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Synopsis
The Minotaur is a contemporary urban fantasy set in Manchester, following Kate Blakesley, a secondary school teacher whose life is violently upended during a routine school trip. In the chaos of an unexplained attack, she becomes bound to something ancient, powerful, and unmistakably not human. What begins as survival quickly turns into a struggle for control, identity, and autonomy.

As Kate tries to cling to normal life, she discovers that the force attached to her is neither mindless nor malicious, but it carries a long, violent history and a fundamentally different understanding of humanity. Their uneasy coexistence forces Kate to confront uncomfortable questions: how much of who she is remains untouched, whether power can ever be neutral, and where the line lies between influence and choice.

Public fascination, media speculation, and scientific fear steadily close in. A wealthy benefactor with his own quiet desperation inserts himself into Kate’s orbit, offering reassurance and support while subtly shaping the narrative around her. At the same time, whispers of parasitic control and loss of agency threaten to turn Kate against the very thing keeping her alive. The bond that once felt like protection begins to feel like a liability.

As pressure mounts, Kate must decide what kind of person she wants to be, and what kind of relationship she is willing to accept with a power that can reshape her body and her future. The story shifts from external threat to internal conflict, asking whether trust is possible when certainty is not, and whether partnership can exist without ownership.

Dark, character-driven, and grounded in everyday British life, The Minotaur is not a story about saving the world. It’s about choosing who you stand with, who you listen to, and who gets to decide what you become.
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  The Bracer

The Year 9s were doing that thing where they pretended to listen whilst planning how to make Jordan laugh during a museum tour. Kate Blakesley recognised the micro-expressions after eight years teaching—the fractional eye movements, the suppressed smirks, the way Aisha's fingers twitched towards her phone despite having it confiscated twice already this term.

“Miss, miss,” Jordan stage-whispered, loud enough to carry across the gallery. “How come all the pots are broken?”

Kate didn't bother looking at him. “Because someone dropped them three thousand years ago, and they've stayed broken ever since. Much like your predicted GCSE results if you don't shut up.”

A ripple of nervous laughter. The guide—Margaret, sixty-something, probably volunteered here to feel useful after retirement—looked like she'd swallowed a wasp. Kate caught her expression and felt the familiar flicker of not-quite-guilt. She'd apologise later. Or not. Margaret wasn't the one who'd have to face their parents at the next consultation evening.

They were in the Manchester Museum's Ancient Worlds gallery, and Kate had been here often enough to recite the placards by heart. High ceilings. Proper museum hush that usually lasted all of fifteen minutes before someone asked where the toilets were. Today felt different, though. A pressure behind her eyes, like someone pressing thumbs into her orbital sockets from the inside.

“Miss, I need the toilet.”

“You went twenty minutes ago, Connor.”

“Yeah, but I'm dying—”

“If I let you go, I have to let everyone go, and then we're just wandering around Manchester peeing instead of learning about ancient civilisations. Which, to be fair, might be more educational.” Kate did a quick headcount out of habit. Twenty-three students, all present, none of them giving a single shit about Bronze Age trade routes. She'd be marking coursework until midnight to make up for this wasted afternoon, and tomorrow she'd do it all again because the department head thought “experiential learning” meant dragging teenagers to museums they'd ignore whilst scrolling TikTok.

Christ, when had she become this bitter?

The pressure behind her eyes sharpened as Margaret led them deeper into the gallery.

“This section contains artefacts from various Mediterranean cultures,” Margaret droned, gesturing vaguely at a wall of display cases. “Many of these pieces have fascinating stories, though of course the exact provenance can be difficult to—”

Kate stopped listening.

In the far corner, half-hidden behind a display of amphorae, was a case she'd passed a dozen times before without giving it a second glance. Greek Artefacts - Origin Uncertain, the header read. The usual suspects: a few bronze fibulae corroded beyond recognition, pottery shards too fragmentary to be interesting, a badly damaged helmet, some jewellery that might have been ceremonial or might have been decorative. Museum flotsam—the pieces they couldn't properly date or place but kept on display anyway to fill space.

But today, something caught her eye. A wide bronze bracer tucked between two cracked oil lamps, green with verdigris, decorated with intricate maze-like patterns that seemed to shift in the low lighting.

The small placard read: Bracer, origin unknown. Possibly Minoan, circa 1600 BCE. Acquired 1923, donor anonymous.

Possibly. Which meant the museum had no fucking clue what it was.

“Miss? You alright?”

Aisha was staring at her with something approaching genuine concern, which was novel. Kate realised she'd stopped walking, that the class had moved on without her.

“Fine,” she said. “Stay with the group.”

But her feet carried her towards the case anyway. The pressure in her skull had become something else—not pain, exactly. More like a frequency just below hearing, vibrating through her teeth. The bracer pulsed in time with her heartbeat, which was impossible. It was dead metal under glass, not a living thing.

She leaned closer. The maze patterns caught the light as she moved, repeating paths and right angles that for just a moment looked less like Greek decoration and more like circuitry—intricate, purposeful, alien.

“You're losing it,” she muttered to herself. “Marking essays until two in the morning, that's what this is.”

“The bracer is particularly interesting,” Margaret said, materialising at her elbow. Kate flinched. “Though truthfully, we know very little about it. The cataloguing from the twenties was rather… haphazard. It may not be Minoan at all. The metalwork is wrong for the period—far too refined. No imperfections whatsoever.” She paused, as if catching herself. “It's probably a Victorian reproduction. We really should remove it from display.”

