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The war behind governments has begun.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE SECOND PHRASE

The world didn’t move.

It didn’t breathe.

It simply waited—
balanced on the edge of a single word Mark Doyle was never meant to remember.
Wind clawed across the Cyprus cliffs.
Smoke rose from the shattered battleground below.
Harlequin masks stared.
Spectre rifles glowed.
Dozens of guns pointed at one man.
Mark Doyle.

His pulse hammered like a warning drum.

Eliza clung to his arm, shaking with fury and terror.

“Mark—look at me—don’t say it—DON’T—”

But the vault in his mind was already opening.

Slowly.
Inevitably.
Like a lock finally recognising its key.
A second phrase.

A phrase buried deeper than Omega Zero.
Deeper than the override code.
Deeper than his memories of Amara, his training, even his own name.
Vale—
the man who created him,
the man who murdered Amara,
the Shadow Prime himself—
watched with a calm satisfaction that froze Mark’s blood.
“You see, Mark,” Vale called across the wind,
“the first phrase kills others.”
He smiled.
“The second kills you.”
Eliza screamed:

“STOP LISTENING TO HIM!”

Nathan grabbed Mark’s other arm.

“Mark—FIGHT IT—this isn’t you—”

But the vault kept turning.

A word—
half-remembered,
half-forbidden—
pressed against his mind like a blade.
Mark’s breath came sharp.

The cliffside.
The cold ocean wind.
The debris of war.
All of it blurred.

He heard Riley’s dying voice—

Don’t let them win...

He heard Amara—

If they take you, they end everything.

He heard Eliza—

Come back to me.

The pressure in his skull snapped like a bone.

And the phrase came—

soft, lethal, inevitable.

Mark whispered:

“The second phrase is—”

CRACK.

A rifle shot tore through the air.

Mark staggered sideways as a bullet kicked stone from the cliff beside him.

Eliza shrieked, dragging him down behind a boulder.

Nathan shoved Ana into cover.

Spectre Unit opened fire.

Harlequin returned fire instantly.

The battlefield erupted—
two armies killing each other again—
as if Vale had merely willed it.
Vale didn’t flinch.
He didn’t move.
He simply lowered his raised hand.
And through the gunfire, he spoke:

“You’re not ready to remember it.
Not yet.”
Mark pressed a hand to his temple, vision spinning.

The phrase—
it had been right there—
on the tip of his tongue.
And then Vale had stolen it.

Eliza pulled his face toward hers.

“Mark—talk to me—what happened? Did you remember it?!”

He shook his head.

“No. Not fully.”

Nathan leaned in.

“You almost said it.”

Mark swallowed.

“And Vale stopped me.”

Ana whispered:

“But why?”

Mark stared through the smoke toward the Shadow Prime.

“Because I think...”
He swallowed.
“...he wants me alive.”
Eliza recoiled.

“What? Why would he—after everything—?!”

A new sound rose above the gunfire.

A deep, vibrating hum.

Drones.

Not Spectre’s.
Not Harlequin’s.
British drones.

MI6 drones.

A voice thundered through loudspeakers:

“STAND DOWN. BY ORDER OF THE CROWN.”

Eliza’s eyes widened in horror.

“They’re going to erase the entire battlefield...”

Nathan hissed:

“Cleansing protocol.”

Mark’s stomach turned.

That protocol didn’t mean arrest.

It meant no survivors.

He grabbed Eliza’s hand.

“We need to move—NOW.”

Ana pointed.

“There! The maintenance stairs!”

Nathan nodded sharply and covered them as they sprinted.

Gunfire roared behind them.
Bodies dropped.
Drones descended like steel vultures.
Through the chaos, Vale’s voice carried, impossibly calm:

“Run, Mark.
Run as far as you like.”
Mark turned once.

Vale stood alone.
Drones avoiding him.
Bullets missing him.
Untouchable.

He raised two fingers to his temple, a mocking salute.

“When you’re ready,” Vale called,
“you’ll say the second phrase.”
Mark’s fists clenched.

“Over my dead body.”

Vale smiled.

“That is the design.”

Mark ran as the drones fired.

A wall of fire erupted across the battlefield.

Harlequin.
Spectre.
All of them—
consumed.

Eliza screamed.

Nathan shielded Ana.

Mark didn’t look back again.

The cleansing had begun.

