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Chapter 1: The Pulse of Stone
The chaos had a rhythm, a frantic heartbeat I knew better than my own. The high, panicked E-flat of the telemetry monitor, the wet slap of blood-soaked gauze hitting the floor, the metallic tang of fear and antiseptic—this was the symphony of my Friday night.
"GSW to the chest, thirty-two-year-old male, BP eighty over palp!" The paramedic’s voice sliced through the noise, a new instrument in the orchestra. They wheeled him into Trauma Bay 2, a mangled form on a gurney, and the rhythm shifted. Accelerated.
I was on him in a second, my hands moving with a memory of their own. Shears tore through a blood-stiffened shirt. My fingers found the entry wound, a puckered mouth just below the clavicle. My mind was already a step ahead, building the diagnostic tree. Lungs, great vessels, heart.
"He’s tachy at one-forty, Sats are dropping," Mark, the nurse on duty, announced from beside me. His voice was calm, but it grated on my last nerve. It was the calm of a man who believed he was the only truly composed person in the room. "Dr. Cole, we should start another large-bore IV, push fluids."
I barely glanced at him. My stethoscope was cold against the man’s skin. I listened, blocking out the bedlam. Thump-thump-thump. Muffled. Distant, like it was coming from under a pillow. I looked at the patient's neck. The veins were swollen, thick blue ropes straining against his skin. Beck’s triad. My diagnosis snapped into place with chilling certainty. Cardiac tamponade. Blood was filling the sac around his heart, squeezing it silent.
"No," I said, my voice sharp enough to cut glass. "Fluids will just put more pressure on a heart that can’t beat. Get me a pericardiocentesis tray. Now."
Mark froze for a fraction of a second. A tiny, infuriating pause. "Doctor," he began, the word laced with a careful, patronizing tone he reserved just for me. "Protocol suggests—"
"The protocol is about to be 'call the morgue'," I cut him off, my eyes locking onto his over the patient's chest. I didn't have time for this. Not for his ego, not for the institutional doubt that dripped from his every word. "His heart is drowning. I'm not asking, I'm telling you. Get. The. Tray."
For a moment, we were locked in a standoff. Him, with his by-the-book skepticism, and me, with the patient's life ticking away under my hands. I saw the calculation in his eyes, the weighing of his own liability against my certainty. Finally, he gave a curt nod and turned, his movements stiff with disapproval.
The tray arrived. I worked fast. Betadine swab, the cold sting of lidocaine. Then the long, wicked-looking needle. I found my landmark, just below the xiphoid process, aiming for the left shoulder. My own heart was a steady, heavy drum in my ears. This was the precipice. A millimeter in the wrong direction and I'd lacerate the ventricle. But hesitation was the bigger killer here.
I pushed the needle in. A pop, subtle but definite, as it pierced the pericardial sac. I attached the syringe and pulled back the plunger. Dark, non-clotting blood—the confirmation I desperately needed—swirled into the plastic chamber. Twenty ccs. Thirty. Fifty.
On the monitor, the frantic scribble of the man's heart rate began to slow, the numbers climbing. One-forty. One-thirty. One-ten. The pressure in his neck veins subsided. A collective breath was released in the trauma bay. It was a sound I knew well.
Mark was beside me again, his face unreadable. "Vitals are stabilizing, Doctor."
I didn't acknowledge him. I was focused on the man on the table, on the fragile, stubborn life I had just wrestled back from the edge. The adrenaline began to recede, leaving behind the familiar acidic residue of exhaustion and quiet fury. It wasn't just about saving a life. It was about the fight to be allowed to do it. The victory was real, but it felt hollow, just another battle in a war that never, ever ended.
The silence was a physical weight. After twelve hours in the ER, the absence of noise felt like a pressure against my eardrums, a thick, clean blanket smothering the phantom beeps and cries that echoed in my head. I walked through the museum's cavernous halls, my worn-out sneakers squeaking softly on the polished marble. Each step was an echo, a small announcement of my presence in a place dedicated to the long-dead.
