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To those who hesitated,

 

not because they didn’t care—

but because the weight of doubt was louder than the truth they held.

And to the ones who still reached back even after they were left behind.




"The worst betrayals are not made with knives—

but with silence when you needed a voice, and stillness when you needed someone to move."
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Foreword

Book 4 marks the unravelling.

Where once there was instinctive trust, there is now hesitation. Where silent understanding guided every movement, doubt begins to whisper louder. This is not the story of a villain winning or a hero falling—it is the quiet collapse of certainty between two people who once fought side by side.

In this book, the battlefield shifts. Not just against New Era, but within Eros and Prion themselves. Emotional fractures deepen, not because of what is lost—but because of what is no longer spoken.

No moment in this arc is clean. No choice is easy. And not all wounds are visible.

But still—they fight.

Even as everything else begins to fall apart.




Introduction

Trust is a fragile thing.

It can survive silence, survive pain—even survive memory loss. But it rarely survives doubt. And doubt, once seeded, spreads like a fracture through everything that once held steady.

In Book 4, Contract: Kill Me Again enters its most volatile state yet.

Prion and Eros are no longer just running from New Era. They are navigating a battlefield of emotional landmines—where even a moment of hesitation can mean the difference between survival and collapse. The ghosts of the past begin to speak, and not all of them are real. Not all of them are gone.

And for the first time…

they may not be able to save each other.




Preface

There was a time Prion believed survival was enough. That if he stayed ahead of New Era, if he protected Eros—even from a distance—it would all be worth it.

But survival came at a cost.

Not to his body.

To his bond.

Because trust, once broken, doesn’t shatter in one clean snap.

It frays. It bleeds through the silence. It gets rewritten by every unspoken word and every unanswered look.

In Book 4, the story is no longer about running.

It’s about standing still—too long.

About reaching out—and not being taken. About looking someone in the eye… and wondering if they’re still on your side.

This book begins not with betrayal,

but with the quiet moment before it happens.

And no one—not even Prion—knows how it will end.




Prologue

He didn’t look back.

Not when the fractures closed.

Not when the lights dimmed.

Not even when Prion slipped from view.

Because looking back meant admitting he could’ve moved.

Could’ve chosen.

Could’ve trusted.

But he didn’t.

Now the silence that follows rings louder than any explosion.

It echoes with questions he never asked… and answers he’s too afraid to hear.

Who are you, really?

What have you done?

Why did everyone else die—and you survived?

And most of all:

If I lose you now… was it me who let go?

The prologue to Book 4 is not written in fire or blood. It is written in the space between two hands that no longer reach for each other.

But the war hasn’t stopped.

And sometimes, the cruellest battlefield… is the one inside your own mind.




Chapter 1: The Sound of 

 

Breathing Walls

The corridors were too quiet.

Not the clinical, muted silence of a lab. Not even the mechanical hush of a dead system waiting to reboot. This was a different kind of silence. The kind that listened back.

Prion stepped through the rust-lined frame of what once might’ve been a sensor checkpoint, the walls bleeding faint pulses of old biometric tracking code. The air was saturated with static—subtle, invisible tendrils that brushed his skin like old memories. Not harmful. Not yet.

Just… watching.

Behind him, Eros was silent, but present. His footsteps were deliberate. Lighter than before.

Something had shifted since they left the last relay point.

Eros didn’t ask questions now. He just followed.

It should’ve made things easier.

It didn’t.

“Origin Site Alpha was sealed ten cycles ago,” Prion murmured, more to the corridor than to Eros. “But the logs kept running. They rerouted through fallback nodes... then started replicating.”

He reached out, brushing the surface of a console that wasn’t supposed to still be warm. The screen flickered. Not power—residue. Like the system still breathed here, lungs half collapsed, forcing air through scorched code.

Eros finally spoke. “You sound like you’re talking about it like it’s alive.”

Prion didn’t look at him. “It is.”

They moved deeper.

Sensor lights flickered red, then dimmed, as if ashamed of being noticed.

The deeper levels weren’t mapped—New Era had scrubbed the records.

But Prion hadn’t forgotten.

At the base of the central stairwell, they found the first trace of active decay:

a clawed mark on the metal wall, not recent but not old either.

Scraped in deep, like something had tried to crawl out.