CHAPTER 2 — AFTER THE CLIFFSIDE

They didn’t stop running until the smoke turned the sky black.

The blast wave from the cleansing strike hit them seconds later—
a rolling wall of heat and pressure that shoved all four of them to the ground.
Rocks rained down the cliffside.
Somewhere behind them, a second explosion tore through the tunnels they’d escaped.
Eliza coughed violently, pushing herself upright.

“Mark—Mark, are you hit?”

He shook his head, dust shaking from his hair.

“No. Keep moving.”

Ana wiped tears and ash from her face.

“Riley... he’s really gone, isn’t he?”

Mark didn’t answer.
Couldn’t.
There was too much blood in his thoughts already.
Nathan scanned the burning ridge.

“We have to clear the perimeter before MI6 ground units arrive. They’ll sweep for survivors.”

Eliza got under Mark’s arm, helping him toward the rocky path leading inland.

“You’ve lost too much blood. You can barely—”

“I’m fine,” Mark said, though the world wobbled where it shouldn’t.

Nathan took point, eyes sharp.

“Your definition of fine is concerning.”

They followed a narrow service path carved into the cliffside.
With each step, Mark’s pulse thudded harder against his skull—
not from exertion,
but from the presence inside his mind.
The Omega-Key.

Still awake.
Still shifting.
Still waiting.
Eliza noticed his expression.

“It’s happening again, isn’t it?”

Mark clenched his jaw.

“I can control it.”

“No, you can’t,” she shot back.
“You almost died saying that phrase.”
“It wasn’t complete,” he muttered.
“Vale stopped it.”
Ana glanced back, terrified.

“But why would he stop you if it kills you? Isn’t that what he wants?”

Nathan shook his head.

“No. He wants him functional.
Omega Zero was designed for one purpose.”
Mark kept walking.

“To kill.”

Nathan looked down.

“Not just kill.”

He hesitated—
which was unusual for him.
Eliza narrowed her eyes.

“Nathan. Out with it.”

Nathan exhaled.

“Omega Zero wasn’t built to assassinate.
He was built to replace.”
Eliza frowned.

“...replace who?”

Nathan stopped walking.

Turned to face them.

And said quietly:

“Anyone. Everyone.
Whoever Vale needs replaced.”
Ana’s face drained of colour.

“He wants Mark to become someone else?”

“No,” Nathan said.
“He wants Mark to become anything.”
Eliza stepped between them.

“No. No, absolutely not. He is not a—"

Nathan cut her off gently.

“He is what they made him. Not who he is.”

Mark didn’t argue.
He didn’t have the energy.
He already knew Nathan was right.

He’d felt it the moment the vault opened.
Felt his memories bending, shifting, aligning themselves into shapes that didn’t belong to him.
The Omega-Key was rewriting him.

Quietly.
Effortlessly.
Purposefully.
Eliza grabbed his wrist.

“You’re still Mark. Vale didn’t win. He didn’t take that from you.”

Mark met her eyes.

“I don’t know if that’s true.”

She didn’t let go.

“It is.”

Nathan interrupted, voice low.

“Movement.”

They ducked behind a cluster of rocks.

Two MI6 recovery squads swept the ridge above them, scanning the cliffside with thermal scopes.

Mark signalled the group to wait.

But Ana’s breathing sped up.

“They’re going to find us—they’re going to—”

Mark touched her shoulder.

“They won’t.”

“B-but—”

“Because I’m here,” he said quietly.
“And I know exactly how they think.”
The squads regrouped at the cliff edge.

One man pointed at the scorched earth.

“They’re dead,” he called into his comm.
“Everything alive got cooked.”
A second answered:

“Shadow Prime?”

“Not here. He ghosted before the strike.”

Mark’s blood chilled.

They were reporting to Vale, not MI6.

Nathan whispered:

“They’re his men.”

Eliza’s grip tightened around her pistol.

“They’re wearing MI6 colours.”

“So am I,” Nathan replied.

The squad moved on, vanishing behind the ridge.

Mark rose slowly.

“They’re not searching. They’re confirming.”

“Confirming what?” Ana asked.

“That the only survivors are the ones he wants alive.”

Eliza shivered.

“Meaning us.”

Mark nodded.

“Vale orchestrated all of this.
Spectre.
Harlequin.
MI6.
Even the cleansing strike.”
“He couldn’t control all that,” Ana insisted.

Nathan gave a bitter smile.

