it wants to see what happens,” I said. “Rachel’s core insight – that the entity values what subjects construct, not what they destroy. It’s watching to see if the building holds.”

“And you?” Anya asked quietly.

The question hung in the air. Victor’s controlled expression held, but his hands – those precise, military-trained hands – wrapped around his sake cup with a fraction more force than necessary.

“I function,” he said. “I observe, analyze, coordinate. My System is designed for tactical operations, and I’ve executed those operations with consistent efficiency.”

“That’s not what she asked,” I said.

Victor met my eyes. For the first time, the military composure slipped by a degree. Not breaking – shifting. The acknowledgment that efficiency wasn’t the same as living.

“I have nightmares,” he said. “About the loop. About dying 89,000 times in a Tokyo that never changed. The nightmares started three months after I broke free, and they haven’t stopped.” He took a precise sip of sake. “My System has no mechanism for processing psychological stress. No Bond Resonance. No emotional regulation through connection. I manage it through discipline and routine. But willpower runs out eventually.”

“And routine without purpose becomes a different kind of loop,” Anya said. “I know. I’ve lived it.”

The three of us sat with that. Three survivors, five thousand combined years between us, each carrying isolation expressed in different languages – Victor’s military discipline, Anya’s wandering aggression, my three millennia of conversations with people who forgot me.

“Alliance,” Victor said. “Formalized. Intelligence sharing, mutual defense, coordinated response. I accept.” He extended his hand across the table. “But I want one additional term.”

“Name it.”

“Periodic check-ins. Not just tactical updates – personal status reports. If I start displaying absorption-trajectory behaviors, I want someone who’ll notice and intervene.”

I took his hand. The grip was firm, precise, exactly calibrated. “You have my word.”

“And mine,” Anya said. She placed her hand over both of ours. Three survivors, allied against the dark.

[ALLIANCE FORMED]
Participants: Alex Reid (#14), Victor Chen (#9),
Anya Kovar (#7)
Terms: Intelligence sharing, mutual defense,
periodic personal status check-ins
Combined Loop Experience: 5,341 years
Combined Death Count: 649,338

Note: First multi-survivor alliance in recorded
territorial data. Entity observation: ACTIVE.

We shook on it. The grip held for three seconds longer than a normal handshake – the weight of the commitment settling between us, the understanding that this was the first formal agreement between loop survivors in recorded history.

Then Anya signaled the bartender.

“Another round,” she said. “We’re celebrating a five-thousand-year-old alliance.”

The bartender, who was twenty-three and had no idea he was serving drinks to beings older than most civilizations, brought another beer, another whiskey, and another sake. He set them down with the slightly confused expression of someone who’d been watching three customers stare at each other in silence for extended periods and wasn’t sure if they were having a good time or an intervention.

“To not dying alone,” Victor said, raising his sake cup.

“To not dying alone,” Anya and I echoed.

We drank. The whiskey burned, the way good Texas bourbon always burned – clean heat that settled in the chest and radiated outward. Anya drank her Czech beer with the slow appreciation of someone who’d spent centuries drinking the seventeenth-century version and found the modern one marginally improved. Victor sipped sake with the ritualistic precision of a man who’d turned drinking into a form of meditation across eight hundred years of Tokyo afternoons.

“I want to ask something,” Anya said, setting down her beer. “Both of you. The nightmares Victor mentioned. The absorption trajectory. The patterns of declining function.” She looked between us. “When you sleep, do you dream about the loop? Not nightmares – the loop itself. The day, playing out, identical, like your mind is still running the program even though the code changed.”

Victor and I exchanged a glance. The same recognition. The same unspoken answer.

“Every night,” I said. “Sometimes I wake up and check if it’s still Saturday.”

“Every night,” Victor confirmed. “The first two seconds after waking are always uncertain. Even now.”

“For me too.” Anya’s voice was quiet. “Every morning, I check the date. Every morning, there’s a moment where I believe I’m still in Prague. September 8th, 1683. The bells from St. Vitus. The crack in the ceiling. And then the date is different, and the world is moving, and I have to convince myself all over again that it’s real.”

“The check-ins,” I said. “The ones Victor requested. That’s part of what we’re checking for. When the morning verification takes longer. When the dream starts feeling more real than the waking.”

“Yes,” Victor said simply.

The three of us sat with that shared understanding – the particular vulnerability of people who’d lived so long in repetition that their minds still defaulted to the pattern. The loop was broken, but the habit of it persisted like a phantom limb, aching for a reality that no longer existed.



The drinking game started after the second round.

“Most embarrassing death,” Victor proposed. “Each person shares. Most embarrassing takes a drink.”

“We already did this,” I said.

“You and I did. Anya hasn’t played.” Victor’s almost-smile was warming toward actual amusement. “Three survivors with centuries of material between us. There must be something extraordinary.”

“Rules?” Anya asked, her beer halfway to her lips.

“Simple. One story each per round. After all three stories, we vote on the worst. Loser drinks.” Victor arranged the sake cup with the same precision he applied to tactical operations. “Honesty only. No embellishment. The truth is always worse than fiction.”

“With our death counts,” I said, “the truth is catastrophically worse.”

Anya took a long sip of beer. “Year one hundred and seven. I tried to cook a goose in my boardinghouse room using a candle. The room caught fire. I died of smoke inhalation. The landlady’s cat also died, which made me feel worse about it than my own death.”

“The cat,” Victor said.

“Cats are innocent bystanders. I was an idiot with a candle.”

“Year two hundred and thirty-nine,” Victor offered. “I attempted to surf during my Tokyo loop day. I did not know how to surf. The board hit me in the head. I drowned in four feet of water.”

“Four feet,” I said.

“There were witnesses. A grandmother laughed at me. Every loop, the same grandmother, the same laugh. I stopped trying to surf at year three hundred.”

“Year eight hundred and sixteen,” I said. “I tried to impress the visiting dance troupe on campus by performing a routine I’d seen them rehearse a thousand times. Mid-performance, I slipped on a wet spot, did an involuntary split, and tore my groin so badly that I bled out in the quad.”

Silence. Then Anya’s composure broke.

She laughed.

Not the ghost-smile. Not the tentative flickers she’d been managing. A real, full, startled laugh that transformed her angular face into something younger, brighter, closer to the woman she’d been before the loop had burned away everything soft.

Victor blinked. I stared. And Anya covered her mouth with one hand, eyes wide with shock at her own reaction.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That’s not – I shouldn’t –”

“Don’t apologize for laughing,” I said. “Your laugh is long overdue.”

She looked at me. Gray eyes bright, the steel softened by genuine amusement and something else – naked vulnerability. She’d forgotten how to experience joy and was rediscovering it in a college bar over embarrassing death stories.

“You bled out from a split,” she said. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”

“The dance troupe applauded,” I added. “They thought it was part of the show.”

She laughed again. Harder this time. And Victor – controlled, precise, military Victor – actually chuckled.

Three survivors. Five thousand years. Laughing in a college bar about the absurdity of dying hundreds of thousands of times in situations ranging from heroic to humiliating.

The bartender watched us with the bewildered expression of someone who’d clearly missed the joke but appreciated the enthusiasm.

“Next round,” Anya said, signaling for another beer. “I have more.”

“Year five hundred and ninety-one,” Victor said. “I decided to learn gymnastics using a bamboo pole I found in a park. The pole snapped. I impaled myself on the broken end.” He paused. “A jogger found me and screamed for ten minutes. I felt worse about traumatizing her than about the impalement.”

“Did you try gymnastics again?”

“Year five hundred and ninety-two. Better pole. Same result. I abandoned the project permanently.”

“Year one thousand and forty,” Anya said. “I tried to build a still in my boardinghouse to distill slivovitz. I had perfected the chemistry by that point. The still exploded. Killed me, the landlady, the landlady’s new cat – a different cat, same tragic fate – and two men in the street below.”

“The cats in your loop had terrible luck,” I said.

“Every cat. Every loop. The cats were collateral damage to my ambition.” She took a drink of beer, and for the first time, the motion looked relaxed rather than tactical. “I stopped experimenting with distillation around year eleven hundred.”

“What made you stop?”

“I successfully made the slivovitz. Drank it. It was terrible. I’d spent sixty years perfecting the chemistry and the result was undrinkable. Sometimes the universe sends a message.”

I lost the next round with a story about year four hundred – attempting to juggle chainsaws after watching the campus maintenance crew work. I’d practiced for six hundred loops. On the six-hundred-and-first attempt, I successfully juggled for twelve seconds before an unexpected gust of wind altered the trajectory of chainsaw number three. The campus groundskeeper found enough of me to warrant a biohazard cleanup.

Victor lost the round after that. His story involved a vending machine in the Tokyo subway station, an ambitious attempt to unstick a can of Boss Coffee using precise body weight leverage, and the machine falling on top of him. He’d died pinned under a vending machine with a can of Boss Coffee rolling to rest six inches from his outstretched hand.

“I can still taste that particular brand,” he said. “I never drank Boss Coffee again. Even now.”

Anya won the overall game – her Prague loop had generated an extraordinary catalog of embarrassing deaths involving seventeenth-century technology, livestock, and the hazards of being a woman navigating a patriarchal society with centuries of martial arts training and zero patience for social norms.

“Year four hundred and twenty-two,” she said, barely containing laughter. “A nobleman grabbed my ass in the market square. I reflexively broke his arm. His guards attacked. I defeated all eight of them. Then the nobleman’s horse, startled by the fighting, kicked me in the head. Dead instantly.”

Victor took a drink without being prompted. “That’s the winner.”

“By a considerable margin,” I agreed.

“The horse was named Ferdinand,” Anya added. “I checked. Every loop, the same horse, the same kick, the same angle. I eventually learned to dodge the horse. But it took me longer to dodge Ferdinand than it took me to master the eight guards.”

“The horse was more dangerous than the guards,” Victor said.

“Ferdinand was a menace. He had excellent spatial awareness and terrible timing.”

Anya drained her beer with quiet satisfaction – she’d won a competition she hadn’t known she’d been entered in. Then she set the glass down and looked at it with an expression I couldn’t immediately read.

“I haven’t laughed in fourteen months,” she said quietly. “Not since the loop broke. Running, fighting, analyzing – but not laughing.”

“Laughing requires an audience,” Victor said. “Isolation removes the audience.”

“It removes everything.” She looked at both of us. “I spent centuries dying alone in Prague. And then I sat in a bar with two men who’ve died a combined 336,891 times, and the first thing we did was compare our most ridiculous deaths.”

“That’s survivor humor,” I said. “Nobody else could understand it.”

“Nobody else would want to.” She almost smiled again. “Victor. I know you have to leave soon. Back to your territory.”

Victor nodded. “My assessment here is complete. I’ve identified the convergence dynamics, assessed the subjects, and formed the alliance. The Pacific Northwest needs monitoring.”

“I know.” Anya’s voice carried something I hadn’t heard from her before – regret. “You’re the only other person who truly understands what the combat System feels like. The coldness. The utility without warmth. And you’re leaving.”

Victor was quiet for a moment. He turned the sake cup between his fingers, watching the light catch the ceramic glaze.

“In Tokyo,” he said, “there was a bookshop owner. Every loop. An old man named Tanaka. He sold used paperbacks from a stall near Shinjuku station. I never spoke to him for the first three hundred years. But around year four hundred, I started buying the same book every loop – a collection of haiku by Basho. The old man would wrap it in brown paper and hand it to me with both hands. The same gesture. The same care.”

“Every loop,” Anya said.

“Every loop. He never recognized me. But the gesture – the two-handed exchange, the careful wrapping – it was the most human thing in my day. I bought that book approximately two hundred thousand times.” Victor set the sake cup down. “When my loop broke and I walked past that bookshop for the last time, the stall was closed. Tanaka had retired three years before I broke free. The books were gone.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. It was the specific silence of people who understood loss at a scale that defied ordinary language.

“I had a baker,” Anya said. “Near the Charles Bridge. A woman named Marta. She sold kolache every morning at the same corner. The filling changed with the season – plum in autumn, which was my season. Every loop, I bought the same plum kolache. She’d hand it to me and say ‘sladke rano’ – sweet morning. Two hundred thousand times, the same sweet morning.”

“Did you ever speak to her beyond that?”

“Once. Around year seven hundred. I told her the kolache was the best in Prague. She cried. I found out later she’d been arguing with her husband about closing the stall, and my compliment – from a stranger – made her decide to keep it open.” Anya stared at her beer. “The next loop, she didn’t remember. The stall was still there. The kolache was still perfect. But she didn’t know I’d saved it.”

Victor looked at her across the table. Two combat survivors, same System variant, same fundamental loneliness – finding the same small anchors of humanity in loops that had stripped away everything else.

“You understand,” he said.

“I understand.”

“I’ll return. The alliance mandates periodic check-ins.” Victor’s almost-smile reached his eyes for the first time. “And you have Alex now. His warmth is… excessive. But effective.”

“Excessive?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Six bonds. Four Soulbound. Bond Resonance output detectable from fifty meters. ‘Excessive’ is a clinical observation, not a criticism.” He finished his sake. “I’ve been watching survivors for eight months, Alex. Some fight. Some hide. Some break. None of them built what you built.”

He looked at Anya. The gaze held a complexity that went beyond tactical assessment – one combat survivor recognizing another, seeing the isolation, the trajectory, the potential for something better.

“Don’t let this one slip away,” Victor said. “Survivors who find each other are rare.”

Anya’s cheeks colored. Faintly, barely visible against her pale skin. Could have been the beer.

It wasn’t the beer.

“I should go,” Victor said, standing. He left exact change plus fifteen percent, precise as always. “Tomorrow morning, early. I’ll compile final intelligence documents for your team. Then I head northwest.”

“We’ll be ready.”

He nodded to both of us. Then paused.

“Alex. The entity rewards builders. But it also tests them by taking things away. Protect what you have.”

The warning hit me like cold water. Victor wasn’t speculating – he was speaking from observation. Eight months of watching territories, watching survivors, watching the entity’s experimental methodology.

The entity had already taken Marcus. What would it try to take next?

Victor walked out the way he’d walked into every room since his loop broke – with the deliberate anonymity of a man who’d learned that visibility was a liability. He slipped past the graduate students, past the bartender, past the couple with the nachos, and disappeared into the parking lot without leaving a ripple.

Anya and I sat in the booth, the remains of our drinking game scattered across the table. Empty glasses, damp napkins, the general aftermath of three ancient beings behaving like normal people for an evening.

“He’s right,” she said. “About protecting what you have.”

“I know.”

She picked up Victor’s empty sake cup. Turned it in her fingers the way he had – the same precise rotation, the same unconscious appreciation for the object’s form. She’d picked up his mannerism in the span of a single evening. Combat survivors learned fast.

“When I tracked the convergence,” she said, “I expected to find survivors fighting. Every other territory I’d investigated was defined by conflict. Seoul – two survivors at war over a three-block zone near Gangnam. The São Paulo survivor Victor mentioned – Survivor Twelve.”

“Victor told me about her.”

“I considered going there. A woman alone, defending territory. I thought I’d understand her.” Anya set the sake cup down. “But the data told a grim story. When I tracked her signal three months ago, she’d built a defensive perimeter so aggressive that even entity relays avoided her district. Victor’s latest report says she’s been hospitalized since – unable to form coherent sentences. The trajectory went from fortified to broken inside a single month.”

“That’s the trajectory.”

“That’s my trajectory. Was my trajectory.” She corrected herself mid-sentence, and the correction itself was a small, enormous thing. Past tense instead of present. “If I hadn’t tracked the convergence here, if I hadn’t found you –”

“You found me.”

“I almost didn’t. I almost went to Seoul instead. Two survivors there, locked in territorial conflict. I thought I could mediate.” She paused. “But something pulled me here. Not my System – my System doesn’t pull. Something else.”

“Instinct.”

“Or fate. Or the entity’s design.” She looked at me. “Does it matter which?”

“You asked me that before. On the rooftop.”

“You didn’t answer.”

“Because the answer is the same. It doesn’t matter why you’re here. It matters that you are.”

She held my gaze. Those pale gray eyes, now carrying something warmer – not warm, not yet, but warming. Like metal left in sunlight.

“The baker,” she said. “Marta. I told Victor about her. I’ve never told anyone about Marta.”

“The kolache story.”

“It’s not about the kolache. It’s about the fact that I had a ritual. A daily human interaction that I preserved across centuries – not for tactical advantage, not for information, but because a woman’s hands passing me bread was the only gentle thing in my loop.” She stared at the table. “I never admitted that to myself. Not in all those years. I told myself I bought the kolache for the calories. For the routine. For the predictability of it.”

“But it was the hands.”

“It was the hands.” She looked up at me. “And then your Bond Resonance hit me in the quad, and it felt like those hands. Like warmth being offered with no expectation of anything in return. And I didn’t know what to do with that.”

The bar noise surrounded us – laughter from a group of graduate students, music from the jukebox, the clatter of glasses being cleared. Normal sounds. The background frequency of a world that moved forward.

“I’m staying,” she said. “Not just observing. Not just gathering intelligence. Staying.”

“I know.”

“How?”

“Because you laughed tonight. And you can’t laugh alone.”

She looked away. Toward the bar, the normal people, the world that kept moving forward whether ancient beings tracked it or not.

“Buy me another beer,” she said. “And tell me more about the dance troupe incident.”

I signaled the bartender.

Across the table, Anya was trying to explain to the bartender why Czech beer was superior to American beer with the passionate intensity of someone arguing something genuinely important for the first time in longer than the bartender could comprehend.

The bartender nodded politely, clearly lost. Victor’s empty sake cup sat on the table like a small ceramic goodbye.


Chapter 16: Jess Ascending

Sunday night. Fifteen days post-loop. The campus was quiet with the settled hush of a Sunday winding down – students finishing homework, preparing for Monday lectures, living normal lives in a world they didn’t know was being watched.

My phone rang at nine PM. Emma.

“Alex, I need you at Moran’s Ink. Now.” Her voice was steady but urgent – not the trembling Emma of two weeks ago, but the strategic analyst who’d learned to compress fear into function. “It’s Jess.”

“What’s happening?”

“She’s seeing everything. She can’t stop it. I came to pick up a sketch she’d promised me, and she was on the floor behind the counter with her hands over her ears. She keeps saying names – cities, dates, numbers. Cairo. Seoul. Montana. She’s channeling every survivor fragment within range.”

Four major temporal signatures in the territory. Me. Anya. Victor, still packing to leave tomorrow. And the Observer’s gamma-class void. Four massive temporal imprints radiating simultaneously, all of them flooding Jess’s passive [Intuitive Resonance] like four radio stations screaming on the same frequency.

“Don’t touch her. Stay close but don’t make physical contact until I get there. Fragments can transfer through touch when she’s overloaded.”

“I know. I read Rachel’s briefing.” Emma paused. “Alex, she’s scared. Really scared. I’ve never seen Jess scared.”

Neither had I. And that was the part that made me run.



Moran’s Ink was dark from the outside. The blacked-out windows showed no light, the CLOSED sign turned outward, the street empty. I pushed through the front door – the bell chimed, absurdly cheerful for the situation – and pushed past the beaded curtain.

Emma stood near the work station, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders. She’d traded her usual oversized sweater for a fitted cardigan over a simple blouse – the gradual evolution of a woman who was learning that she didn’t need to hide. Her pale blue eyes found mine through her glasses, relief flooding her expression.

“She’s in the back,” Emma said. “It got worse about ten minutes ago.”

I heard Jess before I saw her.

“– seventeen, Montana, dark, gone dark three months ago, no signal, cabin in the mountains, snow – Seoul, two, fighting, one has enhancement like Marcus, the other has something I can’t read – Cairo, she’s alone, she’s been alone since the loop, she’s – god, make it STOP –”

She was curled behind the tattoo chair, knees drawn up, hands pressed against her temples. Her teal-streaked dark hair was wild, tangled, some of it stuck to her face with sweat. Dark eyeliner smeared across her cheekbones like war paint. She wore a cropped band tee – thin black fabric that did nothing to hide her full D-cups, nipple piercings visible as dark shadows through the material – and ripped black jeans. Combat boots unlaced, as if she’d been in the process of undressing when the fragments overwhelmed her.

Her hazel eyes were open. But they weren’t seeing the room. They were seeing everywhere else.

“Jess.” I kept my voice steady. Not commanding – grounding. The tone I’d learned across three millennia of talking people back from the edge of themselves.

Her eyes snapped to me. Wild, unfocused, then sharpening with the desperation of someone finding a lifeline.

“Alex.” Her voice cracked. “I can’t turn it off. Four signals. Your temporal imprint, Anya’s, Victor’s, the Observer’s – they’re all amplifying each other and my [Intuitive Resonance] is pulling EVERYTHING in. I’m seeing loop echoes from survivors I’ve never met. Territories I’ve never visited. I can feel a woman in Cairo crying in a market and a man in Montana who hasn’t spoken to another person in eleven months and two survivors in Seoul trying to kill each other and it won’t STOP.”

I crouched in front of her. Didn’t touch. Not yet.

“Look at me. Just me.”

“I’m trying. But you’re the brightest signal in the room and when I focus on you I see your loop – fragments of Saturday, hundreds of them, layered like – like looking through stained glass made of millennia –”

“Then look at my eyes. Not my signal. My eyes.”

She focused. Hazel meeting gray-green. Two people anchored in the present while temporal echoes screamed through one of them.

“I’m going to touch you,” I said. “When I do, my Bond Resonance will interact with your fragments. It might be intense.”

“Everything is already intense.”

“Then it’ll be intense with warmth instead of static.”

I took her hands. Pulled them gently away from her temples.

The Bond Resonance surged the moment our skin made contact. I felt it – the warm pulse of five established bonds flooding outward through the physical connection, pushing against the chaotic fragment signals that were overwhelming her system. Like turning on a furnace in a room full of cold drafts.

Jess gasped. Her fingers clenched around mine.

“Oh,” she breathed. “That’s… your bonds. I can feel all of them. Sophie’s like a steady drum. Rachel’s like a deep hum. Emma’s –” She looked past me at Emma, who was watching from the doorway with her lip between her teeth. “Emma’s is like warm rain. And Becca’s is sharp. Bright. Like a blade made of light.”

“Focus on those frequencies. Let them drown out the noise.”

“They’re helping. But the fragments – Alex, there’s so much. The Observer, she’s close, she’s always close when I overload, like the entity is WATCHING what happens when I can’t filter –”

“The entity is always watching. That’s not new.”

“But this is.” Her eyes widened. Something in the fragment stream changed. “I can see – it’s like a channel. Your Bond Resonance is creating a pathway through the chaos. Instead of receiving everything at once, I can – almost – choose what to focus on.”

“That sounds like control.”

“It sounds like [Fragment Mastery].” She stared at me. “The Soulbound ability. Alex, I can feel it. It’s RIGHT THERE. Like a door that’s unlocked but I can’t push open. I need –” She squeezed my hands harder. “I need more. More connection. More warmth. Enough to push through the threshold.”

She looked at Emma again. This time with different eyes – not wild with fragment overload, but focused with specific need.

“Both of you,” Jess said. “I need both of you.”

Emma’s pale blue eyes went wide behind her glasses. Then she stepped forward, into the back room, with quiet certainty. She’d already known this was coming.

“I know,” Emma said softly. “I felt it through the bond network two hours ago. Your signal spiking, the fragments spiraling. I came here because I knew you’d need this.” She looked at me. “She needs both of us. The Heart and the Center.”

Jess made a sound – half laugh, half sob. “Since when is the shy bookworm running tactical operations?”

“Since the shy bookworm learned to read rooms instead of just books.” Emma knelt beside me, close enough that I could smell her – clean, simple, the faint vanilla of her shampoo. Her auburn hair fell forward, brushing Jess’s arm. “You helped me see my own fragments during the strategy meeting. You’re the reason I understand what I am in this group. Let me help you now.”

Jess’s hand found Emma’s. The fragment reader and the heart, linked by their bond to the same man.

“Okay,” Jess whispered. “Okay.”



I lifted Jess off the floor. She was lighter than expected – all that confidence and intensity packed into a frame that was curves and softness under the punk armor. Her full D-cups pressed against my chest as she wrapped her arms around my neck. The metal of her nipple piercings was a firm pressure even through her shirt.

“Upstairs?” She had a small apartment above the shop. I’d seen it during fragments – messy, artistic, walls covered in sketches.

“Upstairs.”

The staircase was narrow. Emma followed, her hand on the small of my back – a grounding gesture, Emma keeping contact with me while I carried Jess.

Jess’s apartment was exactly what I’d expected. Studio layout, bed against the far wall, every surface covered in art – sketches pinned to corkboards, paintings leaning against walls, a desk overflowing with pencils and ink bottles. The walls were dark purple. String lights provided the only illumination. It looked like the inside of Jess Moran’s head – chaotic, beautiful, and haunted by images she couldn’t explain.

I set Jess on the bed. She sat on the edge, legs folded under her, still trembling. The fragments hadn’t stopped – I could see them in her eyes, the way her focus kept shifting to things that weren’t in the room.

Emma sat beside her. Took her hand again.

“I’m going to tell you what I see,” Emma said quietly. “Through the bond. You’re spiraling because you’re trying to process everything alone. You don’t have to. Let Alex anchor you, and let me translate.”

“Translate?”

“I’m the Heart. I feel what everyone feels. And right now, I feel you breaking apart because you’ve been the Mystery for so long that you forgot you’re also just a person who needs to be held.”

Jess stared at Emma. Then she made a sound that was definitely a sob, despite the combat boots and the tattoos and the twelve years of building walls against a world that thought her dreams were delusions.

I sat on her other side. Two women, one man, the fragment reader between us. The warmth of Bond Resonance saturating the small room.

“Tell me what you need,” I said.

“Make it quiet,” she whispered. “Make everything quiet except you.”

I kissed her.

Not gentle. Not exploratory. I kissed Jess Moran the way you kiss someone who’s drowning – firm, anchoring, a physical declaration that this moment was real and everything else could wait. My hand found the back of her neck, fingers threading into that wild dark hair with its teal streaks, gripping and pulling her closer.

She responded immediately. The wild card energy that defined her in everything else translated directly into how she kissed – fierce, demanding, her tongue against mine, her teeth catching my lower lip. She tasted like black coffee and chapstick and raw desperation. She’d been seeing ghosts for two weeks and needed something solid to hold onto.

Emma moved behind Jess. I felt the shift through the bond – Emma repositioning, her hands finding Jess’s shoulders, beginning to work the tension from muscles that had been knotted with fragment overload for hours.

“I can feel them quieting,” Jess murmured against my mouth. “The fragments. They’re still there, but your resonance is… drowning them out.”

“Good.” I pulled her cropped band tee up. She raised her arms, letting me strip it off.

And there she was. Jess Moran’s upper body bared – pale skin covered in tattoos, sleeves on both arms that told stories I’d been learning to read. A piece on her ribs that I hadn’t seen before – a bird in flight, done in watercolor style, wings spread. Her full D-cup tits were exactly as spectacular unbound as they were through thin fabric – heavy, natural, gravity-defiant in the way that certain bodies simply were. And the piercings. Silver barbells through both nipples, catching the string lights, turning her already beautiful breasts into something that straddled the line between art and provocation.

My cock hardened instantly. Three thousand years of experience and the sight of Jess Moran’s pierced tits still hit like a fist to the gut.

“Staring,” she said. The ghost of her usual smirk.

“Appreciating.”

Emma leaned forward from behind, her chin on Jess’s shoulder. Her pale blue eyes tracked across Jess’s body with quiet attention. She’d written countless descriptions of female beauty but was seeing it in person from this angle for the first time.

“You’re beautiful,” Emma said. Simple, honest, carrying no seduction. Just recognition.

Jess’s armor cracked. Not the combat armor – the emotional one. The last wall between the mystery she performed and the scared woman underneath.

“So are you,” Jess said. “Take your shirt off.”

Emma blushed. Pink flooding from cheeks to collarbones, the telltale flush that never lied. But she pulled her cardigan off, then unbuttoned her blouse with hands that only shook a little. Underneath was a simple cotton bra – white, unadorned, nothing like Jess’s deliberate aesthetic of exposure. But when it came off, Emma Walsh’s hidden C-cups were just as devastating as Jess’s D-cups for entirely different reasons. Full, soft, pale with pink nipples that were already stiffening from the cool air and the arousal both.

Two sets of breasts framing my vision. Tattooed D-cups with metal piercings. Hidden C-cups with shy pink peaks. Dark and light. Wild and soft. Jess and Emma, half-naked on a bed covered in sketches.

“Both of you,” I said. “On the bed. Now.”

The command cut through whatever hesitation remained. Jess moved to the center of the bed, stretching out on her back, teal-streaked hair fanning across the dark pillows. Emma followed, settling beside her, close enough that their arms touched.

I stripped my shirt off. Positioned myself over Jess, one knee between her thighs, and looked down at her.

“The fragments,” I said. “Still there?”

“Flickering. Like a TV with bad reception. You’re the main channel. Everything else is static.” Her hazel eyes found mine with an intensity that went beyond physical. “Keep going. Don’t stop. If you stop, the static comes back.”

I kissed her throat. Worked down, mouth tracing the line of her collarbone, finding the edge of a tattoo – a serpent that coiled along her shoulder – and following it with my tongue, tasting the ink-marked skin. She was warm, slightly salt from the sweat of her fragment episode, and underneath the taste of her was something else. Something temporal. A fizzing sensation against my lips that my [Temporal Divergence] recognized as residual loop energy.

She arched under me when I reached her breasts. My mouth closed around her left nipple, and the barbell of her piercing was smooth and warm against my tongue – a ridge of metal bisecting the soft, yielding flesh, the contrast maddening. I pressed the barbell with the flat of my tongue, rolled it, and Jess’s entire body jolted like I’d flipped a switch. The combination of soft breast flesh and rigid silver created a feedback loop of sensation that was uniquely Jess – I could feel her heartbeat through the nipple, rapid and wild, and the piercing amplified every flick of my tongue into something electric.

“Fuck – Alex –” Her hand gripped my hair. Not directing. Hanging on. Her back arched, pushing more of her heavy breast into my mouth, the full weight of it soft against my face.

I sucked harder, pulling the pierced nipple deep, working the barbell with my tongue until she was writhing. My hand found her other breast, thumb and forefinger closing around the second barbell, rolling it, tugging gently, then harder when she moaned. The dual stimulation drew a sound from her that I’d never heard Jess make – high, uncontrolled, almost a keen, the wild card caught off guard by the intensity of her own body’s response. Her D-cups were hypersensitive with the piercings – every touch amplified, every tug transmitted through the metal to the dense nerve clusters beneath.

Emma watched. She was positioned beside Jess, propped on one elbow, those pale blue eyes wide behind glasses that were starting to fog at the edges. Her free hand rested on Jess’s stomach – a grounding touch, her fingertips tracing the tattoo on Jess’s ribs while I worked above.

“Help me with her jeans,” I said to Emma.

Emma moved with the quiet competence she’d developed since those first days – no longer the trembling virgin, but a woman who’d found her confidence through intimacy and was using it to help someone else find theirs. Her hands found the button of Jess’s ripped black jeans, worked them open, and together we peeled the tight denim down Jess’s tattooed legs – over the thick curves of her thighs, past the inked abstract patterns that wound around her calves.

Underneath: black lace underwear, soaked through. Not damp – saturated, the dark fabric clinging to the contours of her pussy with transparent, obscene clarity, every fold visible through the wet material. Tattoos continued down her thighs, the ink following the generous curves like vines climbing a wall.

I pulled the underwear off, peeling the soaked lace from between her legs with a wet sound that made Emma’s cheeks flush. Jess Moran naked was a landscape of art and flesh – every curve decorated with ink, every surface a canvas she’d chosen to mark. Her pussy was neatly trimmed, the dark hair a narrow strip, her folds swollen and glistening, her clit already peeking from its hood, flushed and engorged. The musky scent of her arousal cut through the incense and paint-thinner smell of her studio apartment – raw, sharp, alive.

“Emma,” I said. “Hold her hands.”

Emma understood. She shifted, positioned herself at Jess’s head, and took both of Jess’s hands in hers, lacing their fingers together above Jess’s wild dark hair. Emma’s bare breasts hung above Jess’s face as she leaned forward – full, soft, pale against Jess’s tattooed arms. Emma anchoring Jess while I took control.

I went down on Jess with three millennia of focused intent.

My mouth found her clit – sealed my lips over the swollen bud and sucked – and she screamed. Not the controlled, sardonic sound of Jess performing – a raw, unfiltered scream that rattled the sketches on the walls. She was so sensitive from the fragment overload that every nerve ending was amplified to breaking. My tongue against her clit drew reactions that were almost violent – her hips bucking off the mattress hard enough to lift me with them, her thighs clamping around my head like a vice, her fingers crushing Emma’s until Emma winced.

I tasted her fully – tangy, sharp, intoxicating, the charged intensity of a woman whose body was a conduit for temporal energy. I dragged my tongue flat through her slit, parting the swollen lips, lapping at the slickness that was already running down to the sheets beneath her.

“Oh god oh fuck oh – Alex – I can see – the fragments are – they’re ORGANIZING –”

I didn’t stop. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked with rhythmic pulses while sliding two fingers inside her. She was soaked – not just wet but drenched, her pussy gripping my fingers with muscular contractions that matched the rhythm of her fragment surges, the walls hot and slick and pulsing around me. Her arousal coated my fingers instantly, running down my hand to my wrist. I curled my fingers forward, finding the swollen spongy ridge on her front wall, and pressed firmly.

Jess’s back arched off the bed like she’d been electrified. Her pussy clamped down on my fingers so hard I felt the joints compress.

“THE DOOR – I can feel the Soulbound door – Alex, don’t stop, please don’t stop –”

Emma held her down. The quiet bookworm pressing her weight onto Jess’s shoulders, pinning her to the mattress, using her grip to keep the tattooed wild card anchored to the physical world while I worked her toward a threshold that was both orgasmic and metaphysical.

I added a third finger, stretching her wider, and her moan was guttural, animal. I fucked her with my hand – three fingers pumping into her soaked pussy in a fast, curling rhythm while my tongue maintained relentless pressure on her clit. The wet sounds were obscene – squelching, sucking, the slick noise of my fingers driving into her, Jess’s arousal coating my chin, my neck, dripping in rivulets onto the dark sheets beneath her. Her taste was sharp, musky, alive with the charged intensity of a woman whose entire body was vibrating between two states of existence.

“I need you,” she gasped, her voice cracking. “Inside me. Now. The fingers aren’t – I need YOU. The Bond Resonance is stronger through –”

I knew. The resonance amplified through the most intimate physical connection. The same principle that had pushed Sophie to Soulbound, that had locked Becca into permanence.

I stripped my remaining clothes. My cock was hard enough to ache – swollen, the head flushed dark, a thread of precum hanging from the tip. The combination of Jess’s taste still sharp on my lips, Emma’s soft presence beside us, and the primal knowledge of what was about to happen had me harder than I could remember being.

I positioned myself between Jess’s tattooed thighs. She looked up at me with those hazel eyes – wild, desperate, terrified, wanting. The woman who’d been a mystery to me for thirty centuries, laid bare in every sense, her full tits rising and falling with rapid breaths, the piercings glinting, her pussy glistening and open between spread legs.

“Look at me,” I said. “Stay with me. Not the fragments. Me.”

“You,” she repeated. She reached down between us and wrapped her fingers around my cock, guiding me to her entrance. The touch of her hand – tattooed fingers, multiple rings, cool metal against hot flesh – sent a jolt up my spine.

I pushed inside her.

The sensation hit us both simultaneously. Her pussy was tight – tighter than I’d expected, the three fingers of preparation notwithstanding – and the wet heat of her swallowed me inch by inch, her walls stretching around my shaft, gripping and releasing in fluttering pulses that matched the chaotic rhythm of her fragments. I sank deeper, feeling her body yield and then clench, yield and clench, until I was buried to the hilt and the swollen head of my cock pressed against her deepest point. The Bond Resonance flared – I felt it erupting through the connection point, warmth and light and the shared frequency of two people who’d been linked across temporal dimensions finally joined in the most fundamental way.

“ALEX –” Her voice broke. Shattered. Her pussy clenched around me so hard it was almost pain, her nails raking down my arms hard enough to draw blood. “I can see everything – your loop, your three thousand years – I can see the day you broke free – I can feel what you felt when Sophie found you –”

“Stay with me. Right here. Right now.”

I began to move. Slow at first – long, deep strokes that let her feel every inch, withdrawing until the ridge of my cockhead caught at her entrance before pushing back in to the root. Her legs wrapped around my hips, pulling me deeper with the desperate strength of her thick thighs. Those heavy, pierced tits bounced with every thrust, the barbells catching the string lights and flashing silver with each impact, her nipples dark and stiff around the metal.

Emma was beside us now. She’d shed her remaining clothes at some point – I saw her pale, soft body in my peripheral vision, those surprising C-cups swaying as she shifted, the wide hips she’d spent years hiding now bare and unapologetic. She lay on her side next to Jess, one hand still in Jess’s, the other resting on my shoulder, her fingertips digging into my muscle with each thrust. The Heart maintaining contact with both of us, channeling her empathic bond energy into the connection. I felt the warmth of her breast against my arm, the softness of it, and the triple intimacy – inside Jess, touching Emma, connected to both – amplified the Bond Resonance into something almost blinding.

“I can feel what she feels,” Emma whispered, her eyes huge, glazed, her free hand sliding down to press against her own belly as if she could feel the echo of my cock inside Jess through the resonance. “Through the bond. Alex, it’s like – I can feel you inside her. Not physically. Through the resonance. It’s –” She shuddered. “It’s incredible.”

