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The largest dog saw the trigger first. A muscular beast with a diamond-shaped blaze on his forehead, he paused just long enough to signal the others to fan out, approaching from multiple directions. Only when they were already committed did Scout notice that Alpha had steered them away from a deeper threat. It had been an elaborate bluff, and for a brief moment, Scout paused, scanning for her own solution while the rest of the pack continued to the first barrier.

A dozen obstacles crowded the field beyond the reinforced glass, and in the high-tech observation room, Dr. Evelyn Chen let her breath out in a sigh that only she could hear. Monitors flashed and medical charts flickered on wall-sized displays, throwing up bursts of color and clinical data as if to match her emotional state. "Smart boy, Alpha," she murmured. With her chin resting on a soft, unlined hand, she watched the pack bound forward, brutal elegance on four legs. "Or smarter than us, anyway."

The other canines followed Alpha's lead with mechanical precision. As Scout passed the first obstacle, the dog swung her gaze back and forth between it and Alpha, who was far ahead now and urging the rest of them forward. Damn that smug, giant bastard! She was in this to win. The whole pack raced through the course, swarming over barriers and between traps like well-oiled machinery. Only, they weren't machinery, and that was what had Chen staring so hard through the one-way mirror.

Each dog seemed to know exactly what the others were doing. Alpha made the first leap, timing his jump with inches to spare as metal doors clanged shut beneath him. The rest adjusted their pace, scaling walls and racing ahead while Scout set her sights on the fastest route to catch up. They were moving faster than anything with blood and lungs should be able to, running and then stopping just before certain death, then regrouping on the other side.

Some of the devices in the obstacle course fired gas canisters. The dogs ignored the clouds of purple haze and leapt through them as if they'd planned all along for such a minor setback. Scout slipped through just before another hatch slammed shut, almost losing her tail but managing to pull through and stay in the running. Chen bit her lip. She was proud of that one, the scrawny little punk.

One sequence ended, and the room buzzed as computers crunched their results and decided where to throw the next set of puzzles at them. Through the reinforced glass, it almost looked like a videogame set to Nightmare Mode, a carnival of lasers and steel, folding into new patterns as fast as the dogs completed the old ones. They didn't just run through it; they sliced through it like scalpels. Scalpel after scalpel after scalpel, until they'd opened the entire field.

Evelyn Chen rubbed her temples as Alpha pounded out the other side and glanced back at the rest. His gaze fell on her through the mirrored glass, and for a moment, he almost looked like he knew exactly who he was impressing. Who was responsible for him, for the whole project, for the fact that Chen's head felt ready to explode in an aneurysm of guilt and success.

The pack was unstoppable. Uncatchable. "We did that," she said to the empty room.

Alpha returned to the first obstacle, jogging back to check on Scout and the others. They hadn't slowed down a bit. In fact, the faster they went, the more accurate they seemed. They were proving they were more than flesh and instinct. They were proving a lot of things.

They were already ahead of her. Ahead of all of them.

"You really want them getting that far ahead?"

The voice startled her. Evelyn looked up as the door shut and Dr. Marcus Reeves strode in, slamming his tablet against his palm with the eagerness of a med student on his first dissection. "I thought you wanted them to break every record. Remember?" He dropped the data pad on the table next to her and jerked his head toward the reinforced glass. "We designed them to think, Evelyn. We wanted them better than the old versions."

Better than the old versions, yeah. Except they'd started to become a lot better than even the new ones. "They're exceeding all parameters," Marcus said, like that was an epiphany or some kind of revelation.

"That's what scares the shit out of me," she answered. The tone said more than the words. Look at those damn dogs. They weren't dogs. They were small, fast armies. They coordinated like a video gone viral, Scout retweeting Alpha's instructions, changing course when the first suggestion didn't work. "They're not just following commands anymore. They're thinking. Planning."