“He can. And he does.”

Eliza looked at Mark.

“So what now?”

Mark looked inland—
toward the long, winding road through the barren Cyprus hills.
Toward whatever Vale had planned for him.

He flexed his hand.
The Omega-Key pulsed beneath his skin.
“Now,” he said quietly,
“we get off this island.”
Eliza exhaled in relief.

“Good. Good. Then what?”

Mark looked toward the horizon.

“Then,” he said,
“I find out why Vale needs me alive.”
Nathan glanced at him sidelong.

“And if you don’t like the answer?”

Mark stared into the burning dawn.

“Then I kill him.”

CHAPTER 3 — SPECTRE’S DEMAND

They moved inland under the cover of scorched rocks and low scrub, following a goat trail that twisted between boulders and abandoned shacks. The deeper they went into the Cyprus hills, the quieter the world became—too quiet.

Mark felt it before anyone else.

A shift in the air.
A change in rhythm.
The faint hum of an engine running without lights.
He stopped.

Eliza nearly bumped into him.
“What is it?”
Nathan’s eyes narrowed.

“...We’re being tracked.”

Ana’s breath hitched.
“But how? The cleansing strike—”
“Was meant for show,” Mark said softly.
“It wasn’t to kill us. It was to funnel us.”
A low mechanical growl rolled across the hills.

Eliza raised her gun.
“That’s not Vale’s men.”
“No,” Mark agreed.
“That’s Spectre.”
Nathan stepped in front of Ana defensively.

“They shouldn’t be alive. Harlequin wiped them out. MI6 wiped them out.”

Mark shook his head.

“No. They only wiped out the foot soldiers.”

A figure stepped onto the trail ahead.

Black armour.
No insignia.
Heavy rifle resting on one shoulder.
Eliza gasped.

“...Spectre Commander Avery.”

Her visor snapped back up, revealing cold, unblinking eyes.

“Doyle,” she said.
Her voice echoed in Mark’s bones.
“You’re coming with me.”
Eliza stepped forward.

“No chance in hell.”

Avery didn’t look at her—just raised her hand slightly.

Four more Spectre operatives emerged from behind the rocks.
No lights.
No wasted movement.
Predators.
Nathan whispered:

“A kill unit.”

Avery corrected him:

“A retrieval unit.”

Mark stepped between his group and Spectre.

“What do you want?”

“You,” Avery said simply.
“And the code inside your head.”
Mark tensed.
“The Omega-Key.”
Avery nodded.
“MI6 is initiating a new directive. The Crown wants full control of the Key.”
Eliza snapped:

“He doesn’t work for MI6 anymore.”

Avery turned her head slightly.

“Eliza Quinn. Pending termination order still active. Stand down.”

Nathan growled under his breath.

Mark lifted a hand.

“You’re wasting your time. The Key isn’t stable.”

Avery smirked.

“That’s why we want it.”

Mark blinked.

“What?”

Avery took one step closer.

“For decades, MI6 hasn’t been able to recreate you. They can’t crack the process. They can’t replicate the Key. They can’t rebuild Omega Zero.”

Eliza whispered:

“Oh God... they want to duplicate him.”

Avery nodded.

“We need your code. Alive or dead.”

Nathan stepped forward, furious.

“You think you can extract that without destroying him? Without killing all of us?”

Avery didn’t flinch.

“Yes.”

Eliza aimed her pistol.

“You’re not taking him.”

Avery didn’t raise her weapon—but two Spectre operatives aimed at her instantly.

Mark raised a hand.

“WAIT.”

Everyone froze.

Mark’s voice dropped.

“You’re operating under MI6 orders. So tell me one thing.”

Avery tilted her head.

“Ask.”

“Do you report to the Director?” Mark asked.

“No,” Avery said.

Mark felt the air tighten.

“Then who?”

Avery stared at him.

“Shadow Prime.”

Eliza’s stomach dropped.

Nathan tensed.

Ana whispered in horror.

“He... he controls MI6 now?”

Avery’s voice was flat.

“He always did.”

Mark’s blood ran cold.

Vale wasn’t manipulating MI6 from the outside.

He was MI6.
The part behind the curtain.
The part no Prime Minister ever knew existed.
Eliza looked from Mark to Avery, disbelief flooding her features.

“So what—we’re all just pieces on Vale’s chessboard?”

Avery answered calmly.