The triple connection amplified everything. My Bond Resonance wasn’t just reaching Jess – it was routing through Emma, gaining the emotional clarity of Emma’s channel before hitting Jess’s fragment-overloaded system like a focused beam instead of scattered warmth.

I increased the pace. Deeper. Harder. The bed rocked against the wall, rattling the pinned sketches. Jess met every thrust, her hips rising to take me fully, slamming back against me, her pussy clenching with rhythmic intensity that bordered on milking. The wet sounds of our fucking filled the small apartment – the slap of my hips against her thighs, the obscene squelch of her soaked pussy around my cock, the musical jingle of her nipple piercings swaying with each impact, the desperate catches of her breathing. Her arousal had soaked us both, glistening on my shaft, my thighs, running down the crack of her ass to pool on the dark sheets.

“Tell me what you see,” I commanded. Keeping her focused. Keeping her present. I punctuated the command with a deep, grinding thrust that pressed my pelvis against her clit.

“I see – us. Not fragments. Us. Real. Present. The door is opening – Alex, the Soulbound threshold is –”

I shifted angles. Gripped her tattooed thighs, pushed them back toward her chest, folding her, opening her wider than before. In this position, I could see everything – my cock buried in her pussy, her swollen lips stretched tight around my shaft, the slick mess of her arousal coating us both. I drove into her at the angle that hit her G-spot with every stroke, the head of my cock dragging across that swollen ridge with merciless precision. She writhed beneath me, incoherent, the wild card stripped of every defense, every mask, every carefully constructed layer of mystery and attitude. Her tits shook with each impact, the piercings flashing. What remained was just Jess. A woman who’d been haunted by dreams for eight years, who’d spent her whole life feeling crazy, who’d finally found the source of everything she’d seen in the dark – and was choosing to let him in.

“Come,” I said. “Let it happen.”

“I – it’s too much – the fragments and the resonance and you’re so deep – I can feel you everywhere –”

“Let it happen, Jess.”

She broke.

The orgasm and the Soulbound threshold hit at the same instant – but not the violent shattering I’d felt when Becca crossed over. This was different. A focusing. A clarification. The wild fragments that had been screaming through her system suddenly organized, aligned, clicking into place like a lens resolving a blurred image into crystal clarity.

She screamed my name – raw, torn from somewhere deep, her voice breaking on the last syllable. Her pussy clamped down on my cock in rhythmic, devastating contractions – squeeze, release, squeeze, release – each one stronger than the last, the walls rippling around me, milking my shaft with involuntary force. Her whole body shook, her tattooed skin sheened with sweat, her tits heaving, the piercings glinting wildly. Not the trembling of fragment overload but the trembling of revelation. I felt it through the Bond Resonance: the door she’d been describing swinging wide open, flooding her with something that wasn’t noise anymore. Her pussy gushed around me, a hot flood of her climax soaking us both, running down to stain the sheets.

It was sight. Clear, controlled, chosen.

The Soulbound threshold breaking pulled my climax out of me like a physical force – my cock pulsed deep inside her, each throb emptying thick and hot into her still-convulsing pussy, the sensation of her walls milking me through the release almost unbearable in its intensity. I buried myself to the hilt and came with a groan that rattled in my chest, my hips jerking with each pulse, her legs locked around me in an iron grip. Emma’s hand on my shoulder transferred a pulse of empathic energy that tripled the intensity – I felt it bloom through the triple connection, felt Emma gasp as the echo of my orgasm hit her through the resonance, her fingernails biting into my skin. My vision went white at the edges. Through the resonance, I felt Jess’s fragments align, felt the chaos crystallize into clarity, felt the exact moment the door she’d described swung open.

[SOULBOUND ACHIEVED: JESS MORAN]
Bond: 1000/1000 (Maximum)
Status: PERMANENT
Previous: 800/1000 (Love)

Shared Ability Unlocked: [Fragment Mastery]
Effect: Intentionally access loop echoes and
survivors' temporal imprints. Control what
you see. Direct fragment focus instead of
passive reception.

Note: Soulbound achieved through FFM intimacy
with established Soulbound partner (Emma Walsh).
Bond Resonance output: MAXIMUM.
Both participants at or above Love threshold.

[HAREM STATUS: 5/5 SOULBOUND]
Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Jess Moran -- SOULBOUND (1000) [NEW]
Anya Kovar -- Trust (400)

Jess gasped.

Not from the orgasm aftershocks – from the ability. Her eyes flew open, and they were different. The same hazel, the same intensity, but focused. Controlled. Like someone who’d been looking through a kaleidoscope their entire life had suddenly found a telescope.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh my god.”

“What is it?” Emma asked, still holding her hand.

“I can see clearly now. The fragments – they’re not random. They’re channels. I can choose which one to follow.” Her eyes moved rapidly, tracking things invisible to us. “I can feel… everything. But it’s not overwhelming anymore. It’s organized. Like someone took the static off a thousand televisions and gave me a remote control.”

“What channels are available?” I asked.

“Survivor imprints. Yours is the brightest – three thousand years of temporal data, a tower of signal that I could read for years and never finish. Anya’s is next, colder, more compressed. The Observer’s is –” She paused, her eyes widening. “I can see the Observer. Right now. She’s on campus, near the bell tower. And inside her – the woman inside –”

Jess went rigid.

“She was like us,” Jess whispered. “Alex, I can see who she WAS.”

The fragment energy shifted. I felt it through the Soulbound connection – a cold channel opening, drawing from the Observer’s proximity, pulling data that Jess’s upgraded ability could now process without the static and chaos.

“Tell me,” I said.

Jess’s hazel eyes were luminous, her pupils dilated with the intake of temporal information. She gripped Emma’s hand tighter – anchoring herself to the physical world while her upgraded ability plunged into depths that had been locked to her before.

“She was survivor number three. One of the first. Her loop – Alex, her loop was LONG. Longer than yours. Much longer. And she looped alone. No bonds. No connections. No warmth. Just centuries upon centuries of the same day, the same death, the same waking up, alone.”

Emma’s hand tightened on mine. Her pale blue eyes were bright with tears she wasn’t trying to hide – the Heart processing the horror through empathy rather than analysis.

“And then she broke free,” Jess continued, her voice dropping. “And she was alone outside the loop too. No System bonds. No other survivors. Nothing but freedom and emptiness. And the entity came to her. Not as a test. As an offer. Purpose. Function. An end to the silence. She said yes because what else was she going to say after that much loneliness?”

“Can you see when?” Emma asked softly. “How long ago the entity absorbed her?”

“The temporal markers are blurred – the entity defends that data aggressively. But it was a long time ago. She’s been the Observer for… a significant portion of human history. Walking through territories, delivering messages, watching survivors live and fail and die, and somewhere inside her the woman who once laughed in a Mediterranean courtyard is screaming to be let out.” Jess’s voice cracked. “She can feel my ability touching her. Right now. She knows I’m looking. And she’s – god, Emma, she’s trying to send something back. Through the block. A feeling. Gratitude. The same gratitude she pushed to me near the bell tower, but clearer now. Like she’s saying thank you for seeing me.”

The weight of it filled the room. Three people in a bed, surrounded by sketches and string lights, processing the existential horror of a woman who’d traded her humanity for relief from isolation.

“Can you see more?” I asked. “Her name? Her loop details?”

“Not yet. The entity is blocking details – actively defending the conversion data. But I can feel her presence now, clearly, without the overload. I can reach for her intentionally instead of being overwhelmed by the spillover.” Jess looked at me with new eyes – the Mystery who’d finally claimed mastery over her own mystery. “She’s in there, Alex. And with [Fragment Mastery], I can try to reach her. Methodically. Carefully.”

“Not tonight.”

“No. Not tonight.” She looked down at herself – naked, sweaty, tattooed, with my cum still warm inside her. Then at Emma, who was curled against her other side, soft and pale and bare. Then at me.

“I haven’t lost control like that since I was fifteen,” she said. “When the dreams first started and I thought I was going insane.”

“You were never insane.”

“I know that now.” She pressed her forehead against my chest. I felt the cool metal of her nose stud against my skin. “I can see clearly, Alex. For the first time in my life, I can see clearly. And it’s because of you. Both of you.”

She reached for Emma’s hand across my chest. Emma took it without hesitation – the shy bookworm and the tattooed wild card, linked by their shared devotion and what they’d just experienced together.

“You stayed,” Jess said to Emma. “When I was spiraling. You came to the shop and you stayed.”

“Of course I stayed.”

“That’s not ‘of course.’ Nobody stays when I spiral. My therapist discharged me. My ex-boyfriend told me I was too intense. My own mother suggested medication instead of conversation.” Jess’s jaw tightened. “You came to pick up a sketch and found me having a psychic breakdown on the floor, and you didn’t run. You called Alex and you held your ground.”

“Because you’re worth holding ground for.” Emma said it simply, the way she said everything – without performance, without agenda. Just truth delivered in the quiet voice of a woman who’d spent twenty years being invisible and had learned that honesty was the only currency that mattered.

Jess’s eyes went bright. “You’re going to make me cry.”

“You’re already crying.”

“Shut up.” But she was smiling – a real, full smile that transformed her face from the cryptic wild card into someone younger, softer, unburdened.

Emma, too exhausted to blush, too overwhelmed by the shared resonance experience: “I could feel everything. Through the bond. When you were inside her – I felt it. Like an echo. Not physical sensation, but emotional intensity.”

“That’s the Bond Resonance feedback,” I said. “Five Soulbound connections create a network. What one feels, all feel. Echoes, not direct transmission, but clear enough.”

“Sophie is going to feel this,” Emma said. “And Rachel. And Becca.”

“They already do. Sophie probably texted me two minutes ago.”

I checked my phone. Sophie, three minutes ago: What the HELL just happened? I felt a Bond surge that nearly knocked me off the couch.

I typed back: Jess hit Soulbound. Fragment Mastery unlocked. 5/5.

Her reply was immediate: FIVE FOR FIVE. Tell her welcome to the club. And tell Emma I’m proud of her.

I showed the text to both of them. Emma blushed – there it was, the pink flush that went from cheeks to chest. Jess laughed. A real laugh, surprised out of her, the sound of drowning suddenly giving way to air. Blessedly, she was in control of the volume.

“Five for five,” Jess repeated. “All Soulbound. The original five, locked in.”

“And one more working on it,” I said.

“Anya.” Jess’s eyes went thoughtful – the new [Fragment Mastery] working, processing information with clarity instead of chaos. “She’s at her motel. I can sense her signature. It’s… different from ours. Colder. But there’s warmth in it now. A thread. Your Bond Resonance, reaching through her combat System.”

“Can you read her fragments?”

“Not without trying, and I won’t try without permission. That’s – that’s the difference. Before, everything flooded in. Now I choose the door.” She touched her temples – the same gesture she’d been using to hold back the chaos, but now gentle, exploratory. “I choose.”

We lay together in the aftermath. Jess on my left, tattooed and pierced and wild even in stillness. Emma on my right, soft and pale and warm, glowing with the knowledge that she’d helped build something bigger than herself. The Bond Resonance hummed through all five Soulbound connections – Sophie somewhere on campus, Rachel at her apartment, Becca in her room, all of them feeling the echo of what had just happened.

Every bond locked in. Every connection permanent. A foundation strong enough to withstand whatever the entity designed next.

And one mystery solved: Jess Moran wasn’t crazy. She was the most powerful temporal reader any of us had ever encountered, and now she could aim instead of just receive.

My phone buzzed again. Becca: I just felt something through the bond that made my Social Perception spike. Whatever you three just did, it registered on my emotional radar from across campus.

Then Rachel: Alex, the Bond Resonance pulse was detectable from my apartment. Is everyone safe?

Then Sophie again: Tell Jess I want a full debrief tomorrow. Fragment Mastery details, range, limitations. Team captain needs data.

I showed Jess the messages. She read them with her new, clear eyes – the eyes of a woman who’d spent eight years feeling broken and had just discovered she was built for something extraordinary.

“Your women are ridiculous,” she said.

“Our women,” Emma corrected quietly.

Jess looked at her. Two women linked by shared experience and shared devotion to the same man.

“Our women,” Jess agreed.

I pulled them both closer. The string lights hummed. The sketches on the walls – including one of a woman with short dark hair and gray eyes, running through cobblestone streets – watched from their pins. Somewhere on campus, the Entity Observer stood near the bell tower, and inside her, a woman who’d been silent for longer than anyone knew was about to have someone who could actually hear her.

Tomorrow. Tonight, we’d rest.

Jess’s eyes were already closing, the first peaceful sleep she’d had since the fragment overload began. Emma was already half-gone, glasses folded on the nightstand, auburn hair spread across the pillow.

I lay between them and let the quiet settle over Jess’s studio like snow.


Chapter 17: Revelation

Monday morning. Sixteen days post-loop. The first Monday that felt like a day instead of a countdown.

Victor left at dawn.

I stood in the motel parking lot with Anya, watching him load a single duffel bag into a rental car with the efficient minimalism of a man who’d spent eight centuries learning to travel light. The morning was gray, overcast, the kind of sky that made everything feel transitional.

“Intelligence documents are in the shared drive,” Victor said. “Encrypted. Key phrase is the name of the tea house I mentioned – you’ll remember. Sixteen survivor profiles, eight confirmed territories, six possible dark zones. Update me weekly.”

“Weekly,” I confirmed.

“And Anya.” He turned to her. Those dark, controlled eyes softening by a fraction. “The periodic check-ins. Both of us. If either of us starts displaying absorption-trajectory behaviors –”

“We intervene. I remember.” Anya stood beside me in her usual fitted dark layers, arms crossed, gray eyes holding Victor’s with the intensity of someone watching the only other person who truly understood her isolation walk out of her life. “Don’t die in the Pacific Northwest, Victor.”

“I survived 847 years in a Tokyo loop. Washington State holds limited threat.” His almost-smile reached his eyes. “Stay with him, Anya. What he’s built here – it’s worth standing still for.”

He got in the car. Adjusted his mirrors with military precision. Drove away without looking back, because eight centuries of discipline had taught him that looking back was wasted motion.

We watched until the car disappeared around the corner.

“He’ll be fine,” I said.

“He’ll be alone,” Anya corrected. “That’s different.”

She was right. That distinction hung between us as we walked back toward campus in the gray morning light.



Rachel’s apartment. Ten AM. The full team minus one.

Sophie had reorganized Rachel’s living room into a briefing space – whiteboard borrowed from the psychology department, chairs arranged in a semicircle, Rachel’s kitchen table serving as the operations desk. Sophie stood at the whiteboard in her default uniform – compression shorts, tank top, ponytail, those tanned athletic legs planted in a power stance that said this is my briefing room now.

Rachel sat at the table, professional even at home – dark slacks, silk blouse, reading glasses. Her dark brown hair was tucked behind one ear, D-cups straining her blouse in the way that made it impossible not to notice even in a tactical meeting. She had a notepad open, pen ready.

Emma sat cross-legged on the couch, a laptop on her knees, fingers already typing. The analyst. Her auburn hair was pulled back today, revealing the fine bones of her face, pale blue eyes alert behind her glasses.

Becca occupied the armchair, legs crossed, phone in hand but screen dark for once. She’d come in designer athleisure – fitted crop top showing her toned midriff, high-waisted leggings that sculpted her perfect body. Since her Soulbound, she’d been quieter. Not subdued – attuned. Her [Social Perception] reading the emotional temperature of every person in the room.

Jess sat on the floor, back against the couch, legs stretched out. Black jeans, combat boots, a thin dark tee that left nothing to imagination – her pierced nipples pressing through the fabric as a casual fact of her existence. Her teal-streaked hair was messy, her eyeliner fresh. But her eyes were different today. Focused. Clear. The kaleidoscope replaced by the telescope.

Anya leaned against the wall near the door. Always near exits. The habit she hadn’t broken and might never break.

“Five Soulbound,” Sophie began, uncapping a marker. “The original five are locked in. Anya at Trust. Victor allied and departed.” She wrote the names on the board with the efficiency of a coach diagramming plays. “New ability: Jess’s [Fragment Mastery]. Jess, the floor is yours.”

Jess stood. The room’s attention shifted to her – the woman who’d been the wildcard, the unreadable mystery, now holding the most powerful intelligence tool any of us possessed.

“[Fragment Mastery] is different from [Intuitive Resonance],” Jess said. “Before, I was a radio receiver stuck on scan – picking up every signal within range, no filter, no control. Now I’m a satellite dish. I can aim.”

“Aim at what?” Rachel asked, pen poised.

“Temporal imprints. Loop echoes. Survivor signatures. Anything that leaves a mark in the temporal field.” She paused. “Including things the entity would prefer I didn’t see.”

The room went quiet.

“Last night, during the Soulbound experience, I caught a clear image of the Entity Observer’s buried consciousness. This morning, before coming here, I tested the ability deliberately. I focused on the Observer’s signature – she was near the library – and I was able to sustain a controlled fragment reading for about thirty seconds before the entity’s defenses pushed me out.”

“Thirty seconds is extraordinary,” Rachel said. “What did you see?”

“Enough to change everything we think we know about the entity’s purpose.” Jess met my eyes. I nodded. We’d discussed this on the walk over.

“The Entity Observer was Survivor Number Three,” Jess said. “One of the earliest humans to enter a loop. Her loop predates Alex’s by a significant margin – I couldn’t get exact numbers – the entity is actively defending that data – but the subjective duration was immense. Much longer than yours, Alex. The scale of it…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “I can’t quantify it. But it felt vast. Far longer than Victor’s preliminary estimate. His number was wrong – way too low.”

Rachel’s pen stopped. “Victor’s intelligence was based on signal analysis, not direct observation. He was extrapolating from incomplete data.”

“And [Fragment Mastery] reads the actual temporal imprint,” Jess confirmed. “The real number is staggering.”

Silence.

Sophie’s marker froze mid-stroke. Emma’s typing ceased. Becca’s [Social Perception] must have been screaming, because her ice-blue eyes went wide with reflected emotional data from everyone in the room.

“Thousands of years,” Anya said from the wall. Her voice was flat. Controlled. The voice of someone processing information that hit very close to home. “In a loop. Alone.”

“Alone,” Jess confirmed. “Her System variant was similar to yours, Anya. Combat-temporal. No bonds. No warmth. Cold utility. She survived her loop through discipline and skill, the same way you did. And when she broke free –”

“She was still alone,” Anya finished.

“She was still alone. And the entity came to her. Not as a captor or a torturer – as an employer. It offered her purpose. Function. Integration into its observation network. She would become its voice, its eyes, its mouthpiece in territories where it needed direct communication with subjects.”

“And she said yes,” I said. “Because after that many millennia of nothing, even losing yourself was better than one more day of silence.”

Rachel took her glasses off. Cleaned them. Put them back on. The gesture she used when processing something that challenged her entire framework.

“This changes the model,” Rachel said carefully. “I theorized that the entity rewards builders. That isolation leads to failure. But this goes further. Isolation doesn’t just lead to stagnation – it leads to absorption. The entity doesn’t punish loners. It recruits them.”

“Recruits is the wrong word,” Jess said. “It’s more like… salvage. She was breaking apart. The loop destroyed her humanity piece by piece over millennia, and what the entity offered was a framework to hold the pieces together. She didn’t join the entity. She was absorbed into it. The difference matters.”

“Because absorption isn’t voluntary in any meaningful sense,” Rachel continued, leaning forward. “You can’t give informed consent when you’ve been psychologically destroyed by millennia of isolation. The entity offered the only option that seemed bearable. That’s coercion through manufactured desperation.”

“Which means the same threat applies to every isolated survivor,” Emma said quietly. She’d stopped typing. Her pale blue eyes were serious behind her glasses. “Victor. The survivors in Cairo and Seoul. The one who went dark in Montana. And –”

Everyone looked at Anya.

She stood very still against the wall. Gray eyes fixed on a point across the room that nobody else could see. Her face was set in the stone-carved expression she wore when processing things she didn’t want to feel.

“I was on the same path,” she said. The words came out flat. Tactical. As if she were describing someone else’s mission parameters. “Twelve hundred years in a loop. Alone. Combat System, no bonds. Fourteen months post-loop, traveling alone. The same trajectory as Survivor Three.”

“Anya –” I started.

“The math is clear.” She cut me off with surgical precision – she’d rather face a firing squad than accept pity. “If I hadn’t tracked the convergence here. If I’d gone to Seoul instead. If I’d continued alone for another year, or five, or twenty – eventually the entity would have come to me with the same offer. And I would have said yes. Because discipline is a finite resource, and loneliness is infinite.”

The room held its breath.

“But you didn’t go to Seoul,” Sophie said. Not with sympathy – with the directness of a team captain stating facts. “You came here. You’re not alone anymore.”

“I’m aware.”

“Then stop looking at this as your obituary and start looking at it as your escape route.” Sophie turned to the whiteboard and wrote in large letters: ISOLATION = ABSORPTION. BONDS = PROTECTION. “This isn’t just emotional support theory. This is survival strategy. Alex’s bond network isn’t a luxury. It’s armor.”

Rachel nodded. “Construction and isolation are two sides of the same experimental design. Subjects who build generate complex data worth studying. Subjects who break down get recycled into infrastructure. Either way, the entity profits.”

“Which means expanding the bond network isn’t just about Alex’s harem,” Emma said, her analytical mind spinning. “It’s about creating a resistance structure. Every survivor who connects is one less candidate for the entity’s salvage operation.”

“How many observers does the entity have?” Becca asked. First words she’d spoken. Her [Social Perception] had been working overtime, reading the emotional undercurrents of the room, and her voice carried authority. She’d processed everyone’s feelings and was now ready for logistics.

“I don’t know yet,” Jess said. “But I can find out. With [Fragment Mastery], I can probe the entity’s temporal field. Not deep – its defenses are formidable. But around the edges, where the information is less classified, I can map its structure. How many observers, where they’re stationed, which survivors are on the absorption trajectory.”

“Do it,” Sophie said. “But carefully. If the entity realizes you can read its classified data –”

“It already knows. It’s been watching since last night.” Jess’s hazel eyes flickered – the telescope adjusting. “I can feel its attention. Not hostile. Not yet. But very, very interested.”

The meeting continued for another hour. Rachel compiled analysis notes. Emma built a database of what Jess had learned. Sophie assigned follow-up tasks. Becca used her [Social Perception] to flag gaps in their emotional preparedness. And Anya stood against the wall, silent, processing something that went deeper than tactical planning.

She left before the meeting formally ended. I saw her slip out while Sophie was discussing communication protocols with Becca. She moved through the door with silent efficiency – a lifetime’s worth of practice at leaving rooms without being noticed.

I let her go. Some processing required solitude. Even when you’d just learned that solitude was the thing most likely to destroy you.



The rest of the day passed in the quiet rhythm of post-revelation adjustment. Sophie organized. Rachel analyzed. Emma documented. Becca monitored. Jess practiced – I found her at Moran’s Ink in the afternoon, sitting cross-legged on her tattoo chair, eyes closed, the gentle hum of [Fragment Mastery] visible in the way the air around her seemed to shimmer.

“Cairo,” she said without opening her eyes. “Female survivor. Loop duration approximately six hundred years. She’s struggling. Her System is support-class – something I haven’t seen before. She can amplify other people’s abilities but has no offensive capability of her own. She’s alone in a city of twenty million people and her ability is designed to help others.”

“Can you make contact?”

“Not directly. Fragment Mastery reads imprints, not transmits. I can see her, but I can’t talk to her.” She opened her eyes. “But I can give you intelligence. Location, System type, emotional state. Enough for someone to reach out.”

“Someone like Victor.”

“Victor’s the only one with the travel infrastructure. Add it to the alliance intelligence package.”

I would. I texted Victor the details. Another thread in the web we were weaving across a world that was bigger and stranger and more connected than any of us had realized.

I left Jess to her practice and walked campus. The afternoon was warm, early September settling into its rhythm. Students moved around me in the normal patterns of academic life – classes, study groups, coffee runs, laughter. None of them knew that the woman in white who sometimes appeared near the bell tower was a millennia-old prison. None of them knew that the lean, angular woman sitting alone on a bench near the athletics building had died more times than they could comprehend.

Anya. Still on campus. Still processing.

I almost approached her. Three thousand years of instinct said go, help, connect. But another instinct – one that understood warriors and solitude – said wait.

I waited.



Eleven PM. My dorm room. The campus outside my window was dark and quiet.

I was reviewing Victor’s intelligence documents when someone knocked on my door.

Not Sophie’s confident rhythm. Not Rachel’s measured double-knock. Not Emma’s tentative tap. Not Becca’s demanding strike. Not Jess’s irregular pattern.

A single knock. Hard. Decisive. The knock of a person who’d been standing outside the door for a long time, working up to the act.

I opened it.

Anya Kovar stood in the hallway, hair damp from rain that had started falling sometime in the last hour. She wore a simple black tank top and dark tactical pants, feet bare on the hallway carpet, which told me she’d come from somewhere close – possibly been sitting on the stairs for a while, shoes removed out of habit.

Her eyes were open in a way I hadn’t seen before. Not guarded. Not tactical. Not the controlled assessment of a combat survivor cataloguing threats and exits.

Open. Vulnerable. Terrified.

“I spent centuries on the same trajectory as the woman in white,” she said without preamble. Her voice was steady, but her hands – those trained, precise, warrior’s hands – were shaking. “Thousands of years alone and then absorbed. That was going to be me.”

“It’s not going to be you.”

“It could have been. It would have been, if I’d turned left instead of right in Seoul. If I’d gone to Montana instead of here. If I’d kept running instead of stopping.” She stepped inside. Not waiting for an invitation – crossing a threshold because she’d decided to cross it and nothing short of a closed door would have stopped her. “I’ve been sitting on your stairs for two hours trying to convince myself that this is a bad idea.”

“And?”

“It’s a terrible idea. You have five Soulbound bonds. I have a combat System that doesn’t support warmth. We’re different variants. This might accomplish nothing. My System might reject the resonance. Your bonds might not extend to someone whose entire architecture is built for isolation.”

“That’s a lot of reasons not to be here.”

“I know.” She stood in the middle of my room, rain-damp and barefoot and shaking, and for the first time I saw not the warrior, not the survivor, not the blade that had been sharpened by centuries of solitary violence – I saw the woman. The actual woman who’d died alone in Prague across more years than she could count and had never, not once, been held by someone who understood.

“I fought for twelve hundred years,” she said. “I survived everything the loop threw at me. Every death. Every reset. Every year that was exactly like the one before.” Her voice cracked. Not broke – cracked, like ice under pressure, the fracture spreading but the surface still holding. “I haven’t been this afraid since my first death.”

“Standing in my room?”

“Choosing to stay.”

I crossed the distance between us.

Not fast. Not aggressive. Three steps, measured, deliberate, giving her every chance to retreat. She didn’t. Her gaze tracked my approach with the combat awareness that would never fully shut off, cataloguing my body language, my trajectory, my intent – and finding nothing threatening. Nothing hostile. Just a man walking toward a woman who’d spent too long alone.

I stopped within arm’s reach.

“I’m going to kiss you,” I said. “And you’re going to let me. And then we’re going to find out what happens when two ancient Systems touch.”

Her chin lifted. That defiant angle that had survived centuries of Prague. “I don’t let anyone do anything.”

“Then choose it.”

One heartbeat. Two.

“I choose it,” she said.

I kissed her.

The sensation was unlike kissing any of the others. Not better or worse – different. Like kissing someone made of the same material as yourself. Two temporal beings, over four thousand combined years of isolation, meeting at the point of contact between his mouth and hers.

She tasted like rain and coffee and something underneath that was purely Anya – a sharp, clean edge, like biting into cold metal. Her lips were firm, not soft. She’d never learned to be gentle because her world had never rewarded gentleness.

She kissed like she fought – fierce, committed, meeting force with force. Her hands gripped my shirt, pulling me against her with the strength of a millennium of combat training. Her body pressed to mine was all lean muscle and heat, no softness anywhere, a weapon of a woman forged by time into something deadly and beautiful.

I gripped her hair. Short, dark, damp from rain. Pulled her head back, exposing her throat. She made a sound – not a gasp, not a moan, something rougher, something that came from a place she’d sealed shut since Prague.

“I’m going to take your clothes off,” I said against her jaw. “And then I’m going to show you what Bond Resonance feels like from the inside.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“It’s a promise.”

I stripped her tank top off. She helped – arms raised, efficient even now, the muscle memory of a woman who’d undressed and redressed thousands of times in the functional urgency of combat. But this wasn’t combat. And when the shirt cleared her head and she stood before me in a dark sports bra, lean shoulders bare, the faint post-loop scars catching the lamp light – the combat mask slipped.

Vulnerability. The thing she’d been armored against since 1683.

I unclasped her bra. Her breasts were small – barely a B-cup – but proportional to her lean frame, firm with muscle underneath, nipples dark and already tight. She wasn’t built like the others. She was built like a weapon. Every curve had purpose, every line served function, and the beauty was in the precision of her body – the way muscle flowed into bone, the way her waist narrowed above tactical pants, the way her arms carried the definition of a millennium of martial discipline.

“You’re staring,” she said. The words came out rougher than she’d intended.

“You’re worth staring at.”

“I’m not – I don’t have –” She gestured vaguely. A woman who’d spent centuries not caring about her body’s aesthetics suddenly aware that someone was looking at it with hunger. “I’m not soft.”

“I don’t want soft. I want you.”

Something broke in her eyes. Not her composure – something behind it. A wall that had been standing since the loop began, the assumption that nobody would ever look at her body and want it for anything other than what it could destroy.

I kissed her again. Harder. My hands found the waistband of her tactical pants and I pushed them down, taking the utilitarian underwear beneath. She kicked them aside and stood naked in my room – Anya Kovar, ancient and lean and scarred and angular and absolutely, devastatingly beautiful in the way that a blade is beautiful. Not soft. Not adorned. Honed.

The scars were everywhere post-loop – thin lines across her thighs, a longer mark on her left hip, the evidence of fourteen months of solitary survival written on her skin. I traced one with my thumb, running along a diagonal line across her ribs.

She flinched. Not from pain – from the intimacy of being touched gently by someone who wasn’t trying to kill her.

“When’s the last time someone touched you without violence behind it?” I asked.

Her jaw worked. “I don’t remember.”

“Then remember this.”

I guided her to the bed. She went, not because she’d been ordered or because she’d yielded – because she’d chosen to, and the distinction mattered more than anything. A warrior who could have broken my hold, reversed my position, rewound time itself to escape – choosing, with full agency and centuries of lethal capability, to lie back on my sheets and let someone touch her.

I started at her throat. Kissed down, slow, feeling the rapid drum of her pulse against my lips. Her hands gripped the sheets – the instinct to fight, to resist, to DO something, channeled into cotton instead of counterattacks.

“Breathe,” I said against her collarbone.

“I am breathing.”

“You’re holding your breath.”

“…okay.” She exhaled. The sound was shaky. Anya Kovar, who had faced death hundreds of thousands of times without flinching, shaking because a man was kissing her collarbone.

I took my time with her breasts. Small they were, but responsive – devastatingly so, as if centuries without touch had left every nerve ending primed and waiting. Her nipples hardened to sharp peaks under my tongue, the dark tips contracting into tight buds that I could feel pulsing with her heartbeat. When I sucked one into my mouth, tongue swirling around the stiff peak, she arched off the bed with a sound that was half gasp, half growl. A warrior’s pleasure noise. Nothing delicate about it. I bit gently and her hand shot to the back of my head, gripping my hair with a strength that would have hurt anyone who wasn’t enhanced.

I moved to the other breast, gave it the same attention – slower this time, my tongue tracing the underside of the small, firm mound before closing my lips around the nipple and sucking with steady pressure. Her chest hitched, her breathing going ragged, and the flush spreading down her throat to her chest was a revelation – color blooming on skin that had been pale and controlled for centuries.

My hand traveled lower. Over the flat planes of her stomach – every muscle defined, the eight-pack ridges of a fighter’s core, the surface tension of a body that was always coiled to strike. Over the jut of her hip bone, the hollow beside it. Down. Between her legs.

She was wet.

The discovery seemed to surprise her as much as me. Her eyes flew open, looking down at where my hand cupped her pussy, fingers resting against slick, swollen flesh, as if her own body’s response was a betrayal she hadn’t authorized. Her arousal had soaked through to her inner thighs – a thick, warm slickness that defied every wall she’d built.

“I don’t –” she started.

“Your body knows what it wants. Even if you forgot how to listen.”

I stroked her. Slow, deliberate, two fingers sliding through the wetness that centuries of defenses couldn’t prevent, parting her folds, exploring the terrain of her most intimate anatomy. Her clit was swollen, sensitive, a hard nub that jutted from beneath its hood – she jerked when I found it, hips bucking against my hand with involuntary intensity, her thighs clamping around my wrist before she forced them open again through sheer discipline.

“Alex –” The way she said my name was different from how anyone else said it. Not desperate like Becca, not surrendering like Rachel, not discovering like Emma, not wild like Jess. Anya said my name like she was testing whether the word was safe to say. Whether names were things she was allowed to have again. The syllables trembled on her lips, fragile as glass.

I pressed two fingers inside her. She was tight – incredibly tight, the muscles of her inner walls gripping my fingers with the same trained intensity that defined every other part of her body, clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that she clearly couldn’t control. The heat of her was extraordinary – scorching, like her body was generating warmth it had been hoarding for twelve hundred years. As I began to move, curling my fingers against the ridged spot on her front wall, her entire body responded like a system coming online for the first time. Her hips rolled into my hand, her pussy clenched and released, clenched and released, and a thin, desperate sound escaped her lips that she clearly wanted to swallow back.

“Oh,” she breathed. Her voice cracked on the single syllable. “That’s – your Bond Resonance. I can feel it. Through your fingers. Inside me.”

I could feel it too. The warmth spreading from the points of contact, my Bond Resonance pushing into her combat-only System through the most intimate connection possible. Like light entering a dark room through a crack in the door. I curled my fingers harder, pressed my thumb against her clit, and felt her thighs shake.

“More,” she said. Not asking. Commanding. Even here, even now, the warrior in her wanted to drive. Her hips ground against my hand, chasing the sensation, her pussy dripping around my fingers.

“No.” I withdrew my fingers slowly, dragging them across her g-spot on the way out, and she made a sound of protest – a whimper, small and shocked – that she immediately seemed furious at herself for making. Her cheeks flushed darker.

“We do this my way.”

Those steel-cut eyes blazed. “I don’t take orders.”

“You came to my room. You chose this. Now trust the choice.” I held her gaze, my wet fingers resting on her inner thigh, her own arousal glistening on my hand in the lamplight. “You’ve fought since Prague. You don’t need to fight right now.”

The moment stretched. I watched the war behind her eyes – the combatant who’d never submitted, the survivor who’d never trusted, fighting against the woman who’d walked barefoot through the rain and knocked on a door because she was terrified of becoming the thing in white.

Then she exhaled. Long, slow, the breath of surrender that wasn’t defeat. The exhale of a warrior laying down a weapon. Deliberately. Irreversibly.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Your way.”

I stripped. Jeans, boxers, all of it. Her gray eyes tracked downward with the frank assessment of someone who approached everything tactically – cataloguing length, thickness, the way my cock stood hard and straining toward her. Then her cheeks colored faintly, a flush rising on those sharp cheekbones, which told me that the assessment wasn’t purely clinical. Her gaze lingered on the swollen head, the thick vein along the underside, and her thighs pressed together in an unconscious clench.

“Last chance to rewind,” I said. The joke landed – her mouth twitched. Almost a smile. At the edge of everything, she could still almost smile.

“If I wanted to rewind, I would have done it when you told me I was breathing wrong.”

I positioned myself between her thighs, nudged them wider with my hips, and settled the head of my cock against her entrance. The slick heat of her folds parted around me, her wetness coating the tip, and even that minimal contact made her breath catch. I entered her slowly.

She gasped. Not the sounds I was used to from the others – not a moan or a cry or a scream. A gasp, sharp and short, the involuntary intake of someone experiencing a sensation they had no reference point for. Her pussy gripped me with staggering tightness, every muscle engaged, the walls clenching around the head of my cock as if her body was trying to decide whether to accept or resist. Twelve hundred years of fighting everything that tried to enter her – and now she was being asked to let something in.

“Let go,” I murmured.

“I’m trying.” Her jaw was clenched, the tendons in her neck standing out, her hands white-knuckled on the sheets.

“Stop trying. Just feel.”

I pushed deeper. Inch by inch, stretching her open around my shaft, feeling her body yield in slow increments. She was so tight that every fraction of progress was accompanied by a tremor through her lean frame, a soft hitch in her breathing. But she was wet enough that I slid through the resistance, her arousal easing the way despite her body’s instinctive grip. I could feel the Bond Resonance surging with every centimeter of connection, the warmth intensifying as more of me was inside her. And I felt it – the moment it happened. The warmth hitting her combat System like sunlight hitting stone that had been cold for centuries. Something inside her temporal architecture trembled, a vibration I felt through the bond like a struck tuning fork.

“I feel it,” she breathed. Her eyes went wide – not with pain, not with fear, but with the staggering recognition of warmth in a system designed for cold. “Your resonance. It’s inside me. Not just physically – my System. Something is responding that has never responded before.” Her pussy fluttered around me, the inner walls rippling in pulses that had nothing to do with muscle control and everything to do with her System recalibrating.

I began to move. Slow, deep strokes that let her feel every dimension of the connection – the drag of my cock against her tight walls, the fullness at the deepest point, the release as I withdrew to the tip. Her legs wrapped around me – instinct, combat instinct repurposed for intimacy, her strong thighs gripping my hips with enough force to lock me in place, heels pressing against the small of my back.

“Harder,” she said.

“Not yet.”

“Alex –”

“Trust me.”