Or had been dragged back in.

Prion paused, his hand briefly curling near his hip— not reaching for a weapon, just… anchoring himself. Eros watched the motion, eyes narrowing. “You’ve been here before.”

“Not in this cycle.”

The look Eros gave him wasn’t confusion. It was unease. “Cycle?”

Prion didn’t answer.

By the time they reached the second containment level, the corridor lights no longer flickered. They just stayed dead.

But the walls were humming.

Low. Like a breath too deep to belong to anything human.

Prion’s steps slowed.

They were approaching the Core Vault—the place where Subject Zero’s early logs were first buried. The place New Era had built over something they couldn’t erase.

He turned. “If you feel anything strange—static, headaches, word recall issues—say it.”

Eros raised a brow. “You think I’ll glitch.”

“I think this place remembers things we forgot to forget.”

Behind the final door, rusted and half-eaten by time, the embedded system lit up as soon as Prion approached.

It recognized him.

No ID scan. No passcode.

Just a quiet hum… and then: click.

The lock disengaged.

Eros stiffened. “That’s not supposed to happen.”

“No,” Prion agreed. “It’s not.”

The door opened.

Beyond it, darkness—pure and unfiltered. And in that darkness, a sound.

Breathing.

The breath wasn’t human.

It rasped like worn servos shuddering inside wet flesh, catching on half-formed vowels. Not a voice. Not yet.

But it wanted to be.

Eros instinctively shifted forward, stepping in front of Prion without conscious thought. His fingers hovered just near his blade.

Prion didn’t move.

Didn’t flinch.

He was staring into the darkness, eyes narrowed—not with fear, but recognition.

“I thought it was destroyed,” he murmured. “The Vault Core wasn’t supposed to survive the neural collapse.”

Eros gave him a sharp look. “What’s in there?”

Prion’s lips barely moved. “Something they buried alive.”

They stepped inside.

The moment they crossed the threshold, sound warped.

The door didn’t slam shut—it simply ceased to exist behind them.

No light. No panels. No signal trace. Just silence wrapped in breathing walls.

And then, low… distant… came a soft flicker of static.

Whispers.

Not in words, but shapes—emotional silhouettes crawling across the senses.

A heartbeat that didn’t belong to either of them. Pulsing against the floor. Steady. Intentional.

Eros’s jaw tightened. “This is a trap.”

“It’s a recording,” Prion whispered. “But not one you play.”

Light spilled into existence—not from a source, but from memory.

The far wall came into focus like a submerged shape rising from murky water.

Not a screen.

Not a terminal.

A mirror.

Cracked. Scarred. Embedded with silver-tinted biometric seals that pulsed as they drew near. Prion exhaled.

“This is where they ran the earliest Anchor Drift simulations,” he said, stepping forward. “Before the Fracture Protocol had a name. Before I had a designation.”

Eros turned to him. “You were brought here?”

“No,” Prion said softly.

“I was born here.”

The silence turned hostile.

The mirror’s glow pulsed brighter—and this time, it wasn’t memory that surfaced.

It was a face.

Brief. Glitching.

Not Prion’s. Not Eros’s.

A young boy, hair slicked back, tubes in his neck, eyes wide with awe and terror.

Not older than nine.

He opened his mouth in the reflection—and though no sound emerged, Prion stepped back. Just a half-step. Barely noticeable.

But Eros saw it.

“…Is that you?”

Prion didn’t respond.

The Vault didn’t wait.

From the far wall, the mirrored surface split open—a hairline fracture unzipping down its centre with a sound-like bones bending.

And then came the first real voice.

“Subject 7. Confirmation sequence: Cycle Zero. Begin primary synchronization…”

Eros reached for his weapon.

“No,” Prion said sharply. “Don’t interrupt it.”

“Interrupt what?”

“The echo.”

Prion’s voice was tight. Controlled.

But his pupils were dilated—like he was somewhere else entirely.

Anchor not found. Emotional vector loss: confirmed.

Initiating emergency overwrite—

“No!” Prion snapped—louder now, more raw. “Stop it.”

The Vault went silent.

But Eros didn’t miss it.

Prion’s hand was trembling.

A slow tremor passed through the room—not seismic, but internal.