“Yes. And he’s calling you home.”

Mark’s fists clenched.
Every muscle tightened.
“No.”

Avery raised an eyebrow.

“No?”

Mark’s voice dropped to a growl.

“I’m done being someone’s project.”

Avery smirked faintly.

“That’s what the last Omega said.”

Nathan stepped forward sharply.

“What?”

Avery ignored him.

“The Prime has instructed us to bring you in alive. You will come with us. Now.”

Eliza stepped in front of Mark.

“You’ll have to shoot me first.”

Avery nodded slightly.

“If necessary.”

Mark pushed Eliza gently behind him.

“Commander—listen to me. You don’t have to do this.”

“I already am,” she said.
“You have thirty seconds to surrender.”
Nathan tensed.

Ana looked like she would faint.

Eliza’s hand shook as she gripped her weapon.

Mark stood still.

Focused.

Breathing slow.

He wasn’t going to run.
Not this time.
He raised his chin.

“Commander Avery.”

Avery straightened.

“Yes?”

“Tell Vale he can come get me himself.”

Avery’s expression shifted—just slightly.

Then she raised her hand—

“TAKE—”

A bullet ripped past Mark’s ear.

A Spectre operative fell, dead before he hit the ground.

Avery spun.

“What—?!”

Three more shots cracked through the hills.

Three more operatives dropped.

Eliza’s eyes widened.

“Who the hell—?”

A voice echoed from the rocks above.

Rough.
Smoky.
Familiar.
“Didn’t think I’d miss all the fun, did you, Doyle?”

Mark froze.

It couldn’t be.

It wasn’t possible.

Eliza whispered:

“...Riley?”

A figure stepped into the open.

Beaten.
Bleeding.
Pale.
But alive.

Riley tilted his head.

“You going to stand there staring, or are we going to kill these bastards?”

Mark’s heart slammed into his ribs.

“Riley... you’re—”

Riley smirked.

“Hard to kill. You know that.”

Avery barked:

“FIRE!”

But Riley had already squeezed the trigger—

—and Chapter 3 ends in gunfire.

CHAPTER 4 — THE DEAD CODE ROOM

Gunfire erupted across the hillside.

Riley dropped behind a boulder and fired three clean shots in under a second—each one killing a Spectre operative with surgical precision.

Nathan lunged forward, slamming another operative into the dirt and wrenching the rifle from his hands.

Eliza grabbed Ana and pulled her behind cover.

Mark stepped out into the open, firing with cold, controlled accuracy—his movements sharper than they had been in years. The Omega conditioning responded instinctively, his body shifting into combat rhythm before he consciously thought about it.

Avery barked orders—

“REGROUP! REGROUP! FLANK LEFT!”

But her team was already crumbling.

Spectre had never planned for resistance.
They certainly hadn’t planned for Riley.
The last operative aimed at Riley’s head.

“RILEY—!” Mark shouted.

But Riley had already spun, firing without looking.

The bullet punched cleanly through the visor.

The operative fell.

Silence.

Smoke drifted across the rocks.

Eliza exhaled a shaky breath.

Ana leaned against her, trembling.

Nathan wiped blood from his knuckles.

And Commander Avery—
bleeding from a graze wound—
stared at Riley like she’d just seen a ghost.
Riley grinned.

“Surprised to see me, Commander?”

Avery raised her pistol—

—but Mark was faster.

He kicked it from her hand and slammed her back against a boulder, pinning her there.

“Don’t,” he warned.
“I’m not in the mood.”
Avery’s jaw clenched.

“You’re making a mistake, Doyle.”

Mark leaned closer.

“So are you. You shouldn’t have let Vale use you.”

Avery’s lip curled.

“We all serve someone.”

“Not anymore,” he growled.

Eliza walked up beside him, eyes burning.

“Why does Vale want him alive?”

Avery glared.

“Ask him yourself.”

Mark’s fist tightened in her collar.

“I’m asking you.”

Avery hesitated—
and that was all the answer Mark needed.
She wasn’t afraid of dying.

But she was afraid of talking.

Nathan stepped in.

“No use. She’s hard-coded.”

Eliza frowned.

“Hard-coded?”

Nathan nodded.

“She’s been conditioned. Stronger than Spectre normally uses.”

Mark pushed Avery harder against the rock.

“Tell me the truth, Commander. Why does Vale want me alive? Why didn’t he let me say the phrase?”

