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Chapter One: The Breaking Point
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I remember the sound first.

Not the pain. Not the fear.

The sound.

Bones don’t snap the way people think they do. It’s not clean. It’s not sharp like in the movies. It’s wet. Thick. Like something inside you is tearing itself apart and rebuilding at the same time.

And it doesn’t stop.

It keeps going.

I was still screaming when my jaw locked into something that wasn’t mine anymore.

“Hold her down!”

Hands gripped my arms, my shoulders, my legs—but they felt distant, like they belonged to someone else. My skin burned, stretched too tight over something that refused to stay human.

“No sedatives—don’t you dare—”

“I’m losing her!”

You already lost me.

The thought came clear, terrifyingly calm in the middle of the chaos.

Because I wasn’t inside my body anymore.

I was under it.

Something else had taken the surface. Something sharper. Faster. Hungrier.

My spine arched violently, lifting me off the metal table as another wave hit. Heat ripped through me, white-hot and merciless, like fire poured straight into my veins.

I gasped—or tried to.

What came out wasn’t a gasp.

It was a growl.

Low. Rough. Wrong.

The room went silent for half a second.

Just enough for me to hear it.

Just enough for them to hear it.

“Oh God,” someone whispered.

Then everything exploded.

I don’t remember breaking the restraints.

But I remember the aftermath.

The taste of iron.

The smell of fear.

And the look on the guard’s face when I lunged.

He didn’t even raise his weapon in time.

Something inside me surged forward—pure instinct, no thought—and suddenly I was on him, my hands—no, not hands anymore—pressed against his chest.

I didn’t recognize myself.

Claws where fingers should be. Strength that didn’t belong to me. A body that moved too fast, too sharp, too sure.

“Lyra!”

The name hit something deep.

Not enough to stop me.

But enough to hesitate.

That was all it took.

A shock slammed into my back, electricity ripping through me like lightning. My body seized mid-motion, muscles locking, vision fracturing into blinding white.

I collapsed.

Hard.

The world flickered—sound cutting in and out, voices warping around me.

“Contain her!”

“Don’t let her shift again—”

“What is she—”

Darkness swallowed everything before anyone could finish the question.

When I wake up, I’m cold.

Not the kind of cold you feel on your skin.

The kind that sinks into your bones and stays there.

I don’t move right away.

I don’t open my eyes.

Because I already know something is wrong.

My body feels... wrong.

Too heavy. Too light. Too everything.

Like it doesn’t quite belong to me anymore.

“Careful,” a voice says quietly. “She’s regaining consciousness.”

I force my eyes open.

Fluorescent lights stab into my vision, sharp and unforgiving. It takes a second for the room to come into focus.

Metal walls.

Reinforced glass.

Three people standing just out of reach.

And restraints.

Again.

This time, thicker.

Stronger.

Personal.

I swallow, throat dry. “Where...?”

My voice sounds like mine.

That’s the first relief.

“You’re in containment,” the man in front of me says. His tone is calm, clinical. Detached.

Like I’m not a person.

Like I’m a problem.

“What happened?” I ask, even though I already know the answer isn’t going to be simple.

The woman to his left hesitates.

The man doesn’t.

“You shifted.”

The word lands heavy.

“No,” I whisper automatically. “That’s not—”

“It is.”

His gaze sharpens slightly. Not cruel. Just... certain.

“You shifted,” he repeats. “And then you lost control.”

My chest tightens.

“I didn’t—”

“You attacked a guard.”

The words hit harder than anything else.

I go still.

Memory flickers.

The lunge. The claws. The growl.

“I wouldn’t—” My voice cracks. “I wouldn’t do that.”

“You did.”

No judgment. No anger.

Just fact.

And somehow, that’s worse.

I look down at my hands.

They’re human again.

But I can’t stop staring at them.

Because I remember what they felt like before.

What they were.

“What am I?” The question slips out before I can stop it.

This time, all three of them hesitate.

That’s when the fear really sets in.

The man studies me for a long moment before answering.

“We don’t know yet.”

They move me an hour later.

No explanations.

No reassurance.

Just more guards. More restraints.

This time, they don’t even try to hide the weapons.

I’m escorted through a series of corridors—each one colder than the last. Doors slide open with mechanical precision, sealing behind us with heavy, final clicks.

I count them.

One.

Two.

Three.

By the fifth, I realize something.

We’re not going deeper into the facility.

We’re going somewhere else entirely.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask, my voice steadier now.

No one answers.

Typical.

We stop in front of a large reinforced door. Unlike the others, this one isn’t smooth metal.

It’s layered.

Thick.

Built to keep something in.

One of the guards presses his hand to the scanner.

There’s a pause.