She growled. An actual growl, low and feral, frustrated and aroused and desperate, and the sound vibrated through her body into mine, went straight to my cock, made me throb inside her. She felt the pulse and her eyes widened, her pussy clenching in response. I maintained the slow rhythm – deep, thorough, deliberate – while watching her walls crumble one by one.

The first fell when she stopped clenching the sheets and put her hands on my back instead. Contact. Voluntary contact. Her calloused warrior’s hands against my skin, fingers spreading, pulling me closer until our chests pressed together and her small, firm breasts flattened against me.

The second fell when she closed her eyes and stopped watching my face for threat assessment. The moment of darkness, of trust, of choosing not to monitor. Her lashes settled against her cheeks, and the vulnerability of that – the combat survivor choosing blindness – made my chest ache.

The third fell when she moaned. Low, long, wrenched from somewhere she’d forgotten she had. Not a gasp or a growl but a moan, throaty and helpless and human. The sound of twelve hundred years of silence breaking against the sensation of being physically, completely, undeniably connected to another person. Her pussy clenched around me as the sound escaped, as if her body was trying to pull me deeper, hold me inside her, refuse to let the warmth leave.

“Now,” I said, and drove into her hard.

She cried out. The change in pace – from measured to demanding – shattered whatever controlled response she’d been maintaining. Her head snapped back, her mouth falling open, a raw sound tearing from her throat as I filled her completely with force. I fucked her with the intensity of a man who’d waited millennia to find someone who understood, driving deep with each stroke, feeling the wet grip of her pussy fighting and welcoming me in alternating waves. She met me with the ferocity of a woman who’d waited just as long to find someone worth stopping for.

Her hips rose to meet every thrust with warrior’s precision, the impact of our bodies jolting through the bed frame. Her legs locked tighter. Her hands on my back found nails she’d never bothered filing and they dragged lines of fire across my shoulders, scoring the skin, drawing blood I could feel running in warm tracks. The sensation spiked through me – pain and pleasure and the raw electricity of two ancient beings discovering that their bodies still had this in them after all those centuries. The wet sound of my cock plunging into her soaked pussy filled the room – rhythmic, obscene, utterly unlike the silence she’d lived in.

“I can feel – everything,” she gasped between thrusts, her voice cracking on each impact. “Your bonds. Sophie. Rachel. The others. I can feel them through you. Through the resonance. They’re – they’re warm. How are they so warm?”

“Because they chose this. Like you’re choosing this.”

“I’m choosing this. God help me, I’m choosing this.” She pulled my face down to hers, kissed me with the desperation of a woman drinking water after years in a desert – open-mouthed, messy, her teeth catching my lip, her tongue pushing against mine. “Don’t stop. Whatever you do, don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I shifted angles, gripped her lean hips and lifted them off the mattress, and drove into her at the angle that pressed my cock directly against the spot my fingers had found earlier. The change hit her like electricity – her entire body arched like a bowstring, every muscle in her lean frame going rigid, and she screamed. Not the controlled combat shout of someone channeling force, not the tactical cry of a warrior engaging an enemy. The uncontrolled scream of a woman overwhelmed by pleasure she’d never allowed herself to feel, a sound ripped from the deepest, most locked-away part of her, twelve hundred years of suppressed sensation detonating at once. Her pussy clamped down on my cock so hard my vision tunneled.

She came apart beneath me with devastating force. I felt it in her pussy clenching rhythmically around my cock in violent, staccato contractions – squeeze, release, squeeze, release – each one milking my shaft as her body convulsed. I felt it in the way her entire frame locked and then released, her lean muscles spasming, her abs contracting in visible waves beneath her scarred skin. I felt it through the Bond Resonance as her combat System received a surge of warmth that it had no framework to process, the cold architecture of isolation flooded with heat it had never been designed to contain. She shook underneath me – full-body tremors, centuries of tension shattering at once, her body arching and breaking open in a way that had nothing to do with combat and everything to do with surrender. Her arousal soaked the sheets beneath us, her pussy gushing around my cock in hot pulses.

I came inside her. Deep, buried to the hilt, groaning her name against the sweat-slicked skin of her throat. My cock pulsed inside her clenching pussy, each throb emptying thick and hot, filling her with warmth she’d never known. The sensation of it – my cum flooding her while the bond flared between us, her walls squeezing around each pulse as if her body was determined to take everything I had – made her gasp again, her eyes flying open, something shifting in the gray depths that I couldn’t name but recognized.

Change. Her System was changing.
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She was shaking. Not from cold. Not from the orgasm, though the aftershocks still rippled through her body. From something deeper – the trembling of a person who’d held themselves rigid since the loop began and had finally, catastrophically, let go.

“I’ve fought for so long,” she said. Her voice was raw. Wrecked. The steel stripped away, leaving only the woman underneath. “I’ve survived everything the loop threw at me.”

She pressed her forehead against my chest. I felt her breath, ragged and hot against my skin. Felt the wetness of tears she probably didn’t know she was shedding.

“This is the scariest thing I’ve ever done,” she whispered.

I held her. Two arms, simple, complete. The way you hold someone who’s been alone for so long that the act of being held feels like learning a new language.

“Your Bond Resonance,” she said after a long time. Minutes. Maybe longer. Her voice was steadier now, though still raw at the edges. “It’s changing something in my System.”

“I felt it too.”

“Not just the bond level. The architecture. My System was built for cold utility – combat, survival, temporal manipulation. No warmth. No resonance. No connection protocols.” She lifted her head. Her gray eyes were luminous in the lamp light, wet with tears she’d never acknowledge. “But right now, something in my System is… rewriting. Like your Bond Resonance planted a seed and it’s growing.”

“Has that ever happened before? Between Systems?”

“I don’t know. There’s no reference point. Victor’s System never interacted with anyone else’s. The Observer’s System is – was – the entity’s. We might be the first two survivors whose Systems have ever touched.”

The implications branched outward like roots. If Bond Resonance could influence another survivor’s System architecture, could it eventually create bonds where none were designed to exist? Could Anya’s combat-only System evolve a bond interface? Could that evolution be the thing that kept her off the Observer’s trajectory?

“The entity is watching this,” I said.

“Undoubtedly.”

“It designed your System without bonds. It designed mine with them. And now the two designs are interacting in ways it didn’t predict.”

“Or ways it did predict and wanted to observe.” Her mouth almost smiled. “We’re still the experiment, Alex. Even this.”

“I know. But the experiment is producing results I like.”

She lay against me in the aftermath. Not curled – that wasn’t how Anya rested. She lay on her back, straight, efficient, taking up only the space she needed. But her hand found mine. Fingers interlacing. The calloused grip of a warrior holding hands with a man who’d taught her that not every touch had to end in violence.

My phone buzzed. I checked it with my free hand.

Sophie: New passive unlocked. I can feel it through the bond network. Temporal Resonance, +5 Strength. Anya-based.

Then: Also your emotional signature just went through the roof. Good night?

I typed back one-handed: She stayed.

Sophie’s response: Good. She needed to. Team captain approves.

I showed the message to Anya.

“Your woman is texting you about having sex with another woman,” Anya said. “And she approves.”

“Sophie approves of anything that makes the team stronger.”

“Is that what this is? Team building?”

“You tell me.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “It’s terrifying. That’s what it is.” She squeezed my hand. “But the alternative is becoming the woman in white. And I choose terrified over empty.”

She didn’t leave. That was the part that mattered. The warrior who could have stood up, gotten dressed, walked out, and resumed her centuries-old habit of solitary movement – she stayed. In my bed. Holding my hand. Breathing the slow, deep breaths of someone who was learning, for the first time since her loop broke, that safety was a place you could rest in rather than a perimeter you had to defend.

I lay beside her, feeling the pulse of five Soulbound bonds and one new Devotion-level connection, and filed another item on the list.


Chapter 18: Pressure

Tuesday morning. Seventeen days post-loop. The campus was awake and oblivious, students streaming between buildings in the rhythms of early September – backpacks, coffee cups, complaints about professors who assigned too much reading in the first week. Normal life happening around the edges of something they couldn’t see.

I couldn’t afford normal. Not today.

My phone had woken me at five AM with a text from an encrypted number – Victor’s relay, routed through three different anonymizers because even across state lines, the man operated like his Tokyo loop had been located inside an intelligence agency.

Marcus situation escalating. Entity Observer made contact with my territory perimeter at 0300 EST. Unusual. She’s never ranged this far from a subject cluster. Possible repositioning. Watch your flanks.

I read it twice. The Observer had appeared near Victor’s Pacific Northwest territory – over two thousand miles from Ridgemont – in the middle of the night. Either the entity had multiple observers (possible but never confirmed) or its single mouthpiece could move between territories at will.

Neither option was comforting.

The second message came at five-fifteen: Marcus hasn’t been recycled yet. His signal is still active in your territory. Motel perimeter. Unstable and getting worse. My assessment: he’s going to force a confrontation within 48 hours. He sees the evaluation deadline and he’s panicking.

I put the phone down and lay in the dark of my dorm room, listening to Anya breathe beside me.

She slept like a soldier – flat on her back, hands at her sides, occupying minimum space. Even unconscious, the habits of a thousand years held her body in efficient lines. But her face, in sleep, lost the steel. Her angular features softened. The set of her jaw relaxed. She looked, for a few hours each night, like the twenty-six-year-old she was supposed to be rather than the centuries-old warrior she’d become.

My Bond Resonance pulsed gently through the Devotion-level connection. Warm. Steady. The new passive – [Temporal Resonance], +5 Strength – hummed beneath my awareness like a furnace running at low. Combined with the five Soulbound connections, I was walking around with permanent bonuses across every stat category. My body had never been stronger, my mind never sharper, my perception never more attuned.

And I was going to need all of it.



Rachel’s apartment. Eight AM. War council.

Sophie had set up the operations room before I arrived – whiteboard updated, chairs arranged, fresh coffee from the machine Rachel had invested in after the third consecutive strategy meeting in her living room. The coffee was good. Rachel’s taste in everything was precise, considered – decades of selecting only what met her standards.

Rachel herself was at the kitchen table, laptop open, dark brown hair tucked behind one ear, reading glasses perched on her nose. She wore a fitted cream blouse that her D-cups strained against in the way that made professional attire look like it was losing a war with her body. Pencil skirt, stockings – the full armor of academic authority, even at home. She’d come from a morning lecture.

“Victor’s intelligence packet is decrypted,” she said without looking up. “I’ve cross-referenced his behavioral analysis of Marcus with the entity’s known evaluation parameters. My assessment: Marcus is exhibiting terminal-phase evaluation behavior.”

“Terminal-phase?” Emma asked from the couch. She’d arrived first, as usual, laptop already producing the documentation that had become the backbone of our intelligence operation. Auburn hair pulled back, glasses clean, wearing a fitted sweater that actually showed her figure – the gradual evolution from oversized invisibility to quiet confidence. Her C-cups were visible now, a shape she no longer tried to hide, and the change was both subtle and significant.

“The entity evaluates subjects within a defined window,” Rachel continued. “Victor’s data suggests the window for beta-enhancement subjects is approximately fourteen days. Marcus has been in-territory for eleven days. He’s failed to demonstrate ‘sufficient growth’ – the entity’s term – which means recycling is imminent unless he produces a dramatic result.”

“Dramatic result meaning what?” Sophie stood at the whiteboard in compression shorts and a sports bra, ponytail tight, those tanned athletic legs planted in the wide stance she used when coaching volleyball. She looked like she was about to diagram a play. She was.

“Meaning he proves himself by defeating the alpha subject whose territory he was assigned to. Meaning Alex.” Rachel met my eyes over the rim of her glasses. “You’re his final exam.”

The room absorbed that.

Becca spoke from the armchair, legs crossed, phone face-down on the armrest for once. Her blonde hair was in a loose bun, the casual elegance of someone who could look composed in sweatpants. She’d traded designer everything for fitted athleisure since the Soulbound – the ice queen’s armor shifting from fashion to function.

“My [Social Perception] picked up Marcus’s emotional signature at four AM,” she said. “He was at the motel. Pacing. The emotional output was…” She paused, choosing words. “Rage. Desperation. Fear. The combination reads like a cornered animal. He knows he’s running out of time and he’s concluded that attacking Alex is his only option.”

“Jess?” I turned to the floor, where Jess sat cross-legged, eyes half-closed, the soft shimmer of [Fragment Mastery] visible around her. Cropped band tee, ripped black jeans, nipple piercings pressing through the thin fabric. She looked like a punk rock psychic, which was essentially what she was.

“He’s been rehearsing attack scenarios in his room,” Jess said. “Fragment echoes show him pacing the same circuit – door to window, window to bathroom, bathroom to door – for six hours straight. He broke a chair around midnight. Two AM, he went outside, ran laps around the parking lot. His beta enhancement is burning through him – the power is consuming its own container.”

“How strong is he now?” Anya asked from her position against the wall. Near the exit. Always near the exit.

“Stronger than when you fought him,” Jess said to me. “The beta enhancement is non-linear. As it destabilizes, the power output increases. He’s trading longevity for intensity. Like a supernova – brighter because it’s dying.”

“Which makes him more dangerous, not less,” Anya said. “A dying star destroys everything in range.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Six women and one man, processing the reality that a superhuman combatant with nothing left to lose was going to attack within the next two days.

I stood at the center of the semicircle. The position I’d earned – not through declaration, but through the accumulated trust of every bond in the room. Every woman in this room had chosen me. Chosen this. And now I had to protect what they’d helped build.

“Sophie,” I said. “Battlefield coordination.”

She uncapped her marker. Ready.

“You and Rachel are my Soulbound pair with the longest joint experience. Your location sense through the bond tells you where I am at all times. Use it. During the engagement, I want you mobile – positioned high if possible, with visual lines to the combat zone. You relay information to the team. Who’s where. What’s moving. What’s changed.”

Sophie wrote it on the board. Coordinator. High ground. Bond sense active.

“Rachel.” I turned to her. “Strategic analysis. Your Intelligence boost sharpens my pattern recognition when you’re within fifty meters. I need you close enough for the passive to be active, but protected. No direct combat.”

“Agreed.” Rachel’s pen was already moving, annotating her own role in the margins of her notepad. “I’ll monitor from a secondary position. If his attack patterns become predictable, I’ll relay analysis through Sophie.”

“Emma.” The analyst looked up from her laptop with those pale blue eyes. “Pattern prediction. Your prophetic writing identified the approach route when Marcus ambushed me last time. I need you writing. Before the fight, during the fight, whatever comes through the bond network that your ability can translate into tactical advantage.”

Emma nodded. “I started a chapter last night. The protagonist faces an unstable adversary who’s stronger but less controlled. The writing kept pulling toward…” She checked her screen. “A route through the athletics building. South entrance. He comes from behind the weight room.”

“There it is,” Sophie said, marking the whiteboard. “South approach vector, athletics building.”

“Becca.” The ice queen’s ice-blue eyes met mine with the sharp focus of her [Social Perception]. “Early warning. Your ability detects emotional disturbances before they manifest as action. I want you monitoring Marcus’s signature from the moment we take positions. The second his emotional state shifts from planning to execution, you call it.”

“Already tracking him,” Becca said. “He’s been oscillating between rage and despair all morning. When the despair drops out and it’s pure rage – that’s the launch signal.”

“Jess.” The Mystery opened her eyes fully. Hazel, clear, the [Fragment Mastery] glowing behind them. “Tactical intelligence. Read his attack patterns in real time. Fragment echoes of his movements – where he’s going before he gets there. Feed it to me through the Soulbound network.”

“The network works both ways now,” Jess confirmed. “Since the Soulbound, I can push information through the bonds as well as pull. You’ll feel my reads as instinct – a sense of where the next strike is coming from, like your [Temporal Divergence] but from a different angle.”

“Two predictive systems feeding the same combatant,” Rachel murmured. “That’s an advantage nobody’s ever had.”

“And Anya.” I looked at her. Gray eyes steady. The lean, angular body in its dark fitted layers, ready for violence the way other people were ready for coffee. “Combat partner. You fight beside me. [Temporal Stutter] to rewind his most devastating strikes. We coordinate offense – I’ll drive him into positions where your rewinding creates openings.”

“Agreed.” One word. Pure efficiency. But her gray eyes held something warmer than tactical acknowledgment. She was choosing to stand beside someone. After a lifetime of fighting alone, the choice itself was a weapon.

“Victor’s intel estimates Marcus will move tomorrow morning,” I said. “Dawn. He’ll want the advantage of low light and empty campus. That gives us tonight to prepare and position.”

Sophie finished writing on the whiteboard and stepped back to survey the complete battle plan. Six roles, six women, one objective: defend the territory.

“Questions?” I asked.

“One.” Becca raised her hand with an ironic formality that reminded me she’d been student council president before she’d been an intelligence operative. “When this is over. When we’ve handled the human superbomb and whatever the entity throws at us next. Can we have one normal day? One day where nobody almost dies, nobody has a metaphysical breakthrough, and nobody threatens to recycle anyone?”

“The entity doesn’t believe in days off,” Jess said.

“I wasn’t asking the entity. I was asking the man who runs this territory.”

I looked at Becca. Under the sarcasm, under the perfectly maintained armor, the [Social Perception] she was projecting read as genuine exhaustion wrapped in humor. She’d been running intelligence operations for eleven consecutive days. She wasn’t complaining about danger. She was asking for rest.

“When this is over,” I said. “A full day. No ops. No strategy meetings. No entity observations. Just us.”

“Us meaning seven people?” Becca raised an eyebrow at Anya.

“Six women who chose to be here and the man they chose.” I held her gaze. “Yes. Us.”

Becca’s expression softened by a fraction. Not ice melting – ice choosing to reveal that it was warm underneath.

“Fine. But I’m choosing the restaurant.”

“Wouldn’t dream of arguing.”

Sophie grinned. “Team dinner post-battle. I like it. Bonding through survival.”

“Team dinners don’t usually follow combat operations,” Rachel observed.

“Our team isn’t usual,” Emma said. Quiet. Certain. The shy bookworm who’d become the strategic heart of a supernatural defense network, speaking with the quiet authority of someone who documented everything and therefore understood everything better than anyone else in the room.



The rest of the day was preparation. And preparation, for a man who’d spent over thirty centuries perfecting the art of operating within twenty-four-hour windows, was a discipline that bordered on religion.

Sophie scouted the campus for optimal positioning. She’d been a volleyball player her entire life – reading spaces, calculating angles, understanding where to be for maximum impact was coded into her athletic DNA. By noon she’d identified four elevated positions with sight lines to the athletics building: the old science building’s second-floor fire escape, the campus bell tower’s base platform, the psychology building’s roof access, and the library’s third-floor study room.

“Bell tower base gives me the broadest view,” she reported via text. “I can see the athletics building, the quad, and the north parking lot. Downside: exposed. If Marcus has any ranged capability, I’m a target.”

“Rachel’s building roof,” I texted back. “Enclosed access, lower profile, seventy-meter sight line to the athletics building south entrance.”

“Perfect. Setting up there at 0500 tomorrow.”

Then, ten minutes later: “Also I ran the evacuation routes. If things go sideways, we have three paths to get civilians clear of the engagement zone without crossing the combat area.”

“You mapped evacuation routes.”

“I mapped evacuation routes. I also checked the campus security patrol schedule. Night guard comes through the athletics lot at 0430 and again at 0630. Our window is clean between those passes.”

“Sophie.”

“What?”

“You’re extraordinary.”

“I know. Stop being sentimental and make sure Anya’s blade is actually sharp. She was showing me the edge yesterday and it was passable at best. I wouldn’t trust it against a tree, let alone a beta-enhanced combatant.”

That was Sophie. Compliment acknowledged, immediately redirected into operational efficiency. The woman who held the entire team’s logistics in her head while simultaneously coaching volleyball and maintaining a GPA that would have been impressive even without the supernatural commitments.

Rachel spent the afternoon building behavioral models. She’d pulled Marcus’s entire psychological profile – not just Victor’s intelligence, but her own observations from the entity’s introduction, the confrontation at the athletics building, and the behavioral data Becca’s [Social Perception] had been collecting for eleven days.

“His enhancement is neurochemically destabilizing,” she told me over the phone at three PM. “The beta-class power increase comes with a corresponding decrease in executive function. He’s getting stronger but less controlled. By the time he attacks, he’ll be operating on limbic impulse – fight or flight, no higher reasoning.”

“Which makes him predictable.”

“In direction, yes. In intensity, no. A cornered animal charges straight. But a beta-enhanced cornered animal charges straight with the force of a freight train.” She paused. I could hear her pen tapping against her notepad – the unconscious rhythm she maintained while processing complex analysis. “There’s something else. The behavioral data shows brief windows of lucidity. Short – two to four seconds – where Marcus’s neural patterns stabilize. He becomes himself again. Scared. Young. Aware of what’s happening to him.”

“Can we exploit those windows?”

“Not tactically. They’re too brief and unpredictable. But psychologically? If you can catch him in a lucid moment, he might be reachable. The person underneath the enhancement is still a twenty-year-old who never asked for any of this.”

“Noted.”

“Alex.” Her voice shifted. The professional distance thinning enough to let the woman underneath show through. “Be careful with the lucidity windows. If you try to reach him and the enhancement surges during the attempt, you’ll be in his kill zone with your guard down.”

“I know the risk.”

“I know you know. I’m saying it anyway. Because I’m the woman who has to watch through binoculars while the man I love puts himself in front of someone who can kill him.” A pause. “That’s not a professional assessment. That’s a personal one.”

“I hear you, Rachel.”

“Good. Now go make sure everyone has their positions memorized. I’ll have the complete model uploaded to our shared drive by midnight.”

Becca ran her surveillance network through the afternoon, checking in with her sorority contacts, monitoring social feeds, tracking any civilian observation of Marcus’s increasingly erratic behavior. At four PM she flagged something.

“Campus security report,” she texted. “Complaint from the motel owner about ‘excessive noise’ from room 14. Walls vibrating. Marcus is physically deteriorating the room.”

“Destabilization accelerating,” Rachel confirmed when I forwarded the report.

Becca followed up at five with a detailed breakdown: “My sorority contact at the motel front desk says he hasn’t left the room since yesterday afternoon. No food deliveries. No water. Just noise – banging, yelling, the sounds of someone systematically destroying furniture. The owner wanted to call police. I convinced my contact to talk him down. Last thing we need is campus PD getting involved in a confrontation with someone who can punch through concrete.”

“How’d you convince her?”

“Told her the guy was going through a bad breakup and trashing the room was cheaper than therapy. She bought it. She’s also billing him for the chair he broke – which, considering he’ll be recycled by the entity within forty-eight hours, seems optimistic on her part.”

Even in crisis, Becca’s social intelligence operated at a level that made professional analysts look amateurish. She’d built an information web that covered the campus and its surroundings with the thoroughness of a three-letter government bureau and the deniability of a sorority gossip network. Nobody suspected the blonde with the perfect Instagram feed was running surveillance operations, and that was precisely the point.

Emma wrote. Her prophetic writing had become one of our most reliable intelligence tools – the Soulbound ability to sense Alex’s emotional state and translate it into words had evolved, through practice and intention, into something more like precognitive narrative. She didn’t write the future, exactly. She wrote stories that turned out to be about the future, the details emerging through metaphor and instinct.

She texted me at six PM: “New chapter complete. The adversary arrives at dawn. He comes through the south approach, as before. But there’s something I didn’t expect in the narrative. After the confrontation, there’s a visitor. Not hostile. The writing describes her as ‘the woman in white who remembered herself for three seconds.’”

The Observer. Something about the battle – the energy, the combined output of every bond, the intensity of the moment – would trigger another crack in her facade. Another three seconds of the woman buried inside.

“There’s more,” Emma added in a follow-up text. “The chapter has a passage about the adversary’s internal state. I wrote it without planning to – the words just came through the bond. He’s not angry, Alex. He’s terrified. The rage is a reaction to fear so intense it’s consuming his ability to think. He doesn’t want to fight you. He wants someone to tell him it’s going to be okay.”

I stared at that message for a long time. The prophetic writing wasn’t just predicting events – it was translating emotional truth through the bond network’s supernatural empathy. Emma was feeling Marcus’s fear through the same connections that linked her to me, processing it through her extraordinary perceptiveness, and delivering intelligence that no tactical analysis could replicate.

“Thank you, Emma. That changes my approach.”

“I know. That’s why I told you.”

I catalogued it. Every piece of intelligence, every fragment, every prophetic narrative detail went into the operational picture. Millennia of experience had taught me that preparation was the difference between survival and luck.

Jess practiced [Fragment Mastery] in controlled bursts throughout the afternoon. I found her at Moran’s Ink at seven, sitting in her tattoo chair with the warm work lights on, eyes closed, the shimmer of temporal reading flickering around her like heat haze.

“He’s stopped pacing,” she said without opening her eyes. “He’s sitting on the bed. Staring at the wall. The rage has gone quiet. That’s worse.”

“Worse?”

“When someone like Marcus goes quiet, it means the decision is made. He’s not debating anymore. He’s committed.” She opened her hazel eyes, newly focused, the [Fragment Mastery] clear and controlled where it had once been chaos. “Tomorrow morning. Before sunrise. He’ll come fast and he won’t stop until one of you is down.”

“One of us?”

“You or him. No middle ground.”

I looked at her – Jess Moran, eight years of dreaming about a man she’d never met, now reading temporal echoes with the precision of a surgical instrument. The warm work lights caught her focused expression, [Fragment Mastery] humming around her like heat haze. She was the most powerful temporal intelligence asset any survivor had ever documented.

“Be careful tomorrow,” she said. “I can read his patterns but I can’t predict beta-enhancement spikes. When his power surges, the fragment echoes get blurry. Like trying to read through fire.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“No you won’t. You’ll be competent and decisive and infuriatingly calm, because that’s what you are.” Her mouth quirked. “But try not to get hit in the face. I like your face.”

“Noted.”



Nine PM. My dorm room. Final preparations.

Anya was already there when I arrived. She’d been sharpening her blade – the one Sophie had rightfully criticized – with a whetstone she’d purchased at the hardware store with the methodical precision of someone who’d maintained weapons since before the Industrial Revolution. The edge caught the overhead light, and even I could tell the difference. Whatever Sophie had said about the blade’s condition, Anya had taken it personally.

“Better?” I asked.

She held it up. Tested the edge against her thumb. A thin line of red appeared. She nodded, satisfied, and wrapped the blade in its sheath.

“Sophie was right,” she said. “I’d let the maintenance slip. In Prague, I maintained my weapons every cycle because they reset every night – it was discipline without consequence. In the real world, where things persist, the maintenance has actual stakes. I’d been treating the blade like a loop artifact. It deserved better.”

“You’re getting good at admitting when Sophie’s right.”

“Sophie is right with irritating frequency. Admitting it is the practical response.”

She cleaned the whetstone, stored it in her pack, and sat on the edge of the desk chair with the coiled readiness she brought to everything. I could feel the Devotion bond between us – warm, steady, underlaid with the tension of impending combat. She was calm. Readier than calm. The warrior, in her element, doing what a thousand years had trained her for.

“You’re not afraid,” I observed.

“Of Marcus? No. He’s powerful but undisciplined. The fight is manageable.” She paused. “I’m afraid of the aftermath. Of what happens to a twenty-year-old kid when the entity decides he’s insufficient. Of what ‘recycling’ actually means.” Her gray eyes found mine. “I’m afraid of watching someone get absorbed the way Number Three was absorbed. Because that could have been me. That was the trajectory I was on before I walked onto your campus.”

The admission cost her something. I could feel it through the bond – the vulnerability of acknowledging the path she’d narrowly avoided, the solitary warrior who’d been one bad century away from becoming the next Observer.

“It won’t happen to you,” I said.

“I know. Because I chose differently.” She looked at her hands – the calloused, scarred hands that had held weapons and cello bows and, recently, mine. “But Marcus didn’t get a choice. He got power and a deadline. And tomorrow, we find out if that’s enough.”

I sat on the edge of my bed, running through combat scenarios in my head. Over three millennia of accumulated combat knowledge, every martial art, every fighting style, every weapon discipline that could be learned in a twenty-four-hour window – all of it available through [Muscle Memory Recall], all of it tested and retested across millions of cycles.

But Marcus was beta-enhanced. Physically superior in raw metrics. Faster, stronger, more durable than any opponent I’d faced in the persistent timeline. My advantages were experience, prediction, and coordination. His advantage was brute force and nothing left to lose.

The knock came at nine-thirty. Not a knock, actually. The door opened.

Sophie.

She walked in wearing a sundress – unusual for her. Not athletic wear, not the compression shorts and sports bra that were her default uniform. A soft blue sundress that fell to mid-thigh, showing those tanned, toned legs that went on forever. Her dark hair was down, waves falling around her shoulders instead of pulled back in her athletic ponytail. She looked like a completely different woman – or rather, she looked like the same woman in a different mode. Not the team captain. Not the Architect. Just Sophie.

“Don’t say anything,” she said, closing the door behind her.

“I wasn’t–”

“You were going to say I look nice. Which is true but not the point.” She walked to the bed and sat beside me. Close. Her knee touching my thigh. The warmth of her through the sundress fabric. “The point is that tomorrow we fight a man who might kill you, and tonight I don’t want to talk about Marcus or the entity or Phase Two or survival strategy.”

“What do you want to talk about?”

“Nothing.” She kissed me. Not the fierce competitive kiss of our first time together, not the strategic kiss of the Architect building connections. Soft. Present. Three weeks of building a defense network compressed into the softness of her mouth, and tonight she needed nothing more than to be a girl who wanted her man.

I pulled her into my lap. She came willingly, legs straddling mine, the sundress riding up to reveal compression shorts underneath – some habits died hard – and those bronzed thighs pressing against my hips. Her hands found my face, holding it while she kissed me with the thorough attention she brought to everything.

“I felt every bond buzzing all day,” she murmured against my mouth. “Everyone’s scared. Rachel’s running scenarios. Emma’s writing furiously. Becca’s [Social Perception] is in overdrive. Jess is fragment-reading herself into exhaustion. And Anya’s sharpening that knife she carries.”

“And you?”

“I’m here.” She pulled back enough to look at me. Those warm brown eyes, direct and brave, the same eyes that had found me in the quad the morning after the loop broke and had refused to look away since. “I’m always here.”

The Soulbound connection pulsed between us. Not a notification. Not a System event. Just the steady, unbreakable bond that Sophie Martinez had earned by being the first person since before the loop to see me and refuse to look away.

“I love you,” I said.

Not because the moment demanded it. Not because the System tracked it. Because after countless lifetimes of telling people things that wouldn’t matter the next morning, I’d finally found a morning that came, and a woman who was still there for it, and the words were real in a way that nothing had been real since before the loop began.

Sophie’s eyes went bright. Not with tears – with recognition. The Architect, the competitive athlete who reframed sharing as winning, looking at the man she’d claimed first and finding exactly what she’d been fighting for.

“Say that again tomorrow,” she said. “After the fight. When it counts.”

“It counts now.”

“It counts more when you’re covered in blood and the territory’s secure and every woman you’ve chosen is still standing.” She kissed me once more. “But thank you for the preview.”

She slid off my lap. Adjusted her sundress. Ran her fingers through her dark hair, resetting the waves.

“Sophie.”

“What?”

“The sundress is nice.”

She grinned. Pure Sophie – athletic intensity and warmth, the combination that had organized an impossible situation into something functional and even beautiful.

“See you at oh-five-hundred, commander,” she said, and walked out.

The room was quiet after she left. I felt the five Soulbound bonds humming – Sophie’s steady drumbeat, Rachel’s deep intellectual hum, Emma’s warm rain, Becca’s sharp bright edge, Jess’s wild frequency. And beneath them, the newer warmth of Anya’s Devotion-level connection, the thread that was slowly, impossibly rewriting her combat-only System.

Six women. Five thousand combined years of experience. One unstable threat incoming.

I set my alarm for four-thirty, lay down, and let the warmth carry me into a sleep that was deeper and more restful than any I’d had since the loop began.

[ALEX REID -- STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses)
Strength:    83/100  (+5 Anya)
Agility:     87/100  (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 100/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma:    94/100  (+5 Becca)
Perception:  96/100  (+5 Emma)
Willpower:   104/100 (+5 Jess)

ACTIVE ABILITIES
[Temporal Divergence] -- Lv 3
  Predictive sensing active. Range: 100m.
  Incoming anomaly traces: 1 (Beta-class, converging)
[Bond Resonance] -- Maximum output
  6 active bonds. 5 Soulbound. 1 Devotion.
[Muscle Memory Recall] -- Ready
  847 skills available for activation

BONDS
Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Jess Moran -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Anya Kovar -- Devotion (600)

PHASE: Two Active
TERRITORIAL STATUS: Threat imminent
COMBAT READINESS: OPTIMAL

The System glowed in the darkness behind my eyelids. All stats boosted. All abilities active. All bonds secure.

Ready.


Chapter 19: The Battle

Wednesday. Eighteen days post-loop. Dawn.

The sky was the color of old bruises – purple-gray, the eastern horizon barely acknowledging the approaching sun. The campus was empty at this hour, buildings dark, paths deserted. The kind of silence that felt intentional, as if the world had cleared a stage.

I’d been in position since four-thirty.

The athletics building loomed ahead of me – brick and glass, two stories, the south entrance exactly where Emma’s prophetic writing had predicted. The weight room windows on the ground floor were dark. The parking lot behind the building was empty except for a maintenance truck that had been parked there since Sunday.

My [Temporal Divergence] was already active, the Lv 3 predictive sensing casting a hundred-meter bubble of awareness around me. Every slight wrongness in the temporal field registered – the flutter of a squirrel that should have been asleep, the shift of wind that didn’t match the morning’s atmospheric pattern, a weighted density of silence that meant something large was approaching from beyond my visual range.

“Sophie. Position check.”

Sophie’s voice came through the phone earpiece – low, controlled, the team captain running operations from the psychology building’s roof, sixty meters northeast. “In position. I can see the athletics building south entrance, the quad approach, and the north parking lot. Rachel’s with me. Intelligence boost is active.”

“Emma?”

“Library third floor.” Emma’s voice was softer, keyboard clicking in the background. She was writing as the situation developed, her prophetic ability translating the bond network’s emotional data into real-time narrative intelligence. “The chapter is writing itself. He’s moving. Emotional intensity is off the scale – I’m getting fragments of his internal state through the Soulbound network’s environmental sensing. It’s like writing inside a hurricane.”

“Becca?”

“Science building fire escape.” Becca’s voice was crisp, the social media queen turned intelligence operative, her [Social Perception] sweeping the emotional landscape of the campus perimeter. “Marcus’s signature just spiked. The despair is gone. It’s pure rage now. He’s moving northwest from the motel. ETA to campus perimeter – ten minutes.”

“Jess?”

“Bell tower base. Fragment lock confirmed.” Jess’s voice carried the focused intensity of someone operating at the edge of a supernatural ability. “I’m reading his movement echoes in real time. He’s on foot. Running. The beta enhancement is running hot – his temporal signature is burning bright enough to read from here. He’s faster than last time, Alex. Significantly faster.”

“And Anya?”

“Here.” Not through the earpiece. Behind me. Real, present, close. Anya Kovar, standing three meters to my left in the gray pre-dawn, dressed in dark tactical layers, a blade strapped to her thigh that she’d purchased at a military surplus store with the clinical assessment of centuries of experience with edged steel.

Her gray eyes were calm. Combat calm. Over three hundred thousand deaths had burned the fear of physical harm out of her entirely. She was afraid of other things now – isolation, absorption, the woman in white – but physical combat wasn’t among them.

“We fight together,” she said. Not asking. Confirming.

“Together.”

She nodded. Drew her blade. The metal caught the first thin edge of dawn light, and for a moment she looked exactly like what she was – a warrior from another age, standing in the twenty-first century, ready to fight beside someone for the first time since her Prague loop began.



Marcus came through the athletics building’s south entrance at five-twelve AM.

The door didn’t open. It exploded.

He hit it at a dead sprint, beta-enhanced strength turning reinforced steel into shrapnel. The door flew off its hinges and embedded in the parking lot asphalt twenty meters away, the impact crater smoking. Marcus burst through the opening like a round from a cannon – huge, African American, built like a heavyweight boxer but moving with the speed of something that shouldn’t exist at that mass.

His eyes were wrong. The pupils were blown, the whites shot through with dark lines – not veins, something else. The beta enhancement was visible now, crawling under his skin like dark lightning, the raw power that the entity had pumped into him burning through his body’s structural limits.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- ALERT]
Anomaly Class: BETA ENHANCEMENT -- CRITICAL
Severity: EXTREME
Subject: Marcus (Beta-class)
Enhancement Status: TERMINAL OVERDRIVE
Physical Parameters: Strength, speed, durability
  exceeding safe operational limits
Threat Assessment: MAXIMUM
Warning: Subject's enhancement is consuming
  its own structural integrity. Power output
  inversely proportional to remaining stability.
Recommendation: NEUTRALIZE RAPIDLY. Extended
  engagement increases subject's destructive
  output exponentially.

“Contact!” Sophie’s voice through the earpiece. “South entrance, confirmed. He’s faster than projected. Alex, his movement speed is–”

I was already moving.

Marcus saw me and charged. No tactics. No positioning. No strategy. The unstable beta-enhanced mind had compressed his entire existence into one action: destroy the alpha subject who represented everything Marcus would never be.

I sidestepped his initial charge with the precision of millennia of combat drilling. His fist passed within inches of my face, the air displacement enough to make my eyes water. The concrete where I’d been standing cracked from the shockwave of his missed blow.

“Jess – patterns?”

“Straight-line aggression. He’s not feinting. Every attack is full commitment. But the enhancement spikes are unpredictable – his speed doubles randomly for one to two second bursts.”