Like the entire chamber was shifting to accommodate Prion’s presence.

Eros watched him carefully.

He hadn’t seen Prion react like this—not even in the dead zones.

Not even with Subject 5.

“Talk to me,” Eros said, stepping closer. “What the hell is this place doing to you?”

Prion didn’t answer immediately.

Instead, he reached toward the core of the mirror, fingers splayed.

“The first anchor wasn’t you,” he whispered. “They made others. But none of them held. Not until—”

The walls screamed.

Not loud. But deep—subsonic pulses that tore across bone.

Prion buckled slightly, catching himself against the glass.

Blood beaded at the corner of his mouth.

“Prion!”

“I’m fine,” he choked out. “It’s… it’s just an echo backlash. They left the trigger live. I didn’t expect the emotional residue to still be embedded.”

“You’re bleeding.”

“It’s minor. This place reacts to memory. Mine runs deep here.”

Eros looked at him. Not just at the blood—but the way Prion’s hand still pressed to the mirror.

He wasn’t just unlocking information.

He was fighting it.

Outside, behind the sealed door they no longer saw— a flicker of signal pulsed through the surveillance lines New Era thought they’d disabled.

From somewhere deep within the satellite uplinks, a system observer whispered:

“Subject 7 has re-entered Vault Alpha. Initiate passive link reconstruction.”

“We may not need to capture him. If he opens the door for us…”

Prion didn’t move for a long time.

His palm remained pressed against the fractured glass, now humming with a low, magnetic pull. Lines of broken biometric code crawled up the edges like veins—alive, searching, trying to rewrite something long buried.

Eros didn’t like the way it wrapped around Prion’s skin.

“Whatever this is,” he said, voice tight, “it’s not worth bleeding for.”

Prion exhaled shakily. “That’s the thing, Eros. I already did.”

The mirror pulsed again—this time softer, like it recognized submission.

The light dimmed… then changed.

Not just in tone, but temperature. The air grew colder, the way underground water does when you stand too close to something ancient. And from the wall beyond the mirror, a circular indentation appeared—one that hadn’t been visible until the anchor signal aligned.

A hidden door.

Not sealed by code.

Not mechanical.

Organic.

Eros stepped forward, but Prion raised a hand— stopping him.

“Let me.”

“You’re barely standing.”

“I’m the key,” Prion said. “It won’t open for you.”

Eros hesitated.

And then, quietly: “Is that why you brought me? Because I wasn’t needed for this part?”

That sentence cut deeper than it should have. But Prion didn’t flinch from it. He turned—finally meeting Eros’s eyes.

“No,” he said. “I brought you because there are some things I can’t face alone. But this one… this one knows me too well.”

And before Eros could reply, Prion pressed both palms to the seal.

The door opened.

It didn’t slide or shift.

It peeled.

Layers of memory peeled back like the skin of a fruit rotted from the inside.

Sound rushed out—not air, not pressure—sound. Voices.

Real ones.

Familiar ones.

A girl’s voice, laughing softly.

A sharp command from a scientist.

The sound of a child crying.

A younger Eros, murmuring something through static: “Just hold on. I’ll come back for you.”

Prion flinched.

The door was not just opening space. It was opening time.

Inside, the chamber was small—smaller than either expected.

Only one chair. One monitor. And a suspended memory cradle, still intact.

The cradle’s surface was covered in faint bloodstains, burned-in fingerprints, and small carvings along the steel supports.

Words etched by a child’s hand.

Crooked. Desperate.

“Don’t forget. Not again.”

“7 = real. 4 = liar.”

“He remembered me.”

Prion’s hand hovered over the markings.

He didn’t speak.

But Eros stepped beside him, reading the words slowly.

And then, soft as a whisper:

“…You were alone in here, weren’t you?”

Prion nodded once. “For three full drift cycles. No light. No exit. Only noise.”

“Then how did you survive?”

He looked at Eros.

And smiled. But it was hollow.

“Because you were the only voice that didn’t fade.”

From the shadows, the monitor blinked on.

No power. No connection.

Just a flickering signal, as if summoned by proximity.

And there—grainy, half-corrupted, but unmistakable— appeared the face of a boy.

Not Prion.

Subject Zero.

Younger.

Wearing a tracking collar.

