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STOLEN HEARTS
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Neo-Singapore’s rain fell in silver sheets, the kind that made the city glow like a dying star. Dr. Kaela Mercer—Kai to the few who knew her—stood under the awning of a forgotten data-shop, her breath fogging the air. The soul-tether weighed heavy in her pocket, its smooth metal warm against her fingertips.

She hadn’t meant to steal it back. But the Bureau had taken enough from her.

A flicker of movement—someone watching her.

Kai tensed, her biolume tattoos pulsing a quiet blue. Not a threat. Not yet.

Then she saw him.

Asher Deneve stood in the alley’s mouth, his coat damp with rain. No armor. No drawn weapon. Just his cybernetic eye catching the neon like fractured glass.

“You’re early,” Kai said softly.

He stepped closer. “And you’re still a thief.”

There was no anger in his voice. Only something sadder.

The soul-tether hummed between them before she even pulled it out—as if it knew.



Kai meant to hand it over. She did. But the moment their fingers brushed, the tether activated on its own.

Light erupted—not pain, but memory.

	A boy with a broken drone bird, tears cutting through the grime on his face.

	A girl with silver-dipped curls, pressing a tool into his hands. “Fix it yourself. You’re stronger than they think.”


Kai gasped. “That was you?”

Asher’s real eye—the one still human—widened. “You... remember?”

The tether glowed brighter, threading their wrists together with liquid light.



Sirens wailed in the distance. The Bureau knew.

Kai turned to run—but the tether yanked her back. Asher stumbled into her, their chests nearly touching.

“It’s synced us,” she whispered. “Twenty-four hours. Or...”
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“Or?”
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She didn’t answer. The truth sat between them: Or until one of us lets go.

Asher’s hand hovered near her wrist. Not to pull away. To steady her.

“Then we stick together,” he said.



Rain dripped from his lashes as he spoke. “There’s a Black Market contract. Protects people like us.”

Kai knew what he meant. A marriage license—the only bond the Bureau couldn’t break.

She laughed, but her voice cracked. “You’d fake-marry me to save your skin?”

Asher’s thumb brushed the tether’s glow. “Would it be fake?”

The city’s alarms screamed.

They ran.

The safehouse was little more than a crumbling data-den, its walls papered with flickering holograms of old advertisements. Rain lashed against the windows, the acidic downpour hissing as it ate at the metal siding.

Asher sealed the door behind them, his cybernetic eye scanning for threats—no trackers, no drones—but the real danger stood right beside him.

Kai.

The soul-tether pulsed between their wrists, a relentless, living thing. He could feel her exhaustion, the sharp edge of her fear beneath it. And something else—something warm and reluctant, curling low in his chest.

Hers. Not his.

He clenched his jaw. "We’re clear. For now."

Kai didn’t answer. She was already across the room, peeling off her soaked jacket. Biolume tattoos shimmered down her arms, their usual blue dimmed to a stormy gray.

Her emotions, he realized. The tether’s translating them.

Asher turned away—too late. The tether flared, and suddenly he was the one trembling.

Memories flooded him: Kai, younger, her hands steady as she recalibrated a stolen neural scanner, The way she’d smiled at him that day in the rain, before she knew who he was.

"Stop." His voice came out ragged.

Kai froze. "I’m not doing anything."
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"You’re remembering."
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She went very still. The tether glowed brighter.

"So are you," she whispered.

The first kiss was an accident.

Kai reached for a ration pack at the same moment Asher did. Their hands brushed—

—and the tether surged.

Light exploded between them, a feedback loop of sensation. Asher’s cybernetic eye shorted out, plunging the world into darkness except for the glow of the tether, now wrapped around them both like a net.

Kai’s breath hitched. "It’s malfunctioning. We have to—"

He didn’t let her finish.

Their lips met, and the world shattered.

For one heartbeat, there was no Bureau, no war, no past. Just this—the way Kai’s fingers tangled in his shirt, the way the tether sang between them, brighter than neon.

Then the alarms hit.

"Emotional Contamination Detected," blared the city’s AI, its voice slicing through the room. "Sever connection immediately."

Kai tore away, chest heaving. The tether flickered, unstable.

Asher’s cyber-eye rebooted just in time to see her expression—terror, longing, fury.

"That shouldn’t have happened," she said.

The tether hummed in agreement.

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the rain.

Then Asher did the one thing he shouldn’t have.

He reached for her.

"We can still fix this," he lied.

Kai let him take her hand. The tether glowed gold.

Somewhere in the city, Selene’s drones woke up.

The so-called chapel was a gutted server vault, its walls threaded with glowing fiber-optic cables like veins. Holographic moths flitted around cracked saints’ statues—patron deities of lost data and stolen time.

Kai’s pulse thrummed in the tether at her wrist. Asher’s pulse. She hated how familiar it felt.

“Last chance to run,” she muttered, eyeing the tattooed officiant—a hacker-priestess welding a marriage license onto a blockchain.

Asher’s shoulder brushed hers. The tether shivered, flooding her with his resolve—sharp as a blade, but beneath it, something warmer. “Would you?”

Yes. But the tether betrayed her. He felt the lie.

The priestess slid two nano-chip rings across the table. “Vows or vows-lite? We offer romantic, business, or revenge packages.”

“Business,” Kai said.

“Romantic,” Asher said at once.

The tether flared gold, sparking between them. The priestess grinned. “Ah. Compulsory emotional honesty. Rare.”

Kai’s cheeks burned. Asher’s fingers twitched toward hers—not for the ceremony. Because the tether ached when they weren’t touching.

“Just say the words,” Kai whispered.

Asher’s voice was rough. “You first.”

Kai gripped the nano-ring. “I vow to... not kill you. Unless the tether fails.” Static crackled up her arm. The device hated lies.

Asher smirked. “I vow to remember you. Even if they wipe me again.”

The priestess arched a brow. “Dramatic. Hold hands.”

Their palms met. The tether sang.

Kai’s breath caught. Through the bond flooded Asher’s memory: Him at twelve, weeping over her stolen tool kit. Her, tossing it back. “Don’t thank me. Just survive.”

He’d remembered. All these
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