I always came here after a bad shift. Not to the impressionists, with their soft, forgiving light, or the modern wing, with its loud, angular demands for attention. I came here. To the Greeks and Romans. To the cold, implacable certainty of stone.
My body ached with a fatigue that went deeper than muscle. It was a soul-deep weariness, the kind that came from constantly having to be twice as good to get half the credit. It was Mark, with his condescending 'Doctor.' It was Dr. Peterson, the department head, who had praised me for being so 'articulate' in a meeting last week, as if he were complimenting a trained parrot. It was the security guard at the hospital entrance who still, after three years, asked to see my ID every single morning, while waving my white colleagues through with a familiar nod.
These weren't wounds; they were abrasions. Thousands of tiny, daily scrapes that wore my armor thin, leaving the nerves raw. The ER, I could handle. The blood, the death, the desperation—that was a fight I knew how to win. This other fight, the one for my own space, my own authority… it was exhausting.
I stopped before a statue of some forgotten hero, his marble face a mask of serene confidence. His power was inherent, unquestioned. He was born to it; the sculptor had simply chipped away the excess stone to reveal the conqueror within. No one ever told him his protocol was wrong. No one ever questioned his right to stand on that pedestal.
My gaze drifted to the other figures in the hall. Row after row of them. Gods, emperors, philosophers. Men carved from flawless white stone, their sculpted bodies a testament to an idealized strength I found both beautiful and oppressive. And the women… the women were different. They were nymphs fleeing the advances of a god, their bodies twisted in elegant terror. They were goddesses, draped and placid, their power defined by their relationship to the men beside them—wife, sister, daughter. They were vessels, objects of beauty or desire, their stories told only in relation to the heroes who possessed them.
Was I reading too much into it? Maybe a statue was just a statue. But standing there, the ghost of the ER still clinging to me like a shroud, it didn't feel like it. It felt like history was a weapon, and it was still pointed right at me. The same assumptions, the same hierarchies, carved into marble two thousand years ago, were still breathing down my neck in a twenty-first-century hospital. My independence, the thing I had cultivated my entire life as a shield, felt like a protest. A lonely, tiring, and often ignored protest.
I ran a hand over my braids, the familiar weight a small comfort. I had built myself from the ground up, every skill, every degree, every life saved a brick in the fortress of my own identity. But some days, it felt like I was still on the outside, throwing stones at walls made of ancient, unyielding marble.
I wandered away from the main gallery, drawn down a poorly lit corridor I’d never noticed before. It ended in a small, circular room. In the center, on a simple stone pedestal, was a single object under a cone of soft light. It was utterly unlike the white marble monuments outside. It was a block of onyx, roughly the size of a human heart, polished to a mirror-sheen that seemed to swallow the light around it. It was a void given form.
I moved closer. There was no elaborate description on the brass placard, just a few spare words: 'Votive Offering. Provenance Unknown. Circa 13th Century BCE.' Below, in smaller type, a note read: 'Local legend refers to the artifact as Ares' Heartstone.'
Ares. I dredged up a half-forgotten mythology lesson. The brutish one. The god of carnage and violence.
Then I felt it. A low, rhythmic thrumming. It wasn't a sound; it was a vibration that resonated deep in my chest, a bass note that seemed to sync with my own pulse. I leaned closer, my reflection a distorted shadow on the stone's dark surface. Was it my imagination, or did the light from the overhead lamp seem to bend and ripple as it touched the onyx?
"Ma'am?" The voice made me jump. An elderly security guard stood in the doorway, his posture slumped with end-of-shift fatigue. "Exhibit's closing in fifteen minutes."
"Sorry," I murmured, stepping back. "I was just looking."
His eyes flicked to the onyx stone, and a strange expression—part amusement, part genuine caution—crossed his face. "Wouldn't get too close to that one," he said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. "Gives people headaches. The folks who donated it swore it was cursed. Said it… calls to people."
He chuckled, a dry, papery sound, but his eyes didn't leave the stone. A warning. Another man, however well-intentioned, telling me what to do. Don't touch. Stay back. Be careful. It was the chorus of my entire day, my entire life, distilled into one tired sentence.