I processed that mid-dodge. Marcus swung again – a wild haymaker that would have decapitated a normal person. I ducked, rolled, came up three meters to his right. My [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] fired – predictive sensing showing me the ghost-image of his next attack half a second before it launched.

He lunged left. I was already moving right.

“His pattern is degrading,” Jess reported. “The beta enhancement is cooking his neural pathways. Each attack is less coordinated than the last. But each one is STRONGER.”

I needed to end this before his power peaked and his control vanished entirely. A Marcus operating on pure limbic impulse with unlimited enhancement was a natural disaster, not a combatant.

“Anya – flanking position. Drive him toward the weight room wall.”

She moved without hesitation. Centuries of solo combat had trained her for instant tactical adaptation, and the transition to coordinated warfare came naturally, as if she’d always known she was better as part of something.

Anya came in from Marcus’s left, blade leading. She didn’t try to cut him – the enhancement would probably stop the blade anyway. She used the weapon as a psychological driver, the threat of edged steel forcing Marcus to adjust his angle, to turn, to present his back to me for one critical second.

I took the opening. [Muscle Memory Recall] chains activated – Krav Maga close-quarters positioning into judo hip mechanics into a joint lock I’d practiced a hundred thousand times. I got my hands on his arm, leveraged my body weight against his hyperextended elbow, and torqued.

Marcus roared. The sound wasn’t human. The beta enhancement amplified everything, including his vocal cords, and the roar shook windows in the athletics building. He yanked his arm free with force that shouldn’t have been possible – my joint lock was structurally perfect, honed across more lifetimes than any martial artist had ever lived, and he simply powered through it.

“Enhancement spike!” Jess warned. “His output just doubled. Alex, MOVE!”

Marcus backhanded me.

The blow caught me across the chest, not full force – if it had been full force, my ribs would have caved. Even the glancing impact launched me five meters. I hit the ground, rolled, and came up with the taste of blood in my mouth.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- PREDICTIVE ALERT]
Incoming attack vector: Overhead strike
Time to impact: 1.3 seconds
Enhancement level: CRITICAL
Survival probability without evasion: 12%

I threw myself sideways as Marcus’s fist cratered the spot where I’d landed. The impact punched a hole in the asphalt deep enough to lose a basketball in.

“Sophie – his left side. Is he favoring it?”

“Affirmative. His left knee tracks differently after the joint lock. You didn’t break it but you damaged the stabilizer muscles. His left side is two percent slower.”

Two percent. Against normal parameters, meaningless. Against someone with [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] and millennia of combat experience, it was a canyon.

Anya struck from behind. She’d circled during my recovery, moving with the silent efficiency of a shadow, and her attack was precisely targeted at the compromised left knee. Her boot connected with surgical accuracy – not a killing blow, a structural one. The knee buckled. Marcus dropped to one leg.

And then Marcus’s [Temporal Stutter]– no. Marcus didn’t have temporal abilities. The beta enhancement simply surged again, flooding his damaged knee with power that overrode physical limitation, and he exploded upward with a howl, swinging wildly.

His fist connected with Anya.

Time slowed.

I saw it happen in the predictive overlay of [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] – the fist traveling, the trajectory clear, the impact inevitable. Anya’s [Temporal Stutter] activated – the air around her shimmered as she tried to rewind the moment, to erase those three seconds and dodge.

But Marcus’s beta enhancement was burning through temporal resistance. The Stutter caught half the force, not all of it. Anya flew backward, hit the athletics building wall, and slid down it with a sound that made something in my chest go cold.

“Anya!”

She was conscious. Bleeding from a cut on her forehead, one arm held at an angle that suggested something was wrong with her shoulder, but alive. Her eyes found mine, and in them I saw not fear but fury – the cold fury of a warrior who’d just been reminded that she was mortal.

“I’m fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Finish it.”

Marcus turned to me. The enhancement was consuming him now – dark lines spreading across his skin like cracks in a dam, his massive body actually glowing with the raw energy that was simultaneously his power and his destruction. His eyes were almost entirely dark.

“You have EVERYTHING!” he screamed. The words came out distorted, the enhancement affecting his vocal cords. “They gave you BONDS! WOMEN! A SYSTEM THAT CARES! I got NOTHING! Just power and a deadline and a cage dressed up as a test!”

For one second – one heartbeat of clarity between surges – I saw the person underneath the enhancement. A twenty-year-old kid who’d never asked to be a lab rat for a cosmic entity. Who’d been pumped full of power he didn’t understand and told to prove himself against someone with a thirty-century head start.

“Marcus,” I said. “Stand down. We can find another way.”

“THERE IS NO OTHER WAY!” The enhancement surged. His fist cocked back. The predictive overlay showed me the trajectory – dead center, full force, every ounce of terminal-phase beta power focused into one devastating strike.

Enough force to kill me.

Jess’s voice through the earpiece, strained: “Alex – his fragments just went dark. The enhancement is consuming his neural pathways. He’s not Marcus anymore. He’s a delivery system for all the power the entity stuffed into him, and it’s about to detonate.”

I had options. I’d always had options. Lifetimes upon lifetimes of options.

Option one: dodge and let him burn out. The enhancement would consume him within minutes. His body would fail. But uncontrolled, the detonation could damage the campus. Civilians.

Option two: counterattack. Neutralize him with combined force. Possible. Maybe lethal.

Option three.

“Everyone hold position,” I said through the earpiece. “Anya, stay down. Sophie, keep Rachel protected.”

“Alex, what are you–” Sophie started.

I walked forward.

Not attacked. Not dodged. Walked. Toward the burning, screaming, twenty-year-old kid who the entity had turned into a bomb and then aimed at me.

The bond network erupted. Sophie’s voice through the earpiece, sharp with alarm: “Alex, what are you doing?” Becca’s emotional reading slamming through the network: fear fear fear – not Marcus’s, mine, amplified by every woman connected to me simultaneously processing the sight of their man walking toward certain death. Emma’s prophetic writing feeding a single word through the Soulbound: trust. Jess’s Fragment Mastery casting frantically for the outcome: unclear, unclear, the timeline is forking, too many variables–

I kept walking.

Marcus’s fist trembled. The strike was loaded, the enhancement peaked, the killing blow chambered and ready. All he had to do was let it fly.

“Marcus.” I stopped three feet from him. Well within his reach. Well within his kill zone. My [Temporal Divergence] was screaming – predictive alerts stacking, survival probability plummeting, every metric telling me to move.

I stood still.

The pre-dawn air between us was thick with the discharge of beta enhancement and the ozone scent of temporal distortion. I could feel the heat radiating from his body – not metaphorical heat, actual thermal output, the enhancement converting his biological systems into a furnace that was consuming him from the inside. His skin was visibly cracking now, the dark lines wider, and underneath the enhancement’s glow I could see the kid. The twenty-year-old whose body was being destroyed by a power he’d never asked for.

Emma’s message had changed my approach. He wasn’t angry. He was terrified. And terror responded to calm the way fire responded to stillness – not by being extinguished, but by having nothing left to burn.

“You’re right,” I said. “They gave me bonds and you got power. That’s not fair. None of this is fair. The entity doesn’t care about fair – it cares about data. You’re a data point, Marcus. A test of what happens when you give someone strength without connection.”

His fist shook. The dark lines under his skin pulsed.

“But you’re also a person. A twenty-year-old kid who got drafted into a cosmic experiment and was told to punch your way out. And punching hasn’t worked because punching was never going to work. The entity didn’t put you here to win a fight. It put you here to see if you could find something other than fighting.”

“Shut UP!” His voice broke. The twenty-year-old underneath the enhancement, scared and angry and running out of time.

I didn’t flinch. Three thousand years of being screamed at, threatened, killed – and surviving. The skill that mattered most in this moment wasn’t combat mastery or temporal prediction. It was the ability to stand in front of someone’s pain and not retreat from it. That was a skill the loop had taught me in ways no fighting style could.

“You’ve got minutes left before that enhancement eats you alive. You can spend them trying to kill me. Or you can spend them standing the fuck down and letting people who have more options than you try to find one that doesn’t end with the entity ‘recycling’ you.”

Marcus’s eyes flickered. The dark receded for a heartbeat – natural brown, terrified, young. Rachel had told me about the lucidity windows. Two to four seconds. I was watching one happen in real time. Then the enhancement surged again and the darkness flooded back.

“I can’t stop it,” he said. And his voice was different. Small. The voice of someone drowning in power they’d never wanted. “I can’t stop the enhancement. It’s running on its own. I tried to stand down at the motel and it just – kept pushing. Kept amping. Like it wants the fight even if I don’t.”

“The entity is driving the enhancement remotely,” Rachel’s voice came through the earpiece, sharp with realization. “It’s not a self-contained system – it’s being amplified externally. The entity WANTS this confrontation.”

Of course it did. The entity watched. The entity tested. And sometimes the entity pushed the pieces where it wanted them.

“Sophie,” I said. “Get Jess to focus [Fragment Mastery] on Marcus’s enhancement signature. Look for the external amplification source.”

A pause. Then Jess’s voice, strained: “I see it. There’s a signal. The entity is feeding power into his system from outside. Like a generator connected to a circuit that’s already overloaded. If I can identify the frequency–”

“Can you disrupt it?”

“Not disrupt. But I might be able to SHOW the entity that I can see it. If it knows we’ve identified the manipulation, it might pull back. The entity values observation over intervention – if its intervention is observed, it loses experimental validity.”

“Do it.”

Three seconds. The longest three seconds since the loop broke. Marcus’s fist still cocked, the enhancement still burning, my [Temporal Divergence] still screaming.

Then the glow changed. The dark lines under Marcus’s skin stopped spreading. The enhancement didn’t decrease – but it stopped increasing. The external amplification, whatever it was, had been withdrawn.

“It pulled back,” Jess confirmed. “The entity’s external feed is offline. Marcus’s enhancement is still active but it’s on internal reserves only. It’ll burn out on its own – painfully, but not explosively.”

Marcus’s arm dropped. The loaded fist uncurled into a shaking hand. The twenty-year-old kid looked at me through eyes that were slowly clearing, the dark receding like tide pulling back from a shore.

“I don’t want to die,” he said. The simplest, most honest thing he’d ever said.

“Then don’t.”

He fell. His legs buckled, the enhancement withdrawing from his extremities, concentrating in his core as it burned through its remaining fuel. He hit the pavement on his knees, then his hands, then his face. Unconscious. Breathing. Alive.

I stood over him, breathing hard, my own heart hammering with the adrenaline that no amount of combat experience had ever fully eliminated. Because experience taught you to manage fear. It never taught you to stop feeling it.

Anya was beside me. She’d risen from the wall, bad shoulder and all, and crossed the distance to stand at my left. Blood on her forehead. Eyes blazing with a mix of pain, pride, and something else – the look of a warrior watching someone solve a battle without a killing blow.

“You walked into his kill zone,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You stood still while a beta-enhanced combatant had a loaded strike aimed at your head.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because he was twenty years old and he didn’t choose any of this.”

She stared at me. Centuries of combat philosophy recalibrating behind that steel gaze.

“That was either the bravest or the most foolish thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Probably both.”

“Probably both,” she agreed. And the ghost of a smile softened the sharp planes of her face.



The aftermath was rapid.

Sophie coordinated the recovery with the calm efficiency of a woman who’d been running teams since high school and had simply upgraded the stakes. She appeared at my side within ninety seconds of the all-clear, having sprinted down three flights of stairs from the psychology building’s roof at a pace that would have impressed her volleyball coach.

“Becca, status?” Sophie called into the earpiece while simultaneously checking Anya’s pupils for concussion signs with the professional thoroughness of a pre-med student who took her coursework seriously even when the patient was a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior.

“Campus is clear,” Becca responded. “No civilian witnesses. Two early joggers on the north path, but they had earbuds in and didn’t even look this way. Sometimes people’s obliviousness is an asset.”

“Emma, documentation status?”

“Complete. Every second captured through the bond’s emotional data. I have a full narrative reconstruction.” Emma’s voice was steady through the earpiece, but I could feel through the Soulbound that her hands were shaking on her keyboard. The Heart had felt every blow, every spike of fear, every moment of danger through the network’s empathic channels. Documenting it was her way of processing it. Later, she’d probably need a long talk and a longer hug. For now, the analyst held.

Sophie got Marcus’s unconscious body to a secure location – an empty study room in the athletics building’s basement, locked from outside. She checked Anya’s shoulder more thoroughly: dislocated, which Anya reset herself with a controlled pop and a string of Czech profanity that impressed even Becca. “That’s at minimum a Grade 1 rotator cuff strain on top of the dislocation,” Sophie said. “Rachel’s going to examine this properly.”

“My shoulder is–”

“If you say ‘fine,’ I’m going to dislocate the other one.”

Anya closed her mouth. The ghost of an approving smile crossed her face – the warrior recognizing a commanding officer who wouldn’t tolerate self-destructive stoicism.

Rachel began analysis immediately, her voice clicking into the precise, measured cadence of a professor presenting findings. “The entity’s external amplification confirms my theory. Phase Two isn’t just observation – it’s manipulation. The entity creates conditions, introduces variables, then pushes those variables toward outcomes it wants to study. Marcus wasn’t just a test subject. He was a guided missile.”

Emma had already documented everything. Her prophetic writing had captured the battle in real time, translating the emotional data flowing through every bond into a narrative that read like a tactical after-action report written by someone who felt every blow through supernatural empathy.

“The chapter ends with a visitor,” she said, looking up from her laptop. “I wrote it before the fight. ‘The woman in white who remembered herself for three seconds.’ She’s coming.”

As if summoned by the narrative, the Entity Observer appeared.

She walked across the parking lot with her usual measured steps – pale skin, dark hair, simple white dress, those too-still, too-knowing eyes. But something was different. Her movements were fractionally less precise. Her eyes tracked Marcus’s unconscious form with an expression that should have been clinical assessment but registered, for just a moment, as something else.

Concern.

She stopped five meters from where Marcus lay. Her hand reached toward him – and hesitated. The same hesitation Jess had caught during the previous collection, amplified now, visible even without [Fragment Mastery].

“Subject Marcus,” the Observer said. Her voice was the entity’s voice – calm, empty, inhuman. “Failed to demonstrate sufficient growth within the evaluation period. Recycling proto–”

She stopped.

Her mouth was open, the word half-formed, but nothing came out. Her eyes – those wrong, too-still eyes – flickered. And for three seconds, they changed.

Not the entity’s eyes. A woman’s eyes. Dark, desperate, alive.

“Help–”

The word was barely audible. A whisper from inside a prison older than recorded history. Then the Observer’s expression reset. The entity’s control reasserted. The too-still eyes returned.

“Recycling protocol initiated,” she completed, as if the interruption hadn’t occurred. She touched Marcus’s arm, and the same thing happened as before – some process invisible to normal perception, the entity collecting its failed experiment for repurposing.

Then she walked away. Steady. Empty. The mouthpiece returning to its station.

But we’d all heard it.

“Three seconds,” Jess said. Her hazel eyes were bright with the glow of [Fragment Mastery]. “Three seconds of autonomous consciousness. That’s more than I’ve ever seen from her. Whatever happened during the fight – your Bond Resonance output during combat, the whole network active simultaneously, the emotional intensity – it fed something in her. Gave her enough power to surface for a moment.”

“Can we reproduce it?” I asked.

“Maybe. If we can generate that level of combined emotional and temporal intensity again. But the entity will have noticed. It’ll reinforce its control. Each attempt will be harder than the last.”

“Then we learn from this one and prepare for the next.”

Jess was quiet for a moment. The Fragment Mastery flickered around her – processing, analyzing, reaching through the temporal field with the precision that her Soulbound upgrade had granted. “There’s something else,” she said. “During those three seconds, I caught a fragment. Not visual – more like an emotional imprint. The woman inside the Observer wasn’t just surfacing. She was reaching. Specifically. Toward the bond network. Toward the warmth. Like a drowning person grabbing for a life preserver.”

“She recognized the Bond Resonance?”

“She recognized connection. The specific quality of it. The thing her existence has been stripped of for millennia.” Jess’s hazel eyes were luminous with the weight of what she’d perceived. “Whatever happened to Number Three – whatever the entity did to turn a loop survivor into a mouthpiece – it didn’t destroy her need for connection. It just buried it. And our network is the first thing in thousands of years that’s reached deep enough to touch it.”

The implications were staggering. Not just for the woman inside the Observer – for every survivor the entity had absorbed. If connection could reach them, if Bond Resonance could penetrate the entity’s suppression, then the entity’s entire observer program might not be as permanent as it appeared.

But that was a problem for another day. Today, we’d survived. Today, the territory was secure. Today, a woman who’d been imprisoned longer than most civilizations had existed had spoken one word.

Help.

I’d remember that word for as long as I lived. Which, given that I’d already lived longer than most people could comprehend, was saying something.

Sophie returned to my side – she’d stepped away to coordinate a final perimeter check for civilian witnesses, the Architect never fully off-duty even after the battle was won. She took in the scene – Marcus gone, Observer departed, Anya bloodied, me standing in a cracked parking lot at dawn – and her expression went through a rapid emotional sequence that her Soulbound bond telegraphed directly to me: fear, relief, pride, determination.

“Status?” she asked.

“Threat neutralized. Observer collected Marcus. Territory secure.” I paused. “And the woman inside the Observer spoke.”

Sophie’s eyes widened. “Spoke?”

“One word. ‘Help.’ Three seconds of autonomous consciousness before the entity overrode her.”

“That changes everything.”

“That changes the timeline. We have a new long-term objective.”

Sophie looked at me. Those warm brown eyes, steady and certain, reading the tactical situation the same way she read a volleyball court – seeing every angle, every implication, already building the play.

“We’re going to save her,” Sophie said. Not a question.

“Eventually.”

“Eventually means we need a plan.”

“After we eat. And sleep. And take care of Anya’s shoulder properly.”

“My shoulder is fine,” Anya said from behind me, holding her reset shoulder at a slightly unnatural angle that said it was not, in fact, fine.

“Rachel will look at it,” I said. “That’s not a request.”

Anya met my eyes. The warrior testing the boundary between stubborn independence and the new experience of someone caring enough to insist.

“Fine,” she said. The same word, the same grudging tone, as every other time she’d accepted help from people she was learning to let in.



[PHASE TWO -- INITIAL EVALUATION: SUCCESSFUL]
Territory: Defended
Subjects: Marcus (Beta) -- RECYCLED
          Victor Chen (Alpha) -- ALLIED, departed
          Entity Observer (Gamma) -- ACTIVE, monitoring
          Anya Kovar (Alpha) -- INTEGRATED

Bond Network: INTACT
  Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Jess Moran -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Anya Kovar -- Devotion (600)

Assessment: Subject 14 (Alex Reid) has demonstrated
defensive capability, strategic leadership, and
bond-network coordination under combat conditions.
Initial evaluation: PASSED.

Note: Entity Observer autonomous expression detected
during collection event. Duration: 3 seconds.
Significance: CLASSIFIED.

Awaiting final Phase Two assessment parameters.

The notification pulsed behind my eyes as I walked back toward Rachel’s apartment with six women arrayed around me – Sophie at my right, Anya at my left, Rachel behind with Emma, Becca texting one-handed, Jess reading fragments as she walked.

The sun had risen while we fought. The campus was waking up, students beginning their morning routines, completely unaware that a battle for territorial survival had been decided in the parking lot behind the athletics building before their alarms went off.

Sophie grinned. “Welcome to the team. Step one: let people take care of you. Step two: complain about it. Step three: secretly love it.”

“I will do none of those things,” Anya said.

She did all three within the hour.


Chapter 20: Aftermath

Wednesday night. Eighteen days post-loop. The campus settled into the drowsy quiet of mid-week – students in libraries, study groups humming in dorm lounges, the normal rhythms of academic life proceeding without any awareness that the dawn had held violence and cosmic intervention.

Rachel’s apartment was warm. She’d turned the heat up – a small gesture that spoke volumes about the woman underneath the professional armor. The psychology professor who studied human behavior for a living, using environmental comfort as a tool for emotional regulation. She’d also opened a bottle of wine, something French that she’d been saving, the kind of bottle that required a story about where it was purchased and why it mattered.

“Bordeaux,” she said, pouring three glasses with the precise hand of someone who did everything deliberately. “2015. I bought it after my divorce was finalized. The sommelier said it was meant to be shared during a celebration that hadn’t happened yet.” She set the glasses on the coffee table. “I think surviving a cosmic battle qualifies.”

Sophie and I were on the couch. Sophie had changed back into her default – compression shorts, tank top, ponytail – the sundress experiment of the night before filed away as evidence that she could do elegant but preferred functional. Her tanned legs were curled under her, bare feet tucked against my thigh, the casual physical contact that came with three weeks of staking her claim and zero intention of being subtle about it.

“The sommelier was right,” Sophie said, taking her glass. “Though I think he imagined the celebration would involve fewer temporal anomalies.”

Rachel sat on the other side of me. She’d shed her professional layers – silk blouse replaced by a soft cashmere sweater that still managed to hug her curves in ways that made modesty a negotiation. Her dark brown hair was down, falling past her shoulders, the professional updo released into something younger and more vulnerable. Her D-cups strained the sweater’s limits the same way they strained everything, and she’d exchanged her pencil skirt for fitted leggings that showed off the thick thighs and wide hips usually hidden behind academic respectability.

She looked, in a word, devastating.

“The entity drove Marcus’s enhancement externally,” Rachel said, settling into her analytical mode even as she sipped wine. “That’s the critical finding. Phase Two isn’t passive observation – it’s active manipulation. The entity creates conditions and then amplifies variables to force outcomes.”

“We know this,” Sophie said. “We discussed it in the debrief.”

“We discussed it tactically. I want to discuss it strategically.” Rachel’s dark brown eyes found mine over the rim of her glass. “Alex, the entity pushed Marcus toward confrontation. It amplified his enhancement to create a crisis. Why?”

“To test whether my bond network could respond to a coordinated threat.”

“Yes. And you passed. But the entity doesn’t run tests with only one outcome in mind. It was simultaneously testing whether bond networks can be stressed past breaking point. Whether combined emotional output during combat has secondary effects.” She paused. “And it was testing whether the Observer would crack.”

I set my wine down. “You think the entity deliberately created conditions that would trigger the Observer’s autonomous expression?”

“I think the entity has been studying its own Observer for millennia – longer than any of us can estimate – and is genuinely curious about whether anything can reach her. Your bond network – every connection operating at maximum emotional output during a life-threatening engagement – generated a temporal-emotional field strong enough to give that prisoner three seconds of consciousness.” Rachel’s glasses were off, her dark eyes sharp with the intensity that made her brilliant in a lecture hall and irresistible in private. “The entity didn’t expect that. And the entity is now very, very interested in what your bonds can do.”

“That’s either encouraging or terrifying,” Sophie said.

“It’s both. The entity values data above all. If Alex’s bond network can produce effects the entity has never observed, it will want more data. Which means more tests. More pressure. More manipulation designed to push the network to its operational limits.”

Sophie’s hand found mine on the couch between us. The Soulbound connection pulsed – not with fear, but with the competitive determination that defined everything Sophie Martinez did.

“Bring it,” she said.

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “That’s your strategic assessment? ‘Bring it’?”

“My strategic assessment is that we’ve survived everything Phase Two has thrown at us so far. Marcus, the entity’s manipulation, territorial pressure, integration of new members. And we did it because Alex leads and we follow and nobody breaks.” Sophie’s warm brown eyes were bright with the contender’s spark that meant she was done analyzing and ready to play. “So yes. Bring it.”

I was quiet for a moment. The celebration, the wine, the relief – all of it deserved. But something sat in my chest that the victory couldn’t reach.

“Marcus was twenty years old,” I said.

Sophie and Rachel both looked at me.

“He didn’t choose any of this. The entity pumped him full of power he couldn’t control, dropped him in a territory with a three-thousand-year-old alpha, and gave him a fourteen-day deadline to ‘demonstrate growth.’ What kind of growth? Nobody told him. The entity didn’t give him a manual. Didn’t give him a bond system or loop memories or any framework for understanding what was happening to him.” I stared at the wine in my glass. “He was a scared kid who got turned into a guided missile and then recycled when the missile didn’t hit its target.”

“The entity isn’t benevolent,” Rachel said. Her voice was careful, measured – the professor recognizing a revelation in progress.

“No. It’s not. It’s clinical. It creates conditions, introduces subjects, engineers pressure, and records the results. And when the results don’t match its projections, it discards the data point.” I set my glass down. “Marcus wasn’t a data point. He was a person. And the entity treated him like an expendable variable in a longitudinal study.”

“Victor warned us about the Sao Paulo survivor,” Sophie said quietly. “The one who failed to manage the beta subject. That survivor’s in a medical facility now, unable to form coherent sentences.”

“Different failure mode, same experimental callousness,” Rachel said. “The entity doesn’t distinguish between subjects who fail by being destroyed and subjects who fail by breaking. Both outcomes produce data. Both data points get filed and the entity moves on.”

“And the Observer watched Marcus get recycled with three seconds of autonomy,” I said. “Three seconds where the woman inside – Number Three, the earliest absorbed survivor – tried to show mercy. The entity overrode her. Pushed the recycling through anyway. It doesn’t just use its subjects. It uses its own infrastructure. The Observer isn’t a mouthpiece. She’s a prisoner being forced to execute the sentences.”

Rachel was quiet for a moment, her analytical mind processing the ethical architecture of what I’d described. “That’s a critical distinction, Alex. The entity’s suppression of the Observer’s autonomous expression isn’t just control – it’s coercion. The woman inside disagrees with what she’s being made to do. And the entity forces compliance regardless.”

“Which means the entity isn’t just clinical,” Sophie said. “It’s something worse. It knows its instruments can feel, and it uses them anyway.”

The realization shifted something in my understanding of Phase Two. The entity didn’t just test subjects – it used them. Burned through them. Marcus, the beta-class cannon fodder. The Observer, the absorbed mouthpiece. Even Victor and Anya and me – data sources, all of us, our survival and suffering generating information for something that observed without feeling.

“That changes my long-term thinking,” I said. “The entity values construction – but it’s just as willing to demolish what doesn’t meet spec. Build fast enough and you’re an asset. Fall behind and you’re scrap material. And it doesn’t feel guilty about either outcome.”

Rachel’s dark eyes held mine. “That’s an important distinction to make,” she said. “It means we can’t treat the entity as a neutral observer. It’s a manipulator with clinical detachment. Our strategy has to account for the possibility that it will sacrifice anyone – including us – if the data warrants it.”

“Then we make sure the data never warrants it,” Sophie said. Not bravado. Strategy. Sophie protecting her roster.

Rachel looked at Sophie. Then at me. The professional distance that she maintained in group settings – the Elder’s composure, the professor’s reserve – was thinner tonight. The wine and the relief and the raw vulnerability of survival had stripped some of the armor away.

“You walked into Marcus’s kill zone,” Rachel said to me. Her voice was different – lower, softer, the register she used when the professional walls were falling. “I watched it from the roof. Through binoculars. I saw you step forward, stop within arm’s reach of someone who could have killed you with one blow.”

“I knew what I was doing.”

“You knew what you were risking. There’s a difference.” She set her wine glass down. Her hand touched my knee – not the deliberate, measured contact of Dr. Rachel Shaw in her professional capacity, but the instinctive reach of a woman who needed to confirm that the man she loved was real and solid and alive.

“And I counted the seconds,” she said. “Five seconds where you stood still and he had his fist raised. Five seconds where the man I love was one impulse away from being killed.”

Sophie’s hand tightened on mine.

“I haven’t felt fear like that since my loop,” Rachel continued. “Three thousand conversations with you, Alex – during the loop, you told me about some of them. Three thousand days of knowing you, talking to you, wanting you. And you never persisted past midnight. Every conversation reset. Every connection erased.” Her dark eyes were luminous. “Now you persist. Now you’re real. And watching you almost stop being real was the most terrifying moment of my life.”

The room was quiet except for the soft sounds of the apartment – the hum of the heater, the occasional creak of the building settling, the charged silence of a space that held three people who needed each other.

“I’m here,” I said.

“You’re here,” Rachel agreed. “And tonight, I don’t want to analyze the entity’s experimental methodology or discuss Phase Two escalation protocols.” She looked at Sophie. “Tonight, I want to celebrate the fact that he’s alive. That we all are.”

Sophie’s expression shifted. Sophie reading the room, understanding what was being offered, and making the decision with the same strategic clarity she brought to every play.

“Rachel,” Sophie said. “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

“I’m suggesting that the Architect and the Elder remind the man we share why building bonds is worth the risk of losing them.”

Sophie’s grin was slow, wide, and pure competitive heat.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”



Rachel stood first. The simple act of rising from the couch was a declaration – she moved with the deliberate grace of a decision already made. Her hands found the hem of her cashmere sweater and pulled it over her head with a fluidity that turned undressing into an event.

Underneath: a black lace bra that was fighting a losing battle against her breasts. Rachel’s D-cups were magnificent – full, natural, heavy enough to create the deep cleavage that her professional blouses could only hint at, the black lace barely containing them. Her olive skin was warm in the apartment’s amber lighting, smooth, the curves of her body a testament to embracing her figure rather than apologizing for it.

She reached behind her back. Unclasped the bra. Let it fall.

Those massive natural tits were freed, and the sight hit me the same way it had the first time in her office – like a physical impact. Full, heavy, swaying slightly with her movement, dark nipples already stiffening. The contrast between Dr. Rachel Shaw’s composed, professional exterior and the overwhelming sexuality of her body was the fantasy that had driven me through countless conversations during the loop. I’d seen her breasts a hundred times since the loop broke. The impact never diminished.

“Your turn,” Rachel said to Sophie.

Sophie pulled her tank top off with the efficient speed of an athlete stripping for the shower – no ceremony, pure function. Her sports bra followed in one motion. And there was Sophie Martinez’s athletic body in full display: tanned, toned, the modest B-cups firm and perky, nipples tight, her flat stomach defined with the muscle of daily training. Where Rachel was voluptuous, Sophie was kinetic. Where Rachel’s body said surrender, Sophie’s body said compete.

Two women. Two different physical languages. Both directed at me.

I started to pull my shirt off. Rachel caught my hands.

“No,” she said. Her voice was the low, dark register that meant the professor was gone and the woman had taken over. “We do this.” She looked at Sophie. “Together.”

Sophie’s hands found my shirt from the other side. Between them, they stripped it off me – Rachel pulling from the front, Sophie from behind, their hands crossing, the incidental contact between them carrying none of the romantic charge and all of the collaborative energy of two women united in their devotion to the same man.

Rachel pushed me back onto the couch. Sophie’s hands on my shoulders guided me down. I sat, both women standing before me – Rachel with her full, mature curves, Sophie with her athletic perfection – and the sight of them together was something no amount of experience had ever prepared me for.

“Rules,” Sophie said. Always organizing, even now. “This is about him. We’re both here for him.”

“Agreed,” Rachel said.

“And I go first.”

Rachel’s eyebrow rose. “On what basis?”

“I was first. Always first.” Sophie grinned. “Call it seniority.”

Rachel considered this. Then smiled – the warm, slightly wicked smile that appeared when the professor’s walls were fully down.

“Seniority accepted. But I reserve the right to escalate.”

Sophie dropped to her knees between my legs. Her brown eyes looked up at me with the competitive fire that defined her in every arena – that fierce, unwavering gaze that said I’m going to win this – and her hands found my belt with the confident efficiency of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and intended to take it.

My jeans came down. Boxers followed. My cock sprang free, already hard and straining, the head flushed dark, and Sophie’s eyes tracked every inch of it with the same focused assessment she brought to reading a volleyball serve. She licked her lips – not for show, but from genuine hunger – and when her hand wrapped around the base, her grip firm and athletic, calloused fingers warm against my shaft, the sensation made me exhale sharply.

“All those years,” Sophie murmured, stroking slowly, her thumb tracing the vein along the underside. “And you still react like it’s the first time.”

“Every time with you is the first time. Because it’s the first time that counts.”

She took me in her mouth.

Sophie gave head the way she did everything – full commitment, zero hesitation, competitive intensity. Her lips sealed around my shaft and she took me deep in one smooth motion, her tongue working the underside in a flat, firm stroke that made my vision blur. The wet heat of her mouth enveloped me, tight and slick, and she bobbed with an athlete’s rhythm – fast, controlled, her cheeks hollowing on each upstroke, creating suction that made my thighs tense. Her hand gripped what her mouth couldn’t reach, twisting on every stroke, and the combination of her hot mouth and her strong fist was devastating. Saliva pooled at the corners of her lips and ran down my shaft as she took me deeper, and the visual – Sophie Martinez on her knees, tanned and athletic, dark ponytail swinging with each bob of her head, her perky tits visible beneath her as she leaned forward – was enough to make a man who’d lived longer than civilizations grip the couch cushions and hold on.

Rachel watched. Her dark eyes tracked Sophie’s technique with the analytical attention she brought to everything – studying the angles, the pressure, the rhythm – but her hand had moved to her own body. Her fingers traced along her collarbone, down between the heavy swell of her freed breasts, circling one dark nipple slowly, a half-conscious caress that said the professor was deeply affected regardless of any clinical assessment. Her thighs pressed together, and I caught the subtle shift of her hips – a slow, rhythmic clench that told me watching Sophie’s mouth on my cock was making her wetter by the second.

“My turn,” Rachel said after a minute. Not asking. Declaring. Her voice had dropped to that lower register.

Sophie released me with a last deliberate stroke of her tongue, swirling it around the head, collecting the precum that had been leaking steadily, then sat back on her heels, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. My cock glistened with her saliva, bobbing in the air between us. “She’s all yours, professor.”

Rachel knelt. The movement was more graceful than Sophie’s utilitarian drop – the practiced elegance of a career spent in heels and pencil skirts, poise maintained even in a moment of complete surrender. Her heavy breasts swayed as she settled between my legs, and she gathered her dark hair over one shoulder to keep it out of the way – a professional habit repurposed for an entirely unprofessional act.

She took me in her mouth differently. Where Sophie was aggressive and thorough, Rachel was deliberate and devastating. She worked the head first – her tongue circling the swollen crown in slow, precise orbits, finding the frenulum and pressing against it, her lips soft and precise, the careful attention of someone who studied every subject thoroughly before committing fully. Then she took me deeper – slowly, inch by inch, her dark eyes maintaining contact with mine over the bridge of her nose, and the intensity of that gaze – the professor’s sharp intelligence combined with naked desire – while her mouth surrounded my cock and her full lips stretched around the shaft was enough to make my hands clench the couch cushions hard enough to whiten my knuckles.

“God, Rachel –”

She hummed around me. The vibration traveled through my shaft and settled at the base of my spine. My hips bucked involuntarily, pushing deeper into her mouth, and she took it without gagging – adjusted, opened wider, and took me to the back of her throat. She smiled around my cock – I could feel the curve of her lips stretching against my shaft – and took me deeper still. Her nose pressed against my pelvis and she held there, the tight muscles of her throat working around the head, and the sensation was so intense that I gripped her hair to keep from coming right there.

Sophie moved behind Rachel. Her hands found Rachel’s leggings and pulled them down over those thick, beautiful thighs, revealing stockings – of course Rachel wore stockings under leggings, the professor’s private concession to sensuality – and black lace underwear that matched the discarded bra, already dark with moisture at the center.

Rachel released me, breathing hard, a string of saliva connecting her swollen lower lip to my cock. Her lipstick was smudged, painting a faint ring of color around my shaft. Her professional composure was in ruins, her dark eyes glazed with arousal, and she’d never looked more beautiful.

“Enough preview,” I said, my voice rougher than intended. “Bedroom.”

They both stood. I led them to Rachel’s bedroom – the room we’d used before, the professor’s private space with its clean white sheets and subtle perfume and the deep intimacy of a woman’s most personal space opened willingly.

I pointed at the bed. “Both of you. On your backs.”

They complied. The Architect and the Elder, side by side on Rachel’s white sheets, an athletic brunette and a voluptuous professor, both stripped to their underwear, both looking at me with variations of the same expression: complete trust, absolute desire, the willingness to be led by the man they’d chosen.

I started with Sophie. Pulled her compression shorts down those impossibly long tanned legs, following the fabric with my mouth – kissing down her thigh, her knee, her calf, the taut muscle flexing under bronze skin. Her underwear was simple cotton – Sophie didn’t dress to seduce, she just was – and when I pulled it aside, she was already soaked, her pussy glistening with a sheen of arousal that caught the lamplight, the pink lips swollen and parted, her clit peeking from its hood. Her hips rose to meet my hand before I’d even touched her.

“Always so ready,” I murmured, trailing my fingertips along her slick inner thigh.

“You try watching Rachel Shaw deep-throat your man and not getting wet.” Sophie’s voice was tight with arousal. “It’s a physiological impossibility.”

I stroked her – two fingers sliding through the slickness of her pussy, spreading her folds, finding her swollen clit and circling with the precision of a man who’d learned every response her body could produce and never stopped being fascinated by them. She gasped, arched, her athletic body coiling with the tight tension that preceded her release, her tanned stomach contracting into defined ridges.

“Not yet.” I withdrew my hand, my fingers glistening with her wetness. She made a frustrated sound that was pure Sophie – competitive, impatient, demanding – her hips chasing my retreating hand.

Rachel was next. I moved to her, sliding her stockings down her thick thighs with deliberate slowness, my mouth following the path – kissing the soft, warm skin that the sheer fabric revealed inch by inch. The stockings clung to her skin, leaving faint impression lines that I traced with my thumbs. Her black lace underwear came off, and the scent of her arousal hit me before I saw it – warm, musky, heavier than Sophie’s, the scent of a mature woman in full need. The neatly groomed strip of dark hair was already damp, the swollen pink lips gleaming, and when I parted her thighs wider, I could see how wet she was – thick, viscous arousal strung between her folds.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“You always say that.”