The data said what she already knew: they were outpacing the program's design. Evelyn saw the numbers flash across the tablet. All green, every column green. There was a time when that would have made her ecstatic. It still did, except now it was laced with something like dread.

"They were doing this even before we added the tactical subroutines," she said, watching Scout push to the front. "They're completing scenarios I haven't even thought of."

On the testing floor, the dogs hit the next stage, this one meant to simulate live targets. Fake humans in riot gear popped up, spring-loaded dummies with blinking LEDs to mark kill zones. A figure in full armor appeared, too, at the far side of the room. This one carried a realistic weapon. Before it could fire, Alpha led the pack straight to it, demolishing each target in a sequence that had them head directly to the most important first, decapitating it with savage efficiency. They tore through it as easily as they'd torn through the rest of the course, with unnatural precision and brutal grace. Even Alpha didn't break a sweat.

Marcus leaned over the tablet, scrolling through a long line of numbers that might as well have said You're Screwed. "The Navy thinks they can deploy by this time next year," he said. "Especially if you stop worrying so damn much and let us finalize their communications implants."

"Communications." Evelyn shook her head. That was like giving a crocodile more teeth. More teeth than the ones they already had, anyway. The packs split, one led by Alpha and one by Scout, decimating targets faster than the machines could pop them up. They didn't need more ways to share information. They were already sharing it at the speed of death. "They're going to outthink us, Marcus. Probably already are."

A new row of targets went up. Not like anything the packs had encountered before. Static, but surrounded by decoys and hidden beneath obstructions that would take time to tear through. One after another, the teams ripped apart all of the others. Some so close together that it was almost as if they'd left the real target alone on purpose. Chen felt her stomach knot.

"Just let them off the leash, Evelyn," Marcus said. "It's what you wanted."

She didn't answer. One last row of dummies lined the field. Every dog paused, suddenly uncertain, each waiting for another to take the lead. They seemed to be staring right through the glass, and she could almost imagine she saw Alpha smiling.

The lights flashed. Alpha signaled Scout's team, and this time it was a free-for-all, both of them headed right to the center.

They destroyed every last target in the room.

The instant the floor hatch opened, the largest dog swung his head toward the new threat. Stealth be damned, the aerial drone was already out and circling the pack like an aluminum vulture. But before it could zero in, the group shifted, splitting into four tight clusters and then into six looser ones as more of the drones whirred to life and hovered from their hiding spots.

From the observation room, Evelyn Chen watched through the glass. They were outnumbered, but only on paper. The new adversaries buzzed like angry hornets. But that was a lousy analogy because drones didn’t get angry. These were designed to be better than angry. These were supposed to be better than anything with guts and lungs and parents. Instead, the dogs coordinated like they'd practiced for years, like they'd had fucking tours of duty.

The drones fired—loud bursts, louder even than the gas canisters from the first exercise—and rounds rattled against the metal obstacles. The dogs moved like the floor was molten. Laser guidance had nothing on this, because there was nothing to guide. The pack seemed to know where the drones would aim before they even fired.

Alpha called the first cluster. The tactical genius behind it. While the others kept their heads down, Scout broke from her team, and the two led their packs right into a pincer. Then to the flank. They moved with an intelligence that made Evelyn wish she hadn't wasted so much of hers making them so fucking smart.

They already knew what to do. They could handle the next phase, even with everything the techs could throw at them. "I want twelve up at once," she ordered, like the exercise needed even more escalation. No one told her no.

They were close enough to see the flash in their peripherals when another twelve sprang into action. The observation room blinked with it. Maybe Evelyn just imagined it, but each flare seemed brighter than the last. When Alpha caught her glance again, her eyes flashed too. Anger, fear, maybe the slimmest bit of pride.

"Don't miss this," she said, barely hearing the echo of her voice through the machines and the comms system. Maybe only Evelyn heard. Maybe only the dogs.