The simmering resentment from the ER, the weary frustration from the hall of statues—it all coalesced into a single, sharp point of defiance. My exhaustion was suddenly replaced by a stubborn, reckless impulse. It was a stupid, childish urge. But it was mine.
I met the guard's gaze, held it for a beat, and then deliberately turned back to the stone. My hand lifted, seemingly of its own accord. Just one touch. A final, silent 'fuck you' to a world that tried to put me in a box.
The guard took a half-step forward. "Ma'am, I really wouldn't—"
My fingertips brushed the surface. It wasn't cold, like stone should be. It was warm, humming with a vibration that shot up my arm like a jolt of electricity. The low thrumming in my chest exploded into a deafening roar. The air crackled, smelling of burnt metal and ozone, the scent of a lightning strike right beside my head.
The world fractured. The soft museum light shattered into a million blinding-white shards. The polished floor beneath my feet vanished, replaced by an agonizing sensation of falling and being torn apart at the same time. Every cell in my body screamed. It was a symphony of pure pain, absolute and all-consuming. There was no thought, no time, only a violent, wrenching dislocation from reality itself.
My scream was swallowed by a sound like the grinding of tectonic plates. My last coherent sensation was of the solid, warm stone dissolving in my grip, and then—nothing. Just the echoing agony and a plunge into a darkness far deeper and more complete than the onyx that had just unmade my world.

Chapter 2: The Barbarian
The pain came first—a dull, planetary ache behind my eyes. Then came the light. Not the clean, filtered fluorescence of the museum, but a raw, blinding whiteness that burned through my eyelids. I squeezed them shut, a groan tearing from my throat, a sound swallowed by a vast, unnerving silence.
My body cataloged its injuries before my mind could catch up. Abrasions along my right side, from shoulder to knee. A sharp protest from my ribs when I tried to draw a full breath. My head throbbed in a familiar, unwelcome rhythm—concussion protocol, my brain supplied automatically. Assess for nausea, vertigo, pupil dilation.
I forced my eyes open. The sky was a shade of blue so deep and undiluted it felt like a physical weight. No smog, no contrails, no haze of city lights bleeding into the edges of the day. Just a savage, endless blue. I was lying on my back, sharp stones digging into my shoulder blades. The air smelled of dust, of sun-baked earth and something else… wild thyme, maybe? Nothing like the sterile, recycled air of a hospital or the polished scent of museum floor wax.
Pushing myself up on unsteady elbows, I scanned my surroundings. This wasn't Atlanta. It wasn't anywhere I recognized. I was on a hillside, coarse grass and hardy, unfamiliar shrubs clinging to the ochre-colored dirt. Gnarled olive trees dotted the landscape, their leaves a dusty, silvery green. In the distance, the land rolled away toward a shimmering line of impossibly turquoise water. No skyscrapers. No highways. No sound of sirens or distant traffic. Nothing.
Panic, cold and sharp, tried to slide its fingers around my throat. I choked it down. Stay calm, Cole. Assess. You're a doctor. Diagnose the problem. The problem was, this felt less like a medical emergency and more like a psychotic break. Had I collapsed in the museum? Was this a stroke-induced hallucination? The texture of the rock under my hand, the heat of the sun on my skin, the sting of the cuts on my arm—it all felt terrifyingly real.
I looked down at myself. My navy-blue scrubs were torn at the shoulder and thigh. A dark stain—blood, my own—was blossoming on my pant leg. My hospital ID was gone. My pager, my phone, my keys—all vanished. The only remnants of my world were the worn-out running shoes on my feet and the clothes on my back. I ran a hand over my braids, feeling the familiar texture, a small anchor in this sea of unreality. The Heartstone was gone. My hand was empty, save for a faint, tingling numbness where the onyx had dissolved. It didn't make sense. None of it made sense.
I stood, my body screaming in protest. The world tilted, a wave of dizziness washing over me. I braced a hand against a rough-barked tree, taking deep, measured breaths. In, out. Control the sympathetic nervous system response. Lower the heart rate. Think. What was the last thing I remembered? The guard. The corridor. The stone… that impossible, humming stone. Then the fracturing light, the agony. A seizure? An aneurysm? But that didn't explain this place. This impossibly ancient, silent place.