Then a low mechanical hum.

“Authorization confirmed,” a voice announces.

The door slides open.

And everything changes.



The air hits me first.

Warm.

Heavy.

Alive.

It smells different here.

Not sterile. Not clean.

Wild.

My body reacts instantly.

Every muscle tightens. Every sense sharpens.

Something deep inside me stirs—low, restless, aware.

“Move,” a guard mutters.

I step forward.

And the moment I cross the threshold—

I feel it.

Not physically.

Not exactly.

But something shifts.

Like invisible threads tightening around me.

Like I just walked into a place that recognizes me.

I stop.

“You feel it, don’t you?”

The voice doesn’t come from the guards.

It comes from ahead.

Low. Rough. Controlled.

I lift my head slowly.

And that’s when I see him.

He’s leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, posture relaxed—but there’s nothing casual about him.

Everything about him feels... deliberate.

Measured.

Dangerous.

His eyes lock onto mine.

And the world narrows.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says.

There’s no curiosity in his tone.

No welcome.

Just certainty.

I swallow. “I didn’t exactly volunteer.”

A flicker of something crosses his face.

Amusement?

No.

Something sharper.

“They never send your kind here.”

“My kind?” I echo.

His gaze drags over me slowly, like he’s assessing something deeper than what’s visible.

“Unstable,” he says finally. “But not broken.”

My pulse stutters.

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” he pushes off the wall, stepping closer, “you’re going to be a problem.”

The air shifts with him.

Pressure building. Tightening.

My instincts flare—loud, urgent.

Danger.

But I don’t step back.

I don’t know why.

“Do I look like I want to be one?” I shoot back.

That does it.

A slow smile curves his mouth.

Not warm.

Not kind.

Interested.

“That’s the thing,” he says quietly. “Problems don’t usually choose what they are.”

He stops a few feet in front of me.

Close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off him.

Close enough that something inside me reacts again—

sharp, sudden, undeniable.

His expression changes instantly.

The smile disappears.

His eyes darken.

“What...” he mutters, more to himself than to me.

I feel it too.

That same pull.

Stronger now.

Alive.

And it terrifies me.

“Stay back,” he snaps suddenly.

But he doesn’t move away.

Neither do I.

For one suspended second, everything hangs in place.

Breath.

Heat.

Something unspoken, building between us.

Then—

“Virex.”

A second voice cuts through the moment.

Sharper. Colder.

The man in front of me—Virex—steps back instantly, the tension snapping like a wire pulled too tight.

The connection vanishes.

Just like that.

But the echo of it lingers.

And I know—

Whatever just happened—

It’s not over.

Not even close.
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Chapter Two: Iron Wing
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The name settles over me before anyone says it out loud.

I don’t know how I know it. Maybe it’s the weight in the air, the way the walls seem to press inward, like they’re listening. Maybe it’s the silence—thick, watchful, stretched too tight over something that refuses to stay contained.

Or maybe it’s the way my instincts sharpen the second the door seals behind me.

Iron Wing.

I feel it in my bones.

“Eyes forward,” one of the guards mutters behind me.

I don’t listen.

I’m too busy watching him.

Virex.

The name lingers in my mind the same way the sensation does—unwelcome, persistent. He hasn’t moved far from where he stepped back, but the space between us feels charged now, like something invisible snapped and is still vibrating in the air.

He’s not looking at me anymore.

That’s the first thing I notice.

He’s looking at the man who interrupted us.

The second voice.

The second presence.

And somehow... more dangerous.

“You’re late,” the newcomer says.

His tone isn’t raised, but it cuts sharper than any shout.

I follow the sound.

He stands just beyond Virex, near the corridor entrance, like he owns the space without needing to prove it. Taller. Broader. Still.

Still in a way that doesn’t mean calm.

Still in a way that means control.

Absolute control.

“You’re early,” Virex replies, voice even again. Controlled again.

Like nothing happened.

Like I didn’t just feel something crack open between us.

The other man’s gaze flicks to me.

And everything in me goes alert.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Something colder.

Assessment.

He studies me the way the man in the containment room did—but this is different. Less clinical. More... aware.

Like he’s not just observing.

He’s measuring.

“Is this her?” he asks.

“Yeah,” Virex says.

Short. Flat.

No elaboration.

The man steps closer.

Every movement precise. Intentional. Like he wastes nothing—not energy, not time, not attention.

He stops just out of reach.

“Name,” he says.

“Lyra,” I answer before I can second-guess it. “Lyra Ashen.”

His gaze sharpens.

Something flickers behind his eyes.

Recognition?

No.

Something more complicated.

“Rourke,” he says after a beat.

Not an introduction.

A statement.

Like the name is enough.