The humming in Kate's head crescendoed into something that felt like teeth scraping bone.

“Miss!” Jordan's voice, sharp with real fear. “Miss, something's wrong with the—”

The building shook.

It wasn't an earthquake. Kate had felt an earthquake once, on holiday in Greece—a slow rolling sensation like the earth breathing. This was different. Targeted. The overhead skylight rattled in its frame, a bass note she felt in her sternum more than heard. Dust sifted down from the Victorian ironwork. One of the girls screamed.

“Everyone stay calm,” Kate said, reaching for her phone. “Margaret, is there a—”

The skylight exploded.

Not shattered—exploded. Glass didn't fall; it was driven inward by something descending through the roof. Kate's hindbrain screamed get down and she grabbed the nearest student—Connor, terrified Connor—and threw him behind a display case as the air filled with spinning glass shrapnel.

Something hit the marble floor with the sound of a car crash.

Through the dust and falling debris, Kate saw it.

Too large. That was her first coherent thought. Too large for the space it occupied, as if the laws of physics bent around it like water around a stone. Leonine body, golden-furred, muscles coiling beneath skin that looked too perfect to be real. Curved goat horns, wickedly sharp, catching the light. Wings—wings, great leathery things—folded against its flanks. A tail like a scorpion's, tipped with four horizontal blades that wept something dark and viscous.

The Chimera lifted its head. Its eyes were the worst part—compound, multi-faceted, reflecting the gallery in fractured repetition like a hundred tiny mirrors. Intelligence gleamed in those alien depths, cold and calculating.

Those eyes swept the gallery, dismissing the fleeing students, the screaming guide, Kate herself.

They fixed on the case in the corner. On the bracer.

“Run,” Kate said. Her voice didn't sound like hers. “Get out. NOW.”

Most of them ran. Most. But Madison was frozen, her phone still recording with that awful teenage inability to recognise real danger. And Jordan had tripped over his own feet scrambling backwards, and the Chimera was moving towards them with terrible purpose, claws scoring deep gouges in the marble—

Kate grabbed a fallen display pole and swung it at the creature's head with every ounce of frustrated teacher strength she possessed.

It connected. Barely. The impact shivered up her arms, and she felt something crack—the pole or her wrist, she couldn't tell. The Chimera turned those compound eyes on her, fractured reflections of her own terrified face staring back, and Kate saw something flicker in them.

Surprise.

She didn't give it time to recover. She swung again, lower, aiming for the legs. The pole splintered against its shins. The creature snarled, and the sound rattled the remaining windows in their frames.

“GET UP!” Kate screamed at Jordan. “Madison, MOVE!”

The tail came from nowhere—a horizontal slash that would have disembowelled her if she hadn't seen the tell in its shoulder muscles. Kate dropped flat, felt the wind of it pass overhead, close enough to ruffle her hair. She rolled, came up without the pole, searched desperately for anything else to use as a weapon—

The Chimera's claw caught her shoulder.

The world went sideways. Kate hit the wall hard enough to see stars, tasted blood, couldn't breathe. Her right arm hung useless, nerve pain screaming from shoulder to fingertips. Through the grey haze creeping in from the edges of her vision, she saw Madison finally grab Jordan and drag him towards the exit.

Good. That was good. At least they'd—

The Chimera was moving again. Not towards the fleeing students—towards the corner. Towards the case with the questionable Greek artefacts. It moved with terrible purpose, ignoring Kate entirely, and when it reached the display it simply drove its massive body through the reinforced glass like it was tissue paper.

The explosion of shattering glass and splintering wood was deafening. The impact sent a shockwave through the floor. Kate felt herself sliding, tumbling across marble made slick with blood and debris, her injured shoulder screaming, her vision fragmenting into stuttering snapshots—

Ceiling spinning overhead

Shards of glass catching light like falling stars

The Chimera's roar shaking her teeth

Her students’ faces white with terror

Darkness eating the edges of her vision

She came to a stop against something hard. A display pedestal, maybe. Or a wall. The world was still spinning, tilting, refusing to make sense. Kate tried to push herself up with her good arm and her hand slipped on something wet—her own blood, probably—

The humming in her skull detonated.

Not gradual. Not building. Just there, suddenly, impossibly loud, a frequency that felt like her brain haemorrhaging. Kate gasped, tried to cry out, and the world filled with blue-white light that burned through her closed eyelids.

Something was wrapped around her left forearm. Tight. Hot. Getting hotter.

She forced her eyes open, looked down through tears of pain.

The bracer. Bronze and ancient and gleaming despite three thousand years of corrosion. On her arm. Clamped around her wrist like a living thing, the maze patterns blazing with blue-white light that hurt to look at, pathways igniting in sequence like current flowing through circuits.

She hadn't grabbed it. She was sure she hadn't grabbed it. She'd been sliding across the floor, barely conscious, nowhere near the shattered display case—

“No,” she heard herself say. “Wait, I didn't—how did you—”

The bronze moved. Not like metal—like something living, flowing up her wrist, reshaping itself, tightening until she couldn't tell where it ended and her skin began.

“Get it OFF—”

The world tore itself apart.