Avery’s eyes flickered.

Then she spoke, softly.

“Because you’re not complete yet.”

Mark froze.

Eliza frowned.

“What does that mean?”

Avery smirked.

“Omega Zero is a two-part weapon. Phase One was your creation.”

Mark swallowed hard.

“Phase Two?”

Avery leaned in, her breath shaking.
“Phase Two is waking it.”
Eliza’s hand squeezed Mark’s arm.

“Waking what, Avery?”

Avery stared straight at Mark.

“You.”

Mark’s stomach dropped.

Nathan muttered, “That bastard... he really did it.”

Avery continued:

“The Omega-Key is only half the system. The second phrase doesn’t kill you. It opens you.”

Mark’s grip loosened.

“...opens me for what?”

Avery smiled darkly.

“For the upload.”

Eliza snapped:

“Upload of WHAT?”

Avery whispered:

“Of who you’re meant to become.”

Riley stiffened.

“Alright. That’s enough.”

He cracked Avery across the jaw with the butt of his pistol.

She collapsed, unconscious.

Eliza spun on Riley.

“You didn’t need to do that!”

Riley shrugged.

“She was getting on my nerves.”

Mark stared at Avery’s limp body, his pulse thudding in his ears.

The upload.
Phase Two.
Opening him.
What the hell had Vale done?

Riley dusted off his jacket.

“Alright. Someone start explaining how I’m alive.”

Nathan didn’t look convinced Riley really was alive.

Mark finally spoke.

“You were dead. Spectre shot you.”

Riley rolled his shoulder.

“Shot? Yes. Killed? Not quite.”
He tapped his ribs.
“Plate stopped the worst of it. Fell into the lower tunnel. Crawled out before the cleansing hit.”
Eliza hugged him so hard he wheezed.

“Don’t do that again!”

“No promises.”

Riley glanced at the unconscious Spectre commander.

“So. What’s next?”

Mark steadied his breathing.

“We need to get off this island.”

Nathan pointed down the slope.

“There’s an old NATO relay bunker two kilometres east.
If it’s still active, we can use it.”
Ana hesitated.

“Use it for what?”

Mark looked toward the horizon.

“To find the one place Vale doesn’t control.”

Riley raised an eyebrow.

“And where exactly is that?”

Mark answered:

“The Dead Code Room.”

Eliza blinked.

“What the hell is that?”

Mark started walking.

“A place MI6 abandoned.
A place with no records.
No access.
No oversight.”
Nathan nodded grimly.

“A place where bad code goes to die.”

Riley muttered:

“And good code goes rogue.”

Ana whispered:

“Do we really want to go there?”

Mark paused.

His voice was steady.
Cold.
Determined.
“It’s the only place where I can find out what Vale turned me into.”

He turned away from the smoke rising from the cliffs—
from the battlefield Vale had orchestrated—
from the second phrase waiting in his skull—
and walked into the hills.

The others followed.

Behind them, Commander Avery opened her eyes.

And reached for her comm.

CHAPTER 5 — THE VAULT IN VIENNA

Mark moved fast.
Too fast for someone who’d nearly died twice in twenty-four hours.
But adrenaline was a cruel ally—
it pushed the body while hollowing out everything else.
They followed the neglected hillside track toward the abandoned NATO relay bunker. The sun was sinking behind the Cyprus cliffs, turning the sea into a sheet of molten bronze. Dry wind scraped across dead grass. The world looked stripped, silent, waiting.

Riley limped beside Mark.

“You’re walking like you’ve got a detonator in your spine.”

Mark didn’t slow.

“Feels like one.”

Eliza matched his pace, watching him with equal concern and fury.

“You haven’t processed what Avery said.”

Mark didn’t answer.

She grabbed his arm—firm, insistent.

“Mark. Stop. Look at me.”

He finally did.

Her eyes searched his.

“You’re not a weapon. You’re not something that can be ‘opened’ or ‘uploaded’ or replaced. Vale doesn’t get to define you.”

Mark swallowed hard.

“He already did.”

Riley muttered, “And we’re gonna make him regret that.”

Ana spoke softly from behind them.

“What is the Vault in Vienna? You mentioned it earlier.”

Mark exhaled.

“It’s not a vault. Not officially.”