A shout broke the silence. The sound was harsh, guttural. It came from down the slope.
Three men. Dressed in what looked like leather tunics and bronze chest plates, carrying short swords and crude-looking spears. They weren't museum reenactors; their clothes were worn, their faces smudged with dirt and sweat. Their eyes, wide and hostile, were fixed on me.
One of them pointed, his voice sharp with alarm. "Theos! Ti einai touto?"
The second one, broader and bearded, spat on the ground. "Daemonas. H deis tis mallia tis? Barbarian!"
They started toward me, moving with a wary, predatory purpose. I held up my hands, palms out. The universal sign for I'm not a threat. "Hey," I called out, my voice hoarse. "I'm hurt. I need help. Can you tell me where I am?"
My English words hit a wall of incomprehension. The lead soldier barked a question at me, his tone laced with suspicion. His eyes raked over my torn scrubs, my dark skin, my braids.
"I don't understand you," I said slowly, enunciating each word. "Hospital? Do you know where the nearest hospital is?"
He sneered, a flash of yellow teeth in a sun-browned face. He said something to his companions, and they laughed. A cruel, sharp sound. He took another step forward, gesturing with his spear.
"Poia glossa einai afti?" he demanded. "Apantiste!"
"Look, I'm not looking for trouble," I insisted, my own voice rising with a tremor I couldn't control. My survival instinct was screaming louder than my confusion. "Just… stay back."
He ignored me. With a final, sharp command to his men, he lunged. His hand, calloused and rough, clamped down on my arm. The grip was brutal, a vise of ownership.
Instinct took over. "Get your hands off of me!" I yelled, wrenching my arm back.
The leader’s eyes widened, not in fear, but in shocked outrage. He barked an order. "Pias'tin!"
The other two closed in, grabbing my shoulders, their hands rough on the bare skin of my arms. I struggled, my heart hammering against my bruised ribs.
"Let go of me!" I shouted, my voice raw. "I haven't done anything to you!"
"Sigise, gynaika!" the leader snapped, his face inches from mine. His breath stank of sour wine and garlic. He shoved me hard, sending me stumbling back against the rough bark of an olive tree.
"What do you want from me?" I pleaded, switching tactics, trying to sound less threatening, more helpless. It was a role I hated, but my ER training knew when to de-escalate. "Please, I'm just lost."
He barked a laugh, a dismissive, ugly sound. He looked me up and down, his gaze lingering in a way that made my skin crawl. He spoke to his men, his words low and speculative. The only word I could almost grasp was 'xénos'. Foreigner. It was not said as a descriptor. It was an accusation.
The leader reached for me again, his intentions clear in the crude leer on his face. He was going to drag me with them. My years in the ER, the self-defense classes my father had insisted on, the lifetime of being a Black woman in America who had to be twice as vigilant—it all coalesced into a single, explosive point of refusal. No. Not like this.
When his fingers brushed my cheek, I moved. It wasn’t a thought, it was a reflex. I drove my knee up, hard, into his groin. He let out a choked gasp, his eyes bulging as he doubled over. The man holding my right arm loosened his grip in surprise, and I wrenched free, slamming my elbow backward into his ribs. He grunted in pain and staggered back.
I spun on the third man, my fists raised, my breath coming in ragged pants. "I said, don't touch me!" I screamed, the words a raw tear in the ancient silence. For a second, there was only the sound of my own harsh breathing and the pained gasps of the man on the ground.
Then, the shock in the leader's eyes curdled into pure, murderous rage. He straightened up, his face contorted into a mask of fury. A woman—this strange, dark-skinned creature—had not only defied him, she had struck him. It was an unthinkable violation of his world's order. He drew his sword, the bronze blade scraping against its sheath with a sound that sent a deathly chill down my spine.
"Skyla!" he roared, the word thick with venom. "Tha se skotoso!"