Not white. Not light. Just wrong—reality unzipping like a badly healed wound, and she was falling through it, or it was falling through her, and there was a voice, desperate and ancient:

HELP ME PLEASE I NEED YOU TO—

Kate came back to herself standing.

Her shoulder didn't hurt. Nothing hurt. Everything felt crystalline, hyper-real, as if someone had turned up the resolution on existence. She looked down at her hands.

They weren't her hands.

They were enormous—each one the size of her head, three thick fingers and an opposable thumb tipped with blunt claws. Dark bronze, seamless as cast metal but articulated like living flesh. She flexed them experimentally. Tendons shifted beneath the surface, cords of metal-muscle that shouldn't exist.

Her forearms could have been ripped from a statue of Heracles. When she raised them, biceps the size of her thighs bunched and moved beneath plates of armour that grew from her skin like scales.

In the polished surface of a surviving display case, she caught her reflection.

A bull's head stared back. Eight feet tall, wreathed in crackling blue-white energy. Eyes that glowed from within like coals. Massive shoulders built for bearing impossible weight. A body that was equal parts nightmare and god.

The Chimera took a step back.

CATCH IT I NEED YOU TO CATCH—

The creature lunged.

Kate's body moved without her permission. She ducked—ducked with perfect economy of motion despite being eight feet tall and built like a siege engine—felt claws pass overhead close enough to taste the copper stink of the Chimera's blood. Her new centre of gravity was wrong and right simultaneously, every muscle knowing exactly what to do even as her mind screamed in confusion.

The Chimera's tail whipped around, those horizontal blades aimed at her midsection. Kate's hand shot out—three fingers wrapping completely around the appendage before she'd consciously decided to move—and held.

The creature yanked, trying to pull free.

Kate didn't let go.

Instead, she pivoted. Her body remembered something she'd never learned—leverage, momentum, the physics of throwing something that weighed half a tonne. She spun with the Chimera's own momentum, using the tail like a handle, her bronze feet grinding grooves into the marble floor.

And then she threw.

The Chimera left the ground. It sailed across the gallery in a golden blur, legs scrambling uselessly at empty air, wings snapping open too late to arrest its flight. It hit the far wall with an impact that shook the building, Victorian brickwork exploding outward in a shower of dust and mortar. The creature crashed through a display of Roman pottery, sent a case of Egyptian scarabs spinning across the floor, and finally came to rest in a heap of rubble and broken glass.

For a moment, silence.

Then the Chimera rose.

IT'S GETTING UP WE HAVE TO—

Kate was already moving. Her body—this impossible bronze body—flowed across the destroyed gallery with a predator's grace. The Chimera met her halfway, claws extended, compound eyes blazing with rage.

They collided in the centre of the room.

The impact would have killed a human instantly. Kate felt it as pressure, as force translated through metal-flesh that absorbed what should have been bone-shattering. Her three-fingered hands caught the Chimera's forelimbs, locked around them, and for a moment they stood frozen—two impossible things testing each other's strength.

The Chimera was strong. Terrifyingly strong. Its muscles bunched and strained, golden fur rippling over sinew that shouldn't exist. Those compound eyes blazed with fury, reflecting Kate's bronze form in a hundred fractured images. Kate felt her feet sliding backward, grooves appearing in the marble as she was pushed toward the wall.

DON'T LET GO DON'T—

She didn't let go. Instead, she pushed back.

Something shifted in the balance. Kate's bronze arms, those impossible bronze arms, stopped giving ground. The Chimera's eyes widened—not with rage now, but with something else. Something that might have been confusion.

Kate pushed harder.

The creature's forelimbs bent backward. Not breaking—bending, forced into angles that made the Chimera shriek in pain. Kate released one hand and drove her fist into the thing's chest, felt ribs crack beneath the impact, heard the whoosh of air forced from impossible lungs.

The Chimera staggered back. Kate followed.

LEFT LEFT IT'S GOING TO—

She caught the claw strike on her forearm, felt it skitter off bronze like a blade on armour. Her counter-punch took the creature in the jaw, snapped its head sideways, sent golden blood spraying across a display of Assyrian tablets. The Chimera stumbled, recovered, launched itself at her with renewed fury.

Kate caught it. Simply caught it, mid-leap, her hands closing around its throat and one horn. The creature's momentum died against her grip. Its wings beat frantically, claws scrabbling at her chest, finding no purchase on the seamless bronze.

She slammed it into the floor.

The marble shattered. A crater formed around the impact point, cracks radiating outward like a frozen explosion. The Chimera lay in the depression, stunned, golden ichor leaking from its mouth and nose.

Kate stood over it, breathing hard—though this body might not need to breathe. Her hands were steady. Her heart was… she didn't have a heart in this form, but something was racing in her chest nonetheless.

FINISH IT WE HAVE TO—

The Chimera moved.

Faster than something that wounded should be able to move, it rolled sideways, came up on all fours, and launched a desperate attack. Kate blocked the first claw strike, the second, caught the third and used the creature's extended arm to pull it off balance. Her knee came up, caught the Chimera in the chest, sent it tumbling backward across the destroyed gallery.

It crashed into a support column. Plaster rained down. Somewhere above, something groaned ominously.

The creature rose again. Slower this time. Its movements had changed—less aggressive, more cautious. Those too-intelligent eyes studied Kate with new calculation.