Nathan explained:

“During the Cold War, certain MI6 records were duplicated and hidden overseas. Deep, deep logs. Failed experiments. Fractured identities. Things they didn’t want the Crown to see.”

Eliza frowned.

“And it’s in Vienna?”

Mark nodded.

“MI6 built a sub-basement beneath the British Embassy. Completely off-books.
It was supposed to be wiped in ’63.”
Nathan glanced at Mark knowingly.

“But it wasn’t.”

Eliza raised an eyebrow.

“How do you know that?”

Mark didn’t answer.

Riley whistled.

“Well that’s not ominous at all.”

But they didn’t need confirmation.
They all felt it—the weight in the air.
A truth Mark wasn’t sharing yet.
Before anyone pressed him further, Nathan raised one fist.

“Stop.”

They froze.

Nathan knelt, pressed two fingers to the dirt.

“Tire tracks. Two vehicles. Heavy. Stopped here.”

Riley crouched.

“Spectre?”

Nathan shook his head.

“No. Wider pattern. Armoured transport.”

Eliza stiffened.

“MI6?”

Mark stepped forward, scanning the hill.

“No. Not MI6.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes.

“What then?”

Mark pointed to the ground.

“Look at the boot impressions.”

The others examined them.

Riley blinked.

“These aren’t British. Wrong tread.”

Ana squinted.

“What... what has a sole like that?”

Mark straightened.

“Harlequin.”

Eliza’s breath caught.

“Harlequin survived the cleansing strike?”

“No,” Mark said.
“Not the lower soldiers.
But their command unit? Their inner circle?”
He shook his head.
“They’re harder to kill.”
Nathan looked downhill with unease.

“They were here. Maybe an hour ago.”

Riley sighed.

“So basically all the worst people on earth are headed to Vienna.”

Mark didn’t deny it.

He simply pointed toward the horizon.

“We need the Dead Code Room.”

Eliza frowned.

“That’s here, not Vienna.”

Mark shook his head.

“It’s both.”

Ana blinked.

“I don’t understand.”

Mark explained quietly:

“There isn’t just one Dead Code Room.
There were four. One in Washington. One in Malta. One beneath Whitehall.”
Riley raised an eyebrow.

“And number four?”

Mark inhaled.

“Vienna.”

Nathan frowned.

“But the one here in Cyprus—”

“—was a relay,” Mark said.
“Not the archive. Just the route in.”
Riley tossed his hands up.

“Of course it’s Vienna. It’s always Vienna.”

Eliza smirked despite the tension.

“Don’t complain. Vienna has good coffee.”

Ana cracked a frightened smile.

Nathan didn’t.

“Vienna means we’ll be on multiple radars at once.”

Mark resumed walking.

“Good. Let them look.”

Eliza stepped beside him.

“You’re planning something.”

He didn’t deny it.

“Vale wants me alive. He wants me to remember the second phrase. He wants me back under his control.”

Eliza swallowed.

“And... you think Vienna is where he’ll try?”

Mark shook his head.

“Vienna is where he already tried.”

Everyone stopped.

Riley’s jaw tightened.

“Oh hell no. Not one of these cryptic lines again. What do you mean ‘already tried’?”

Mark turned.

“When Avery said the second phrase ‘opens’ me...
she wasn’t talking about something that might happen.”
Eliza’s eyes widened.

“She meant something that did happen.”

Mark nodded once.

“Years ago. Before I left MI6.”
His voice hardened.
“Before Amara died.”
Ana covered her mouth.

“Oh God...”

Riley muttered, “This keeps getting worse.”

Nathan looked at Mark carefully.

“You didn’t just train in Vienna.”
“You were modified there.”
The silence said everything.

Mark didn’t need to confirm it.

He simply whispered:

“Let’s keep moving.”

They walked, the bunker now visible across the ridge—
a slab of concrete half-buried in rock, its metal door rusted shut.
But before they reached it, Mark stopped again.

Not for danger.

For something else.

His hand went to his temple.

Eliza grabbed his shoulders.

“Mark? MARK—“

His knees buckled.

Nathan caught him.

Riley pulled his pistol, scanning for enemies.

Ana knelt beside them, panicked.

But Mark wasn’t collapsing.

He was remembering.

The vault in his mind snapped open—
briefly, violently.
A woman’s voice.
Soft.
Broken.
“Mark... don’t let them finish it...”

Amara’s voice.

Then another.

Cold. Precise.

Vale.