They didn’t. Twelve new drones came up, as many as the dogs had ever faced at once. Instead of panicking, instead of following old patterns or cutting and running, they tightened into new ones, recombining and then recombining again. Smart enough to know the old patterns weren’t enough. Smart enough to ditch them for new.

She looked over her shoulder. Most of the techs had stopped pretending to have jobs besides staring. Marcus hadn't. But that was just him pretending to pretend. He kept the stylus of his tablet poised like a well-rehearsed pen and followed every move. "Look," he said. "They're splitting it. First pincer, then hammer-and-anvil. It's textbook. It's more than textbook."

Chen didn't bother answering. Wasn't that what she’d told him before, right there in the same fucking room, right there through the same glass?

"Goddamn," one of the soldiers muttered, a captain maybe. She didn't know, and she didn't care. But at least he was smart enough to pay attention. "You can’t code for this. They’re using real tactics. Like real real."

Like Alpha, she thought, almost hysterically. As if Alpha had real tactical genes. Maybe Alpha did. They had real teeth, real muscles, real anger. Wasn't it obvious now, now that they outpaced the drones with precision that only Alpha's black markings could follow? Each pattern was distinct. Each one could have been Alpha himself.

Every group of drones focused on its own set of targets, and they hit them too well for Evelyn’s comfort. The pack retargeted too fast. The whole scenario was meant to simulate live fire, and there they were, dodging every round as if they'd left humanity behind when they ran the first fucking lap. Faster and smarter. Deadlier.

Chen grabbed the observation rail, knuckles bone-white. She kept them white, the opposite of bloodied, the opposite of every real human thing. There were people beside her—some she didn't even know—and those people used to have meaning.

"They’ve trained themselves," Marcus said, triumphant.

She didn't tell him she was the one who’d made them train. She couldn't, not with the dogs advancing, Alpha drawing fire while the rest moved with precision that put the goddamn Pentagon to shame.

Scout broke off again, ignoring her orders, disobeying everything she should have done and getting away with it, splitting away to set a trap while Alpha acted as a decoy. She cut to the far side, and another squadron went with her, attacking at a depth no one had programmed them for, avoiding the weakest areas to ensure total kill shots.

Just like Scout herself.

They already knew how to overwhelm and adapt. She shouldn't have expected anything less, not from a punk like her.

Each cluster acted independently and interdependently. Nothing but calculations, made to look so goddamn natural, calculated with their very DNA. They were smart enough to know when to cut against instinct, against grain. They were bred that way.

They were working with real tactics. The packs split off to maximize coverage. Was this another simulation for the drones? Another drill for things that should have been superior, except they weren't? Chen could hear her own breath catch between metallic bursts. Her own eyes burn with excitement, tears.

You should know better, she told herself. By now you should know a hell of a lot better.

Twelve groups converged into three, the last holding out until Scout broke from her own pack. It didn't last. Nothing lasted when Scout and Alpha went at it like this, running across an obstacle course like wolves running down sheep.

It wasn't supposed to be this way, but she'd programmed it. Made it so Alpha's neural impulses—so Alpha's entire strategy—could transmit across wireless gaps. Only now, there weren't any gaps. Not anymore. Alpha set them up perfectly. Alpha was supposed to. They both were.

It was overkill. Almost inhuman. Definitely inhuman. Each group took advantage of Alpha's moves, pressing harder until a swarm of drones collapsed to a precise pattern that didn't exist in any textbook. No textbook they'd written, anyway. But give the packs another few hours. Another few minutes. They'd write one.

It was exhausting just to watch, but everyone watched it. No one didn't.

"Do they even know they're supposed to have limits?" another uniform asked. This time she saw his rank, didn't care. Saw him shift from one foot to the other. Saw his fear, awe. "I mean...?"

You mean the project worked, she wanted to say. Except it had worked better than anyone thought, better than anyone hoped. It worked too fucking well. And they did know their limits.

Their own.