Like it should mean something.

Maybe it does.

Because the guards behind me shift.

Subtle.

But noticeable.

Respect.

Or fear.

Possibly both.

Rourke’s gaze drops briefly to the restraints still locked around my wrists, then lifts again to meet my eyes.

“You don’t smell right,” he says.

The words land heavier than they should.

I blink. “Excuse me?”

Virex lets out a quiet, humorless breath. “That’s one way to put it.”

Rourke ignores him.

His focus doesn’t leave me.

“Every shifter carries a signature,” he continues. “Pack. bloodline. control level. You...”

He pauses.

And for the first time, something like uncertainty edges into his expression.

“...don’t.”

The silence that follows isn’t empty.

It’s loaded.

My pulse quickens.

“I shifted,” I say, forcing the words out. “They told me I did.”

“You did,” Virex confirms.

“Then how—”

“Because whatever you are,” Rourke cuts in, voice quieter now but no less intense, “it’s not something we’ve seen before.”

The words should terrify me.

They do.

But underneath the fear, something else stirs.

Something sharp.

Something restless.

Like a part of me is... listening.

Responding.

“Enough,” one of the guards snaps. “She’s not here for interrogation.”

Rourke doesn’t even look at him.

But the temperature in the room drops anyway.

“Then why is she here?” he asks.

No one answers immediately.

That’s answer enough.

Rourke’s jaw tightens slightly.

“Figures.”

He steps back, turning away from me with a controlled, dismissive motion.

“Take her to Section Three,” he says. “And keep her away from the others until we know what she does.”

Virex’s gaze flicks to him. “You don’t think that’s already too late?”

A beat.

Rourke glances over his shoulder.

Back at me.

And this time, there’s no uncertainty in his eyes.

Just something darker.

“Then we’d better find out fast,” he says.
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SECTION THREE ISN’T what I expected.

It’s worse.

The corridor narrows as we move deeper, the lighting dimmer, harsher. Doors line both sides—thick, reinforced, each one marked with a number and a symbol I don’t recognize.

Behind them—

I hear it.

Low sounds.

Growls.

Breathing.

Movement that isn’t human.

My skin prickles.

Not just with fear.

With awareness.

Every step we take, something inside me leans toward the doors.

Listening.

Responding.

“Don’t engage,” a guard warns quietly. “No eye contact. No talking.”

I almost laugh.

Like I’d want to.

But as we pass the third door, something slams against it from the other side.

Hard.

The impact reverberates through the metal.

I flinch despite myself.

“Easy,” another guard mutters.

“For you, maybe,” I shoot back.

No response.

We keep moving.

At the end of the corridor, they stop in front of a door marked with a different symbol.

Not the same as the others.

This one feels... isolated.

Separate.

“Inside,” the first guard says.

The door slides open.

I hesitate.

Just for a second.

Then I step in.

—
[image: ]


THE ROOM IS LARGER than I expected.

Still reinforced.

Still cold.

But not empty.

There’s a bed—bolted to the floor. A small table. A single chair.

And a window.

Not to the outside.

To another room.

Observation.

Of course.

The door seals behind me with a final, echoing click.

And just like that—

I’m alone.

Or I should be.

But I’m not.

I feel it instantly.

That same shift.

That same awareness.

Something in the walls.

In the air.

Watching.

I move slowly, testing the space.

No restraints this time.

That should feel like freedom.

It doesn’t.

Because the absence of restraints doesn’t mean I’m not contained.

It just means they think I don’t need them.

Yet.

I reach the window.

There’s no one on the other side.

Just darkness.

My reflection stares back at me.

And for a second—

It doesn’t look like me.

I blink.

It’s gone.

Just my face again.

Pale.

Tired.

But human.

Mostly.

I press my hand lightly against the glass.

Cold.

Solid.

Real.

“Get used to it.”

The voice comes from behind me.

I spin.

He’s there.

I don’t know how long he’s been standing in the doorway.

Or how I didn’t hear it open.

Soren Hale.

I know his name before he says it.

Not because anyone told me.

Because something inside me recognizes him.

He doesn’t move closer.

Just stands there, watching.

Quiet.

Still.

Different from the others.

Less force.

More... presence.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I say.

He tilts his head slightly.

“I could say the same.”

His voice is softer than I expected.

Not weak.

Just... controlled in a different way.

I study him.

Dark hair. Sharp features. Eyes that seem to see more than they should.

“You’re not like them,” I say before I can stop myself.

Something flickers in his gaze.

“Neither are you.”

Fair.

I let out a slow breath.

“Do you know what this place is?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“That helpful, huh?”

A faint hint of something almost like amusement touches his expression.

“Iron Wing
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