“Phase Two begins in Vienna.”

Mark gasped.
The memory slammed into him like a freight train.
He forced the words out:

“Vale didn’t just create Omega Zero.”
“He tested it.”
“In Vienna.”
“On me.”
Eliza’s hands shook.

“Mark... what did he do to you?”

Mark rose slowly.

His eyes were darker.
Calmer.
More dangerous.
He looked toward the bunker.

“He didn’t just change who I was.”

Eliza whispered:

“...What did he change?”

Mark answered:

“He changed who I could become.”

The wind cut across the ridge, carrying dust and truth.

They reached the bunker door.

Mark pressed his palm to the rusted metal.

“It starts here.”

Riley groaned.

“And then?”

Mark stared at the steel.

“Then we go to Vienna.”

CHAPTER 6 — THE MAN WHO SHOULD NOT EXIST

The bunker door groaned like a dying animal as Mark heaved it open.
Rust flaked off in sheets.
Cold, stagnant air rolled out—air that hadn’t tasted sunlight in decades.
Ana coughed, covering her mouth.

“Smells like... old metal and mould.”

Riley swept his torch inside.

“Smells like every bad decision MI6 ever buried.”

Nathan entered first, weapon raised.

“It’s clear. For now.”

Eliza guided Mark in behind him.

“Take it slow. You’re still pale.”

He ignored that.
What he couldn’t ignore was the instinctive tension crawling along his spine.
This place didn’t just feel abandoned.
It felt wrong.
The interior was a single corridor descending at a steep angle, lined with stripped cables and rotting insulation. The walls were cracked, stained, and covered with peeling layers of paint.

Eliza shivered.

“This is... cheerful.”

Riley kicked an old machine panel, and it collapsed into dust.

“They really don’t maintain their evil lairs anymore.”

Nathan didn’t laugh.

“This is no lair. This was a burn site.”

Mark agreed.

“They wiped it. Everything. Files. Servers. Power. All gone.”

Ana frowned.

“Then why are we here?”

Mark didn’t answer right away.

He approached the long-dead communication terminal at the corridor’s end.

The NATO markings had been scratched off.
But the indentation of a carved symbol remained.
A half-mask.
Black on one side.
White on the other.
Eliza’s breath caught.

“Harlequin...”

Mark touched it lightly.

“Before Harlequin existed.”

Riley stiffened.

“Oh hell. Not this again. How long has Vale been playing God?”

Nathan’s answer was soft—and terrifying.

“Longer than any of us have been alive.”

Mark turned to the group.

“This bunker was the original relay for the Dead Code Rooms. It was how MI6 engineers and handlers communicated with their prototypes. With me.”

Ana’s voice quivered.

“You mean... with Omega Zero.”

Mark nodded.

“But this isn’t the important part.”

He stepped past the terminal to the far corner.

Riley frowned.

“Uh, Doyle? That’s just a wall.”

“No.”

He pressed his hand against the concrete.

“It’s a door.”

A faint click answered.

Dust fell.
The concrete split into a seam.
Eliza jumped back.

“Oh, you have GOT to be kidding—”

With a grinding scream, the false wall retracted, revealing a narrow, square passage beyond.

Lights flickered.
Faint.
Weak.
But active.
Ana gasped.

“It still has power...”

Nathan raised his weapon again.

“We go carefully.”

The corridor opened into a room no larger than a prison cell—bare except for a single chair and a single machine mounted on the wall: an ancient reel-to-reel device connected to a blank monitor.

Riley exhaled.

“What is this? A Cold War cinema?”

Mark stared at it.

“No.
It’s an identity imprint station.”
Eliza froze.

“A what?”

Mark stepped forward.

“When Omega prototypes were created, MI6 needed a way to condition them. To reinforce new identities. To erase old ones.”

Ana covered her mouth with both hands.

“Oh God...”

Nathan whispered:

“So this is where they rewrote you.”

Mark touched the machine.

“No. Not this exact one.”

He exhaled.

“But Vienna had its own.”

Riley frowned.

“So why did Vale send us here?”

Mark’s hand lingered on the cold metal.

“He didn’t.”

Eliza looked confused.

“You said this bunker was a relay. If Vale didn’t send us—”

Mark turned.

“Then someone else did.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed.

“Who?”

Mark tapped the monitor.

“This system isn’t offline. Someone turned it back on.”