It's learning, the voice whispered. It's realising—

The Chimera attacked again. But there was hesitation in it now, a testing quality rather than committed fury. Kate blocked, countered, drove her fist into the creature's ribs. Bones cracked. The Chimera retreated, circling, those compound eyes never leaving her.

Another charge. Kate sidestepped with impossible grace, caught the creature by the scruff of its golden mane, and hurled it across the gallery. It crashed through what remained of the Greek artefacts display, sending pottery shards and bronze fragments scattering across the floor.

The Chimera rose again. Its breathing was ragged now, golden ichor dripping from a dozen wounds. One of its forelegs bent at an odd angle, not broken but clearly damaged. Its wings hung loosely at its sides.

It stared at Kate.

And Kate saw it then—the moment the creature understood. The rage in those compound eyes flickered, shifted, became something colder and more calculated. This was not a mindless beast. This was something that could weigh odds, make decisions, choose survival over pride.

IT'S GOING TO RUN WE CAN'T LET—

“Get out,” Kate heard herself growl. The voice that emerged shook the air, resonated in the chest of anyone close enough to hear. “Get OUT.”

The Chimera held her gaze for a long moment. Something passed between them—not understanding, exactly. Recognition, perhaps. An acknowledgement that they would meet again, that this encounter was merely the first chapter of something longer.

Then the creature's wings unfurled.

STOP IT WE CAN'T LET IT—

Kate's legs tensed, some primal instinct screaming to spring, to intercept, to finish this before it could escape. But the Chimera was already airborne, those great leathery wings beating with desperate strength. It rose through the shattered skylight, trailing golden blood, one last look back at the bronze figure standing in the ruins.

A look that promised: This isn't over.

Let it go, the voice said, exhausted now. It's wounded. It knows what we are now. And it will remember.

Kate stood there in the destroyed gallery, breathing hard. Staring at the ruined ceiling. At the shattered glass everywhere, glittering like diamonds. At the blood, gold and red, mixing on the marble.

At her own massive hands, knuckles the size of golf balls.

She looked down at herself. At the three-fingered hands. At forearms that belonged on a Greek bronze. At a body that moved with a warrior's instincts she'd never possessed.

We need to go, the voice said, urgent now. Before anyone sees. Please.

“My students—”

All safe. All out. But we can't be seen like this. Please, you need to trust me.

Exhaustion hit Kate like a physical blow. Not tiredness—exhaustion, the kind that came from burning through every reserve the body possessed and then several it didn't. Her vision greyed at the edges. The bronze began to recede, flowing back down those impossible arms, and she was shrinking, the gallery growing larger around her—

“Wait, what are you—”

Sleep. You need to sleep. Your body can't sustain this.

The transformation reversed in a rush that felt like falling. Kate's legs gave out. The floor rushed up to meet her—hard tile against her cheek, five fingers on each hand again, blood in her mouth from a split lip. Pain returning as her human nervous system came back online, her shoulder screaming where the Chimera had struck her.

And on her wrist, warm against her skin, a bronze bracer that she had not put on.

It wouldn't come off.

I'm sorry, the voice whispered, distant now, fading. I'm so sorry. But you saved them. You saved them all. And it will come back. They always come back. But we'll be ready.

The darkness took her.

—

Kate woke to voices. Sirens. The acrid smell of dust and blood.

“—here! I've got another one!”

Hands on her shoulder—the injured one. She tried to cry out but managed only a whimper.

“Easy, easy. Don't move. You're alright, love. We've got you.”

A paramedic's face swam into view, blurry at the edges. Male, middle-aged, kind eyes behind his concern. “What's your name, sweetheart?”

“Kate,” she managed. Her voice was raw, like she'd been screaming. Maybe she had. “Kate Blakesley. I'm… I'm a teacher. My students—”

“They're safe. All accounted for. You did brilliant, you hear me? Absolute hero, that's what they're saying.” He was checking her shoulder, gentle despite the urgency. “Can you tell me what happened?”

What had happened? Kate's memory was fragmentary, dreamlike. Glass falling. Something massive and golden. Claws and wings and—

And what?

“There was…” She tried to sit up, gasped at the pain. “Something came through the ceiling. A creature. It attacked—”

“Easy now. We heard. Everyone's talking about it.” He helped her into a sitting position, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. Kate looked around properly for the first time.

The gallery was destroyed. Not just damaged—destroyed. Craters in the walls. Scorch marks on the floor. Blood—so much blood, gold and red both—splattered across marble and displays. The skylight was completely gone, afternoon light streaming in through the jagged hole.

Emergency personnel swarmed everywhere. Police, paramedics, what looked like military in the far corner. Someone was taking photographs of the damage, the golden blood, the—

The craters in the floor. The column with the massive dent. The wall that had been blown outward by something hitting it at tremendous velocity.

“My students,” Kate said again. “Are they really—”

“All safe. Thanks to you, from what we're hearing.” The paramedic was checking her vitals now, frowning at whatever he found. “Witnesses said you stood between them and that… thing. Gave them time to get out.”

Witnesses. Kate's throat tightened. “Who—”

“Few of your students stayed behind doors, saw bits of it. One lad, Amir? Won't stop talking about how brave you were. Says you saved his life.”

Amir. Quiet Amir. What had he seen? The creature, certainly. But how much of the fight? Had he seen—

“Miss Blakesley?” A new voice. Kate looked up to find a police officer approaching, notebook already out. Young, professional, clearly out of her depth. “I know this is difficult, but we need to get a statement whilst everything's still fresh. Can you walk me through what happened?”