Eyes wide, fractured, but still intelligent. Still burning.

“Cycle Log 000: Subject Zero… initial deviance confirmed. Emotional imprint survived purge. Anchor subject compromised. Memory path split. I see him… I see him…”

The voice glitched.

Paused.

“Don’t let them find this. Not yet. If you’re watching this… it means you’re still alive.”

Then, just before the feed cut:

“Don’t trust the next one. He’ll look like me. But it’s not me.”

The screen shattered.

Not from force—but as if something inside it gave out.

Prion didn’t react.

Eros did.

He turned sharply. “What does that mean? ‘The next one’? Who’s he talking about?”

Prion didn’t answer right away.

Then—

“…Subject Zero didn’t die. He fractured. And New Era rebuilt him. But what came back wasn’t whole.”

Eros stared at him. “You think he’s still out there?”

“I think we’re already inside his echo.”

Outside the chamber—unseen, unheard—New Era’s uplink feed surged.

They’d recovered the log.

They had a match on Prion’s voice, posture, emotional frequency.

And deep inside their black site servers, the reconstructed Subject Zero—now partially integrated into their predictive AI—smiled.

He remembered Prion.

And he was waiting.

Silence reclaimed the room—but it was no longer the silence of stillness.

It pulsed.

Heavy. Loaded.

Like the cradle, the mirror, the entire Vault had begun syncing to Prion’s presence again.

Breathing not as a memory, but as a system rebooting.

Eros stepped back from the shattered monitor, trying to make sense of what he’d just seen. “Subject Zero,” he said slowly. “He left a warning. For you?”

Prion didn’t answer right away.

His gaze had drifted toward the far wall—toward a faint outline that hadn’t been visible before. A second cradle, buried in the wall. Small. Half-sunken into the metal.

This one had no straps. No restraints. Just wires. So many wires.

And one word scrawled into the steel above it, etched with something jagged and impatient:

“REWRITE.”

Eros moved beside him, voice low.

“This wasn’t a lab, was it?”

“No,” Prion whispered. “It was a convergence chamber. They built it after Subject Zero fractured, when the protocol began failing.”

He traced the lines in the floor with his eyes. The grooves formed a spiral—a pattern they’d seen before, faintly etched into the base code during earlier missions.

A command signature designed to reroute emotional data.

“Every failed anchor, every memory deviance… they weren’t wiped,” Prion said. “They were stored.”

“You mean…” Eros’s voice grew sharp. “The things we felt back in the Dead Zone—the echoes, the memory interference—was all of that from here?”

“In part,” Prion said. “There are at least four convergence chambers across Origin Sites. This one was the first.”

“Then why return to it?”

“Because this one still has a trace of the original vector… the one they failed to contain. The one tied to me.”

His fingers curled around the edge of the secondary cradle, not touching the wires, but hovering close.

“I needed to know if the lock was still alive.”

Eros stepped forward, confusion flaring. “ What lock?”

Prion hesitated.

And for a moment, Eros saw it—raw, unguarded fear beneath his calm.

“When they tried to erase me, they couldn’t. Not fully. Because something anchored me—someone did. And when they realized it wasn’t just system code… they did the only thing they could.”

He looked up.

Straight into Eros’s eyes.

“They buried the anchor inside you.”

Eros froze.

“What?”

“They couldn’t delete me. Not entirely. Because you— before they turned you into this—you were already tethered to me. So they split us. Reprogrammed you. Tried to isolate the connection.”

A beat. Then:

“They called it the 'Null Drift Fail-Safe.’ But it was just a fancy way of saying—they made you forget me, so I’d collapse.”

The room pulsed again.

Louder now.

Heat flickered through the air, warping the outlines of the cradle.

And then—

A thin voice rose from the system.

But it wasn’t mechanical.

It was soft. Young. Familiar.

“Are you still there…? Did you find me?”

Eros turned sharply. “That voice—”

Prion’s shoulders tensed. “Don’t answer.”

“I missed you. I kept the pieces. I remember your hand. I remember the way you looked at me when they turned off the lights…”

The voice fractured.

Not just in tone—but in reality.

As if speaking from a place that shouldn’t be.

“They told me you would come. But now there’s another one. He looks like you. Smiles like you. But he doesn’t remember how we bled.”