Eliza’s pulse quickened.

“Who the hell would do that?”

Mark swallowed.

“The same person who left the message inside my vault.”

Ana blinked.

“...There was a message?”

“Yes.”

Mark reached for the machine’s controls.

Eliza grabbed his wrist.

“Mark. Stop. You don’t know what this thing will do to you.”

“I do,” he said quietly.
“That’s why I’m using it.”
Riley stepped forward.

“You’re not plugging yourself into that nightmare.”

Mark didn’t hesitate.

“I need answers.”

Eliza’s voice cracked.

“You could die.”

Mark met her eyes.

“If I don’t understand what Vale made me... then I’m already dead.”

Nathan stepped closer.

“Mark. Look at the power levels.”

He pointed.

The machine was barely drawing current.
Just enough to run a single file.
A single recording.
A message.

Nathan whispered:

“Someone wanted you to see this.”

Riley grimaced.

“And odds are it’s not a bloody birthday card.”

Mark pressed PLAY.

The reels spun.
Static filled the monitor.
Then resolved.
Eliza gasped.

Ana let out a tiny cry.

Riley dropped his cigarette.

Even Nathan stiffened.

Because the face on the screen was—

Mark Doyle.
Older.
Tired.
With a scar across his left eye.
He stared out from the screen, breathing hard, voice shaky.

“If you’re watching this... I’m dead.”

Mark froze.

Eliza’s heart slammed.

Ana whispered:

“...What... what is happening...”

The older Mark continued:

“Listen to me. Vale lied to you.
You’re not Phase Two.
You’re not the final design.”
Nathan’s eyes widened.

Riley whispered:

“Holy hell...”

The older Mark leaned closer.

“There’s another one, Mark.
A second Omega.
Older.
Stronger.
More obedient.”
Eliza grabbed Mark’s arm.

“No. No, that’s impossible—”

Nathan shook his head slowly.

“It’s exactly what Vale would do.”

The older Mark gasped.

“They call him... Omega One.”

Eliza whispered:

“Oh God...”

Ana began to cry silently.

Riley muttered:

“That’s... that’s not possible...”

Mark stared at his older face on the screen.

He whispered:

“...I’m not the first.”

The older Mark spoke one final line—
urgent, terrified.
“He’s coming for you, Mark.
He’s coming for all of us.”
The screen went black.

Silence crushed the room.

Eliza whispered:

“...There’s another you?”

Nathan corrected quietly:

“No.”

He stared at Mark with something like fear.

“There’s a version of you
that never rebelled.
Never hesitated.
Never broke conditioning.”
Ana whispered:

“A perfect killer.”

Mark didn’t move.

He didn’t breathe.

He simply whispered:

“...Vale didn’t lose control.
He upgraded.”
Riley swallowed.

“So where is this Omega One?”

The bunker lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then every screen in the room—dead for decades—
lit up with a single line of text.
VIENNA.

Mark’s jaw tightened.

He turned to the group.

“Pack up.”

Eliza whispered:

“Mark... what are you going to do?”

He looked at the flickering screens.

“Find him.”

Ana trembled.

“And then?”

Mark Doyle walked toward the exit, his voice low and dangerous.

“Then I kill the man I was supposed to become.”

CHAPTER 7 — HARLEQUIN RISING

They left the bunker behind as the last light died over Cyprus.
The wind cut colder. The sky dimmed to iron.
And the name VIENNA still pulsed like a bruise in Mark’s mind.
Omega One.
A better version of him.
A loyal version of him.
A weapon Vale never lost control of.
Eliza walked beside him in silence, fingers brushing his arm every so often—
as if making sure he was still real.
Riley limped with a growing scowl.

Nathan stayed alert.
Too alert.
Ana clutched her jacket tight.

The path wound toward a stretch of coastal farmland—abandoned for years.
A half-collapsed barn.
A rusted tractor frame.
And ahead, a small clearing where they could rest, regroup, and plan a route off the island.
Mark took the lead.

But as soon as he stepped into the clearing—
he stopped.
The hairs rose on the back of his neck.

Eliza whispered, “Mark... what is it?”

He raised a hand.

“Someone’s here.”

Riley immediately drew his revolver.

Nathan moved silently to the far edge of the clearing, scanning the darkness.

Then—

A soft scrape.

Metal against stone.

Not clumsy.
Not accidental.
Deliberate.

A
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