What happened. Kate opened her mouth, then closed it. What was she supposed to say? That a creature from Greek mythology crashed through the ceiling? That she'd somehow fought it off? That there were things she couldn't quite remember, gaps in her memory that felt like static?

That she'd heard a voice in her head?

“I… there was something,” she started. “It came through the skylight. Golden. Massive. It had wings, and—” She gestured helplessly at the destruction. “I tried to get the students out. I must have hit my head because I don't… I don't remember all of it.”

The officer was writing quickly, her pen scratching across the page. “And this creature, did you see where it went?”

“Up. Through the roof. It left.” Kate's head was pounding. Too many questions. Too many eyes on her. The military personnel in the corner were staring now, and someone with a camera was trying to get closer—

“That's enough for now,” the paramedic said firmly. “She needs hospital. Concussion protocol, and that shoulder needs proper attention.”

The police officer looked like she wanted to argue, but the paramedic was already helping Kate to her feet. The world tilted alarmingly. Kate grabbed his arm for support, and somewhere in the back of her mind, a small voice whispered something she couldn't quite catch.

But there were too many other things demanding her attention. The students being interviewed near the exit. Margaret being comforted by another paramedic. The destroyed gallery. The blood. The craters.

The impossible evidence that something had truly happened here.

Whatever that something was.

And somewhere out there, wounded but alive, the Chimera was remembering. Learning. Planning.

It will come back, the voice had said. They always come back.

Kate touched the bracelet on her wrist. Still warm. Still refusing to budge.

But we'll be ready.
Aftermath

The hospital smelled of disinfectant and fear.

Kate sat on the examination table whilst a doctor—young, exhausted, clearly overwhelmed by the day's events—shone a penlight in her eyes for the third time. Her shoulder throbbed despite the painkillers, wrapped in bandages that pulled tight every time she moved.

“Follow the light. Good. Any dizziness? Nausea?”

“Bit of both,” Kate admitted. “But I've felt worse after parents’ evening.”

The doctor didn't smile. He made a note on his tablet, frowning. “Your vitals are… unusual. Heart rate elevated but steady. Blood pressure higher than I'd expect but not dangerous. Reflexes are excellent, actually. Almost too good.”

“Too good?”

“For someone who was just in a…” He gestured vaguely, as if the English language lacked words for what had happened. “Incident. You should be in shock.”

Kate said nothing. She had been in shock, she thought. She remembered the paramedic's face, the questions, the destroyed gallery. But the memories were fragmentary, like a film with missing frames. Glass falling. The creature's golden fur. Something massive and wrong crashing through displays.

And something else. Something she couldn't quite grasp.

“I'm keeping you overnight for observation,” the doctor said. “Head trauma protocol. That gash on your shoulder needed sixteen stitches, and I'm concerned about the concussion.”

“I need to check on my students—”

“All accounted for. Remarkably, no fatalities. Few injuries, mostly minor.” He paused. “Thanks to you, from what I'm hearing. You're quite the hero, Miss Blakesley.”

The word sat wrong in her mouth. Hero. Heroes knew what they were doing. Heroes made conscious choices. Kate just remembered chaos and terror and—

What? What else did she remember?

“Try to rest,” the doctor said, already moving toward the door. Three other patients waited, all from the museum. “Nurse will be in to settle you. Don't try to leave, yeah?”

He was gone before she could argue.

Kate sat alone in the sterile room, listening to sirens outside. More ambulances, probably. Or police. Or military. She'd seen soldiers at the museum, taking photographs of the damage. Of the blood. Of the tail.

The severed tail. That was real. She'd seen it with her own eyes, sprawled across marble, blades still sharp enough to gut someone. Golden ichor crusted on the floor around it.

Which meant the creature was real.

Which meant something had fought it.

Her head pounded. The doctor was right about the concussion.

Kate looked down at her hands—five fingers each, normal human hands—and flexed them slowly. Checking. Making sure. In the ambulance, for just a moment, she'd thought… but no. Just confusion. Trauma playing tricks with her memory.

Her left wrist caught the harsh LED light.

Kate froze.

The bracer.

It was elegant, actually. Understated. Bronze worked with intricate patterns etched into the surface—maze-like designs, all right angles and repetitive paths. Greek, probably. Or possibly something that looked Greek but wasn't quite. The repetition made it seem decorative, but there was something purposeful about the precision. The kind of piece you might find in a museum gift shop if museums sold items that made the back of your neck prickle. Nothing obviously ancient about it at first glance, though. Nothing that screamed “I was a Bronze Age artefact until three hours ago.”

She didn't remember putting it on.

Kate reached for it with her right hand, fingers closing around the warm metal. She'd take it off. Obviously. It wasn't hers. It belonged to the museum, and she'd just… borrowed it? Grabbed it during the attack? Except she didn't remember doing that either.

She should remove it. Return it. Explain to someone that she'd accidentally—

Her hand dropped back to her lap.

What was she doing? Right. The bracelet. She should—

But her shoulder hurt, and the doctor had said concussion, and maybe she should just rest first. Deal with it in the morning when her head was clearer. It wasn't going anywhere. It was just a bracelet. A bit of jewellery she'd somehow acquired during the chaos.

Kate touched it again, meaning to slip it off.

Then didn't.

Why wasn't she taking it off?