He advanced on me, sword held high. His men drew their own weapons, their expressions grim. My brief, defiant victory had just signed my death warrant. There was nowhere to run. My back was literally against a tree. I stared at the raised sword, the sunlight glinting off its sharpened edge. My life hadn't flashed before my eyes. All I could think was, What a stupid, pointless way to die.
And then, everything stopped.
A shadow fell over us. It was sudden and absolute, as if a cloud had decided to blot out the sun directly overhead. The air, thick with heat moments before, became instantly cold. The chirping of insects in the grass ceased. A silence descended that was heavier, more profound, than before. It was a silence made of dread.
The leader froze mid-stride, his sword still raised. The fury on his face dissolved, replaced by a slack-jawed, primal terror. His companions were paralyzed, their knuckles white on the hilts of their swords. They stared past me, up the hill, their eyes wide with a fear that was biblical in its scope.
Slowly, shakily, I turned my head. He stood at the crest of the hill, silhouetted against the unforgiving sun. He was immense. Not just tall, but broad, built with a brutal economy of form that seemed to absorb the very light around him. He wore dark, scarred armor that seemed forged from nightmare and dried blood. He didn't move, he didn't speak. He simply was. A mountain of quiet violence.
His presence was a physical force, a pressure that made the air feel thin and hard to breathe. The soldiers began to tremble, one of them dropping his spear with a clatter that sounded like a gunshot in the crushing silence. They couldn't look away from him, trapped in his gaze like mice before a serpent.
He took a step forward. The sound of his armored boot on the gravel was the only sound in the world. He started down the hill, his pace unhurried, inevitable. His gaze swept over the terrified soldiers with bored contempt before finally landing on me. And for the first time since waking in this nightmare, the fear I felt for the soldiers was eclipsed by a new, far more terrifying awe. His eyes—they weren't merely dark. They held an ancient, chilling emptiness, the look of a predator that had seen empires turn to dust and had been interested by none of it.

Chapter 3: Ares
The air was thick with the copper tang of opened veins and the metallic scream of bronze striking bronze. Below me, the valley floor churned, a delightful mess of thrashing limbs and desperate last breaths. A man—Theban, by the look of his shield—took a spear through the throat. He gurgled, a wet, comical sound, and pitched forward into the mud his own blood was making. I smiled.
This was my temple. The shrieks of the dying were my hymns; the frantic, terrified drum of a thousand hearts was my liturgy. I savored it the way a connoisseur savors wine, noting the subtle flavors of panic, the bitter aftertaste of despair, the full-bodied richness of pure, unthinking rage. A Spartan phalanx moved with predictable efficiency, a wall of muscle and hate. They were my finest artists, their short swords painting masterpieces of evisceration across the canvas of Athenian flesh. It was all exquisitely, brutally familiar.
And that was the problem. Familiar.
An eternity of this. The same grunts of exertion. The same pleas to gods who weren't listening—or rather, a god who was listening and enjoying the performance far too much to intervene. The names of the cities changed, the banners they carried shifted in color and design, but the dance was always the same. Greed. Honor. Revenge. The pathetic little sparks that ignited the grand, glorious bonfire of war. I had seen it all. I had orchestrated it all. Millennia of it.
I leaned back against the hot stone of the outcropping, the distant cacophony a soothing lullaby. The sun beat down on my scarred armor, the heat doing nothing to warm the profound chill of my own ennui. I watched a captain rally his men, his voice cracking with manufactured valor. I knew, with a certainty that was absolute, that he would be dead before the sun reached its zenith. An arrow, fletched with goose feathers, would take him in the left eye. His men would break. The Spartans would slaughter them to a man. The crows would feast. And tomorrow, another city would seek vengeance for this insult.
It was a tapestry woven with a single, crimson thread. And I was so very, very tired of looking at it.
I was considering starting a plague—just for a change of scenery—when it happened. It was not a sound, not a sight. It was a… misstep. A dissonant chord struck in the grand, violent symphony of existence that only I could hear. A tremor not of the earth, but of reality itself. It was faint, but it was utterly, maddeningly wrong.