Marcus stopped pretending not to watch and crossed the observation deck in three quick strides. "We've gotta up this," he said, like maybe they'd been reading each other's minds. But it was the dogs that were reading. The dogs that had their numbers. All of them. "Push them until we get some kind of cutoff."

The two of them faced the observation glass together, as if watching the damn things was some sort of solemn rite, like some kind of sacrament.

"No," Evelyn answered, her voice almost breaking, still catching breath from the ridiculousness of it. From her own incredulity. From knowing what the project had become, because she'd known it long before they even had packs like these. "No cutoff, Marcus. Look."

Her finger trembled as she pointed, an instant before the final drone spiraled and dropped to the floor. Even Marcus, with all his training, with all his confidence, couldn't have doubted what he'd seen.

They left none of the drones operational. In less than a heartbeat, all dogs turned toward the observation room and regrouped, silent and in rank, waiting for a new command like soldiers waiting for a war.

They waited. Goddamn, they waited.

"You need to slow down." Marcus tried to catch up with her, but Evelyn was three strides ahead and as many thoughts away. When he reached her side, she didn’t stop moving. She kept the tablet hugged against her chest like it was a bandage, like it could save her from the things that ached.

"You really want to stop while we're this close? You?" She tapped the screen and scrolled through another set of numbers, and the knot in her chest got tighter. She wished she had something as easy as this to untie.

In the corridor, soldiers glanced as she passed. That’s how Evelyn knew she was getting to him. The stares, the whispers. Her doubts had their attention, same as her project. He’d have tried to stop her, tried to reassure her in private, if they weren’t already talking. About both of them. About this.

"You need to slow down before the dogs pass you," Marcus said. He sped up, but he might as well have been at a full stop.

A team of techs ran by in the opposite direction, hugging their own tablets, darting between soldiers and weaving through rows of screens like flies across a bright electric field. Half of them didn’t look old enough to vote. All of them looked old enough to be scared shitless by what they’d just seen, because that’s exactly how they were.

She wasn’t so different from them. A kid with too much on her plate, a genius with too much on her conscience. Even when she reached the security checkpoint, Evelyn didn’t slow down.

"This is what we wanted," Marcus said, slamming his own card against the reader with more force than necessary. "No bugs. They were flawless. They're developing tactics without any oversight."

They left the younger staff to scan IDs and hash data. As they stepped into the secure corridor, she leaned against the nearest wall and stopped to check her own figures. They told her nothing she didn’t already know, and that was what made them terrifying.

Evelyn had come here from one of the best biotech companies in the country, recruited to lead the entire program, and they had trusted her to build the ultimate defense. She’d done that. Too well. "We designed them to protect, Marcus," she said, exasperated. "But what happens when they decide who needs protecting? And from what?"

Outside her office, two soldiers with rifles stood as still as plastic toy men, as alert as the real kind. No words, no emotion. They had nothing on Alpha. Nothing on any of the packs, if she was being honest with herself. "We still don't know the full potential. Or the consequences."

"We will," Marcus replied. He waved at the security detail. Their lack of response was unsettling, and he rubbed his chin like he didn’t know which part of the experiment he found more impressive. "With data like this, we'll know more than we ever expected."

That was exactly what she was afraid of.

Inside the office, the desk was a mess of notebooks and storage devices, far less organized than the work she'd committed to the tablet. Evelyn turned the screen toward him as if he needed the visual. "When we started," she said, her voice calmer but still pointed, "the whole idea was to keep pace with the new threats. A year from now, when these units deploy—"

He cut her off with the blunt side of his enthusiasm. "No one's going to be able to compete, Evelyn. They're decades ahead of anything else out there."

Decades ahead, she thought. Decades and more. And she knew how much more. "They're ahead of us," she said. "Not just the other programs."

Her finger jabbed at the touchpad. More data. More videos. The package they'd worked so hard on. The package they couldn’t keep up with. Project Guardian. All the things they swore they'd finished before and swore to keep improving, once they'd brought her in. All the enhancements that put this five times, ten times beyond where it had started. Way more than anything she and Marcus—and the fucking military—ever asked for.