She tried to remember. Her fingers were on it, ready to slide it over her hand, and then… then she was thinking about her students instead. Were they really all safe? What about Amir? The paramedic said he was fine, but Kate needed to check, needed to see for herself—

“For fuck's sake,” she muttered, grabbing the bracelet properly.

It was warm. Warmer than it should be from just body heat. The bronze seemed to pulse slightly, or maybe that was her imagination. Or the concussion. Definitely the concussion.

She pulled.

Except she didn't. Her hand was there, gripping it, but her fingers weren't quite pulling. They were just… holding. And she was thinking about how tired she was, how much everything hurt, how maybe this could wait until—

Kate yanked her hand away, breathing hard.

What the fuck?

She stared at the bracelet. At her wrist. At her own hand like it belonged to someone else.

She'd been about to remove it. She'd definitely been about to remove it. And then… then what? Her thoughts had slipped sideways, got tangled in other concerns, and she'd forgotten what she was doing.

Concussion. Had to be concussion.

The door opened. A nurse entered, middle-aged and efficient, pushing a wheelchair. “Right then, love. Let's get you settled in a room. Doctor wants you on neuro obs tonight.”

Kate stood automatically, world tilting slightly. The nurse caught her elbow.

“Steady. You've had quite the day.”

“My students—”

“All safe. You can see the list if you want. We've got three of them here overnight, just precaution. Rest are with parents.” She helped Kate into the wheelchair despite Kate's protests. “You did brilliant, by the way. My son's in Year 9 at your school. Says you're a right hard-arse, but he was proper impressed today.”

“I don't remember much of it,” Kate admitted.

“Shock does that. Brain protects itself.” The nurse wheeled her into the corridor. “You'll remember more in a day or two. Or maybe you won't. Sometimes that's a blessing.”

Maybe it was.

Kate let herself be pushed through sterile hallways, past other patients, past police taking statements. One officer tried to stop them—”Need a word with Miss Blakesley”—but the nurse shut him down with practised efficiency. “She's concussed. Needs rest. Come back tomorrow.”

The private room was small but quiet. Television mounted on the wall, currently showing news coverage with the sound off. Kate caught glimpses as the nurse helped her into bed: aerial footage of the museum, the shattered skylight, crowds of police and emergency services. A chyron at the bottom read: “MANCHESTER MUSEUM ATTACK - 24 INJURED, NO DEATHS.”

No deaths. Kate clung to that.

“Try to sleep,” the nurse said, adjusting the bed. “I'll be checking on you every two hours. Neuro obs protocol. Don't let me catch you removing this.” She tapped the hospital ID bracelet on Kate's right wrist.

Not the bronze one on her left.

Kate waited until the nurse left, until the door clicked shut and she was alone with the muted television and the steady beep of a heart monitor. Then she looked at her left wrist again.

The bracelet gleamed in the dim room lighting.

She should call someone. Her mum would be frantic. Darren was probably trying to reach her—her phone was… where? Somewhere. Lost in the chaos, probably. The school would need her statement. The police definitely needed her statement. And the museum would want their artefact back.

She should remove it right now. Get it off before anyone asked awkward questions about why she was wearing stolen museum property.

Kate reached for it.

And again, her thoughts scattered like startled birds. Had she eaten today? She couldn't remember eating. Her stomach felt oddly hollow, but also she felt sick, but maybe that was the concussion, and really she should just sleep because the doctor said rest and—

“Stop it,” Kate whispered to herself. “Stop getting distracted. Just take it off.”

She gripped the bracelet firmly. It was warm under her fingers, warm and smooth, and the maze-like patterns caught the light in strange ways. For just a moment she thought she saw circuitry etched into the bronze, impossibly intricate pathways that couldn't possibly be decorative, but that was ridiculous. It was just Greek metalwork. Ancient craftsmanship. Repetitive patterns. Nothing more.

Pull. She just needed to pull.

Her hand stayed exactly where it was.

Kate's heart rate accelerated. The monitor beeped faster. She could feel the bracelet now, really feel it, warm against her skin. Not uncomfortable. Not tight. Just… present. And every time she tried to commit to removing it, her thoughts slipped away like water through fingers.

Think about students. Think about the creature. Think about sleeping. Think about calling home. Think about anything except—

“What's wrong with me?” she asked the empty room.

The television continued its silent coverage. Footage of the destroyed gallery played on loop: shattered glass, cracked walls, blood on marble. Then a different angle, and Kate's breath caught.

There. In the corner of frame, partially obscured by smoke and debris. Something massive. Something with horns.

The creature. The Chimera. She hadn't imagined it.

But there was something else in that footage. Another shape, darker, larger. The camera hadn't focused on it—whoever was filming had been more interested in the golden-furred monster—but Kate could see it. Just for a frame or two before the smoke obscured everything.

Something impossibly big. Something with shoulders like a building. Something with eyes that glowed.

Kate's headache spiked into proper agony. She closed her eyes, pressed her good hand to her forehead, tried to breathe through it.

When she opened her eyes again, she was gripping the bracelet.

She didn't remember reaching for it. But her fingers were wrapped around it, tight, and this time when she pulled—

The door opened.

Kate's hand dropped guiltily. A different nurse, older, with kind eyes and a tablet. “Just checking in, love. How's the pain?”

“Manageable.”

“On a scale of one to ten?”