“It’s always true.”

I pushed two fingers inside her. Rachel’s back arched off the bed, her massive tits swaying with the motion – heavy, full, the dark nipples tracing ellipses in the air – and her moan was low and raw and nothing like the composed professor who’d lectured a hundred students that morning. She was drenched, her pussy hot and silky around my fingers, clenching immediately, the relief of survival translating directly into physical need. Her body was demanding confirmation that the person she’d watched walk into a kill zone was alive and here and inside her. I curled my fingers against her g-spot and her legs fell wider open, her heels digging into the mattress.

“Alex – please –”

I knelt between Sophie’s legs first. She was already spread for me, the tanned thighs open, those forever-legs forming a golden frame for the center of her body. Her pussy was flushed and wet and ready, her clit a swollen nub above the parted lips. I gripped my cock and guided it to her entrance, rubbed the head through her slick folds, coating myself in her arousal – and she whimpered at the tease, her hips tilting, trying to capture me. I pushed inside her in one smooth, firm stroke.

Sophie gasped – the sharp, athletic intake of anticipation finally breaking into relief as I filled her completely. Her pussy gripped me immediately, hot and slick, her inner walls clenching with the muscular control of an athlete who trained every part of her body. I began to move – deep, thorough strokes that used the full length, pulling out until the ridge of my cockhead caught at her entrance before driving back in. Her small breasts bounced with each impact, her ponytail whipping against the pillow, and the wet sound of my cock sliding in and out of her soaked pussy was obscene in the quiet bedroom.

Rachel watched from beside us, propped on one elbow, one hand between her own legs – two fingers stroking slowly through her folds, circling her clit, maintaining her arousal while watching me fuck the woman who’d claimed me first. Her dark eyes were hooded, lips parted, breathing matched to the rhythm of my thrusts. Her massive tits swayed gently with each breath, and the sight of her touching herself while watching was almost as devastating as being inside Sophie.

“Harder,” Sophie demanded. “Alex, harder, I need –”

I gave her harder. Gripped her toned hips and drove into her with the intensity of a man celebrating being alive after a morning that could have ended differently. The bed frame protested, the impact jolting through Sophie’s athletic body, her tits bouncing sharply with each collision. Her legs wrapped around me, heels digging into the small of my back, pulling me deeper with every thrust, her pussy clenching around me with rhythmic squeezes that milked my shaft.

“Oh god – yes – right there – don’t stop –”

She came. The orgasm ripped through her athletic body with violent intensity – her pussy clamping down on my cock in crushing waves, her back arching so hard her shoulder blades lifted off the mattress, her scream muffled by the pillow she turned into. Her body shuddered, her abs contracting in visible spasms, her pussy gushing around me in a hot flood that ran down my shaft and soaked the sheets beneath us. I felt it through the Soulbound – the echo of her release reverberating through every bond, the warm surge of connection that turned physical pleasure into something transcendent.

I pulled out of Sophie before I finished – my cock slick and shining with her arousal, throbbing, close to the edge but not over it. She made a sound of protest, but I was already moving – shifting to Rachel, positioning myself between those thick, welcoming thighs.

“Your turn, professor.”

Rachel’s eyes went wide. The surrender – the unmistakable Rachel Shaw surrender that was the most addictive thing I’d ever experienced across every lifetime. The composed, brilliant, professionally armored woman choosing to open herself completely to someone she’d decided was worth the risk. She spread her thighs wider, and I could see her pussy – swollen, dripping, the lips parted, her fingers still glistening from touching herself.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Please.”

I entered her slowly. Rachel’s pussy was different from Sophie’s – softer, wetter, the grip less muscular but more encompassing, her walls yielding around me like warm silk, enveloping my cock in slick, clinging heat. She took me with a sound that started as a moan and ended as a sob – the full length of me sliding into her until I was buried to the hilt, her inner walls stretched around my shaft, the wet tightness of her body accepting me completely. Her full body arched, those magnificent D-cups swaying heavily with the motion, dark nipples pointing at the ceiling. Her hands found my back, nails digging in, the professor’s carefully maintained nails marking me with the desperation of watching me almost die at dawn.

“I love you,” she said. Not in the measured tones of Dr. Rachel Shaw. In a raw, broken voice that said twelve years of post-divorce silence had just ended. “Don’t you dare die on me, Alex Reid.”

“Never.”

I fucked her with thorough, deliberate intensity. Deep strokes that pressed the head of my cock against her deepest point, angled to drag across her swollen g-spot on every withdrawal. Her tits bounced with each thrust – massive, hypnotic, the heavy flesh shaking in waves that rippled from nipple to base. She lost the power of speech within a minute, her vocabulary reduced to moans and gasps and my name. Her pussy was impossibly wet, each stroke accompanied by a filthy squelching sound that made her cheeks flush darker. Sophie moved beside us – not idle, never idle – her hand finding Rachel’s, their fingers interlacing, the Architect providing connection while the Elder received it.

“Both of you,” I said. “Together.”

Sophie understood. She shifted position, settling on her back beside Rachel, shoulder to shoulder, and I adjusted – pulling Rachel’s wide hips onto my thighs, spreading her thick thighs wider, sinking deeper until she cried out. Then I extended one hand to Sophie, my fingers finding her pussy again – still swollen and sensitive from her orgasm, the folds drenched, her clit throbbing under my fingertip. Two fingers slid inside her easily, her body welcoming me back with a slick grip and a gasp.

Two women. One man. My cock buried in Rachel, stretching her open with each thrust, while my fingers curled inside Sophie’s still-clenching pussy. Warmth saturating the room from six directions, simultaneously emotional and temporal. The wet sounds of sex filled the bedroom – the slap of my hips against Rachel’s thick thighs, the obscene squelch of Sophie’s pussy around my fingers, the combined moans of two women who’d found common ground through shared devotion to the same man. Side by side on the white sheets, Rachel’s voluptuous olive curves next to Sophie’s athletic bronze – full D-cups bouncing beside perky B-cups, dark nipples and pink nipples, thick thighs and muscled thighs, two different versions of female beauty receiving pleasure from the same source.

“Together,” Sophie echoed, her voice breaking. Her hand squeezed Rachel’s.

I drove into Rachel while my fingers worked Sophie, the dual focus demanding every ounce of accumulated experience. Rachel’s moans grew louder, less controlled, her thick thighs quaking against my hips, her pussy gripping me tighter with each stroke, the wet friction maddening. Sophie gasped and writhed beside her, my fingers curling against her g-spot, pumping in time with my thrusts into Rachel, her athletic body responding with the full-commitment intensity she brought to everything, her hips riding my hand.

They came within seconds of each other.

Rachel first – a deep, devastating orgasm that started in her core and radiated outward, her pussy contracting around my cock with rhythmic, vice-like force, her walls rippling along my shaft in waves that milked me from root to tip. Her scream was uninhibited – “ALEX!” – every professional wall demolished, her thick thighs clamping around my hips, her hands tearing at the sheets. I felt it through the Soulbound like an earthquake, the Bond Resonance surging.

Sophie followed – triggered by the shared bond resonance of Rachel’s release echoing through the network, the emotional shockwave hitting her through the Soulbound and tipping her over the edge. She clenched around my fingers, her pussy contracting in tight, rhythmic pulses, her body curling off the mattress, her cry mixing with Rachel’s in a harmony that was probably unique in the history of post-loop existence. Her wetness flooded my hand, dripping between my fingers.

My release hit with the force of every bond firing at once – deep inside Rachel, the shattering pulse of a climax amplified by the combined emotional output of two women’s orgasms reverberating through the entire network. I buried myself to the hilt and came with a growl that vibrated through my chest, my cock pulsing in heavy throbs, pumping thick and hot into her still-convulsing pussy. Rachel’s breath caught, her body arching one final time as she felt me filling her, each pulse of my cock drawing a soft gasp from her parted lips, her pussy clenching rhythmically, milking every drop. I felt the warmth of my cum flooding her, mixing with her arousal, and when I finally pulled back, it was already dripping from her swollen pussy – thick white against flushed pink against olive skin. The sight of the composed professor, splayed and spent, my cum leaking from between her thighs while her massive tits heaved with her ragged breathing, sent a possessive satisfaction through the Bond Resonance that saturated the room like heat from a furnace.



After.

The three of us on Rachel’s bed. White sheets tangled, wine forgotten on the coffee table, the apartment warm and quiet.

Sophie was curled against my right side, her athletic body fitted against mine with the comfortable familiarity of doing this longest. Her tanned leg draped across mine, her head on my shoulder, dark hair spilling across my chest.

Rachel was pressed against my left, her voluptuous curves soft and warm, one arm across my stomach, her face turned into my neck. Her dark hair mixed with Sophie’s on my chest, the two textures – Sophie’s sun-streaked waves and Rachel’s silky professional cut – intertwining.

“I feel it through the network,” Sophie murmured. “Becca knows. Emma knows. Jess knows. Anya probably sensed it through the Devotion bond.”

“Does that bother you?” Rachel asked.

“That our boyfriend’s other women can feel when we have sex with him? No.” Sophie’s voice was warm, sleepy, satisfied. “It means the network is working. And honestly? I like knowing they feel it. It’s like…” She searched for the word.

“Sharing a victory,” I suggested.

“Exactly. Every bond event strengthens the whole network. When you feel good, they feel good. When they feel good, I feel good. It’s the best team dynamic I’ve ever been part of, and I’ve been on some damn good volleyball teams.”

Rachel laughed. The sound was rare and precious – Dr. Rachel Shaw, who composed every expression, every reaction, every public emotion with professional precision, laughing in bed with her student-lover and his first girlfriend because she was genuinely, completely, impossibly happy.

“I feel like I should be concerned about how good we’re getting at this,” Sophie said.

“At the sex or the combat?” Rachel asked.

“…yes.”

I held them both. The warmth settled into something I’d rarely felt – contentment, deep and unforced. Not the urgent flare of new connections or the dramatic surge of Soulbound achievements, but the steady glow of bonds that were complete and stable and going nowhere.

[PHASE TWO -- INITIAL EVALUATION: SUCCESSFUL]
Territory: Defended
Bond Network: STABLE
All Soulbound connections: CONFIRMED

Entity Assessment: Subject 14 has demonstrated
combat leadership, bond-network coordination,
and defensive capability under terminal-threat
conditions. Additionally, combined bond output
during combat conditions produced measurable
effect on Gamma-class subject (Observer).

Status: Awaiting final assessment parameters.
Expansion protocol: PENDING.

“The entity is still watching,” I said.

“The entity is always watching,” Rachel replied. “But right now, the entity can take notes while I take a nap.”

Sophie snorted. “The Elder has spoken.”

“The Elder is thirty-four and exhausted and her boyfriend just fought a superpowered twenty-year-old at dawn. She reserves the right to nap.”

“Nap granted,” I said.

Rachel’s breathing slowed within minutes. The professional armor that held her together during waking hours dissolved in sleep, leaving only the woman – warm, soft, trusting. Sophie stayed awake a few minutes longer, her fingers tracing lazy circles on my chest.

“You said you loved me last night,” she whispered. “Before the fight.”

“I did.”

“You said it to Rachel just now.”

“I did.”

“Can you love us both? All of us?”

“I spent over three millennia with nothing that lasted past midnight. Every person I cared about forgot me at dawn. Every connection I built evaporated. Every ‘I love you’ I said vanished like it was never spoken.” I looked at her. “I have a lifetime’s worth of love – several lifetimes – that was never received. There’s enough for all of you. More than enough.”

Sophie’s eyes glistened. Not tears – Sophie didn’t cry, not in front of people – but the brightness of emotion held just below the surface.

“Sophie Martinez does not get emotional in bed,” she announced to no one in particular. “Sophie Martinez is a composed, strategic operator who happens to be lying naked against her boyfriend after a threesome with her boyfriend’s other girlfriend.”

“Sophie Martinez is referring to herself in the third person.”

“Sophie Martinez is coping.” She pressed her face against my shoulder. Took a breath. When she looked up, her expression was steady again – the competitive fire back in place, the moment of vulnerability filed away in whatever vault she kept them in. “For the record: this works. The sharing. The network. All of it. I wasn’t sure it would. Three weeks ago, when I decided to build this, I was operating on instinct and hope. But tonight, lying here with Rachel asleep on your other side and feeling every bond in the network humming…” She spread her hand over my chest. “It works. We work.”

“Was there ever any doubt?”

“Constant doubt. I’m an athlete, Alex. We doubt everything until we’ve won.” She smiled. “We won.”

“Say it again,” she said after a moment. “For the record.”

“I love you, Sophie Martinez.”

“I love you too, Alex Reid. All three thousand years of you.” She kissed my shoulder. “Even the ones that did involuntary splits.”

I laughed. Sophie laughed with me. Rachel stirred against my chest, murmured something about statistical significance, and went back to sleep.


Chapter 21: Anya’s Choice

Thursday. Nineteen days post-loop. The first day in three weeks that didn’t begin with a crisis.

I woke alone. That was unusual now – the bond network had created a gravitational field that pulled women toward my bed with clockwork regularity. Sophie claimed Tuesdays and Saturdays. Rachel arranged Thursday evenings with the precision of a professor scheduling office hours. Emma appeared at random, led by her prophetic sense that I needed the Heart’s presence. Becca showed up when she wanted to and pretended she’d come for tactical reasons. Jess arrived like weather – unpredictable, intense, clearing without warning.

But this Thursday morning, the bed was empty and the dorm room was quiet. My phone showed six-fifteen AM. No messages. No crisis alerts. No fragment warnings from Jess, no intelligence updates from Becca, no cheerful tactical briefings from Sophie.

Just silence. And through the bond network, a sense of collective… rest.

I lay in the quiet and felt each bond individually. Sophie: calm, steady, the deep pulse of a woman sleeping soundly in her own bed for the first time in days. Rachel: warm, measured, the intellectual hum of a mind that never fully stopped analyzing, even in dreams. Emma: gentle, present, the soft frequency of someone who slept well because she no longer slept alone in her own head. Becca: sharp even at rest, the Social Perception creating a faint background noise of emotional data that she’d learned to filter but never fully silence. Jess: controlled, focused, the Fragment Mastery operating at its new baseline, processing temporal echoes with the clear precision of a telescope instead of the chaotic reception of a broken antenna.

And Anya. The Devotion-level bond was quieter, warmer than it had been at Trust, but still fundamentally different from the Soulbound connections. Her signal was…

Not there.

I sat up. Reached through the bond deliberately, the way Jess had taught me to focus the Resonance.

Anya’s bond was active. She wasn’t in danger. But she was distant – not geographically, but emotionally. Deliberate withdrawal – the signal dimmed by choice, not by distance.

She was processing.

I got up, showered, dressed, and walked campus.



The morning was warm for September. The quad was green and alive, sprinklers catching early sunlight in rainbow arcs, students crossing in the disconnected patterns of people heading to eight AM lectures they regretted signing up for. Normal life, moving forward, the world doing what worlds do – accumulating experiences, building futures, changing.

Everything the loop had denied me across millennia, happening around me with the casual abundance of a world that took tomorrow for granted.

I found Anya at the athletics building.

She was sitting on the bench outside the south entrance – the same south entrance Marcus had destroyed yesterday, now patched with plywood and yellow caution tape that campus maintenance had applied without understanding what had caused the damage. The official explanation, courtesy of Becca’s cover story apparatus, was a student who’d fallen asleep at the wheel and driven their truck into the door.

Anya sat with the stillness that marked her as something other than a twenty-six-year-old woman in dark clothes. Her lean, angular body was folded into a position of alert rest – spine straight, feet flat, hands on her thighs, the posture of someone who could transition from sitting to fighting in less than a second. Her short dark hair ruffled slightly in the morning breeze. Her gray eyes were fixed on something across the quad – or on nothing. The thousand-year stare.

I sat beside her. Didn’t speak. Didn’t touch. Just sat.

Four minutes passed. I counted them out of habit – a million loops of timing conversations had given me a clock in my head that ticked with atomic precision.

“I walked campus for three hours this morning,” Anya said. Her voice was flat. Controlled. The voice she used when processing something that required every circuit of her ancient, loop-forged mind.

“Starting when?”

“Three AM. Couldn’t sleep.” She paused. “That’s not accurate. I could sleep. I chose not to. Sleeping means trusting the environment enough to go unconscious. I’ve only been able to do that in your room. Elsewhere, the combat protocols won’t disengage.”

“You slept in your motel room before.”

“Light sleep. Combat rest. The body conserves energy, the mind stays at thirty percent. It’s enough to survive, not enough to recover.” She looked at me. “In your bed, I slept deeply. Fully. For the first time since my loop broke.”

“Because of the Bond Resonance.”

“Because of you.” The correction was precise, deliberate. “The Resonance is a mechanism. The cause is you. The man who makes the mechanism produce warmth instead of cold.”

She looked away again. Back to the patched south entrance.

“I watched Sophie coach volleyball yesterday afternoon.”

The non-sequitur caught me. “Volleyball?”

“From the bleachers. She didn’t see me. Her team was running drills – serve, receive, set, spike. Repetitive. Athletic. And Sophie was in the center, reading every player, adjusting every position, calling out corrections with the casual authority of someone who understands that teams are built from the inside out.”

“That’s Sophie.”

“Yes. That’s Sophie.” Anya’s expression held a complexity I hadn’t seen before. “After volleyball, I went to the library. Emma was there. Writing. Her fingers moved across the keyboard with the focused intensity of someone channeling something larger than herself. I watched her write for thirty minutes. She didn’t look up once.”

“The prophetic writing demands focus.”

“It wasn’t just focus. It was purpose. She knows what she does and why it matters and she does it without hesitation.” Anya’s voice softened by a fraction. “At one point, she stopped typing and read something back to herself. Her expression changed – a small smile, then a broader one, then she pressed her hands against her chest as if the words she’d written had physically moved her. That’s not a woman performing a task. That’s a woman who has found her reason for existing. I watched her for thirty minutes and she never once looked up, and every second of that time she was the most present person on campus.”

“Emma has always been present. Most people just couldn’t see it.”

“I couldn’t have seen it three weeks ago. I didn’t have the framework. Presence was a tactical concept – awareness of your environment, threat assessment, situational readiness. Watching Emma taught me it could mean something else. Being fully inside a moment because the moment has value, not because the moment has danger.”

She was quiet for a beat. Processing.

“Then I walked to Moran’s Ink. Jess was tattooing a client. A normal client – a sophomore getting a rose on her ankle. Jess was working with the precision of someone who sees art in everything, her Fragment Mastery humming in the background while her hands created something permanent on someone’s skin. The sophomore was talking – nervous chatter, the way people talk when they’re getting their first tattoo – and Jess was listening. Really listening. Not just hearing the words but reading the person, responding to the anxiety with the exact right blend of reassurance and dry humor.”

“Jess reads people the way most people read traffic signs.”

“She does. And the tattoo was beautiful. A simple rose, nothing extraordinary in design, but the execution was flawless. I stood outside the window watching a woman who can read temporal echoes from across the planet create something small and permanent and beautiful for a nervous twenty-year-old. The scope of that contrast – the cosmic and the mundane, held simultaneously – was something I’d never conceived of.”

“And Becca?”

“I found Becca at the campus coffee shop. She was working her surveillance network – laptop open, phone in hand, monitoring social feeds while simultaneously carrying on a conversation with a sorority sister about some reality show I’d never heard of. The double life, seamless. The intelligence operative disguised as an influencer, and neither persona was false.” Anya paused. “She noticed me. Looked right at me through the window. And instead of calling me out or making a scene, she just gave me a nod. One nod. As if to say: I see you seeing me. And I’m fine with it. Then she went back to her conversation. That small gesture – that casual acknowledgment of being observed without defensiveness – told me more about how this group operates than any briefing could.”

She was quiet again. I waited.

“I watched Rachel lecture,” Anya said finally. “Psychology 301. I stood in the back row. She was teaching about attachment theory – the mechanisms by which humans form bonds, the cost of disrupted attachment, the difference between avoidant and secure connection.” A ghost of something that might have been irony. “She’s an extraordinary teacher. She makes complicated things clear.”

“Rachel has a gift for clarity.”

“She has a gift for making people feel understood without feeling studied.” Anya turned to face me fully. Those steel-colored eyes, carrying twelve hundred years of solitude, a lifetime longer than empires of learning to survive alone – and three weeks of discovering that she didn’t have to.

“I watched all of them,” she said. “Six hours. Walking campus, observing your women – our women – living their lives. And I realized something.”

“What?”

“They’re not extraordinary because of the bonds. They’re not remarkable because the entity granted them abilities or because your System tracks their connection levels. They were extraordinary before any of that.” Her voice was steady, but underneath the control, something was vibrating. “Sophie would have been a leader without the Soulbound. Rachel would have been brilliant without the Intelligence bonus. Emma would have been perceptive without the Perception passive. Becca would have been formidable without the Social Perception. Jess would have been seeing things nobody else could see without the Fragment Mastery.”

“The System amplifies what’s already there,” I said. “It doesn’t create from nothing.”

“Exactly.” She looked at her hands. Those work-roughened, scarred fingers, resting on her thighs in the morning sunlight. “My System never offered me amplification. It offered utility. Cold, mechanical, functional. [Temporal Stutter] isn’t an amplification of something I already had – it’s a tool, grafted on. My combat skills are my own. My survival instincts are my own. But the System itself never touched who I am. It just gave me sharper instruments.”

“Until now.”

“Until now.” She flexed her fingers. “Your Bond Resonance is doing something my System has no framework for. I can feel it – warmth in the architecture. Like green shoots pushing through frozen ground. The permafrost is still there, still deep, still cold. But something is thawing. Something alive is finding its way upward.”

“Your System is evolving.”

“My System is being rewritten. Not replaced – integrated. And I don’t know what it’s becoming. No survivor has ever documented this. Victor’s System never changed. The Observer’s System was absorbed by the entity. Mine is…” She searched for the word.

“Adapting.”

“Adapting. Yes.” She looked at me with an expression I’d only seen once before – in my dorm room, barefoot in the rain, deciding this was where she belonged. “I’ve been running since my loop broke. From territory to territory, assessing, analyzing, fighting when necessary. Running because standing still felt like dying. Because the loop taught me that nothing persists, nothing builds, nothing lasts, and the only response to impermanence is motion.”

“You’re not running anymore.”

“No. I’m not.” She stood. The simple act of rising was somehow different from every other time I’d watched her stand – less coiled, less defensive, her posture loosened by something that wasn’t weakness. “I’ve been alone for twelve hundred years. I fought everything alone. Survived everything alone. Planned my routes alone, chose my battles alone, licked my wounds alone.”

She turned to face me. The September morning behind her, sunlight catching her short dark hair, her eyes luminous in a way I’d only seen when she was being touched or when she was making a choice that scared her more than dying.

“I’m done,” she said.

Two words. The same two words she’d said at sunset, weeks ago, when she’d first chosen to stop running. But these carried different weight. That time, she’d been deciding to stay in a territory. This time, she was deciding to stay in a life.

“I’m done running. I’m done fighting alone. I’m done pretending that discipline is a substitute for connection or that survival without purpose is worth the effort of surviving.” She stepped toward me. “I watched your women – our women – live their lives today. Normal lives, extraordinary lives, lives that matter because they’ve chosen to build something together. And I want that.”

“You have it. You’ve had it since the moment you walked onto campus.”

“I had access to it. I hadn’t chosen it. Not fully. Part of me was still holding a bag, one foot toward the door, ready to run if the entity escalated or the bonds failed or the warmth turned out to be another trap.” She stopped in front of me. Close enough to touch. “I’m putting the bag down, Alex.”

I stood. Faced her. The two of us in the morning sunlight, beside a patched door that represented a threat we’d survived together.

“I’m not just staying in your territory,” she said. “I’m staying in your life. In this team. In this family. Not as a guest or an observer or a tactical asset. As someone who belongs here.”

“You’ve always belonged here.”

“No. I chose to belong here. The difference matters.” She reached up and touched my face. Her calloused hand against my jaw, the calluses mapping every weapon she’d ever held and every blow she’d ever thrown, now resting against the face of a man she’d chosen over every instinct that screamed at her to keep moving.

She kissed me. Started fierce – the warrior’s instinct, taking control, setting terms. Her hands gripped my collar, pulling me down to her height with practiced force.

I caught her wrists. Held her still. Tilted her chin up with one hand, angling her face toward mine, and kissed her the way I kissed all my women – like she mattered, like she was choosing to stay, and like I was the one she’d chosen to stay for.

She resisted for half a second. Then yielded. Not weakness – decision. The fighter choosing to stand down. Not surrender – certainty. The certainty of a woman who’d spent a millennium at war and finally found something worth the peace.

I pulled her in. Held her with both arms – the complete embrace that she’d been learning to accept, one night at a time, in a dorm room that smelled like aftershave and warmth.

“Welcome to the team,” said a voice behind us.

Sophie.

She was standing ten meters away, in running gear – compression shorts, sports bra, her long bronzed legs gleaming from her morning jog. Her ponytail was damp with sweat. Her warm brown eyes held the evaluating expression that meant she’d read the room, assessed the play, and approved the outcome.

She walked over and extended a hand to Anya.

Not a hug. Not a casual touch. A handshake – the formal, deliberate gesture of one leader acknowledging another’s decision to commit.

Anya looked at the hand. Then at Sophie. Then at me.

She took it. The grip between them was firm – two women who expressed themselves through physical competence, meeting in the language they both understood best.

“Welcome to the team,” Sophie repeated.

Anya’s mouth twitched. “Is this the part where you tell me to let people take care of me?”

“You’re a fast learner.”

Sophie grinned. She released Anya’s hand and looked at me.

“Full team meeting tonight,” she said. “Rachel’s apartment. Seven PM. I’m ordering actual food this time – not takeout, actual food. We earned it.”

“We did.”

“And Anya?” Sophie was already walking away, already building the next thing. “You’re sitting at the table. Not positioned for tactical withdrawal. AT the table.”

Anya’s expression went through a rapid sequence – resistance, consideration, acceptance.

“…fine,” she said.

“She’ll complain about it,” I told Sophie.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Sophie called over her shoulder.

She jogged away, dark hair bouncing against her shoulders, tanned legs catching the sunlight, the Architect in motion.



[BOND UPDATE: ANYA KOVAR]
Previous: 600/1000 (Devotion)
Current: 650/1000 (Devotion)
+50 Bond XP gained

Source: Deliberate choice to commit (+50)
Note: Subject chose to remain in territory
not out of tactical necessity but out of
emotional investment in the bond network.
This is a significant behavioral departure
for a combat-class System variant.

SYSTEM INTERACTION ALERT:
Host's Bond Resonance continues to influence
Anya Kovar's Temporal System architecture.
Adaptation rate: ACCELERATING.
New architecture elements detected:
- Emotional processing pathways (primitive)
- Connection-recognition protocols (emerging)
- Warmth-tolerance thresholds (expanding)

These elements do not exist in standard
Temporal System architecture. This adaptation
has no recorded precedent in subject data.

Entity observation level: ELEVATED.

The notification pulsed warm – warmer than usual, the System itself seeming to recognize that something had shifted.

I stood in the quad, feeling the full weight of every connection. Five Soulbound. One Devotion that was climbing with the accelerated urgency of a System learning something it had never been designed to learn.

Anya walked beside me toward the campus center, her stride adjusting – unconsciously, I thought – to match mine. She’d spent centuries walking alone, setting her own pace, answering to no one’s rhythm but her own. The adjustment was tiny. Meaningful. The first step in a new pattern.

“Your Sophie is terrifying,” she said.

“Sophie? She’s the most effective human being I’ve ever met, and I’ve met millions.”

“She organized a supernatural defense network, a multi-woman relationship, and a territory’s entire intelligence apparatus in three weeks. And she coaches volleyball.”

“She’s efficient.”

“She’s inhuman.”

“She’s very human. She’s just very, very good at being human.”

Anya considered this. “In Prague, I had no one to compare myself to. I was the only person who persisted. Here, I’m surrounded by women who are exceptional in ways that have nothing to do with temporal abilities or millennia of experience. They’re exceptional because they choose to be.”

“That’s the difference between surviving and living.”

“It’s the difference between being alone and being part of something.” She stopped walking. Looked at the campus around us – the students, the buildings, the mundane morning of a world that kept moving forward. “I spent over a millennium in one place, unable to leave. Now I’ve chosen to stay in one place. The geography is the same. The meaning is opposite.”

“That’s the definition of freedom.”

She almost smiled. Almost. The angular features softened, the steel warmed, and for a fraction of a second, Anya Kovar looked like a woman who was learning to be happy and was deeply suspicious of the sensation.

“Freedom,” she repeated. “What an inconvenient thing to discover after so long.”

We walked to the campus center. Got coffee. Sat at a table in the morning sun and talked about nothing in particular – the weather, the quality of the campus food, the inexplicable popularity of energy drinks among students who had never fought a temporal anomaly at dawn and therefore had no legitimate need for additional adrenaline.

Normal conversation. The kind I’d had three million times during the loop and zero times since.

Anya held her coffee cup with both hands, the warmth seeping into her roughened palms, and told me about the first time she’d tasted coffee after her loop broke. Prague, the day after her loop broke, a cafe near the astronomical clock, the same cafe that had existed in her loop but had never served her because she always reset before it opened.

“I cried,” she said. Matter-of-factly. “Standing at the counter, waiting for a latte, I started crying. The barista thought I was having a mental breakdown. I was. But not the kind she assumed.”

“The first time something persists.”

“The first time anything mattered enough to taste.” She sipped her Ridgemont campus coffee. “This is terrible, by the way.”

“It’s atrocious.”

“Good. I needed something consistently disappointing to balance the remarkable quality of everything else.”

I laughed. And the corners of her mouth lifted – just barely – and the morning carried us forward into a day that held nothing more dramatic than bad coffee and a woman learning to sit at a table instead of haunting the doorway.



Seven PM. Rachel’s apartment. Full team.

Sophie had ordered Thai food from the place three blocks off campus that Rachel had declared acceptable based on her professional assessment of their green curry’s spice balance. The living room had been reconfigured – the whiteboard pushed aside, the operations desk cleared, the chairs rearranged around Rachel’s dining table. Candles. Actual candles. Sophie had bought candles.

“This is a dinner, not a briefing,” Sophie had explained when Becca raised her perfectly shaped eyebrow at the candle placement. “People who just survived a battle and saved a territory get candles. It’s a rule.”

“Whose rule?”

“Mine. As of right now.”

Rachel sat at the head of the table in a soft wrap dress that hugged her curves with the casual elegance of a woman who didn’t need to try. Emma beside her, in the nicest outfit I’d seen her wear – a fitted sweater dress in deep green that showed her figure without hiding it, her auburn hair down, glasses polished. She looked beautiful. She knew it. The confidence was quiet and genuine and entirely earned.

Becca sat across from Emma, dressed in what she called “casual” and the rest of the world would call “ready for a magazine shoot” – a cream silk blouse, tailored jeans, subtle gold jewelry. But her makeup was lighter than usual. Less armor, more face. The Social Perception had changed her relationship with appearances – she could feel what people actually thought of her now, and it turned out they thought she was beautiful regardless of the contour.

Jess took the chair next to Becca – a combination that would have been combustible a week ago but had settled into something like grudging mutual respect. Jess wore a clean band tee – clean being the operative deviation from her norm – and her ripped jeans were actually intact for once. Her teal-streaked hair was tied back. The dark eyeliner was softer. The piercings caught candlelight.

Anya.

She stood at the door for four seconds before sitting down. I counted. Four seconds of a combat survivor older than most nations choosing to occupy a chair at a table instead of a wall near an exit.

She sat between me and Sophie. At the table. Not against the wall.

“Good,” Sophie said. Just that. Good.

The dinner was warm and loud and exactly what seven people who’d survived cosmic violence needed. Rachel analyzed the curry’s spice profile with the thoroughness of a peer-reviewed study. “The galangal is slightly overrepresented relative to the lemongrass, which suggests the chef substituted dried for fresh,” she announced, and Becca threw a napkin at her. Emma described a chapter she was writing – fictional, she insisted, but everyone recognized themselves in the characters. “The team captain has a habit of labeling things with sticky notes,” Emma said innocently, and Sophie pointed her chopsticks at Emma in mock warning. Becca complained about the wine selection, then drank two glasses while maintaining that both were “barely acceptable.” Jess sketched on a napkin – the group, from memory, her artist’s hand capturing something that cameras couldn’t.

Sophie orchestrated. Even at dinner, the Architect couldn’t fully stand down. She made sure conversation flowed, that no one was left out, that Anya was included in references she wouldn’t understand, that the evening felt like a team dinner and not a strategic briefing.

“To surviving,” Sophie said, raising her glass.

“To building,” Rachel added.

“To documenting,” Emma said.

“To looking fabulous while doing it,” Becca said.

“To seeing clearly,” Jess said.

Everyone looked at Anya.

She held her beer – Czech, which Rachel had somehow sourced – and looked around the table. Every face turned toward her, waiting with the patient warmth of people who understood exactly how hard it was to say something that mattered.

“To staying,” Anya said.

We drank.

The evening carried forward. Jess showed Anya the sketch she’d drawn years ago – Anya’s face, rendered in pencil before they’d ever met, captured through a fragment dream of cobblestones and snow. Anya touched the paper with trembling fingers, the warrior undone by the evidence that someone had seen her before she’d been seen.

“You dreamed about me,” Anya said.

“For years. Running through streets I’d never visited, under a sky I’d never seen.” Jess met her eyes. “I think the entity wanted you found. Or the temporal field wanted to connect you to someone who could see you.”

“Or it was just chance.”

“In our world, there’s no such thing as chance.”

Anya looked at the sketch for a long time. Then she folded it carefully and put it in her jacket pocket, over her heart, the warrior carrying a piece of art like a piece of armor.

Sophie arm-wrestled Anya after dessert. Anya won. Sophie demanded best of three. Anya won again. Sophie demanded best of five with Rachel as referee.

“I’m a psychologist, not a sports official,” Rachel protested.

“You’re the Elder. Elders referee. It’s tradition.”

“Whose tradition?”

“The tradition I’m establishing right now.”

Rachel sighed, adjusted her glasses, and officiated the remaining matches with the dry precision of someone who found the entire exercise beneath her professional dignity but was secretly enjoying herself enormously.

Anya won three to two. Sophie conceded with gracious fury, already planning the rematch.

“Your grip strength is unfair,” Sophie said, flexing her hand.

“I’ve been gripping weapons since the Siege of Vienna. Your volleyball career is, comparatively, brief.”

“Give me a millennium and I’ll crush you.”

“I’ll be here.”

The words landed differently than Anya intended. Heavier. Loaded with something she hadn’t meant to promise. I’ll be here. The runner, promising to stop. The solitary warrior, promising presence. Sophie heard it. Her competitive expression softened into something warmer.

“Yeah,” Sophie said. “You will.”

Emma took notes throughout the evening. Her documentation habit had become the group’s collective memory – not just intelligence reports and tactical analyses, but the small moments. The jokes. The arguments. The dinners. The quiet evidence that seven people had built a family out of temporal anomalies and cosmic experiments and the stubborn human insistence on connection.

“Our first family portrait,” Jess said, holding up her completed napkin sketch. Seven figures around a table, drawn in ink, each recognizable by posture and detail. Sophie’s ponytail. Rachel’s glasses. Emma’s hair curtain. Becca’s crossed legs. Jess’s tattoos. Anya’s combat posture. And me, at the center, surrounded.

“Frame it,” I said.

“I’ll do better than that.” Jess tucked the napkin into her sketchbook. “I’ll do a proper version. Ink and color. Something that lasts.”

Anya looked at the sketchbook. Then at the table – the empty containers, the burned-down candles, the six faces around the man she’d chosen.

“I’d like that,” she said.


Chapter 22: New Foundation

Friday. Twenty days post-loop. The second day in a row without a crisis, which might have been a record.

Sophie called the meeting for noon. She’d sent a group text at seven AM – the Architect’s version of an RSVP-mandatory dinner invitation, except it was a strategic briefing disguised as lunch, or possibly lunch disguised as a strategic briefing. With Sophie, the line between operational planning and team-building was deliberately blurred.

Sophie: Full team. Rachel’s apartment. Noon. I’m bringing sandwiches. Yes Becca, I know you’re gluten-free. There’s a wrap for you. Yes Anya, I know you prefer to stand. There’s a chair with your name on it. Literally. I labeled it.

Becca: You labeled a chair.

Sophie: I labeled a chair. Step three: secretly love it.

Anya: I will not.

Sophie: Step two: complain about it. Right on schedule.

I arrived at noon to find the apartment already full. Sophie had set up the dining table with sandwiches, labeled chairs (she had actually labeled chairs, with sticky notes in her bold handwriting), and a whiteboard divided into two columns: DEBRIEF and NEXT STEPS.

Anya was standing beside her labeled chair, examining the sticky note with an expression that combined mild offense with hidden amusement.

“Sit,” Sophie said without looking up from the whiteboard.

Anya sat. Pulled the sticky note off and tucked it into her jacket pocket – evidence for later complaints, or evidence that someone had cared enough to label a chair for her.

I took my seat at the head of the table. The center. The point where all bonds converged.

“Alright,” Sophie said, uncapping her marker. “Full harem meeting. Six members.” She wrote on the board:

MEMBERS: Sophie (Soulbound), Rachel (Soulbound), Emma (Soulbound), Becca (Soulbound), Jess (Soulbound), Anya (Devotion)

“First order of business: welcome Anya properly.”

All eyes turned to the woman in dark tactical layers, sitting in a labeled chair with the precise posture of someone who’d spent most of recorded history never being part of a group.