I stood, my boredom evaporating like mist in the sun, replaced by a sharp, predatory curiosity. I closed my eyes, focusing inward, past the screaming tapestry of the battle below. I sought the source of the wrongness. It was a spike of energy, alien and strange, potent with a kind of chaotic power I had never encountered. It felt of lightning and steel and things I had no name for. It was the scent of prey I did not recognize, a challenge that was not born of this world.
It pulsed again, a frantic, defiant beat against the placid rhythm of this age. South. Towards the coast. Interest—true, genuine interest—ignited in my chest, a cold fire I hadn't felt in centuries. The predictable slaughter in the valley below was forgotten, a child’s game abandoned for a far more compelling hunt.
I let my physical form dissolve into the raw energy of my being. The world of flesh and bone blurred into a smear of color and light as I moved, not through the sky, but by imposing my will upon distance itself. The wind screamed past me, a mortal thing protesting my passage. The scent of olive groves and salt spray replaced the stench of blood. The pull grew stronger, a hook in my very essence, reeling me in. Whatever this was, it was potent. It was new. And anything new, in my endless existence, was worth claiming.
I solidified on the crest of a sun-bleached hill, my armor coalescing from shadow and rage. Below, a pathetic scene unfolded. Three mortal soldiers, little more than boys playing with sharp toys, had cornered some creature. My eyes swept over them with contempt. Their fear was a stench in the air, thick and cloying as they turned to face me. Good. Fear was the proper response.
But my attention was not for them. It was for the creature they surrounded. My creature. The source of the impossible energy that had cut through my apathy like a thunderbolt.
It was a female, shaped like a mortal woman, but she was… wrong. Her skin was the color of rich, dark earth at midnight—darker than any Aethiopian I had ever seen. Her hair was a marvel of black ropes, intricately woven and bound. She wore strange, dark blue coverings, torn and stained, clinging to her body in a way no proper peplos would. But it was not her appearance that held me. It was the energy pouring from her, a chaotic storm of defiance, terror, and a strength that had no place in a mortal of this era. She was an aberration. A beautiful, infuriating impossibility.
Her eyes met mine. And the universe stopped. The soldiers, the hillside, the droning of the cicadas—it all faded into nothing. In her gaze, I saw no supplication. No pleading. I saw rage. I saw an intelligence that was sharp and modern and utterly out of place. She looked at me, a god, and I saw a flicker of awe swallowed by a wave of pure, undiluted defiance. My ancient, weary soul jolted. The boredom that had been my companion for untold centuries shattered into a million pieces, replaced by a singular, deafening thought: Mine.
One of the mortal insects, emboldened by stupidity, turned back to her. He was their leader, his face a mask of petty cruelty. He raised his xiphos, the bronze catching the afternoon sun. He meant to strike her. To mar her. To spill her strange, vital blood on the thirsty dirt.
An inferno of possessive fury erupted in my being. It was a rage so pure, so absolute, it eclipsed every battle I had ever witnessed, every war I had ever incited. That pathetic little mortal dared to touch what I had just found? He dared to try and break my new thing? The thing that had finally, finally made me feel something other than tired?
I took a step forward. The gravel crunched under my greave. The sound was a death sentence. The mortal’s head would adorn my gates. His companions would spend the rest of their short, miserable lives screaming in the pits of Tartarus. And the creature—this impossible, defiant, dark-skinned aberration—would be mine. Wholly. And completely.

Chapter 4: Mine
The crunch of gravel under his greave was the only sound in a world that had suddenly lost its breath. The soldier—the leader, the one who had held a bronze sword to my throat—froze. His face, moments ago a canvas of petty cruelty, was now slick with a terror so pure it seemed to peel the skin from his bones. It was a look I’d never seen, not on the faces of patients coding on my table, not in the eyes of family members receiving the worst possible news. This was different. This was the terror of prey recognizing the apex predator right before the teeth sink in.
He didn’t move like a man. Men are bound by weight and muscle and the reluctant physics of motion. This thing—this giant clad in scarred, midnight armor—simply ceased to be by the hill's crest and began to exist before the soldiers. There was no charge, no war cry. Just a flicker of motion, a blur that my concussed brain refused to process.