The room began to shake.

Not with motion.

With resonance.

Memory radiation.

The echo field was reawakening.

Eros stepped closer to Prion, eyes fierce. “We need to shut this down—this isn’t stable.”

Prion didn’t move.

He stared into the voice, into the dark heart of the Vault.

“They used him,” he whispered. “Subject Zero fractured, but instead of decommissioning him, they layered his identity into the neural core—let him mutate.”

“And now?” Eros demanded. “He’s what—alive? Watching us?”

“No,” Prion said, slowly. “He’s worse.”

Outside, the New Era uplink pulsed again.

Observers flooded in—line by line—tracking Prion’s voice stress, pulse, the minor fluctuation in Eros’s hesitation.

“Emotional drift increasing.”

“Reconnection rate spiking.”

“Initiate Contingency Signal Zeta. If he reaches the Root Vault, it’s over.”

“Do not let him breach Rewrite Point 2.”

Inside the chamber, the voice whispered one final time:

“I remember you both. But I had to let go.”

“Will you?”

And then silence.

Prion’s hand dropped from the cradle.

The room stopped pulsing.

The echo field withdrew.

But something in his face had changed.

Something subtle.

Hollow.

Like he'd just remembered something he'd buried too deep to survive the resurfacing.

Eros stepped forward again, voice gentler now. “What did you see?”

Prion’s answer came slow.

“I saw the end of the cycle… and the beginning of the lie.”




Chapter 2: Beneath the 

 

Spiral Path

New Era’s observation line had gone quiet—but only on the surface.

Beneath the scrubbed comms and buried signal traces, the real surveillance teams were still watching. Not analysts. Not data reviewers.

Not even handlers.

These were the Core Architects—those who had built the Fracture Protocol from the bones of the first children.

And they were not pleased.

“He found the Vault.”

The voice echoed in a low-lit chamber buried beneath Layer Six of the Apex Relay.

A single screen pulsed in the centre of the room, showing flickering static of Prion’s silhouette— shoulders hunched, blood on his lip, eyes too clear to be compliant.

“Subject Seven should never have made it that far,” another voice snapped. “There was no mapped route through the fallback nodes.”

“He didn’t use the fallback nodes,” came a third— colder, clinical. “He used memory.”

A pause. Then a sigh—slow and annoyed.

“Bring Subject Replica Zero online.”

In a neighbouring sector, the cryochamber lit up.

Wires descended into the spine of a sleeping figure— pale-skinned, black-haired, still.

Not a perfect match.

Not Prion.

Not Zero.

But something in-between.

The shadow of a shadow.

As the chamber hissed open, a thin voice drifted from the core beneath his ribs.

“I remember the sound he made when you erased him the first time.”

One of the architects flinched.

But the system didn’t.

It simply confirmed activation.

Replica Zero – ONLINE.

Back at Origin Site Alpha.

The Vault door stayed open behind them, but the pulse had faded.

Prion leaned against the cold steel, breath shallow. His hands trembled in silence.

Eros didn’t say anything at first.

He just stood near, watching.

Waiting.

It wasn’t the blood or the fatigue that disturbed him. It was the expression.

Prion looked like someone who had just touched a grave he’d forgotten digging.

Finally, Eros spoke.

“You said they buried the anchor in me.”

“Yes.”

“Then what happens now?”

Prion looked up.

“There’s another Vault,” he said. “Deeper. Root level.”

“Let me guess—sealed, locked, erased from every known map.”

“Correct. But not from mine.”

Eros frowned. “You mapped it?”

Prion shook his head. “I built it.”

Silence stretched.

Eros tried to process the weight of that.

“You built the Root Vault?”

Prion gave a tired half-smile. “They thought I was just another subject, but before the Fracture Protocol, they tested something different. Something older. I was useful even before I became Subject 7.”

“And they let a kid design one of their most secure vaults?”

“They didn’t know I was designing it,” Prion murmured. “They thought I was solving containment equations. I was building exits.”

Eros didn’t respond immediately.

He was watching him now—not with suspicion, but something harder to name.

A flicker of disbelief.

A shadow of awe.

And a hint of something more fragile.

“Is that why they’re still afraid of you?” he asked. “Because you know how to get out?”

Prion looked at
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