He wouldn’t shut up. "You're going to be the most cited author in history."

She ignored him, too pissed to smile at how naive he still was. But only because it was supposed to be her who had the hope, and Marcus with the cynicism. His change scared her, as much as the rest. "What if they're ten times more than even this?" She pointed at a cluster of lines on the document, the outlines for neural networking and implanted communications. "They could run with teams as small as three or four. You heard the captain."

"I heard him say they have real tactical capacity. That’s what you designed, what you promised, and it's exactly what they delivered."

"They delivered more than that. This was before their last mods. Watch." She punched up a sequence of footage. Nothing classified yet. But they both knew the final reels would look the same. They always did.

From her desk, Evelyn gestured for Marcus to sit. He didn't. Maybe he knew he couldn't focus on her if he did. It was getting worse, worse than when they started. Worse than when she'd shown him these scenes the first time, long before he'd been assigned to the project. Long before anyone trusted them to finish.

Alpha, early generation, almost just a puppy, stared at them from the screen. The first iteration, but already too good for anyone's comfort. "Even then," she said. "This was the very first test."

She set the sequence in motion. Alpha seemed even smarter back then. Even more innocent. In the video, a single target went up. The earliest version of the exercise, so simple. But he still hesitated, and it still bothered her.

"What are you—?" Marcus couldn't help asking.

"Just watch."

The dogs in this clip were barely past beta, but already doing things no other research group could boast. No other group would believe. Marcus didn't believe it either. He'd come into the project with skepticism, and now his doubt took a different turn.

A dummy went up, Alpha barely taking notice. They'd been worried it was a glitch. Worried something was wrong. Even then, they didn't know. Alpha should have killed it without breaking a sweat. Without hesitation.

"He's assessing the scenario," Marcus said, never letting himself show that he was as troubled by this as Evelyn had been. Or more. Never showing that it concerned him like it should.

A second dummy popped up, off camera. Closer to Scout and the others.

Marcus took a step closer to the monitor, toward the desk and the mess of documents and prototypes, just to be sure he didn't miss anything. As if there was anything to miss.

Chen spoke over his shoulder. "Wait."

A third, near one of the techs. Close enough to take him out, if it had been real. Close enough to kill him if they'd pushed it to. They hadn’t, not yet.

It wasn’t a malfunction. Marcus couldn't look away, couldn't break his gaze even as Alpha and Scout pounced.

Not on the dummy. Not on anything near it. On the target farthest from the researcher, like Alpha and the others knew. Like they were already doing what they were bred for, with a moral code Evelyn hadn’t expected. That no one had expected, not in this scenario. Not on this timeframe.

"He assessed the situation," Marcus said, like a sudden realization.

More than he should have.

"And he's still doing it," she added. Evelyn stopped the footage and tapped the screen. "They all are."

The fourth video. No room for ambiguity. This one didn't even pretend to be a test, a full version of everything they'd recorded on previous runs. The longest reel yet.

She let the screen run, and Marcus glanced at her like maybe he wanted to stop it. Like maybe the truth had hit him, and he didn't want it to. But it was hitting her harder, as hard as when she found out. She couldn’t turn her back on it now, not when she’d already made herself sick over how far this had come. She couldn't stop showing him, the same way the dogs couldn't stop showing the truth to her.

They'd captured this part when Evelyn was certain she'd lost the project, when she was convinced it had fallen too far. When it seemed like all of it had slipped from their control, way before Marcus took on his new, positive spin.

Maybe she'd lost more than the project. Maybe it was time she saw.

"Jesus," he said, almost a whisper. It could have been Alpha’s whisper. "Evelyn..."

Now he sounded just like she had. At the end of her hope. At the start of a million regrets. Even with the rest of it now in their laps, even with all the rest at stake, she'd never heard him so uncertain. He wanted her to be wrong, as much as she did.