“Six.” It was closer to eight, but Kate had learned long ago that anything above seven got you drugged into uselessness.

“I can get you something stronger if you need.”

“No. I'm fine.”

The nurse made notes, checked the monitor, examined Kate's pupils again. “Dilation's normal. That's good. Any nausea? Visual disturbances?”

“My thoughts keep wandering,” Kate admitted. “I start thinking one thing and end up somewhere else entirely.”

“Classic concussion symptom. Should improve with rest.” The nurse patted her shoulder—the uninjured one. “Try to sleep. Brain heals while you're sleeping.”

When she left, Kate was alone again with the silent television and the beeping monitor and the bracelet on her wrist.

She didn't try to remove it again.

Not because she couldn't. Obviously she could. Anytime she wanted. She just… didn't want to right now. Her head hurt too much. She was too tired. There were too many other things to think about.

Tomorrow. She'd deal with it tomorrow.

Kate closed her eyes and tried not to think about the footage on the television. About the massive shape in the smoke. About the way the bracelet pulsed warm against her skin in rhythm with her heartbeat.

About the fact that she couldn't quite make herself take it off.

—

Kate woke to voices in the corridor. Morning light streamed through the window, grey Manchester daylight that suggested rain. The television was still on, still showing news coverage, though someone had changed the channel overnight. Now it was a morning show, talking heads discussing yesterday's incident.

“—unprecedented attack—”

“—still no word from the government on what exactly—”

“—witnesses describing a creature out of mythology—”

Kate fumbled for the remote, managed to unmute it.

“—joining us now is Dr. Patterson, xenobiologist from Manchester University. Doctor, what are we looking at here?”

The camera cut to a young woman with severe glasses and an exhausted expression. “Based on the physical evidence—and there's plenty, including what appears to be a severed appendage—we're dealing with something not of terrestrial origin. The biology is completely unlike anything in Earth's fossil record.”

“Are you saying this is an alien?”

“I'm saying it's not from here. Whether that means extraterrestrial, extradimensional, or something else entirely…” She shrugged. “We don't have precedent for this.”

“And the other creature? Witnesses report seeing a second entity, much larger, that apparently fought off the attacker?”

Kate's stomach clenched.

“The footage is less clear there,” Dr. Patterson said carefully. “Smoke, debris, panic—not ideal conditions for observation. But yes, multiple witnesses describe something else. Something that defended the civilians and drove off the primary attacker.”

“A hero, then?”

“Or another threat. We simply don't know.”

The door opened. The day nurse—different again, a young man with a Leeds accent—entered with breakfast on a tray. “Morning! How's the head?”

“Still attached.” Kate muted the television again.

“Always a plus. Doctor will want to examine you before discharge, but you're looking much better.” He set the tray down. “Also, fair warning: your family's here. Your mum's been ringing every hour since six AM, and your brother and his husband are in the waiting room. Want me to send them in?”

Kate's immediate reaction was horror. Her family here meant questions she couldn't answer, concern she couldn't address, and her mother would want to fuss and—

“Give me ten minutes?”

“Take fifteen. Eat first. You'll need your strength.” He grinned. “Older brother looks like a right piece of work.”

Jon. Of course Jon was here. Probably taking time off from his important job to check on his disaster of a sister.

Kate waited until the nurse left, then attacked the breakfast with surprising hunger. Toast, eggs, beans, weak tea. Hospital food, but her body responded like it was starving. She finished everything in minutes, then immediately wanted more.

Concussion shouldn't make you this hungry, should it?

She washed her face in the tiny ensuite, tried to make herself presentable. Her reflection looked like shit: bruised, pale, hair matted with dried blood she hadn't realised was there. The bandage on her shoulder was clean, at least. Small mercies.

The bracelet caught light in the mirror.

Kate stared at it. She should really—

A knock. The door opened before she could respond.

“Oh, sweetheart.” Her mother swept in like a small hurricane, all perfume and concern. Louise Blakesley pulled her into a careful hug, mindful of the injured shoulder but still managing to convey complete maternal distress. “We've been so worried. They wouldn't let us see you last night, said you needed rest, but I've been up all night thinking—”

“Mum. I'm fine.”

“You're not fine. You were attacked by some… some creature. It's all over the news. Your father wanted to come, but someone needed to mind the shop, so he sent me with the boys—”

“Just me,” Darren said, appearing in the doorway. He looked tired but solid, dependable as always. “Jon had to get back to work.”

Kate caught the lie immediately. Jon hadn't stayed because Jon didn't think this warranted his time. Darren had come because he was worried—because that's who Darren was. He'd been the best thing to happen to Jon, and by extension to the whole family. Kate sometimes thought she was closer to her brother-in-law than to her actual brother.

“How are you really?” Darren asked quietly.

“Concussed. Stitches. Bruised. But alive.”

“The students?”

“All safe, apparently.”

Her mother was fussing now, adjusting Kate's hospital gown, touching her face, her hair, needing physical confirmation that her daughter was intact. “You could have been killed. That thing could have—”

“But it didn't.” Kate caught her mother's hands. “I'm fine, Mum. Really.”

“You're not fine. You're in hospital. And what were you thinking, fighting that monster? You're a teacher, not a—a—”

“What was I supposed to do? Let it kill my students?”

“You could have run. You could have hidden. You could have—”

“Mum.” Darren's voice, gentle but firm. “She did what she had to do. And everyone's alive because of it.”