“I was welcomed,” Anya said. “There was a dinner. There were candles.”

“That was a celebration. This is integration.” Sophie’s tone was warm but firm – the team captain running integration. “Every member of this team has a role. Sophie: Architect. Rachel: Elder. Emma: Heart. Becca: Edge. Jess: Mystery. These aren’t arbitrary labels – they describe what each person brings to the group that nobody else can.”

“I’m aware of the structure.”

“Good. Then what’s your role?”

Anya was quiet. The room waited.

“The Survivor,” Emma said softly from across the table. “That’s what you are, Anya. The only person who truly understands Alex’s isolation. The tactical combat partner. The living proof that bonds can reach people who were built for solitude.”

Anya stared at Emma – the shy bookworm who’d been invisible six weeks ago, naming the ancient warrior’s essential identity with quiet certainty.

“The Survivor,” Anya repeated. Testing the word.

“Every team needs one,” Sophie said. “You keep us honest about the stakes. And you stand beside Alex in combat as an equal, which none of the rest of us can do.”

“I ran a campus-wide intelligence network,” Becca said, examining her nails.

“From a laptop,” Sophie said. “Anya dislocated her shoulder fighting a beta-enhanced combatant. Not the same thing.”

“My shoulder is fine,” Anya interjected.

“Your shoulder is not fine. Rachel examined it and said the rotator cuff is strained.” Sophie pointed at Anya with her marker. “Which brings us to agenda item two: letting people take care of you. Rachel, progress report?”

“Anya permitted me to examine her shoulder for approximately ninety seconds before pulling away and declaring it ‘functional,’” Rachel said. “Grade 1 rotator cuff strain. Rest, ice, limited range of motion for five to seven days.”

“I can fight through a strained rotator cuff.”

“You can. You shouldn’t. Just because you can push through something doesn’t mean you should. Healing requires rest, not willpower.”

Anya’s jaw tightened. But Rachel didn’t coddle – she assessed. The data supported rest. Arguing with data was arguing with reality.

“Five days,” Anya conceded. “Then reassessment.”

“Agreed,” Rachel said. “I’ll schedule check-ins.”

“Of course you will.”

Becca leaned forward, elbows on the table, her ice-blue eyes bright with the [Social Perception] that now operated as naturally as breathing.

“Okay, new girl,” Becca said. “Let’s address the real question. You’ve been here for what, a week? You’ve fought beside Alex, slept with Alex, almost died with Alex. But you haven’t spent time with us. Not really. The dinner was nice, but it was a group event. I want to know who you actually are when you’re not being the Survivor.”

Anya looked at Becca. Two women who couldn’t be more different – the centuries-old warrior in dark tactical layers and the twenty-one-year-old social media influencer in cream silk – regarding each other across a table of sandwiches with the mutual assessment of cats meeting in a new territory.

“I don’t know,” Anya said. “I’ve been the Survivor for so long that I’m not sure there’s anything else.”

“Bullshit.” Becca’s Social Perception cut through the tactical composure like a scalpel. “Your emotional output right now reads as fear, embarrassment, longing, and about forty layers of defensive deflection. You’re afraid we won’t like you. You’re embarrassed about being afraid. And you want to belong so badly it’s radiating off you like heat from a furnace.”

The room went very quiet.

Anya’s eyes went wide. No one had ever read her like that. Centuries of combat discipline, the best poker face in human history, dismantled in four sentences by a twenty-one-year-old blonde with enhanced emotional X-ray vision.

“I used to be her,” Becca continued, her voice softening in a way that only happened when the ice queen chose to let the person underneath show through. “The one who armored up because vulnerability felt like dying. The one who’d rather fight than feel. The one who convinced herself that not needing anyone was a strength rather than a wound.”

“And now?”

“Now I have Soulbound with a man who saw through every wall I built and five women who tolerate my attitude because they understand what’s underneath it.” Becca’s perfect features were open – genuinely open, the armor down. “So you dress like that? Great. Another badass to compete with. But I want to know what’s underneath the tactical layers, because if you’re going to be part of this family, you’re going to be known. Fully. Without escape.”

Anya looked around the table. Every face open. Waiting. And Becca, who’d just demolished a millennium of defensive architecture with the casual precision of someone who’d been the best at tearing down walls since before she’d gained the supernatural ability to do so.

“I played the cello,” Anya said.

The room blinked.

“During my loop,” she continued. Her voice was different now. Softer. Rougher. The voice of someone reaching past centuries of combat discipline to find a memory she’d buried so deep it had almost become fictional. “In Prague, 1683. There was a church near the market square. St. Nicholas. It had a cello – old, battered, probably worthless. But I found it during year seven of my loop and taught myself to play.”

“How long did you practice?” Emma asked.

“About four hundred years.” Anya’s mouth quirked. “I had time.”

“Centuries of cello,” Jess said. “That’s… a lot of Bach.”

“Bach hadn’t composed most of his cello work yet in 1683. I played what was available – Italian Baroque, mostly. Corelli, Gabrielli. And I improvised.” Her gray eyes went distant, the thousand-year stare directed not at threat assessment but at memory. “The church was empty during my loop window. I’d play from the third hour to the seventh. Four hours, every cycle, for centuries. The acoustics in St. Nicholas were extraordinary. The sound would fill the nave and come back to me changed, enriched by the stone and the space.”

“That’s beautiful,” Emma whispered.

“It was survival. The cello was the only thing in my loop that felt like creation instead of destruction. Everything else was fighting, dying, resetting. The cello was the one hour I didn’t have to be a warrior.”

“Have you played since the loop?” Rachel asked.

Anya shook her head. “I haven’t touched a stringed instrument in fourteen months. The loop skills are still in my muscle memory – they’d activate if I tried. But playing the cello felt like… like a secret I was keeping from the world. The one soft thing in a hard existence. Taking it out into the real world felt like exposing it to damage.”

“Or exposing yourself to vulnerability,” Rachel said. Not as a correction. As a recognition.

Anya met her eyes. “Yes.”

“I want to hear you play,” Sophie said. “There’s a music room in the arts building. I can get us access.”

“I don’t–”

“Non-negotiable.” Sophie’s tone brooked no debate.

Anya closed her mouth. Opened it. Closed it again.

“That’s the point. Repetition builds habit. Ask any athlete.” Sophie wrote on the whiteboard under NEXT STEPS: Anya plays cello. Non-negotiable.

“This is a strategic briefing, not a concert booking service,” Anya said.

“This is whatever I say it is. I’m the Architect.”

Anya looked at me with an expression that said help.

I smiled. “Sophie’s Architect decisions are non-negotiable. I learned that in the first week.”

“Your man is useless,” Anya told the table at large.

“He has other qualities,” Becca said, and the double meaning was so perfectly delivered that even Anya had to press her lips together to keep from smiling.

The meeting continued. Rachel gave a brief update on Anya’s System evolution – the adaptation was accelerating, emotional pathways advancing, connection-recognition protocols now active.

“That sounds like it could be painful,” Emma observed quietly.

“It is,” Anya said. The admission was flat, tactical, as if she were reporting a weather condition. “The adaptation creates… interference. Like static between radio stations. My combat protocols and the emerging emotional pathways compete for processing resources. During high-stress moments, the competition causes disorientation.”

“Which is why the battle was harder for you than it should have been,” I said. Understanding clicking into place. “Your System was fighting on two fronts – Marcus externally, and its own evolution internally.”

Anya’s jaw tightened. The acknowledgment of weakness cost her, even in a room full of people who’d demonstrated that weakness shared was strength multiplied. “During Marcus’s charge, my [Temporal Stutter] delayed by approximately half a second. Normally my activation time is instantaneous. The delay was caused by System resources being diverted to emotional processing – specifically, processing fear. Not for myself. For you.”

The room was quiet. The implications of what she’d just admitted – that she’d been afraid for someone else, and that fear had cost her a combat advantage – settled through the group with the weight of something profound.

“Fear for others is a feature, not a bug,” Sophie said firmly. “It means the adaptation is working. You’re developing the capacity to care about something beyond your own survival.”

“Caring about things beyond survival is what gets survivors killed,” Anya countered.

“Caring about things beyond survival is what keeps survivors from being absorbed,” Rachel said. “That’s the entire lesson of the Observer. Isolation leads to absorption. Connection prevents it. Your System’s adaptation isn’t a weakness, Anya. It’s evolution. And evolution is what keeps you off the trajectory that ends with becoming the woman in white.”

The silence that followed carried the heavy density of truth that was uncomfortable and necessary.

“Moving on,” Sophie said, sensing the emotional temperature. “Intelligence updates. Becca?”

Becca’s report was efficient – campus back to normal, surveillance network operational, one interesting anomaly. “My [Social Perception] picked up unusual emotional signatures at the western edge of campus yesterday. Anticipatory. Like people waiting for something. Could be nothing. Flagged it.”

Jess reported on Fragment Mastery readings. The global picture was stable: Cairo survivor isolated but functional, Seoul conflict ongoing, Montana still dark.

“One fragment that’s been recurring,” Jess added. “I keep getting an echo from the Observer. Not a deliberate scan – it comes to me unbidden, usually at night. A single image: a woman sitting in a stone room, playing an instrument I can’t identify. The emotion attached to it is…” She searched for the word. “Nostalgia. As if the Observer’s buried consciousness is reaching toward something that hasn’t happened yet. Something musical.”

She looked at Anya. Anya looked at her.

“That’s the future,” Jess said. “I’m seeing a fragment of something that’s about to happen. The Observer is going to respond to music – specifically to Anya’s music. Through the temporal field.”

“Anya hasn’t played yet,” I said. “Not since her loop.”

“I know. But Fragment Mastery doesn’t always obey linear time. Sometimes it shows me echoes of what’s coming rather than what’s been.” Jess’s hazel eyes were sharp with certainty. “If Anya plays – when she plays – the temporal resonance will reach the Observer. And the woman inside will feel it. The fragment is practically vibrating with that inevitability.”

She looked at Anya with an intensity that carried the weight of prophetic certainty. “Play, Anya. Whatever it is you played in that church. The Observer is waiting to hear it.”

“Three channels to reach Number Three,” I said. “Bond Resonance during combat, Fragment Mastery scans, and now Anya’s music. We’ll need all of them.”

Emma’s prophetic writing update was the most significant. “The writing is telling me we’re about to get bigger,” she said. “Not in bond count – in territory. Something’s going to change about our scope.”

“Expansion,” I said. The word from the entity’s Phase Two protocols. “The Observer mentioned it before she was overridden. ‘The next evaluation is expansion.’”

“Which means new territory, new subjects, new variables.” Sophie wrote it on the whiteboard. “We need to be ready.”

“We need to be whole first,” Rachel corrected. “Anya’s bond is at Devotion, her System is evolving but unstable. We’re in uncharted territory.”

“We’ve been in uncharted territory since Sunday,” I said. “Every day past Saturday is uncharted territory for someone who spent over thirty centuries on the same one.”

That got smiles from everyone. Even Anya.



After the meeting. Afternoon.

The group dispersed into their individual orbits – Rachel to her evening lecture, Sophie to volleyball practice, Becca to manage her social media empire (which now doubled as an intelligence network), Jess to Moran’s Ink for her afternoon clients.

Emma and I walked Anya to the music building.

The arts building was old – red brick, ivy-covered, the kind of campus architecture that suggested institutional age even when the institution was only sixty years old. The music rooms were in the basement, soundproofed practice spaces with fluorescent lighting and the flat acoustic deadness of rooms designed to contain noise.

Sophie had secured a practice room and a cello through sheer volleyball-captain authority. Room B-7 – key under the mat, because some things were refreshingly analog.

The room held a single chair, a music stand, and a cello. Not a great cello – a student instrument, mass-produced, the kind of thing a music department loans to freshmen who’ve never held one before. But it had four strings and a bow and was recognizably the instrument that Anya Kovar had played for four hundred years in a Prague church during a loop that had defined and nearly destroyed her.

Anya stood in the doorway. Her eyes were fixed on the cello with an intensity that I recognized from my own experience – the disorienting weight of encountering something from your loop in the world that kept going. A bridge between the life that didn’t count and the life that did.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I know.” She walked in. Sat in the chair. Picked up the cello with a grip refined over more hours than most musicians lived.

The bow found the strings. And Anya Kovar, combat specialist, the woman who moved with lethal economy and spoke in tactical abbreviations and had forgotten how to laugh until two weeks ago – played.

The first note was rough. Student cello, unfamiliar bow, fingers that hadn’t found strings in over a year. The tone wobbled, uncertain, like a voice learning to speak after years of silence.

The second note was better. Her muscle memory activating, a lifetime’s worth of practice flowing from neural pathways that the loop had forged and the real world had preserved. The bow straightened. The fingering found precision.

By the third measure, she was playing.

Not Bach – she’d told us he hadn’t composed for cello yet in her loop’s time period. Something older. Italian Baroque. A Corelli sonata, maybe, or something she’d composed herself during those endless solitary concerts in St. Nicholas. The melody was minor-key, haunting, the kind of music that held solitude and beauty in equal measure.

Emma stood beside me in the doorway, one hand pressed against her chest. Everything the loop had done to Anya – the grief, the discipline, the desperate insistence on creating something beautiful inside a world designed to destroy – translated into sound that the practice room’s acoustic deadness couldn’t contain. I felt it in my chest. The actual, physical, human experience of hearing something beautiful played with every note earned through suffering.

Anya’s eyes were closed. The hard edges of her face had softened. What remained was the artist – the woman who’d found a cello in a church during year seven and held onto it because it was the only thing in her existence that felt like creation.

She played for twenty minutes. I timed it because that’s what I did – a lifetime of internal clocks, counting everything. But for those twenty minutes, I forgot to count. I just listened.

When she finished, the last note hung in the dead air of the practice room for a long moment before dissolving.

Anya opened her eyes. They were wet. Not tears falling – just wet, bright with emotions she’d assumed had dried up centuries ago.

“I hadn’t played in fourteen months,” she said. Her voice was rough.

“That was extraordinary,” Emma said. Simple. Honest. Carrying the weight of genuine feeling.

“It was rusty.”

“It was extraordinary,” I said.

Anya looked at the cello. The student instrument, nothing like the ancient one in St. Nicholas, but serving the same function – a bridge between the warrior and the woman. Between the combat and the music. Between isolation and the willingness to be heard.

“I want to play again,” she said. And the words cost her something – I could hear it in the roughness, feel it through the bond. A woman who’d survived by needing nothing, admitting that she wanted something. Not a tactical advantage. Not a survival resource. A cello.

“I’ll talk to Sophie,” Emma said. “She’ll arrange it.”

“Sophie arranges everything.”

“That’s her job.” Emma smiled. “And you’ll sit in the practice room. Not stand by the door.”

Anya’s mouth twitched. “The steps.”

“The steps.”

We left the practice room. Emma headed to the library – returning to her natural habitat with a squeeze of Anya’s hand and a quiet “I’m glad you played” that carried the weight of genuine connection.

Anya and I walked across campus in the afternoon sunlight. She was different after the cello – shoulders lower, hands open at her sides instead of curled into half-fists.

“The loneliest part of the loop,” she said, without preamble, “was year four hundred.”

I waited.

“Year four hundred was when I stopped playing the cello. My technique was better than it had ever been – four hundred years of daily practice will do that.” Her gray eyes were fixed on the path ahead, but through the Devotion bond I could feel she was seeing Prague. “But the music stopped meaning anything. Technically perfect and emotionally dead. So I stopped.” She paused. “I stopped talking, too. The internal narration that proves you’re still thinking in sentences instead of survival algorithms – it went silent. For a while, I wasn’t sure I still had a voice.”

“What happened?”

“I filled the hours with combat training instead. Four more hours of fighting per cycle. Weapons, hand-to-hand, movement drills. I told myself it was more useful. That survival required discipline, not beauty.” She paused. “It took me two hundred years to pick the cello back up.”

“Two hundred years without music.”

“Two hundred years without the only thing in my loop that wasn’t about survival.” Her voice was rough again – the same roughness as in the practice room, the sound of emotions being excavated from depths she’d spent a millennium burying. “Year six hundred, I was sitting in the church. I’d been using it as a secondary base – sleeping there between cycles, running combat drills in the nave. And I looked at the cello in the corner and I thought: if I don’t play again, I will lose the last part of myself that isn’t a weapon.”

“So you played.”

“So I played. And I wept. The first time I’d cried in the loop since year twelve.” She stopped walking. Turned to face me. Those gray eyes, luminous with something that the warrior in her had spent centuries trying to kill: vulnerability. “Year eight hundred, I stopped caring about escape. Year eleven hundred, I started wondering if the loop was all I deserved. But I never stopped playing again. After year six hundred, the cello was the anchor. The proof that I was still a person and not just a survival algorithm with legs.”

I stepped toward her. Close enough that the Devotion bond resonated between us like a plucked string. Close enough that her breath caught – not from fear, but from the proximity of someone who understood exactly what she was describing.

“You played today,” I said. “In front of people. In a world that remembers.”

“I played today,” she agreed. “And I felt everything I’d spent four hundred years putting into the music – all at once. As if all that silence had compressed it into a single performance.”

“That’s why you were crying.”

“That’s why I was crying.” She met my eyes. “And that’s why I need you tonight. Not because the bond requires it. Not because the System is tracking our interactions. Because I just opened the most protected part of myself, and I need someone to hold the space while I figure out how to close it again.”

“What if you don’t close it?”

She stared at me. The question was surgical – precise, cutting through the assumption that vulnerability was something to be endured and then sealed away.

“What if you leave it open?” I said. “What if the cello and the vulnerability and the parts of you that aren’t the Survivor stay accessible? Not just for twenty minutes in a practice room, but permanently?”

“That’s terrifying.”

“I know. I spent millennia with nothing that persisted. Opening up to the possibility that it could persist was the hardest thing I ever did.” I touched her face. My hand against her angular jaw, the calluses on her cheek warm against my palm. “Let me show you what staying open feels like.”



My dorm room. Evening light coming through the window, amber and soft. Music from someone’s open window down the hall.

Anya stood in the center of the room. She’d shed her jacket at the door – the first layer of armor, removed by choice. Beneath it, the fitted dark long-sleeve, the tactical pants, the boots she’d laced tight that morning with the automatic precision of dressing for combat every day since 1683.

“I don’t know how to be soft,” she said. “I know how to fight. I know how to survive. I know how to play a cello in an empty church while the world resets around me. But this –” she gestured at the space between us “– this requires something I haven’t practiced.”

“You don’t need to be soft,” I said. “You need to be present.”

I closed the distance between us. Kissed her – not the fierce claiming of our first time, not the desperate hunger of the rainstorm night. Something different. Slower. The kiss of a man who had millennia of patience and intended to use every second of it.

She resisted. Not the kiss – the slowness. Her hands came up to my chest, fingers curling into the fabric of my shirt, trying to pull me closer, to accelerate, to transform intimacy into the familiar territory of intensity where she could operate on instinct.

I caught her wrists. Gently. Firmly. Held them.

“Slow,” I said against her mouth.

“I don’t do slow.”

“You do tonight.”

Something shifted in her expression. The warrior, confronting a command that wasn’t hostile, wasn’t a threat, wasn’t anything she’d been trained to respond to. It was an invitation. And accepting it required a kind of courage that all her years of combat had never demanded.

She let her hands go still in my grip.

“Good,” I said. And kissed her again. Slower. Deeper. The kind of kiss that mapped territory instead of conquering it, that learned the shape of her mouth and the rhythm of her breathing and the small, involuntary sounds she made when my tongue found hers.

I released her wrists. My hands moved to the hem of her shirt. Pulled it upward, slow, exposing the lean musculature of her stomach, the pale skin marked with post-loop scars she didn’t explain, the sports bra that contained her small firm breasts. She raised her arms. Let me undress her with a patience that visibly cost her every second.

The sports bra came off. Her breasts were small but perfectly shaped – firm, the nipples already stiff, a millennium of violence had forged her into something efficient and deadly and, in this light, heartbreakingly beautiful.

I kissed her neck. Her collarbone. The line between her breasts, feeling her heartbeat through her sternum – fast, steady, the combat heart rate of someone whose body couldn’t distinguish between the adrenaline of battle and the adrenaline of being touched with reverence.

“The loop taught me that touch was temporary,” she whispered. “Every person I touched reset at midnight. Every hand I held disappeared. After a while, I stopped touching people at all. It seemed cruel – to myself.”

“This isn’t the loop.”

“I know. But my nervous system doesn’t.” She shuddered as my mouth found her breast, my tongue circling her nipple, the sensation making her hands clench in my hair. “My body still expects the reset. Expects you to disappear. Expects the morning to be the same morning and the touch to mean nothing.”

“Tell your body to pay attention,” I said. “Because this is going to mean something.”

I guided her to the bed. She sat, then lay back – the deliberate vulnerability of a warrior exposing her center line, the combat vulnerability that she’d trained since Prague to never allow, offered now to someone she’d chosen to trust.

I pulled off her boots. Her pants. Stripped the tactical layers away until she was bare, lean and scarred and trembling with an anticipation that had nothing to do with combat.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“You keep saying that.”

“Because a millennium of trying to be invisible didn’t work. I see you, Anya. The warrior, the cellist, the woman who’s afraid of staying and chooses to stay anyway. I see all of it.”

Her eyes were bright. Not crying – refusing to cry, the last defense of centuries spent not weeping, and she wasn’t about to start now. But close. Dangerously close.

I undressed. Her eyes tracked my body with the same combat assessment she brought to everything, but layered beneath it was something raw – hunger and wonder both, the disbelief that another body could be comfort instead of threat.

I settled over her. Skin against skin. The Devotion bond flared between us – warm, steady, and something new: a resonance from her Temporal System, answering my Bond Resonance like a frequency finally finding its harmonic match.

“I can feel your System,” she breathed. “Not just the warmth. The architecture. Your bonds – all five of them – humming through you into me. It’s like…” She searched for the word. “Like being inside a cathedral. All that space. All that sound. After a single room for longer than I can remember.”

I kissed her. Reached between us. Found her wet – achingly, desperately wet, her arousal thick and hot against my fingertips, her body’s answer to emotional vulnerability rendered in physical terms. She’d soaked through before I’d even reached her – the cello, the tears, the openness had translated directly into raw physical need. My fingers slid through her folds, parting the slick flesh, finding her clit swollen and throbbing, and the sound she made was not the warrior’s half-growl. It was a gasp. Open. Undefended. The sound of a woman with no armor left.

“Alex –”

“I’m here.”

“Don’t stop. Please. Don’t stop.”

I stroked her with the patient precision of accumulated lifetimes, learning the rhythms she’d denied herself for centuries. The way she caught her breath when I circled left on her clit, the slight hitch that meant there, exactly there. The way her hips rose when I pressed firmer, grinding against my hand with an urgency her face tried to hide. The way her hands gripped the sheets – hands that had held weapons since Prague, white-knuckled on cotton, finally clutching something that wouldn’t hurt her back. I dipped two fingers inside her, curled them forward, and she was tight and scorching, her walls clenching around me in fluttering pulses. I worked her g-spot while my thumb circled her clit, and her breathing shattered into ragged gasps, her lean stomach muscles contracting in waves.

She came the first time with a sound that broke my heart – a cry that started as a moan and ended as something closer to a sob, her lean body arching off the mattress, her small breasts drawn tight, her eyes wide and wet and startled by her own body’s capacity for this. The orgasm shook through her – I felt her pussy clench around my fingers in violent rhythmic pulses, felt the gush of warmth flood my hand, felt the trembling radiate through her entire frame. And through the bond I felt it: the wall cracking. Not crumbling – cracking. Like ice in spring. Still there, still solid, but shot through with fractures that let the light in.

I gave her thirty seconds. Let her breathe. Let her feel the aftershocks ripple through her body without rushing past them. Then I positioned myself between her thighs, the swollen head of my cock pressing against her slick entrance, and waited. I could feel the heat radiating from her, feel her pussy still fluttering from the orgasm, feel the wetness coating the tip of my cock where it nestled against her folds.

“Choose it,” I said.

She looked at me. Those ancient eyes, carrying the full weight of every Prague winter, every solitary battle, every silent year – a woman who’d played cello in an empty church because it was the only thing left that proved she was human.

“I choose it,” she said. “I choose you.”

I entered her slowly. She was tight – tighter than the first time, her body clenching around me in involuntary resistance even as her hips tilted to take me deeper. The wet heat of her enveloped my cock inch by inch, her walls stretching, gripping, the clench of her body around me both resistance and welcome. The warrior’s physiology fighting the intrusion while the woman beneath pulled me deeper with her legs, her hands on my hips, her whispered “more.” I held still when I bottomed out, buried to the hilt, feeling her pulse around me – rapid, intimate, the flutter of her heartbeat transmitted through the most sensitive flesh of her body. She was full of me, and she knew it, and the knowledge made her eyes widen with something that looked like awe.

“Move,” she whispered. “Alex, please move.”

I moved. Slow. Deep. The rhythm of a man worshipping something he understood was precious because he’d spent three millennia without it. Each stroke drew a sound from her – quiet at first, soft hitches of breath, then louder as the discipline broke down and pleasure replaced control. I withdrew to the tip, feeling her grip tighten as if trying to keep me inside, then pressed back in with agonizing slowness, letting her feel every inch, every ridge, the full length of me dragging against her sensitive walls. Her wetness coated my shaft, running down between us, the slick friction producing a soft, intimate sound with each stroke.

Her legs wrapped around me. Those scarred, powerful thighs that had carried her through every war her loop could offer, now pulling me into her body with a strength that locked me in place, her heels pressing into the small of my back. I increased the pace. Drove deeper. Found the angle that made her gasp – the upward thrust that pressed the head of my cock against her g-spot – and held it, relentless, thorough, the dominant intensity that she’d learned to crave because it proved someone was strong enough to hold her. Her small breasts bounced with each impact, her stiff nipples drawing tight patterns in the amber light, and I bent to take one in my mouth, sucking the hard peak while I fucked her, and she made a sound I’d never heard from her before – a whimper, small and shocked and defenseless.

“I can feel your bonds,” she said between breaths, her voice fracturing on each thrust. “All of them. Sophie’s steadiness. Rachel’s depth. Emma’s tenderness. Becca’s fire. Jess’s wildness. All five of them – flowing through you into me –”

“That’s what being part of this feels like.”

“It’s – overwhelming – I can’t –” Her pussy clenched around me, the inner walls rippling, her body tightening toward something she was both chasing and terrified of.

“You can. Let go, Anya.”

“I don’t know how –” But her hips were rising to meet each thrust now, slamming against mine, her body knowing how even as her mind protested. The wet sounds of our bodies were louder now, the rhythm faster, her arousal running down my shaft, pooling on the sheets beneath us.

“You do. You just played cello for the first time since your loop broke. You know how to let go. Do it again.”

The command broke something loose. She came with a violence that rivaled combat – her entire body seizing beneath me, every lean muscle going rigid, her back bowing off the mattress. Her pussy clamped down on my cock with rhythmic, devastating force – not the gentle pulsing of her first orgasm but a full-body detonation, her walls clenching so hard my cock was trapped inside her, milked by contractions that came in wave after wave. Her cry echoed off the walls of my dorm room the way her music had echoed off the stone of St. Nicholas – raw, unguarded, twelve hundred years of withheld sound released in a single shattering note. I felt it through the Devotion bond like a shockwave – raw, unfiltered, over a millennium of withheld emotion detonating in a single moment of release. Her pussy gushed around me, soaking us both, and she didn’t care, couldn’t care, was beyond caring about anything except the pleasure that was ripping through every cell of her ancient, weary, finally-willing body.

I followed her over the edge. My release shattered through me with a force that the Soulbound network carried to every woman bonded to me – the shared echo of something never before recorded: a Bond-class System and a Temporal-class System, resonating through physical intimacy, the frequencies aligning in ways neither had been designed for. I buried myself deep inside her and came in thick, pulsing surges, each throb filling her with warmth she’d been denied for centuries. Her pussy clenched around each pulse, squeezing, milking, her body accepting everything I gave with a desperation that went beyond physical need. The climax reverberated through both Systems simultaneously, and I felt the warmth of my cum inside her trigger something in her evolving architecture – a resonance, an answering frequency, her System responding to the intimacy with its first spontaneous pulse of generated warmth.



After.

She trembled against me – not the physical aftershock but the seismic kind, the tremor that followed the earthquake of allowing another person to see the parts of herself she’d kept sealed in a Prague church since before the Enlightenment.

“My System,” she said, voice rough from the scream and not ashamed of it. “It’s doing something.”

I felt it through the bond – a warmth in her System’s architecture that hadn’t been there before. Something deeper than the pathways Rachel had documented. A resonance that answered mine not with cold utility but with warmth of its own.

“Your Bond Resonance,” she said. “It’s changing something in my System.” She looked at her hand, held it up against the evening light. “I can feel it in my code. Like vines growing through concrete. The concrete is still there – the combat protocols, the temporal manipulation, the survival algorithms. But the vines are alive. Green. Growing. And they’re reaching toward you.”

“Your System is adapting.”

“My System is becoming something it was never designed to be.” She pressed her forehead against my chest. “Is this what it feels like? The bond? For Sophie and Rachel and the others?”

“Different for everyone. But the warmth – yes. That’s what it feels like.”

“It’s terrifying.”

“I know.”

“I want more of it.”

I held her. The warrior who’d played cello in an empty church since 1683, who’d fought alone longer than she could remember, who’d walked into a territory full of strangers and refused to leave – lying in my arms, shaking, not from weakness but from the force of being open in a universe that had spent her entire loop teaching her to be closed.

[BOND UPDATE: ANYA KOVAR]
Previous: 650/1000 (Devotion)
Current: 780/1000 (Devotion)
+130 Bond XP gained
Note: Love threshold (800) approaching.
Estimated at current progression rate: imminent.

Source: Shared emotional vulnerability (+80),
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Note: Subject demonstrated willingness to
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SYSTEM INTERACTION ALERT:
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Entity observation level: ELEVATED.

“Your System is tracking me now?” Anya said, staring at the notification that only I should have been able to see. But she could feel it – the bond update echoing through the Devotion connection, the data registering in her evolving architecture.

“Only if you let it.”

She closed her eyes. Opened them. Gray, steady, twelve centuries deep, and for the first time, warm in a way that had nothing to do with Bond Resonance and everything to do with choice.

“Let it,” she said.
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I looked at the notification, then at Anya, who was already asleep – her face pressed against my shoulder, her breathing deep and even, the warrior trusting the dark for the second night in a row.


Chapter 23: Departures

Friday evening. Still twenty days post-loop. The day that refused to end – not in the loop sense, but in the sense that every hour contained more than it should have, as if the universe was making up for millennia of repetition by packing each day with enough experience for a decade.

Victor called at six PM.

“I’m in Washington,” he said. His voice carried the clear precision of someone speaking through a satellite phone on a mountain road. “Arrived this morning. The territory is intact. No incursions during my absence.”

“Good.”

“Your intelligence packet on Marcus’s enhancement mechanics has been catalogued. I’ve begun analysis. The external amplification component – the entity’s remote manipulation of his power levels – has implications for all beta-class subjects. If the entity can amplify enhancement remotely, it can do the same to any subject it’s placed in any territory.”

“Meaning no beta subject is ever truly independent.”

“Meaning the entity maintains control vectors on every subject it creates, even those it presents as autonomous.” Victor paused. “The implications for the observer program are identical. If the entity can remotely amplify beta enhancements, it can also remotely suppress observer consciousness.”

“Which is what it does to Number Three. The woman inside the Observer. The entity suppresses her autonomous expression except when it chooses to allow it.”

“Or except when an external force – such as your bond network’s combined emotional output – generates sufficient interference to momentarily override the suppression.” Another pause. “I’ve been reviewing Jess’s Fragment Mastery data on the Observer’s three-second autonomous expression. Alex, the resonance signature during those three seconds was consistent with a Soulbound-level bond activation. As if the Observer’s buried consciousness was trying to BOND with the nearest source of warmth.”

The implications hit me like cold water.

“She was reaching for the bond network.”

“She was reaching for YOU. Specifically. Your Bond Resonance is the only active bond-capable System in the territory. If the woman inside the Observer retains any vestige of loop-survivor cognition, she’d recognize your resonance as the only warmth in her entire existence. And she’d reach for it with everything she had.”

“Even through all that suppression.”

“Especially through it. The longer the isolation, the more desperate the reach.” Victor’s voice was precise, careful, the analyst delivering findings he understood were significant. “Alex, I’ve been tracking survivors for eight months. I’ve assessed fifteen territories. I’ve never encountered a scenario where a subject’s abilities affected the entity’s own infrastructure.”

“Until us.”

“Until you.” He was quiet for a moment. The silence of a man who’d spent 847 years learning to measure his words. “I told you before: I’ve watched survivors fight, hide, and break. None of them built what you built. And none of them produced results that made the entity reconsider its own experimental parameters.”

“Is that what’s happening? The entity is reconsidering?”

“I don’t know. But the fact that it withdrew the external amplification from Marcus when Jess identified it suggests something I’ve never observed. The entity backed down. Not permanently, not strategically – but for that moment, faced with the evidence that your network could see its manipulation, it chose to stop. That’s unprecedented.”

I sat with that. The entity – the cosmic intelligence that had trapped me in a loop for over thirty centuries, that had absorbed its own Observer into a living prison, that had enhanced Marcus into a guided missile – had backed down from my team.

Not from me. From us.

“One more thing,” Victor said. “I’ve now confirmed signals from thirteen of the sixteen known survivors. Two remain dark – Montana, and a new silence in Southeast Asia. The pattern is concerning.”

“New silence?”

“A survivor in Thailand who was transmitting normally three weeks ago. Signal went dead nine days ago. No degradation, no fadeout. Just gone.” His voice was clinical, but I’d spent enough time around loop survivors to hear what clinical was covering. “That’s two dark zones now. When it was just Montana, it could have been an anomaly. Two is a pattern.”

“Absorption.”

“Possible. Or something we haven’t encountered yet.” A pause. “Thirteen active survivors out of sixteen. The math isn’t trending in the right direction.”

“What do you know about the Thailand survivor?”

“Survivor Six. Female. Loop duration approximately six hundred years. Bangkok, early 1800s. Her System variant was support-class – amplification and enhancement of others, similar in philosophy to your Bond System but without the relationship component. She was trying to build a network of non-loop allies. Normal humans, enhanced through her System’s output.” He paused. “Last transmission indicated she was making progress. Then nothing.”

“Could the entity have intervened?”

“The entity intervenes in everything, Alex. The question is whether this intervention was passive – allowing conditions that led to absorption – or active. If the entity is actively targeting survivors who attempt to build networks…” He let the implication hang.

“Then our approach becomes a bigger target.”

“Your approach is already the biggest target. You’re the only survivor who’s successfully built a bond network, integrated an additional alpha-class survivor, and produced cross-System interaction effects. If the entity decides that your model threatens its experimental framework, you’ll face pressure that makes Marcus look like a warm-up exercise.”

“That’s not a comforting assessment, Victor.”

“I don’t deal in comfort. I deal in accurate threat analysis.” A pause. Longer this time. “But here’s the other side: you’re also the entity’s most valuable data source. The effects your network produces – the Observer’s autonomous expression, Anya’s System evolution, the entity backing down when Jess identified its manipulation – none of these have been documented anywhere else. The entity may want to test you, but it won’t want to destroy you. Not yet. You’re too interesting.”

“Too interesting to kill. The universe’s most backhanded compliment.”

“Victor.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. For the assessment. For the alliance. For sitting in a bar and comparing embarrassing deaths.”

A sound that might have been a laugh. “The alliance is mutual. The embarrassing deaths are unfortunately real.” His voice shifted. Warmer by a degree. “Protect what you have, Alex. You’ve built something I spent 847 years concluding was impossible.”

“It was impossible. Until it wasn’t.”

“The definition of a breakthrough. I’ll update you weekly per protocol. Victor out.”

The call ended. I sat in my dorm room, processing. Victor in Washington. Anya at Rachel’s. The network stable. The entity watchful. And somewhere in Thailand, a woman who’d tried to build something similar to what I’d built was no longer transmitting.

The weight of that settled heavy. Thirteen out of sixteen active. Two dark. The ones who were building – who were trying to connect, to create something beyond bare survival – seemed to be the ones going dark. As if the entity rewarded construction with one hand and dismantled it with the other. Testing, always testing, to see which structures held.

[TERRITORY STATUS UPDATE]
Current zone: Ridgemont University campus
  + surrounding 2-mile radius
Threat level: LOW (no active incursions)
Active subjects: 1 (Alex Reid -- Alpha)
Allied survivors: 1 (Victor -- remote, Washington)
Bond network: 6 members (5 Soulbound, 1 Devotion)
Entity observation: ELEVATED
  Note: Observer autonomous expression logged.
  Entity suppression protocols under analysis.

Phase Two status: DEFENSE EVALUATION COMPLETE
Next evaluation: EXPANSION (pending)

The world bigger than it had been yesterday.



Saturday. Twenty-one days post-loop. The weekend arriving with the lazy promise of campus Saturday – students sleeping in, no lectures, the quad filling up slowly with people who had nowhere to be and were luxuriating in the novelty of unstructured time.

I knew the feeling. Three thousand years of Saturdays, and the first one that didn’t loop was still a revelation.

Rachel’s apartment had become our de facto headquarters, but Rachel had reclaimed her space for the evening with the quiet authority of a woman who hosted too many operational briefings and wanted her living room back.

“My apartment is a home,” she’d said that morning, tidying away the whiteboard and the tactical markers with the precision of someone restoring order. “Not a SCIF. If you want to plan more operations, rent an office.”

“I’ll talk to campus administration,” Sophie had replied, completely serious.

“You’ll do no such thing.”