The leader’s raised sword arm dropped. Not because he willed it, but because it was no longer attached to his body. A clean, cauterized-looking separation at the shoulder. Arterial spray, a shocking crimson arc against the dusty green of the olive trees, painted the air. The man didn't even have time to scream; his mouth opened on a stunned ‘O’ before the giant's fist, encased in a spiked bronze gauntlet, caved in his chest plate and the thoracic cavity beneath it. Ribs shattered with a wet crackle that echoed in the sudden, ringing silence. Aortic rupture, I thought, my mind clinging to the sterile language of trauma as a shield. Massive, non-survivable internal bleeding. He was dead before he hit the ground.
The other two soldiers were paralyzed for a half-second too long. One turned to run, his spear dropped with a clatter. He didn't make it two steps. The giant was behind him, a shadow that had detached itself from the laws of space. He grabbed the man by the head, the soldier's helmet crumpling like foil. The snap of a cervical spine is a unique sound; sharp and final. C1, C2. Instantaneous cessation of autonomic function. The body went limp, a marionette with its strings cut.
The last man, bless his stupid, terrified heart, tried to fight. He lunged with his spear, a desperate, clumsy thrust. The giant didn't sidestep or block. He caught the wooden shaft in one hand, the motion casual, like a man plucking a stem of wheat. He broke it over his knee without looking. Then, with the splintered half still in his grip, he drove the jagged point up and under the soldier’s jaw, punching through the mandible and deep into the brainstem. The soldier collapsed in a twitching heap, his legs kicking for a few gruesome seconds before stilling forever.
It was over in less time than it takes to draw a breath. A tableau of absolute carnage. Three bodies, broken and leaking, steaming in the late afternoon sun. And through it all, his gaze never left me. His helmet was a masterpiece of intimidation, all sharp angles and a T-shaped slit for vision, but I could feel his eyes on me. They weren't angry, or triumphant, or even satisfied. They were empty. The chilling, possessive void of a collector who has just wiped some dust off a new acquisition. The slaughter hadn't been an act of rage. It had been an act of housekeeping.
He took a step toward me, over the ruin of the soldier whose chest he had imploded. Blood squelched under his heavy greave. My own blood was roaring in my ears, a high-pitched keen of adrenaline and shock. My legs, which had been locked and trembling, finally found a flicker of strength.
"Stay back," I croaked. My voice was a shredded thing, barely audible. He kept coming.
"I said, stay the hell back!" I shouted, finding a deeper reserve. I pushed myself up, my bruised ribs screaming in protest. My hands came up in a defensive posture, the one my father had drilled into me a lifetime ago in a suburban garage. It felt pathetic. A child threatening a tidal wave.
He continued his slow, deliberate advance. Each step was a hammer blow against my sanity. The bodies of the men he’d just dismantled were a testament to what he was capable of. A part of my brain—the surgeon part—was screaming at the impossibility of the wounds. The other part—the human part—was just screaming.
"What do you want from me?" I demanded, my voice cracking on the last word. "I don't have anything. I don't know where I am. Just... just leave me alone."
He stopped. He was maybe ten feet away, a mountain of dark metal and death. He towered over me, blotting out the sun. The silence stretched, thick and heavy with the coppery smell of blood. He just stood there, watching me through that terrifying slit in his helmet. Waiting.
My composure finally fractured. "Who are you? What the hell do you want? Say something, you son of a bitch!"
He didn't speak. Not with his mouth. The word wasn't heard; it was injected. A spike of ice-cold knowledge driven directly into the deepest part of my consciousness, bypassing my ears entirely. It was a violation more profound than any physical touch.
Mine.
The single syllable echoed in the hollows of my skull. It wasn't a claim; it was a statement of fact, as immutable and final as gravity. My breath hitched. My defiant stance crumbled. All the fight drained out of me, replaced by a cold, bottomless dread.
He closed the remaining distance in two strides. Before I could flinch, his gauntleted hand shot out—not to strike, but to curl around my waist. The metal was cold even through the torn fabric of my scrubs. He lifted me from