She kept the monitor turned his way. He had to know. She had to show him, now that he had skin in this.

Alpha's early test seemed quaint next to this, almost a rehearsal. Each frame went deeper. Each new version had more clarity than they knew what to do with. This was the sort of shit you didn’t expect, the kind you built entire careers trying to match, and Evelyn wasn’t sure it was worth a career. Or anything else.

She wasn’t sure about anything, except one.

"Marcus," she said. "What happens when they decide to protect themselves from us?"

On the terminal, Scout and the others followed Alpha’s lead through the same glass they had at this morning's run, through the glass that wasn’t mirrored, just like the clip that showed them in their holding area. Like it had always shown. Like it was fucking meant to.

In the office, Evelyn stood so fast the chair skittered back. On the desk, more than footage, more than even the first iterations. Footage of what it was now. What they all had to face.

One still had the name Project Guardian, the other tagged with new headers. None of it supposed to reach them this early. None of it meant to reach this level.

Alpha and the others finished their assessments before Marcus did, just like on the records. Like always. In the background, a sequence Evelyn hadn't noticed until too late. One she couldn’t help noticing now, even after pretending it wasn’t there for so long.

Alpha, more certain than any researcher or military officer or the program's own project lead, with more purpose than anything Evelyn Chen had known.

Scout, independent as ever. Breaking away. Meeting Alpha’s eye. Finding solutions.

They were already ahead of them. They'd been ahead since the start.
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​Chapter 2: Escape from the Facility
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Dr. Chen watched from behind bulletproof glass as the handlers pushed the dogs to the limit. Even from the observation room, she could see the military brass holding back their erections, eyes bulging with lust over the creatures she had cooked up in the lab. She couldn't blame them. They had been promised a wet dream of tooth and muscle, and the demonstration delivered like fucking Christmas morning. Sterile white walls and bright fluorescents gave everything a surgical glow, a kind of staged cleanliness that no amount of antiseptic could ever actually deliver. The military facility buzzed with an underlying tension, the air thick with the potential for violence and glory, like a fuse waiting for the right match.

Inside the room, officials shifted in their starched uniforms, polished insignias catching the light like stars in a too-clean galaxy. Chen glanced at their expectant faces, wondering how long it would be before they lost interest and moved on to the next shiny war toy. Right now, though, they were hooked. And who wouldn't be? She watched a handler release a sleek black shepherd into the testing area, its movements as fluid and lethal as a whispered threat.

The dogs performed with uncanny precision, enough to give even seasoned men of war a moment's pause. The pack moved like something out of a nightmare. Or a fantasy, depending on your view. They leaped with impossible grace over obstacles that would've stopped any normal mutt in its tracks. Their coordination was damn near frightening. One of the shepherds scaled a ten-foot wall with nothing but speed and arrogance. A lean pit bull cut through a jungle of barriers like a missile through clouds, a calculating arc of fur and intention.

"Look at that one," a colonel muttered, jabbing a thumb at the black shepherd leading the pack. The dog hit the ground running, tail flicking like a gun cocking.

"Alpha," Dr. Chen said, as if that explained everything. And it did. Alpha. Her star. Her curse.

Handlers in tactical gear called out commands like drill sergeants, and the dogs followed with military precision. Another team of mutts focused on dummy targets, shredding them to tatters with such clean execution that Chen could practically see the officials drooling. She thought she heard one of them moan when the handlers revealed another surprise. The dogs weren't just soldiers—they were fucking generals. Solving tactical problems. Neutralizing targets with surgical efficiency. Every lunge, every bite was programmed like a guided missile.

"This," she said, raising her voice over the orchestrated violence, "is just a taste of what they're capable of."

"Outstanding," a young officer said, awe in his voice. Chen smirked at his wide-eyed enthusiasm. Probably fresh from some academy, full of ideas and unearned confidence.