Sophie had, in fact, talked to campus administration. By three PM she’d secured temporary use of an abandoned seminar room in the old humanities building – the one that had been “under renovation” for two years and held nothing but dusty desks and a working outlet. She’d set up a folding table, two whiteboards, and a coffeemaker within an hour.

“Our new HQ,” she announced via group text. “Room 14B, Humanities Building. Operational from Monday. Rachel’s apartment is hereby returned to civilian use.”

Rachel’s reply: “Thank God.”

The HQ would wait until Monday. Saturday was the day Sophie had claimed as the team’s first true day off – the promise I’d made to Becca during the pre-battle briefing. No operations. No tactical analysis. No Phase Two preparations. Just seven people being human beings in a world that kept offering them the opportunity.

I spent the morning with Anya.

Not in the combat sense. Not in the sexual sense, though the warmth of the Devotion bond pulsed between us with the steady frequency of a connection that was still deepening. We walked campus. She showed me the route she’d taken during her three AM processing walk – past the athletics building, through the library courtyard, around the science buildings, ending at the bench where I’d found her.

“This path,” she said, retracing it in daylight. “I walked it six times. Each circuit, I saw something different. Not literally – the campus didn’t change. But my perspective shifted. First circuit: tactical assessment. Exits, sight lines, defensive positions. Second circuit: aesthetic observation. The architecture, the trees, the way the sprinklers caught light. Third circuit: human observation. Students, schedules, the rhythm of civilian life. Fourth circuit: emotional processing. What it felt like to walk a path that wasn’t a loop.”

“And the fifth and sixth?”

“The fifth was when I decided to stay. The sixth was when I decided to belong.” She looked at me. “Different decisions.”

“I know.”

“I know you know. That’s why I’m telling you.”

We ended up at the campus coffee shop. The same atrocious coffee. Anya ordered it without complaint this time – perhaps because she’d made peace with its mediocrity, or perhaps because the experience of sitting across from someone and drinking terrible coffee together was valuable enough to transcend the beverage’s quality.

“In Prague,” she said, holding the cup, “there was a cafe. In the market square. Year forty-three. I found it during an evening cycle – I’d been fighting through the day, as usual, and I needed to rest. The cafe was empty. The owner had gone home. But the door was unlocked and there was still coffee on the fire.”

“You broke in.”

“I entered an unlocked establishment. The distinction is semantic.” The corner of her mouth twitched. “The coffee was extraordinary. Czech coffee, 1683 – thick, dark, sweetened with raw sugar. I sat in that cafe for two hours. It was the first time in forty-three years of looping that I’d stopped moving for longer than was tactically necessary.”

“And then you went back.”

“Every cycle. For the next hundred years. Two hours in the cafe, from the eighth hour to the tenth. My one consistent rest in a loop that otherwise demanded constant motion.” She looked at the campus coffee in her hand. “This is incomparably worse.”

“But it persists.”

“It persists.” She drank it anyway. “That’s the only metric that matters.”



The afternoon unfolded in fragments of normalcy.

Sophie coached volleyball. I watched from the bleachers – not for tactical reasons, not because the bond demanded proximity, but because watching Sophie Martinez do the thing she was built for was one of the genuine pleasures of the persistent timeline. She was extraordinary on the court. Not because of any Soulbound ability or System enhancement, but because twenty-two years of athletic dedication had produced a woman who could read a volleyball play the way I could read a combat engagement – instinctively, instantly, with the total commitment that made the difference between good and great.

Her players responded to her like she was magnetic. Her voice carried across the gym – clear, direct, encouraging and demanding in the same breath. She positioned her body to demonstrate, those tanned athletic legs moving with the fluid precision that had first caught my attention across the quad three weeks ago. When she jumped to spike a demonstration, her compression shorts rode up and the muscles in her thighs and calves flexed with the kind of athletic power that transcended aesthetics into something primal.

She caught me watching from the bleachers. Grinned. Tossed me a wave that managed to be both casual and possessive – I see you watching, and I like it.

After practice, she jogged up to the bleachers, barely winded, ponytail damp. “I’m adding Anya to the conditioning schedule,” she announced. “She’s got raw combat fitness but no structured athletic base. Her cardio is all burst-and-recover – sprinter’s metabolism. I want to build her endurance capacity.”

“You’re going to train a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior.”

“I’m going to train a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior who can fight for three minutes at maximum intensity and then needs to reset. I want her fighting for twenty minutes without slowing down. That requires structured conditioning, periodized training, and a proper nutrition plan.”

“Have you told Anya about the nutrition plan?”

“I told her about the nutrition plan. She said Czech beer was a food group. We’re negotiating.” Sophie wiped her forehead with her wrist. “Also, I secured the practice room for Anya’s cello. Music department was happy to cooperate – apparently they’re desperate for anyone who can actually play. The department head heard her warming up through the wall and nearly had a heart attack.”

“The world’s reaction to Anya Kovar’s cello playing: cardiac events.”

“The man isn’t wrong. She’s extraordinary.” Sophie’s expression shifted, the competitive energy giving way to something warmer. “I watched her play for ten minutes before she noticed me. Her face, Alex. The way she looks when she plays. That’s who she is underneath everything else. We need to protect that.”

“We will.”

“Damn right we will.” She kissed my cheek, athletic and efficient, and jogged back to help her team break down the nets.

Emma was in the library. Her natural habitat, the space where the shy bookworm had first become visible. I stopped by between the gym and the campus center, finding her in her usual corner – the deep armchair by the window, laptop open, auburn hair loose around her shoulders, glasses slightly crooked.

She was writing. Not the prophetic intelligence-grade narrative that the Soulbound ability generated – regular fiction. Her own stories, the erotica she’d been writing long before Alex Reid walked into her library and saw her for the first time.

“Chapter seven,” she said when I sat in the adjacent chair. “My protagonist just met someone who changes everything.”

“Art imitating life?”

“Art processing life. I’ve always written to understand what I feel. It’s just that now, what I feel is…” She gestured vaguely at everything. “This. All of this. And my writing is trying to keep up.”

“Is it?”

“It’s getting better at it.” She looked at me over her glasses – those pale blue eyes that had once hidden behind hair and lenses and oversized sweaters, now meeting mine with the quiet confidence of discovering that visibility wasn’t danger. “I’m writing a character based on Anya. Fictionalized. A warrior who’s been fighting alone for centuries and finds a group that accepts her.”

“How does it end?”

“I don’t know yet. That’s the best kind of writing – when the characters surprise you.” She paused. “She played cello yesterday. I could feel it through the bond. The music came through as emotion, not sound, but it was… Alex, it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever felt through the network. Grief and discipline and four hundred years of solitary beauty. I cried at my desk.”

“Emma.”

“I’m writing about it. It’ll make a good chapter.” She smiled. The shy, brilliant smile that had made me notice her in the first place, the smile that said I see everything and I feel everything and I’m learning to share that with the world instead of hiding from it.

“Stay,” I said. Not a command. An offer. The same word that kept echoing through this week – the invitation that every member of this team had, at some point, chosen to accept.

“Always,” Emma said. And returned to her writing, her fingers moving across the keyboard with the focused fluency of someone channeling something larger than herself into something that would last.



Evening. Group dinner. Not at Rachel’s apartment – Rachel had reclaimed her space. Instead, Sophie had booked a private room at an Italian restaurant three blocks off campus. The kind of place that had candles on the tables and cloth napkins and a wine list that Rachel approved of.

Seven people around a circular table. No whiteboard. No tactical briefings. Just food and wine and the easy warmth of people who’d been through things that would break most humans, choosing to sit in a restaurant and eat pasta and be alive together.

Rachel corrected the server’s pronunciation of the Italian dishes. Sophie challenged Anya to a breadstick sword fight across the table – a competitive escalation that ended with Anya snapping Sophie’s breadstick with a disarming flick that made the entire table go silent before erupting. Sophie was already analyzing the technique. Becca filmed the whole thing and posted it to her private story with the caption my roommates are insane. Jess ordered a second appetizer without asking permission, which Anya declared was “the most aggressive display of comfort I’ve witnessed since a cat in Prague claimed my lap in year six hundred.”

Emma took notes. Not tactical notes – personal ones. The small details: what everyone ordered, what they laughed at, how Becca’s ice-queen facade cracked when Sophie made a joke about sorority rush week, how Rachel’s professional composure dissolved into genuine laughter when Jess described her most embarrassing tattoo (a nautical star she’d done on her own hip at sixteen, crooked and faded and kept as a monument to youthful hubris).

Anya sat at the table. Not against the wall. Not in her usual escape-ready stance. At the table, between me and Sophie, in the position that Sophie had designated as hers.

She ate pasta. She drank Czech beer that the restaurant had somehow acquired (Sophie’s work, undoubtedly). She answered questions about Prague and the cello and her loop existence with the gradually increasing openness of someone who was learning that sharing memories didn’t diminish them.

Rachel asked about the market square. Anya described it – the cobblestones, the clock tower, the specific quality of autumn light through narrow streets that she’d seen from every angle across every cycle. Her description was precise, architectural, the observations of someone who’d memorized a city the way a cartographer memorizes a continent. But underneath the precision, I could hear what she was really describing: home. The only one she’d ever had, trapped in a single day, impossible to leave and impossible to love and somehow both at once.

“I miss the bread,” Anya said abruptly. “The bakery on the corner. The bread was finished at the ninth hour of the day. Dark rye. Heavy. The best bread I’ve ever eaten, and I’ve eaten bread in eleven countries since the loop broke.”

“We’ll find you good bread,” Sophie said. “There’s a bakery on Fifth Street. German-style. I’ll take you tomorrow.”

“You’ll take me to a bakery.”

“I’ll take you to a bakery. That’s what teams do. They find each other bread.”

Anya looked at Sophie with an expression that was becoming familiar – the half-second of surprise followed by the slow thaw of someone realizing that kindness didn’t have conditions attached.

“Tell them about the goose,” I said.

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

“What goose?” Becca asked.

“There is no goose.”

“There is absolutely a goose,” I said. “Year one hundred and seven. Prague. A candle, a boardinghouse room, and a goose.”

“And a landlady’s cat,” Anya muttered.

The table demanded the story. Anya resisted. Sophie declared it a non-negotiable team-building exercise. Rachel offered psychological analysis of the resistance. Emma started writing it down before the story was even told.

Anya told the story. The table erupted. Becca laughed so hard her mascara smeared. Sophie pounded the table. Jess sketched a memorial portrait of the cat.

“You killed a cat,” Becca said, wiping her eyes.

“The fire killed the cat. The goose was already dead. I was the only casualty who deserved it.”

“The cat was innocent,” I added.

“The cat was ALWAYS innocent. Every loop. The cat would sit in the hallway and look at me with those judgmental feline eyes and I would think ‘you have no idea that in twelve hours I’m going to accidentally set your house on fire.’”

“Did you try not setting the house on fire?”

“I tried many things. I tried cooking the goose in the courtyard. The courtyard caught fire. I tried cooking it in the church. The church caught fire. I tried cooking it nowhere and eating raw goose, which resulted in a death from food poisoning that was more embarrassing than the fire deaths.”

“Prague was apparently very flammable,” Rachel observed.

“Prague in 1683 was constructed primarily of wood and prayer. Both are extremely flammable.”

The table laughed again. Anya looked around at the faces – six women, laughing at a story she’d never told anyone, a story from the loop that had always been hers alone, now shared, held, preserved in a collective memory that wouldn’t reset at midnight.

Her guard dropped. Subtle. Private. The particular change that happened when a person realized they were happy and were surprised by the sensation.



After dinner. The walk back to campus. Seven people moving through warm September night air, the kind of evening that made the world feel smaller and safer than it actually was.

Sophie and Anya walked ahead, discussing combat training schedules with the energy of two competitive women who’d found a physical language they both spoke fluently. Sophie wanted to incorporate Anya’s centuries of European martial arts into the team’s defensive preparations. Anya wanted to learn Sophie’s modern athletic conditioning techniques. They were already planning daily sessions that would probably destroy every piece of equipment in the campus gym.

Rachel and Becca walked together, an unlikely pair that had become less unlikely with each passing day. Rachel’s professional warmth and Becca’s social intelligence created a dynamic that functioned as the team’s emotional surveillance system – Rachel reading behavioral patterns, Becca reading emotional undercurrents, both sharing notes with the focused intensity of colleagues who respected each other’s methodology.

Emma and Jess trailed behind, connected by the outsider bond that had formed in the early days and only deepened. The Heart and the Mystery, both women who’d spent their lives feeling different – Emma through invisibility, Jess through deliberate alienation – finding in each other the rare comfort of being understood by someone else who’d never quite fit.

I walked at the center. Not by design – by gravity. The bond network pulled them into orbit around me, each woman finding her natural distance and position, the architecture of connection expressing itself through physical proximity.

“Victor sent his weekly check-in,” I said to the group. “His territory is stable. He’s begun analysis of the entity’s external amplification capabilities.”

“Did he have anything else?” Rachel asked.

“He confirmed that the Observer’s autonomous expression was consistent with a Soulbound-level bond activation. She was reaching for the bond network during those three seconds.”

The group was quiet for a moment. The weight of that – the woman inside the Observer, reaching for warmth through the only channel she had left.

“Project Three starts tomorrow,” Sophie said. Not a question. A statement. The parking lot promise evolving from sentiment into strategy – the Architect turning intention into blueprints. She’d named it after the Observer’s survivor designation – Survivor Number Three, the earliest known absorbed looper.

“Not today,” I said. “But yes.”

“Not today is fine. As long as ‘yes’ isn’t conditional.”

“It’s not.”

Sophie nodded. The Architect, filing another project into her ever-expanding construction timeline. Free Number Three from the entity’s control. Right after securing a practice room for Anya’s cello and organizing the team’s new HQ.

We reached campus. The paths split – Sophie’s dorm left, Rachel’s apartment straight, Jess’s shop right. The usual goodnight dispersal, each woman peeling off toward her own space while the bond network maintained the connection that physical distance couldn’t break.

“Tomorrow,” Sophie said. “Team HQ setup. Bring boxes. And ideas.”

“Do we have to bring ideas?” Becca asked. “I have excellent boxes.”

“You have excellent everything. Bring ideas anyway.”

“Fine. But my ideas come with aesthetic requirements.”

“Your ideas come with whatever you want, as long as they’re useful.”

“I’m always useful.”

“Then stop complaining.”

“Complaining IS useful. It maintains emotional equilibrium through performative catharsis.”

“Rachel taught you that word.”

“Rachel teaches everyone everything. That’s why she’s the Elder.”

“I’m standing right here,” Rachel said.

“We know,” Sophie and Becca said simultaneously, then looked at each other with the startled surprise of people who’d accidentally synchronized. Becca’s lip twitched. Sophie grinned.

Progress.

Goodnight was a cascade of departures. Sophie hugged me – firm, athletic, the squeeze of a woman who communicated through physical force. Rachel kissed my cheek – soft, precise, the lips of a professor who saved the real kisses for private. Emma squeezed my hand – gentle, lasting, the touch of a woman who expressed connection through contact rather than words. Becca didn’t touch me at all, just delivered a look that her Social Perception knew I’d read correctly: I don’t do public affection, but you know what I’m feeling. I did. Jess punched my shoulder – the wild card’s version of tenderness, her rings leaving a brief pattern of metal on my skin.

Anya stood apart. Waiting. When the others had gone, she stepped forward.

“Thank you,” she said. “For the dinner. For the coffee. For standing there while I processed.”

“Thank you for sitting at the table.”

“The chair was labeled. It would have been rude to ignore it.”

“You could have stood by the door.”

“I could have.” She looked at me. Those gray eyes, warmer than they’d been a week ago, the steel softened by the slow, steady influence of Bond Resonance and bad coffee and labeled chairs and six women who wouldn’t let her be alone.

“Goodnight, Alex.”

“Goodnight, Anya.”

She walked toward the motel that served as her temporary quarters. Three steps. Then she stopped. Turned.

“I’m going to need a real living situation,” she said. “If I’m staying.”

“You’re staying.”

“Then I need a place.”

“Sophie will arrange it.”

“That woman could organize a war and a dinner party simultaneously.”

“That’s why she’s the Architect.”

Something softened in Anya’s expression. The edges of warmth were there – not quite a smile, but the muscles remembering what one felt like, practicing the motion with the careful precision of someone relearning a language.

She turned and walked into the warm September night.

I watched her go. Then I walked back to my dorm, feeling the warmth of every bond in the network, and Victor’s voice in my head: Protect what you have.

I intended to.


Chapter 24: Expansion

Sunday. Twenty-two days post-loop. Fifteen days since Phase Two began.

The Entity Observer appeared at eleven AM.

I felt her before I saw her. [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] fired – not the screaming alarm of a hostile approach, but the cold, precise notification of something inhuman entering my detection range.

[TEMPORAL DIVERGENCE -- ALERT]
Anomaly Detected: Gamma-class subject
Classification: Entity Observer
Current Status: APPROACHING
Demeanor Assessment: Non-hostile
Purpose: UNKNOWN
Recommendation: ENGAGE WITH CAUTION

She was standing near the bell tower when I reached the quad. Same pale skin. Same dark hair. Same simple white dress that seemed to exist outside of fashion or time or the normal parameters of what people wore on a Texas college campus in September. Those too-still eyes, tracking me with the focused attention of a consciousness that was both vast and compressed – the entity seeing through its instrument, the ancient prisoner buried beneath.

I’d brought backup. Not deliberately – the bonds had transmitted my alertness the moment [Temporal Divergence] fired, and by the time I reached the quad, Sophie was approaching from the athletics building at a jog, and Becca had texted from across campus: Observer signature detected. I’m reading her emotional output. It’s… complicated. Layer one: entity control, cold, analytical. Layer two, buried deep: pain. Old pain. And something new. Hope?

Hope. Buried under millennia of control.

“Alex Reid,” the Observer said as I approached. Her voice was the entity’s voice – calm, empty, the flat tonelessness that came from speech generated by something that understood language but had never needed it for emotional expression. “Phase Two initial evaluation is complete.”

“And?”

“You passed.” The words carried no congratulation. No warmth. Just data. “Your territory has been defended. Your bond network maintained integrity under threat. Your integration of new subjects exceeded projected parameters.”

“Marcus didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

The Observer’s expression didn’t change. But there was a pause – a microsecond of silence that shouldn’t have existed in the entity’s communication protocol. Jess had taught me to notice these gaps. They were the moments when the woman inside fought for control and the entity spent processing power suppressing her.

“Marcus demonstrated insufficient adaptive capacity within the evaluation period,” the Observer said. “His recycling was consistent with established protocols for beta-class subjects who fail to achieve growth targets.”

“He was twenty years old. He was scared. And the entity amplified his enhancement externally to force a confrontation he didn’t want.”

Another pause. Longer this time. The Observer’s hand twitched – the same micro-expression Jess had catalogued during the previous interaction. A fight happening beneath the surface, the buried consciousness pushing against millennia of suppression.

“The entity’s methodology is not subject to review by Phase Two participants,” the Observer said. But her voice faltered on the last word. A crack. Tiny. Almost imperceptible.

I logged it. Every crack was data. Every moment the woman inside pushed through was evidence that she could be reached. And every time she surfaced, the entity’s suppression had to work harder to push her back down. The math favored persistence.

“Phase Two is entering its next stage,” the Observer continued. Her composure had reasserted, the entity’s control solidifying. “You demonstrated foundation and defense. The next evaluation is expansion.”

“Expansion of what?”

“Territory. Scope. Resources. Influence.” The Observer’s too-still eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that felt different from the entity’s usual clinical attention. “You will be assigned expanded territorial parameters. Additional campus zones and surrounding areas will fall under your jurisdiction. New subjects will enter your expanded zone.”

“What kind of subjects?”

“Classification pending. The entity is still determining the optimal variables for the expansion evaluation.”

“Which means you’re not going to tell me.”

“I am telling you what I am permitted to tell you.” And there it was again – the pause. The micro-hesitation. The woman inside, fighting to surface, blocked by the entity’s suppression protocols.

Then something happened that I wasn’t prepared for.

The Observer’s mouth opened. And two words came out in a voice that was not the entity’s – a different register, a different resonance, a human voice carrying the weight of everything the entity had suppressed and three seconds of autonomy.

“New… opportunities.”

Her eyes widened. The too-still quality fractured. For one heartbeat, the eyes were alive – dark, desperate, agonized, fighting to communicate through a gap in the entity’s control that had been pried open by the residual Bond Resonance still saturating the air from the previous night’s group dinner.

Then the suppression reasserted. The eyes went still. The voice returned to its inhuman monotone.

“The expansion protocol presents new opportunities for evaluation,” the Observer said, the entity’s flat inflection replacing whatever meaning the buried woman had intended.

She turned to leave. Walked three steps. Stopped.

“The woman inside this vessel experienced a significant autonomous expression during the combat event,” the Observer said without turning around. And I couldn’t tell if it was the entity speaking with clinical detachment or the woman speaking about herself in the third person because that was the only way the suppression allowed. “Duration: three seconds. Trigger: combined Soulbound-level Bond Resonance output during high-intensity emotional event. The entity has noted this interaction.”

“Is that a warning?”

“It is an observation. The entity does not warn. It observes.” She walked away. Her white dress caught the morning sunlight, and for one moment, before she rounded the bell tower’s corner, she looked less like a cosmic mouthpiece and more like a woman in a white dress walking alone.

Sophie arrived thirty seconds later, having sprinted from the athletics building the moment the Soulbound bond transmitted my alertness. She was breathing hard, her athletic legs flushed from the sprint, compression shorts and sports bra damp from the interrupted morning jog.

“What did she say?” Sophie asked, scanning the quad for the Observer’s retreating figure.

“Expansion. New territory. New subjects. And she cracked again – two words of autonomous speech.”

“What words?”

“‘New opportunities.’ In a different voice. The woman inside, not the entity.”

Sophie’s jaw set. The Architect processing a structural change to the entire foundation she’d built. “Expansion means we’re scaling up. Everything we’ve optimized for campus-level operations needs to be redesigned for a larger footprint.”

“I know.”

“That’s not a complaint. That’s a project.” She pulled out her phone, already texting. “Full team. HQ. One hour. I’m pulling everyone in.”

Becca’s text arrived while Sophie was still typing: The Observer’s emotional signature just disappeared from my range. She’s gone. But that buried layer I mentioned – the hope? It was stronger this time. Louder. Whatever you said to her, the woman inside heard it.

Jess appeared from behind the bell tower’s base, where she’d been maintaining [Fragment Mastery] focus throughout the entire encounter. Her hazel eyes were glowing with the effort, teal-streaked hair wild, her thin band tee clinging to her with the sweat of sustained supernatural concentration.

“I caught something,” she said, her voice strained. “During her autonomous moment. A flash of memory – not the entity’s. Hers. A name. I think it was her name.”

“What name?”

“I couldn’t hold it. The entity’s defense systems slammed down the moment she surfaced. But it started with an ‘I’ sound. Short. Maybe two syllables.”

A name. The first piece of the woman inside the Observer’s personal identity. A thread to pull.

“Keep working on it,” I said.

“Every day,” Jess promised. “I’ll find it.”



The expansion notification came at two PM.

I was in the new HQ – Room 14B, Humanities Building, the dusty seminar room that Sophie had transformed into an operational space with the efficiency of a woman who could organize a refugee camp and a volleyball tournament simultaneously. Folding table, two whiteboards, a coffeemaker that Rachel had contributed (“If I must attend briefings, I will not do so without proper coffee”), and seven chairs arranged in a semicircle.

[PHASE TWO -- EXPANSION PROTOCOL ACTIVATED]
Territory Parameters: EXPANDING

Previous Jurisdiction:
  Ridgemont University main campus
  Radius: 1.2 km from central quad

Updated Jurisdiction:
  Ridgemont University full campus
  Surrounding residential zone (2 km radius)
  Commercial district (west approach)
  Total area: Approximately 12 square kilometers

New Subjects: INCOMING
Classification: PENDING
Estimated Arrival: 72-96 hours

Entity Assessment: Subject 14 has demonstrated
foundation and defense. Expansion evaluation will
test growth, adaptation, and network scalability.

Status: ACTIVE

“Twelve square kilometers,” Sophie said, reading over my shoulder. “That’s ten times our previous territory.”

“And new subjects incoming in three to four days,” Rachel said from the table, where she was already pulling up maps of the expanded zone on her laptop. “Classification pending means the entity hasn’t decided what to throw at us yet.”

“Or it’s decided and isn’t telling us,” Becca corrected. Her Social Perception was active, scanning the emotional landscape of the expanded perimeter – a much larger task now, requiring concentration that furrowed her perfect brow. “I’m going to need to adjust my surveillance network. The sorority contacts cover the main campus, but the residential zone and commercial district require different assets.”

“I can help with the commercial district,” Jess said. “Moran’s Ink is in the commercial zone. My regular clients are local business owners, bartenders, shop workers. I can build a network through them.”

“Emma?” Sophie turned to the analyst.

“The prophetic writing started a new section this morning,” Emma said. She had her laptop open, pale blue eyes focused behind her glasses, auburn hair tucked behind her ears. “New characters, as I mentioned. The narrative is expanding to match the territory. I’m seeing… I’m seeing at least three new figures. Not hostile. Not allied. Something in between.”

“New subjects,” I said. “The entity is sending us more people to evaluate.”

“More people to integrate,” Sophie corrected. “That’s the test. Can the bond network scale? Can we absorb new elements without breaking?”

“We absorbed Anya,” Becca pointed out. “And she’s an ancient warrior with a combat-only System and the emotional availability of a concrete wall.”

“I’m standing right here,” Anya said from her position near the door. She’d been standing – by the door, despite Sophie’s rule – but the labeled chair waited for her, and I could see the calculation in her gray eyes. Habit versus choice. Independence versus belonging.

She sat down.

“Thank you,” Sophie said.

“I’m not doing it for you. The chair is more comfortable than the wall.”

“Step three,” Sophie murmured.

The planning session ran for two hours. Rachel mapped the expanded territory. Becca designed the extended surveillance network. Jess calculated Fragment Mastery coverage ranges. Emma documented everything. Sophie coordinated.

Anya contributed tactical analysis of the physical terrain – the commercial district’s choke points, the residential zone’s sight lines, the approaches that would be used by incoming subjects. Her centuries of combat experience applied to campus geography produced insights that were immediately actionable.

“The west approach through the commercial district has four viable entry points,” she said, standing at the whiteboard with a marker, her movements precise and efficient. “An incoming subject would choose one of these based on their assessment of our defensive posture. If we position surveillance at these three intersections –” she marked them with X’s “– we cover all four approaches with minimal resource expenditure.”

“How do you know they’ll come from the west?” Sophie asked.

“The campus is bounded by highway to the east, residential sprawl to the north and south. The commercial district provides anonymity and cover. If I were approaching this territory as an unknown subject, I’d come through the west.”

“You did come from the west,” I said.

“I know. That’s how I know.”

The room laughed. Anya’s expression didn’t change, but something in her posture loosened – the subtle relaxation that came from being in a group that appreciated your expertise and expressed that appreciation through laughter rather than formal acknowledgment.

“The expansion also creates vulnerabilities we didn’t have before,” Anya continued, her marker moving across the whiteboard with the confidence of a tactician who’d been planning defensive engagements since the Ottoman siege. “A twelve-square-kilometer territory is ten times larger than what we’ve been defending. Our network is optimized for campus scale. At this scale, we have response-time gaps.”

“Define response-time gaps,” I said.

“If a threat manifests at the western edge of the commercial district and our primary combat assets are on the eastern campus, the transit time is eight to twelve minutes at a sprint. That’s an eternity in a confrontation. We need either forward-deployed observation or a rapid-response protocol.”

“I can cover part of that with Social Perception,” Becca said. “My range has been expanding. I can reliably detect hostile emotional signatures at approximately two kilometers now. If I position myself centrally, I can cover most of the territory.”

“Most isn’t all,” Anya said. “We should establish dead-drop communication points at the perimeter edges. Physical locations where a visual signal – something simple, a colored cloth in a window – can alert anyone within line of sight that the perimeter’s been breached.”

“Analog failsafes,” Rachel said approvingly. “Smart. If the entity can manipulate electronic systems, having non-electronic backup communication prevents total information blackout.”

“The entity manipulated Marcus’s enhancement remotely,” Anya said. “There’s no reason to assume it can’t interfere with our communications if it chooses. Redundancy saves lives.”

Sophie was already writing the dead-drop locations on the whiteboard, cross-referencing them with Anya’s intersection points. The two women worked the tactical problem in tandem – Sophie bringing organizational logistics, Anya bringing combat experience, their competitive energy channeled into collaborative efficiency.

Rachel leaned forward, dark brown hair tucked behind one ear, those reading glasses perched on her nose as she studied the whiteboard. “There’s an intelligence gap we need to address. The Observer said ‘classification pending’ for the new subjects. That means the entity is still configuring the test. If we can predict the likely configurations based on what we know about entity methodology–”

“Beta subjects are expendable probes,” Becca said, her ice-blue eyes sharp. “Alpha subjects are potential allies or rivals. And the entity loves mixing variables that create friction.”

“Which means at least one of the incoming subjects will be designed to challenge our bond network specifically,” Rachel concluded. “The entity saw what we built during the Marcus engagement. It’s going to want to test the network’s boundaries – not just defensively, but structurally. Can the network absorb more members? Can it handle internal pressure? Can it function when someone inside the perimeter is actively trying to weaken it?”

“Then we prepare for infiltration as well as assault,” I said. “Sophie, add a counterintelligence protocol to the defense plan.”

“Already writing it,” Sophie said, her marker squeaking across the whiteboard with the focused energy of an Architect who’d just been given a new building to design.

I watched them work and felt something settle in my chest. Not the urgent flare of crisis management or the electric charge of new connections. Something quieter. The steady satisfaction of watching a team function at a level that exceeded the sum of its parts. These women, each extraordinary individually, were becoming something together that the entity had never observed – not just a bond network, but a functional combat-intelligence unit with the operational capability of a small military division and the emotional cohesion of a family.



Evening. My dorm room. The post-planning decompression that had become ritual.

Sophie arrived at eight. But tonight, she wasn’t alone.

“I brought someone,” Sophie said, walking in with the confident stride that meant she’d made a decision and expected compliance. Behind her, Anya stood in the doorway with an expression that combined tactical assessment, genuine nervousness, and the guarded defiance of having been persuaded into something she wasn’t sure about.

“Sophie,” I said.

“Before you ask – yes, I planned this. Yes, she agreed. Yes, I believe it’s the right time.” Sophie sat on the bed, legs crossing with the easy confidence of a woman who knew exactly what every part of her body communicated, dark hair pulled back tight. “The team needs cohesion at every level. The Architect and the Survivor have been circling each other for a week. Physical competition, tactical collaboration, the arm-wrestling that I keep losing. There’s a dynamic that needs resolution.”

“Resolution,” Anya repeated from the doorway. Her gaze was on me, the warrior assessing the battlefield and finding that the terrain was different from anything she’d mapped.

“Sophie’s suggesting what I think she’s suggesting,” I said.

“Sophie is suggesting that the three of us spend the evening establishing the kind of trust that comes from shared vulnerability and mutual commitment to the same person.” Sophie’s gaze was steady, competitive, and warm. “I welcomed Rachel. I welcomed Emma. I welcomed Becca. Each time, the sharing made the bond network stronger. Anya needs to feel what the Soulbound women feel – not just through the Devotion bond, but through the experience of being inside the bond network’s full expression.”

Anya stepped into the room. Closed the door behind her. The decisive click of someone crossing a threshold.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said. The words scraped against her pride – a lifetime longer than empires of being the person who knew how to handle every situation, and here she was, admitting uncertainty. “The combat. The survival. The tactical analysis. Those, I know. This –” she gestured at the space between the three of us “– I don’t have a framework for.”

“You don’t need a framework,” Sophie said. “You need to let go. And you need to watch how it works. And then you need to participate.”

“That sounds like a briefing for a team exercise.”

“Everything is a team exercise. I’m the Architect.”

I stood. Walked to Anya. She watched my approach with the combat awareness that was hardwired into her nervous system – tracking my trajectory, my body language, my intent. Finding nothing hostile. Finding something else entirely.

“I’m going to kiss you,” I said. “And then I’m going to show you what being part of this team feels like. And Sophie is going to help. And at no point are you going to fight it, because you chose to be here and that choice means trusting the people you chose.”

“I trust you.”

“Then prove it.”

I kissed her. The warrior’s lips, firm and precise, meeting mine with the intense focus she brought to everything. But tonight, there was less resistance. Less combat. More of the yielding she’d discovered in my bed during the rainstorm – the stillness of a soldier standing down – every trained reflex quieting because the man in front of her had earned the silence.

Sophie moved behind Anya. Not aggressively – with the practiced awareness of having integrated every member of this team into a functioning whole. Her hands found Anya’s shoulders, fingers pressing through the dark tactical layers to the tense muscles beneath.

“You’re wound tighter than my volleyball net,” Sophie murmured. “When’s the last time you actually relaxed? Not combat rest. Relaxed.”

“I don’t recall.”

“Then let’s make a new memory.”

I pulled Anya’s shirt off. She helped – arms raised, efficient, the muscle memory of undressing that was all function, no ceremony. Underneath, the sports bra that contained her small, firm breasts. I reached behind her and unclasped it. She let it fall.

Her breasts were exactly as I remembered them from the rainstorm – small, firm, the pale skin marked by a faint scar across her left ribs. Her nipples tightened immediately in the cool air, stiffening into dark points against the lean muscle of her chest. Not the heavy curves of Rachel or Jess, not the perky athleticism of Sophie – something sparer, harder, the breasts of a woman whose body had been shaped by twelve centuries of combat into something stripped of everything unnecessary.

Sophie, from behind, traced a line down Anya’s spine. Anya shivered – the full-body response of centuries without tenderness. Goosebumps spread across the warrior’s shoulders, down her ribcage, visible on every inch of exposed skin.

“She’s beautiful,” Sophie said to me over Anya’s shoulder. Not flirtation. Honest assessment. The athlete recognizing the warrior’s body with the honest respect of someone who understood what it took to maintain that level of physical discipline.

“I know,” I said.

Anya’s cheeks colored. The faint flush that was her body’s only concession to embarrassment, barely visible against the stark lines of her face.

“I’m not–”

“Stop,” Sophie said firmly. “Stop saying you’re not. You’re here. You’re beautiful. You’re staying. Accept it.”

Sophie pulled her own tank top off. Sports bra followed. And there they were – two bodies, two architectures of female strength. Sophie’s tanned, athletic perfection – perky B-cups with tan lines framing them, flat stomach, those legendary legs bronzed and toned from the thigh down. Anya’s lean, scarred efficiency – small firm breasts, defined musculature, the body of a woman forged by the loop into something deadly and elegant.

I pulled both women to the bed.

Sophie went first – practiced, confident, claiming her position on my right with the familiar ease of the first woman who’d ever stayed. She pulled me into a kiss that was unmistakably hers – competitive, thorough, her tongue sliding against mine with the assertive confidence of a woman who intended to demonstrate to the newcomer exactly how this team operated. Her hand slid down my chest, over my stomach, gripping the front of my jeans with possessive surety.

Anya sat on my left, watching. Her eyes tracked the intimacy between Sophie and me with the intensity of someone observing a tactical maneuver she’d never seen before – not the sex itself, but the trust. The ease. The way Sophie’s body moved against mine without hesitation, without the defensive tension that characterized every physical interaction Anya had ever had.

“Watch,” I told Anya. “Then join.”

I pulled Sophie against me. Kissed down her neck, her collarbone, finding the tanned skin that tasted like exertion and warmth. My mouth found her breast, tongue circling one stiff nipple before closing around it, and Sophie’s breath hitched – the athletic, pleased sound of a woman receiving exactly what she expected. Her hands gripped my shoulders, fingers digging in, and her athletic legs wrapped around me as I pulled her onto my lap. I could feel her heat through the thin fabric of her shorts, the dampness already soaking through where she ground herself against the growing bulge in my jeans.

Anya watched. I could feel her attention through the Devotion bond – not jealousy, not hesitation, but fascination. The warrior studying a form of combat she’d never learned: intimacy without defense. Vulnerability as strength. Her breathing had changed – shorter, shallower, her nipples visibly hard, her thighs pressing together where she sat.

Sophie, straddling me, looked over her shoulder at Anya. “Come here.”

Anya moved. Not with the fluid grace she brought to combat – this was more uncertain, more human, the tentative approach of a woman entering unfamiliar territory. She settled beside us on the bed, close enough that I could feel the heat of her body, close enough that the scent of her – clean, mineral, like rain on stone – mixed with Sophie’s warmer, sun-baked smell.

I reached for her with one hand while the other held Sophie against me. My fingers found Anya’s jaw, turning her face toward mine.

“You’re part of this,” I said.

I kissed her while Sophie watched from her position on my lap. The contrast was immediate and electric – Sophie’s warmth against my chest, her wet heat grinding slowly against my lap, while Anya’s fierce intensity met my mouth, her kiss harder, more urgent, teeth catching my lower lip. Two women connected to me through bonds of different depths but equal significance.

“Together,” Sophie said. She climbed off my lap and guided Anya into her place. Anya straddled me, her lean body settling against mine, her bare breasts pressing against my chest – the tight points of her nipples dragging across my skin. Her eyes were wide, her breath quick with something that wasn’t fear and wasn’t quite excitement – something older, something a millennium in the making. I could feel the heat between her legs through my jeans, the way her body was already responding even through layers of fabric.

“Sophie,” I said. “Her back. The tension.”

Sophie understood. She moved behind Anya and pressed her hands into the knotted muscles along Anya’s spine, the athlete’s knowledge of the body applied to the warrior’s years of accumulated physical stress. Anya gasped – the sound involuntary, wrenched from a place she’d forgotten existed. Her head dropped forward, resting against my shoulder, and for one moment Anya was simply a woman being touched by two people who wanted nothing from her except her presence. Sophie’s thumbs worked the knots along her shoulder blades while I ran my hands down Anya’s sides, feeling the ladder of her ribs, the hard line of her obliques, the warm skin pulled taut over muscle.

I worked her pants off. Sophie helped – the same collaborative efficiency, teamwork applied to intimacy. Underneath, plain black underwear – practical, nothing designed to impress. I hooked my fingers under the waistband and dragged them down her thighs. Anya lifted slightly to let me strip them free. Then she was bare from the waist down, her lean thighs straddling me, the scars on her legs catching light – a lattice of pale marks against skin that had never seen a beach, never been displayed. The dark strip of hair between her legs was neat, sparse, and I could see the glistening wetness already slicking her inner thighs.

My hand found the wet heat between her legs. She was soaked – her body responding to the intimacy with a primal urgency that her twelve-century discipline couldn’t override. When my fingers slid through her folds, parting slick, swollen lips, she was drenched. Arousal coated my fingers immediately, hot and slippery, her pussy practically dripping. I found her clit – the tight bundle already swollen and exposed from her hood – and circled it with my thumb while two fingers pressed inside her. Tight. Incredibly tight. Her inner walls gripped my fingers with the same intensity she brought to holding a weapon, clenching and releasing in involuntary spasms as I curled against her g-spot.

She made the sound I’d learned to anticipate – the half-gasp, half-growl of a warrior experiencing pleasure she’d spent centuries learning to deny herself. Her hips rocked against my hand despite herself, her body taking over where her discipline surrendered.

“Alex–”

“I know.”

Sophie stripped my remaining clothes with efficient hands while I kept working Anya’s pussy, my fingers sliding in and out in a slow, deliberate rhythm that made obscene wet sounds in the quiet room. My cock sprang free, thick and rigid, already leaking from the tip – the combined arousal of Anya’s vulnerability and Sophie’s confident participation driving blood south with the inevitability of gravity. Sophie’s fingers wrapped around my shaft briefly, spreading the bead of precum down my length with a familiar squeeze that said mine before releasing me to what came next.

“Watch,” I told Anya. And I turned to Sophie.

Sophie understood the play. She lay back on the bed, spreading those tanned, toned legs wide, her perky tits rising and falling with quickened breath. Her shorts were already gone – when had she stripped? – and I could see the slick gleam of arousal between her thighs, her pussy pink and ready, the neat strip of dark hair above it glistening. I positioned myself between her and sank in with the familiar certainty of three weeks of intimacy and a Soulbound bond that mapped every dimension of her body’s response.

Her pussy took me easily – hot, wet, her walls parting around my cock with the practiced welcome of a body that knew mine completely. She was tight, always tight – the toned muscles of an athlete gripping me in rhythmic contractions as I bottomed out inside her.

Sophie gasped – the athletic, eager sound that meant she was fully committed. Her legs wrapped around me, heels digging against my lower back, pulling me deeper with the muscular strength that made every encounter with her a physical event. I could feel her calves flexing, her thighs squeezing, her whole body engaged in the act of being fucked.

I fucked Sophie with Anya watching. Deliberate, deep strokes that made Sophie’s tits bounce with each thrust, her tanned body rocking against the mattress. Not a performance – a demonstration. Showing Anya how trust operated in the physical space. How Sophie’s body opened to mine without hesitation. How her sounds were unguarded – sharp little moans punctuating each impact, her breath catching every time I angled to hit the spot that made her toes curl. Her movements uninhibited, her pleasure unmistakable. Wet sounds filled the room – the rhythmic slap of my hips meeting hers, the slick evidence of how thoroughly aroused she was.

Sophie came quickly – the buildup of anticipation and the exhibitionistic charge of being watched by the newest member of the team driving her to a fast, hard orgasm. Her pussy clamped down on my cock in pulsing waves, the muscular grip almost painful in its intensity. Her back arched off the mattress, tanned stomach taut, those athletic legs locked around me like a vice. She cried out with the full-voiced intensity of an athlete at peak performance – loud, unapologetic, her fingers fisting the sheets. Her tanned skin flushed bright from her chest to her cheeks as she rode the contractions, her inner walls milking my cock with each spasm.

I pulled out of Sophie, my cock glistening with her arousal, still rock hard, and turned to Anya.

She was kneeling on the bed. Naked. Flushed – the color spreading across her chest and throat, vivid against her pale skin. Gray eyes dark with an arousal so intense it looked like combat readiness – every muscle engaged, every nerve firing, the warrior’s body primed for an engagement it had never been trained for. I could see the dampness on her inner thighs, her nipples so hard they looked almost painful, her chest heaving with rapid breaths. She’d been watching Sophie come on my cock and her body had responded to every second of it.

“Your turn,” I said.

“I–”

“Choose it, Anya.”

She kissed me. Fierce. Desperate. Her mouth tasting like adrenaline and need, her teeth catching my lip hard enough to sting. The wall that had rebuilt itself since the last time crumbling again under the weight of what she’d just witnessed – the trust, the pleasure, the absence of defense. She wanted that. She wanted it with a ferocity that twelve hundred years of denial had compressed into something nuclear. Her hand found my cock – grip firm, soldier’s grip, her fingers wrapping around the shaft still slick with Sophie’s cum. She stroked once, twice, her thumb passing over the swollen head, and the sound she made against my mouth was raw want.

I laid her back. Positioned myself between her lean thighs, feeling them tremble against my hips. Sophie shifted beside us, one hand settling on Anya’s stomach – grounding and warm, the physical expression of welcome. I notched the head of my cock against Anya’s entrance, feeling the wet heat of her, the slippery resistance of her swollen lips parting around me.

And pushed inside.

Anya’s breath left her in a fractured moan. She was tighter than Sophie – narrower, the walls of her pussy gripping me with a fierce, almost desperate clench as I sank deeper. Inch by inch, feeling every ridge of her inner walls dragging against my shaft, the slick heat of her arousal easing my passage even as her muscles fought to grip me tighter. When I was fully seated inside her – buried to the hilt, my pelvis pressed against hers – the sensation of being filled while Sophie’s warm hand rested on her stomach shattered something in her that she hadn’t known was still intact. The last barrier. The final defense.

I moved inside her with the intensity that the moment demanded – deep, thorough strokes that drew almost completely out before pushing back in, each thrust making her gasp as I hit the deepest part of her. The rhythm I’d learned reached past her combat conditioning and into the woman underneath – not fast, not aggressive, but relentless, the kind of steady depth that left no room for walls. Her pussy clenched around me with each stroke, tight rippling contractions that I could feel all the way down my shaft.

Sophie’s hand stayed on Anya’s stomach, feeling the muscles clench and release under her palm with every thrust, and Anya’s hand found Sophie’s, fingers interlacing. The warrior gripping the athlete’s hand while I fucked her open – the image of it, the raw trust of it, sent a surge through every bond in the network.

The warrior and the athlete, connected through me, connected through touch, every bond firing at once, the air between us charged with resonance that Anya’s cold System absorbed like parched ground taking rain. I could feel Anya getting wetter with each stroke, her arousal dripping down to where we were joined, the wet sounds of my cock driving into her growing louder, more obscene in the charged silence.

“I can feel it,” Anya breathed. Her voice was wrecked – broken open, the composure of centuries stripped away by the cock stretching her and the hand grounding her and the resonance flooding her system. “The resonance. Not just from you – from her. Sophie’s Soulbound energy, channeling through you, reaching me–”

“Let it in.”

“I’m trying–”

“Stop trying. Just feel.”

I drove deeper. Harder. Anya’s legs wrapped around me – the first time she’d done that, the first time her body had pulled me closer instead of bracing for impact. Her heels dug into my lower back and her hips tilted to take me at a new angle, one that made her cry out sharply as I hit something inside her that made her whole body jolt.

She came. The orgasm hit her with the force of something that had been building across centuries – not just the physical buildup of the evening, but the accumulated weight of loneliness and denial and the stubborn insistence on survival without joy. Her pussy seized around my cock in violent, rhythmic contractions, so tight I could barely move, her inner walls gripping and releasing in spasms that started deep inside her and radiated outward through her entire body. She cried out – the sound raw, broken, beautiful – and her body shook with the deep trembling of a person experiencing genuine pleasure for the first time in too long to comprehend. Her hand crushed Sophie’s in a grip that would have broken weaker fingers.

I followed her over the edge. The orgasm tore through me as her pussy milked my cock in those desperate, clenching waves. I buried myself as deep as I could go and came inside her – thick, pulsing ropes of cum flooding her tight channel, my body shuddering with a release that the Soulbound network carried to every bonded woman within range. I could feel Sophie gasp beside us, feel the echo ripple outward through every bond – the shared resonance of something both physical and metaphysical. Two survivors connected through Sophie’s presence, the bond deepening with every pulse of warmth I spilled inside her.

[BOND UPDATE: ANYA KOVAR]
Previous: 780/1000 (Devotion)
Current: 850/1000 (Love)
+70 Bond XP gained

Source: Shared physical intimacy with
Soulbound partner present (+50),
Emotional vulnerability and trust (+20)

THRESHOLD REACHED: LOVE (850)
Deep emotional commitment confirmed.
Anya Kovar has chosen to remain in
territory and bond network permanently.

SYSTEM INTERACTION UPDATE:
Bond Resonance influence on Anya Kovar's
Temporal System has reached critical
adaptation threshold. New architecture
elements now FUNCTIONAL:
- Emotional processing: ACTIVE
- Connection recognition: ACTIVE
- Warmth tolerance: EXPANDED
- Bond interface: EMERGING

Anya's System is developing a primitive
bond interface. Unprecedented. The entity
has escalated observation priority.

Sophie was grinning. I could feel her satisfaction through the Soulbound – not sexual satisfaction, though there was that. The satisfaction of the Architect, watching another integration succeed, another wing of the foundation sealed.

“You picked a hell of a time to stop running,” Sophie said to Anya, who was lying between us, eyes wet, her lean body trembling with aftershocks that were emotional as much as physical.

Anya’s mouth curved. An actual smile. Small. Real. Centuries of forgetting how to be happy, and just now being reminded.

“I picked the right time,” she said.

Sophie took her hand. Not in competition. In welcome. The Architect and the Survivor, linked through the man between them, finding common ground in the shared experience of choosing vulnerability over armor.

“For the record,” Sophie said, looking at Anya with the warm directness that made her the center of every team she’d ever led, “you’re not a guest here. You’re not a trial member. You’re not on probation. As of tonight, the Survivor is a permanent position in this team. No auditions. No qualifications. Just presence.”

“I didn’t audition,” Anya said. Her voice was rough, but the ghost of humor flickered underneath it.

“No, you just fought a beta-enhanced supersoldier, dislocated your shoulder, played cello for the first time in over a year, and let the two of us take you apart in bed. That’s not an audition. That’s a statement of intent.” Sophie grinned. “Welcome to the inner circle, Survivor. You’ve earned the sticky-note chair.”

I lay between them. The warrior on my left, lean and scarred and learning to be soft. The athlete on my right, tanned and strong and learning to share. Sophie’s breathing slowed first – the athlete’s efficient recovery, out cold within minutes. Anya took longer, her gray eyes open in the dark, watching the ceiling, processing.

“Goodnight, Anya,” I said.

She turned her head. Looked at me. Then, deliberately, she shifted closer. Pressed her forehead against my shoulder the way she’d done the first night.

“Goodnight,” she said. And for once, the word sounded like she believed it.


Chapter 25: The Road Ahead

Monday. Twenty-three days post-loop. The start of a new week in a timeline that still felt miraculous every morning.

I woke at dawn. Habit – millennia of waking at the same time had imprinted itself deeper than muscle memory, deeper than any skill the loop had taught me. But the dawn was different now. Not the Saturday dawn of a day that would reset. Not the desperate dawn of Phase Two’s opening crisis. Just Monday. Just morning. Just the world doing what it did best now: continuing.

Anya was curled against me. Not in her usual efficient, space-conserving soldier’s sleep – actually curled, one arm across my chest, her face pressed against my shoulder, her short dark hair tickling my jaw. She’d fallen asleep holding onto me, and sometime in the night, the warrior’s discipline had relaxed enough to allow her body to do what it wanted: get closer.

I lay still. Felt the bonds.

Sophie: awake already, probably stretching in her dorm room before her morning jog. The steady drumbeat of the first bond, the anchor, the rhythm that everything else organized around.

Rachel: waking slowly, the intellectual hum transitioning from dream-state to active analysis. She’d have coffee in twelve minutes. She always had coffee at six-twelve AM.

Emma: still asleep, the gentle warmth of a creative mind processing the night’s dreams into something that might become prophetic by the time her fingers found a keyboard. The Heart, resting.

Becca: awake, scrolling through feeds, the Social Perception filtering the campus’s early-morning emotional landscape for anomalies. The Edge, working.

Jess: somewhere between sleep and fragment-reading, the controlled hum of Fragment Mastery operating at its idle baseline, processing temporal echoes the way most people processed ambient noise. The Mystery, listening.

And Anya. Here. Present. The Devotion bond warm against my chest, her Temporal System’s emerging architecture interacting with my Bond Resonance in ways that made the contact between our bodies resonate on frequencies that neither of our Systems had been designed to generate.

Eight hundred and fifty out of a thousand. Love. The threshold she’d reached the night before, when Sophie’s hands and my body and the full warmth of every connection had broken through the last of her combat-only architecture and planted something new.

Something no System had ever produced.

I eased out of bed without waking her. Dressed. Walked to the window.

The campus stretched out below – buildings, paths, the quad where it had all started. The place where everything had started. Where a man who’d spent over thirty centuries on the same Saturday had seen Sunday for the first time and laughed like a madman because the sky was a color he’d never witnessed.

It was still beautiful. The dawn was still miraculous. And now there was more of it – twelve square kilometers of territory, expanding outward, the entity’s next test waiting somewhere in the extended zone.

My phone buzzed. Sophie, right on schedule.

Sophie: Morning run in 20. Want to join?

Not today. Full assessment morning. New HQ at 0900.

Sophie: Copy. I’ll bring coffee.

Rachel is bringing coffee.

Sophie: I’ll bring BETTER coffee. The Architect’s coffee is non-negotiable.

I smiled. Put the phone down. Looked at the sleeping woman in my bed and the waking world outside my window, and let the moment settle.

Then I opened the System interface. Full status. First time since before the battle.

[ALEX REID -- STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses)
Strength:    83/100  (+5 Anya)
Agility:     87/100  (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 100/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma:    94/100  (+5 Becca)
Perception:  96/100  (+5 Emma)
Willpower:   104/100 (+5 Jess)

SKILLS (Selected -- 847 total)
Combat Mastery: 94/100
Social Reading: 98/100
Languages: 47 fluent
Instruments: 23 mastered
Academic Knowledge: 96/100

ACTIVE ABILITIES
[Temporal Divergence] -- Lv 3
  Predictive sensing active.
  Range: 100 meters.
  Can sense divergences before manifestation.
[Bond Resonance] -- Maximum output
  6 active bonds. 5 Soulbound. 1 Love.
  Network stability: OPTIMAL.
  Cross-System interaction: ACTIVE (Anya).
[Muscle Memory Recall] -- Ready
  847 skills available for activation.
  5 skills activated since Phase Two:
    Close-Quarters Combat Positioning
    European Swordsmanship
    Krav Maga (reactivated)
    Spatial Awareness (combat)
    Joint Lock Mechanics

BONDS
Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Role: The Architect
  Passive: [Athletic Resonance] +5 Agility
  Shared: Location/Emotional Sensing
Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Role: The Elder
  Passive: [Intellectual Resonance] +5 Intelligence
  Shared: Location/Emotional Sensing
Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Role: The Heart
  Passive: [Empathic Resonance] +5 Perception
  Shared: Prophetic Writing
Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Role: The Edge
  Passive: [Social Resonance] +5 Charisma
  Shared: [Social Perception]
Jess Moran -- SOULBOUND (1000)
  Role: The Mystery
  Passive: [Intuitive Resonance] +5 Willpower
  Shared: [Fragment Mastery]
Anya Kovar -- Love (850)
  Role: The Survivor
  Passive: [Temporal Resonance] +5 Strength
  System Status: ADAPTING (unprecedented)

HAREM FOUNDATION: 6 MEMBERS
Status: EXPANDING

ALLIANCES
Victor Chen (Survivor #9) -- Pacific Northwest
  Status: ACTIVE. Weekly check-ins confirmed.

PHASE: Two -- Expansion Stage
TERRITORY: 12 sq km (expanded)
INCOMING SUBJECTS: ETA 72-96 hours
ENTITY OBSERVATION: ELEVATED

Zero regrets.

The last line wasn’t part of the System’s standard output. But it was accurate.



Nine AM. Room 14B. Humanities Building. The new HQ.

Sophie had transformed the space overnight. How she’d managed it between her evening with Anya and me and the nine AM meeting was a mystery that even three thousand years of experience couldn’t solve. Two whiteboards, fully updated with the expanded territory map and current intelligence assessment. A proper table instead of the folding one – she’d commandeered it from an empty classroom. Seven chairs, each with a sticky-note name tag. The coffee maker was operational, producing Sophie’s coffee, which existed in fierce competition with Rachel’s French press offering.

The team assembled. Sophie at the whiteboard. Rachel at the table with her laptop and French press. Emma beside her, typing. Becca in the chair closest to a power outlet, phone charging while she worked. Jess cross-legged on the floor because she refused to sit in chairs when she could sit on something less conventional. Anya in her labeled chair, sitting at the table, not near the exit.

I stood at the center.

“Full assessment,” I said. “Where are we?”

Sophie uncapped her marker. “Bond network: five Soulbound, one Love. All passives active. All shared abilities operational. Network stability at maximum.” She wrote the numbers on the board.

“Intelligence picture,” I said.

“Stable and comprehensive,” Becca reported. “Campus surveillance network fully operational. Extended perimeter coverage being established through Jess’s commercial district contacts and my expanded social network. We’ll have full coverage of the twelve-kilometer territory within forty-eight hours.”

“Fragment intelligence?”

Jess opened her eyes from her cross-legged meditation. The hazel glow of Fragment Mastery shimmered. “Global scan completed this morning. Cairo: female survivor, support-class System, still isolated. Emotional signature reads as desperate but functional. Seoul: two survivors, conflict ongoing but de-escalating – one appears to be gaining advantage. Rural Montana: still dark. No signal. No activity. Nothing.”

“Montana concerns me,” I said.

“Montana concerns everyone,” Jess said. “A survivor who goes completely dark either found a way to hide from the temporal field or was absorbed. Given what we know about the Observer’s trajectory, the second option is more likely.”

“Victor is monitoring Montana remotely,” Rachel added. “His assessment aligns with Jess’s. Dark zone. Potential absorption event.”

“Which brings us to the Observer.” I looked around the room. “Jess, what did you learn from yesterday’s encounter?”

“Two things. First: the entity’s suppression of the Observer’s consciousness is weakening. Whether that’s because our bond network is generating interference or because the entity is choosing to loosen control, the result is the same – the woman inside is surfacing more frequently and for longer durations.”

“Second?”

“Her name. I caught a fragment. Two syllables. Starts with ‘I.’” Jess’s hazel eyes were intense, the Fragment Mastery focused to a fine point. “I’ve been running every possible name through the temporal echoes. Cross-referencing with the entity’s early loop data. The name that resonates strongest is… Irina.”

The name settled through the room. Not just a word – an identity. A person. The woman inside the Observer – Survivor Number Three, looped alone until the entity absorbed her – had a name.

“Irina,” I repeated.

“I can’t confirm fully. The entity’s defense systems are actively protecting her personal data. But the resonance pattern is strong enough that I’m ninety percent confident.” Jess looked at me. “She’s in there, Alex. Irina. And she’s fighting to be found.”

“Then we find her.” I looked around the table. “Not today. Not this week. But this is a long-term objective. Freeing Irina from the entity’s observer network. Adding it to the project list.”

Sophie wrote on the whiteboard: Project Irina: Free Observer #3. Long-term.

“Next,” I said. “Anya’s System evolution.”

Rachel took the lead. She’d been analyzing the Bond Resonance’s effect on Anya’s Temporal System since the first night, building a model with the rigorous methodology of a tenured professor publishing a paper that would redefine her field.

“The data is extraordinary,” Rachel said, adjusting her glasses. “Anya’s System was architecturally incapable of forming bonds when she arrived. Cold utility. Combat and temporal manipulation only. No emotional processing pathways. No connection-recognition protocols. No capacity for the resonance that characterizes Alex’s Bond System.”

“Was,” Anya said from her chair. Quiet. Present.

“Was. As of this morning’s assessment, Anya’s System has developed functional emotional processing pathways, active connection-recognition protocols, expanded warmth-tolerance thresholds, and an emerging bond interface.” Rachel looked at me. “Alex, your Bond Resonance is literally rewriting her System’s architecture. Creating new capabilities where none existed. This isn’t amplification of existing traits – it’s creation. Generation of new System infrastructure through the influence of a compatible but fundamentally different System variant.”

“What does that mean practically?” Becca asked.

“It means Anya could potentially reach Soulbound.” Rachel’s voice carried the weight of someone who understood the significance. “A combat-class System variant, designed for isolation, developing bond capability through contact with a bond-class System. If this works – if her System completes its adaptation – we’ll have demonstrated that the entity’s classifications aren’t permanent. That combat survivors can form bonds. That isolation isn’t destiny.”

The room was quiet. The implications branched outward in every direction – for Anya, for Victor, for the Cairo survivor, for every isolated System variant that the entity had designed without bond capability.

“If isolation can be overcome through bond contact,” Emma said slowly, her analytical mind tracing the implications, “then the entity’s entire subject management strategy – absorption of isolated survivors – becomes vulnerable. Every isolated survivor who contacts a bond-class network could potentially develop bond capability. Which means the entity’s observer program could be undermined from the outside.”

“Which means freeing Irina isn’t just a rescue mission,” I said. “It’s a proof of concept. If we can demonstrate that bond capability can be generated in systems that weren’t designed for it, we change the rules of the entire experiment.”

“The entity might not want those rules changed,” Jess warned.

“The entity values data above all else,” Rachel countered. “If our bond network produces results the entity has never observed, it will want more data, not less. The entity might resist our objective, but it won’t destroy us for pursuing it – we’re too valuable as a data source.”

“That’s a dangerous assumption,” Anya said. First time she’d spoken strategy in a full meeting without being asked. “The entity may value data, but it also values control. A subject group that can rewrite other Systems’ architecture is a subject group that threatens the entity’s management structure. At some point, our value as data may be outweighed by our threat as a variable.”

“That’s a risk assessment for the future,” I said. “For now, we build. We expand. We strengthen the network. And we protect each other.”

“Agreed,” Sophie said. She finished writing on the whiteboard and stepped back.

The board showed:

CURRENT STATUS: Bonds: 5 Soulbound, 1 Love Territory: 12 sq km (expanded) Alliance: Victor Chen (Pacific Northwest) Incoming: New subjects, 72-96 hours

OBJECTIVES: 1. Defend expanded territory 2. Integrate incoming subjects 3. Progress Anya to Soulbound 4. Project Irina: Free Observer #3 5. Establish contact with isolated survivors (Cairo priority)

LONG TERM: Map entity’s global subject network Develop cross-System bond generation protocol Build multi-territory alliance structure

“That’s a lot of objectives,” Becca observed.

“We’re a lot of team,” Sophie replied.



Afternoon. The campus settling into its Monday rhythm. Lectures, study groups, the ordinary machinery of academic life turning with the reliable indifference of a world that didn’t know it was being observed by something ancient and vast.

I walked campus. Alone, for once. Not because the bonds demanded solitude, but because sometimes hard-won experience told you that the most important processing happened when nobody was watching.

The expanded territory stretched around me – twelve square kilometers of the world that I was responsible for. Campus buildings, residential streets, the commercial district where Jess’s shop anchored the western perimeter. People living normal lives inside a zone that was being monitored by a cosmic entity using a man who’d spent longer than recorded history in a time loop as its primary subject.

The absurdity of it never fully faded. That was the part the System couldn’t track – the absurd comedy of being a twenty-two-year-old college student who was also older than most civilizations, who had six girlfriends and a supernatural connection to all of them and a territorial jurisdiction granted by something older than human civilization.

I laughed. Standing alone on the campus path, feeling the warm pulse of every bond, and laughed.

Not the manic laughter of the first Sunday, when the world had been Sunday for the first time since the loop began and the novelty had been overwhelming. This was different. Quieter. The laughter of a man who’d found his place in a world that kept moving forward and discovered that the forward motion was, itself, the miracle.

Sophie found me, as she always did.

She jogged up from the athletics building, ponytail swinging, compression shorts and tank top, those tanned legs that had been the first thing I’d noticed about her on the morning after the loop broke. The legs that had been a million-loop fixture of Saturday afternoons, stretching in the sun, never remembering the man who watched her.

She remembered now.

“Standing alone and laughing,” she said, falling into step beside me. “That’s how I found you the first time.”

“History rhymes.”

“History doesn’t rhyme. History iterates. You of all people should know that.” She bumped her shoulder against mine. “What’s funny?”

“Everything. Nothing. The fact that I spent over thirty centuries in one day and now I have a twelve-square-kilometer territory and six women and a cosmic entity taking notes.”

“When you put it like that, it does sound absurd.”

“It IS absurd. And it’s real. And it’s mine.”

“Ours.”

“Ours,” I agreed. “Everything’s ours.”

She took my hand. Simple. Natural. Sophie’s hand in mine, walking a campus path that led toward a future neither of us had been able to imagine three and a half weeks ago.

“I love you,” she said. “I told you I’d want to hear it after the fight. You said it before. I’m saying it now.”

“I love you, Sophie Martinez.”

“That’s six. You’re going to need to budget your declarations if you’ve got six women to cover.”

“I have lifetimes of accumulated love that was never received. The budget is infinite.”

She grinned. Squeezed my hand. The athlete, the Architect, the first to see him break free and the last to ever let go, walking beside him toward whatever came next.



Evening. Sunset. The campus painted in amber and rose, the kind of sky that looked like the universe was showing off.

I stood at my dorm room window. Six bonds humming. Five Soulbound, permanent, unbreakable. One Love, climbing, evolving, doing things that no System had ever done before.

Jess used [Fragment Mastery] for a final scan of the day. The results came through the Soulbound network as impressions rather than data – images, feelings, the layered quality of temporal information translated through an artistic consciousness.

Cairo: a woman alone in a market, her support-class System pulsing with unused potential, desperately wanting to amplify someone, anyone, and having no one to connect with.

Seoul: two survivors still at war, their territories scarred, but one extending a hand across the divide. Whether the other would take it or cut it off remained to be seen.

Rural Montana: darkness. Silence. The hollow emptiness of a territory where a signal had existed and no longer did.

And closer to home – the expanded perimeter of our own territory, twelve square kilometers of a Texas college town, and somewhere within it, three signatures approaching. Faint. Distant. Still two to three days out.

New subjects. The entity’s next variables.

I reached through the bonds. Felt each woman in her own space, her own life, her own ordinary evening.

Sophie, planning tomorrow’s training schedule with restless energy aimed at organizing the incoming challenge into submission.

Rachel, grading papers at her apartment, her commitment to her actual profession undimmed by the supernatural additions to her life.

Emma, writing. Always writing. The Heart’s method of processing a world that had become vastly more complicated and infinitely more beautiful than the one she’d inhabited six weeks ago.

Becca, monitoring feeds, her vigilance undimmed by fatigue, Social Perception scanning the emotional landscape of twelve square kilometers for the first signs of incoming subjects.

Jess, at Moran’s Ink, closing up shop, the warm work lights catching her teal-streaked hair and the silver of her nipple piercings through her thin tee as she locked the front door with the quiet satisfaction of a day spent doing normal, human work that would still matter tomorrow.

Anya. In the practice room. Playing cello.

The music came through the Devotion bond as emotion, not sound – the same way Emma had described feeling it. Grief and beauty and four hundred years of solitary creation, played by a woman who was learning that art was better shared. That music in a world that remembered reached further than music in a loop. That the notes she played tonight would still exist tomorrow, and the day after, and the day after that, building into something that the loop had never allowed: a body of work.

I closed my eyes. Felt it all. The harem. The bonds. The territory. The approaching future.

“We built something worth protecting,” I said to the empty room. The same words I’d said at the strategy meeting. They were truer now. More real.

My phone buzzed. Group chat.

Sophie: New subjects detected. Jess is picking up signatures. ETA approximately 72 hours.

Becca: I’m already running background analysis on the approach vector. Commercial district, west, as Anya predicted.

Rachel: I’ll have behavioral models ready by tomorrow morning.

Emma: My writing is introducing new characters. Three of them. Different from Marcus. Less hostile. More… curious.

Jess: Fragment echoes confirm. Three subjects. Mixed classification. One alpha, one beta, one unknown. The unknown is the interesting one.

Anya: I’ll have the western approach secured by tonight. Defensive positions at the three intersections I identified.

Sophie: Full team briefing, 0800, HQ. We handle this the way we handle everything.

Sophie: Together.

I typed my reply: Together.



Nine PM. My dorm room. The space that had become, over three and a half weeks, something more than a college student’s quarters. It was the center of everything – the physical point where all six connections converged, where the warmth pooled deepest.

They came without being asked.

Sophie arrived first, as always. Changed into a tank top and sleep shorts, dark hair down, her bare legs golden in the lamplight. She sat on the bed and patted the space beside her. “Scoot over. I’m the first. I get prime real estate.”

Rachel came next. Still in the wrap dress she’d worn to her evening lecture, but barefoot now, reading glasses tucked into the neckline, her dark brown hair loose and silky. She settled on my other side with the practiced ease of knowing that professional composure and physical closeness weren’t mutually exclusive.

Emma appeared at the door with Becca, the two of them having walked from the campus center together – the Heart and the Edge, an odd pair that had become less odd with each passing day. Emma wore a fitted sweater that actually showed her figure, auburn hair soft around her face. Becca was in cream silk pajamas that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe. They found space on the bed – Emma curling against Sophie’s side, Becca perching at the foot with her legs tucked beneath her.

Jess materialized. She didn’t arrive so much as appear – one moment the doorway was empty, the next she was leaning against the frame, teal-streaked hair messy, dark eyeliner slightly smudged, combat boots already kicked off to reveal mismatched socks. She settled on the floor against the bed, her head resting against my knee.

Anya was last. She stood in the doorway for three seconds – I counted – then walked in, closed the door, and sat on the edge of the mattress between Becca and Sophie with the careful precision of someone occupying a chair she’d labeled for herself.

The bed was definitely not designed for this many bodies. Nobody cared.

“This is Sophie’s idea, isn’t it,” Becca said.

“This is everyone’s idea,” Sophie replied. “Every bond has been buzzing all day. Everyone felt it – the expansion, the incoming subjects, the weight of what’s coming next. We need this.”

She was right. The room rang with a frequency I’d never felt before – not the urgent flare of combat or the intense peak of intimacy, but something quieter. Deeper. The warmth of six connections operating at maximum stability, all concentrated in a single space, the combined emotional output saturating the air like sunlight through a window.

I felt each of them through the bonds. Sophie’s steady pulse against my right side, her hand on my chest, fingers spread over my heartbeat. Rachel’s intellectual warmth against my left, her breath slow and measured, her body softening against mine the way it only did in private. Emma’s gentle presence, her hand finding mine across Sophie’s lap, those pale blue eyes bright behind her glasses. Becca’s sharp focus, her foot touching my ankle, Becca’s version of intimacy – controlled, precise, but present. Jess’s wild frequency humming through where her head rested against my knee, her fingers tracing absent patterns on my shin. And Anya, her lean body gradually – gradually – allowing itself to lean against Sophie, Anya borrowing Sophie’s warmth while her own System generated something new and uncertain in response to the combined resonance.

“I can feel all of you,” Emma whispered. “Through the network. Everyone’s emotions, layered together. It’s like…” She searched for the word. “A chord. All different notes, but harmonizing.”

“What does my note sound like?” Becca asked.

“Sharp. Bright. Like a high C that cuts through everything.”

“I’ll take that.”

“Mine?” Sophie asked.

“Steady. A drumbeat. The rhythm everything else organizes around.”

“Damn right.”

“Rachel’s is deep,” Emma continued. “Like a cello’s low register. Warm and resonant.” She looked at Anya. “And yours is new. I can barely hear it yet. But it’s there – a frequency that’s never been in the chord before. It’s making the whole thing richer.”

Anya said nothing. But her hand found mine in the tangle of bodies on the bed, and she held it with a grip that had spent centuries on weapons and had finally found something better.

I kissed Sophie. Brief, warm, the familiar press of the first bond, the anchor. She smiled against my mouth.

I turned to Rachel. Kissed her – softer, deeper, the professor’s lips yielding with the controlled surrender that made every kiss with her feel like a revelation. Her hand cupped my jaw.

Emma leaned in and kissed my cheek – gentle, her lips warm and soft against my skin. She blushed. Still blushed. After everything, Emma Walsh still blushed when she kissed me, and the innocence of it was devastating.

Becca caught my eye from the foot of the bed. She didn’t lean in. She held my gaze with those ice-blue eyes and let the Social Perception say everything her mouth wouldn’t – desire, loyalty, desire, loyalty, the fierce possessive love of torn-down walls and the discomfort of standing in the rubble.

“Come here,” I said.

“No.” But she was smiling. “You come here.”

I reached for her. Pulled her toward me by the wrist – firm, commanding, the way Becca needed to be handled. She resisted for half a second – the bratty resistance that was armor and invitation both – then let herself be drawn in. I kissed her hard, brief, the taste of expensive lip gloss and defiance. She made a sound against my mouth that she’d deny tomorrow.

Jess tilted her head back against my knee, looking up at me with those hazel eyes, the Fragment Mastery shimmering faintly behind them. She didn’t ask for a kiss. She reached up, ran her fingers along my jaw, reading me the way she read temporal echoes – with her whole self, every sense engaged.

“You’re happy,” she said. “Like, genuinely. Not performing it. Not the loop-survivor mask. Just… happy.”

“I am.”

“Good.” She pressed her lips to my knee through my jeans. “I like you happy. It makes the fragments sing.”

Anya. Last. She was watching the whole exchange with the combat awareness that catalogued every interaction, every touch, every shift in body language. But beneath the assessment, the bond told me something else: longing. Ancient, patient longing – a lifetime of watching connection happen between other people, only now learning she could be part of it.

I turned to her. The room was quiet – six women watching, not with jealousy or competition, but with the warm attention of a family welcoming its newest member into a ritual.

I kissed Anya. Gentle. Present. The same quality she’d learned to accept from me – no urgency, no combat, just the steady warmth of a man who had enough love for all of them and wasn’t apologizing for it.

When I pulled back, her gray eyes were bright. Not wet. Bright. The usual guardedness had receded, replaced by something she was still learning to name.

“I’m part of this,” she said. Quiet and certain, the way she’d said “I’m done” at the athletics building and “let it” in the dorm room. Each declaration carrying the weight of centuries behind it.

“You always were,” Sophie said. And squeezed Anya’s hand.

Every bond in the network settled into resonance – not a spike, not a surge, but the deep harmonic of something stable. The sound a cathedral makes when the last note fades and the silence itself hums. We’d found each other through temporal anomalies and cosmic experiments and the simple, impossible, irreducible human need to not be alone.

Nobody spoke for a while. We lay in the tangle of warmth and limbs and bond energy, the network resonating at its fullest expression, and the room felt like the safest place in twelve square kilometers of territory and millennia of accumulated experience.

Eventually, Sophie’s voice, soft and sleepy: “Same time tomorrow?”

“We have new subjects incoming,” Rachel murmured.

“Same time tomorrow after we handle the new subjects.”

“Acceptable.”

I held them. All of them. The Architect and the Elder and the Heart and the Edge and the Mystery and the Survivor. Six women who’d chosen a man who’d spent longer alone than most dynasties lasted and had somehow convinced the universe – or at least its cosmic observer – that connection was the most interesting data point of all.



The sunset deepened. The bonds pulsed, steady and warm. The future was approaching from the west. We’d be ready.

[PHASE TWO -- EXPANSION PROTOCOL ACTIVE]
Territory: 12 sq km (secured)
New Subjects: INCOMING (72-96 hours)
Classification: Mixed (Alpha/Beta/Unknown)

Bond Network Status:
Sophie Martinez -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Dr. Rachel Shaw -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Emma Walsh -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Becca Hayes -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Jess Moran -- SOULBOUND (1000)
Anya Kovar -- Love (850)

Alliance: Victor Chen -- ACTIVE
Entity Observer (Irina?): MONITORED

Entity Assessment: ONGOING
Subject 14 has demonstrated foundation,
defense, and expansion capacity. Bond
network producing never-before-documented cross-System
interactions. Observation priority: MAXIMUM.

CHOOSE YOUR NEXT MOVE.

I looked at the notification. The System’s prompt, hovering in the air like a question.

Anya appeared beside me at the window. I hadn’t heard her approach – a millennium of silent movement made her a ghost when she chose to be. She stood close enough that her shoulder touched mine, looking out at the campus settling into darkness.

“In Prague,” she said quietly, “I spent twelve hundred years in one place. I never thought I’d choose to stay anywhere again.” She paused. The streetlight caught her gray eyes. “Where are we going next?”

I took her hand. Felt the warmth of every bond. Heard Sophie’s voice through the network, already planning, already building.

“Forward,” I said.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Leave a review — Even a quick star rating helps other readers find this book.

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Cole Cross
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