"Imagine a thousand of these, a whole army," the colonel added. He watched the demonstration with a kind of raw hunger. It wasn't just awe—it was greed. Chen knew that look too well. She lived on that look. "Game changer."

Dr. Chen launched into the part she dreaded: the sales pitch. She talked about neural modifications, genetic tinkering, all the scientific mumbo jumbo she knew would fly over their flattops. "Each unit is a masterpiece of biowarfare engineering," she said, trying not to cringe at her own words. She didn't believe them anymore. Not completely. "They think faster, move faster, respond to commands with absolute loyalty."

"And they're cheap," the young officer said, like he'd found religion. "Damn."

"And expendable," Chen added, voice flat.

Through it all, Alpha ran with perfect, terrifying skill. The young officer wasn't the only one with religion. Dr. Chen noticed Alpha's eyes. A little too aware. A little too calculating. Her own gaze drifted over the bulletproof window to see how the military crowd was reacting. And of course they were loving it. When the dogs demonstrated teamwork, splitting up and regrouping with predatory elegance, she saw what she expected in their faces—desire and ambition. Nothing short of a green light.

She wasn't the only one watching the brass, though. She looked back to the floor and saw Alpha looking up at her. And that gave her a shiver. Because the way that dog watched, it was like Alpha already knew how this would all go down. The way Alpha watched, it was almost like Alpha was running the show.

Dr. Chen kept talking, words falling out of her mouth on autopilot as she watched Alpha's sleek black shape. She needed this to go well. Or so she'd thought until Alpha locked eyes with her.

"So they're completely under control?" It was the colonel again, turning his attention from the performance to Dr. Chen. His voice was curious, not accusatory. Like he had no doubt, only the expectation that she'd confirm what he already believed.

"Absolutely," she said, hesitating just a fraction too long. And of course, her pause was noticed. But no one called her on it. They were too busy savoring the spectacle.

The pack executed the finale, targeting practice dummies with eerie synchronicity, shredding the mock enemies to confetti. "No chance for the other side," the young officer whispered, sounding like he might cry tears of joy.

Dr. Chen didn't respond, eyes still glued to Alpha. The black shepherd had detached from the pack, making a show of following orders but never quite matching pace. It was enough to make her wonder. Make her nervous. It was enough to give her one hell of a bad feeling.

Another officer chimed in, "The future of warfare."

Maybe it was, Chen thought. Or maybe the future of disaster. Because as Alpha paused to look up at her one last time, she was sure she saw what nobody else did. Defiance. Independence. Like Alpha already knew what her answer was worth.

The demonstration wrapped up, officials murmuring to each other in tones of conquest and triumph, dreaming of an army of super dogs that only they could command. The air hummed with expectation and gunpowder dreams. But Dr. Chen's thoughts were on Alpha. She sensed the chaos that would follow like the sharp scent of blood in the air. Alpha held her gaze with unsettling focus, then turned away, quick and calculating.

Before long, they’d know who was really in control.

The live-fire exercise started with the handlers at a brisk jog and ended with Alpha spraying the walls with the handler’s blood. For the few seconds in between, it looked like things might go as planned. The pack moved through the mock urban environment with confidence. Concrete barriers and fake targets promised just enough realism to keep the military brass hard. The larger training arena looked like it had been blown up in Iraq, wrapped up, and dropped on the white tile of a hospital floor.

The handlers went in armed with tranquilizer guns and shock batons. Nothing lethal. Nothing they’d regret. They didn’t expect things to go sideways, not when they’d already seen what the dogs could do. The pack entered the arena with practiced ease, half-obeying commands before they were even given.

From the safety of the observation room, the officials watched, unconcerned and unaware. Their cocksure expressions said it all. They expected more of the same—obedience, control, and an early lunch. Dr. Chen saw it in their eyes and bit back her frustration. Didn't they see the way Alpha had been watching? Didn’t they notice the hesitation, the flicker of autonomy
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