Louise deflated slightly. “I know. I'm sorry. I'm just—you're my baby, Kate.”

“I'm thirty-three.”

“You'll always be my baby.” She squeezed Kate's hands. “We're so proud of you. Your father's been telling everyone at the pub. ‘That's my daughter, saved all those children.’ You're a hero.”

That word again. Kate wanted to correct it, to explain she wasn't a hero, she didn't remember most of what happened, but her mother was already moving on.

“Now, I've brought you some proper clothes for when they discharge you. And Jon says you should talk to his solicitor about media inquiries—apparently everyone wants to interview you. And Lucy's been texting non-stop, wants to know if you'll do her podcast—”

“Mum. Breathe.”

Darren caught Kate's eye over their mother's head. A look that said: Let her fuss. It's how she processes.

So Kate let herself be fussed over whilst Darren watched quietly. Her mother talked about family dinners and maybe Kate should stay with them for a few days, just until she felt better, and had she eaten, she looked thin, hospitals never fed people properly—and to be honest, KAte was still ravenous after the hospital breakfast.

The doctor appeared eventually, did his examination, declared Kate fit to leave with strict instructions about rest and follow-up appointments. Her mother wanted to take her home immediately, but Kate insisted on going back to her own flat.

“I need my space, Mum.”

“But what if you need something? What if that creature comes back?”

“It won't. Why would it?” Kate had no idea if that was true, but she said it with confidence anyway.

“At least let Darren drive you home. Make sure you're settled.”

Kate agreed because arguing would take more energy than she had. Besides, she needed to talk to Darren. Alone. Away from their mother's concern and Jon's absence and the hospital's sterile walls.

Something was wrong with her. Something beyond concussion and trauma.

And it had to do with the bracelet she still couldn't quite make herself remove.

—

The drive to Kate's flat took twenty minutes through Manchester traffic. Darren didn't try to fill the silence, which Kate appreciated. He just drove, occasionally glancing at her with visible concern.

Kate watched the city pass outside the window. Normal Tuesday afternoon. People going about their lives, unaware that yesterday a creature from myth had crashed through a museum roof. Or maybe they were aware—the news coverage was everywhere. But they were continuing anyway because what else could they do?

“Mum's worried,” Darren said finally. “We all are.”

“I'm fine.”

“You're not fine. You were in hospital overnight with a concussion and sixteen stitches.” He pulled up to a red light, turned to look at her properly. “And don't give me that ‘I'm fine’ teacher voice. I know you better than that.”

Kate managed a weak smile. “It's not the teacher voice. It's the ‘I'm tired and everything hurts’ voice.”

“Fair enough.” The light changed. He drove on, still glancing at her periodically. “You scared us, you know. When we saw the news. That thing crashing through the roof, all those kids…”

“They're all safe. That's what matters.”

“You matter too.” His voice was quiet. “You know that, right?”

Kate didn't know what to say to that. She stared out the window, throat tight.

“I'm serious, Kate. You don't have to be the responsible one all the time. You don't have to save everyone.”

“Someone had to.”

“And you did. And now you need to let yourself recover.” He paused. “Promise me you'll actually rest. Not mark essays or plan lessons or do whatever else you do instead of taking care of yourself.”

“I promise.” It was easier to lie than argue.

They reached Kate's building—a converted Victorian terrace in Chorlton, nice enough but not fancy. Darren helped her out, insisted on carrying her bag up the two flights of stairs despite her protests. Her shoulder screamed with each step, and by the time they reached her door, Kate was sweating and dizzy.

“You shouldn't be alone,” Darren said, hovering whilst she fumbled for her keys.

“I'm fine.”

“You're not fine. You're grey. Sit down before you fall down.”

Inside, her flat looked exactly as she'd left it yesterday morning: breakfast dishes still in the sink, marking on the coffee table, her life frozen in the moment before everything changed. It felt surreal. Like she should be a different person now, and therefore her flat should be different too.

But it was just her flat. Small and cluttered and home.

Kate collapsed onto the sofa whilst Darren disappeared into the kitchen. She heard him filling the kettle, opening cupboards. Making tea because that's what northern families did in crisis: make tea.

Her phone was on the coffee table, dead. She'd left it charging before the museum trip. How long ago had that been? Yesterday. Just yesterday. Less than twenty-four hours since the world made sense.

Darren returned with two mugs, sat in the armchair across from her. “Drink. You look like death.”

Kate obeyed, grateful for the heat and sugar. They sat in silence for a moment, Darren watching her with that concerned expression that made her want to both hug him and tell him to sod off.

“Nice bracelet,” he said finally. “Don't think I've seen that one before. Very… mythological.”

Kate looked down, having almost forgotten about it. “Oh. Yeah. Just something I've been playing around with.”

“Looks authentic. Bronze work's really detailed.” He leaned forward slightly, interested. “Where'd you get it? Etsy? One of those historical recreation places?”

“Something like that.” Kate wrapped her other hand around it reflexively. “Bit of cosplay nonsense.”

Darren's face lit up. “You're getting into cosplay? That's brilliant! What character? Greek warrior? Amazonian? Oh, you'd make an excellent—”

“I'm not getting into cosplay.”

“But you just said—”

“I mean I bought it ages ago. For… I don't know. A fancy dress thing that never happened.” The lies came easier than they should. “It's nothing.”

“Doesn't look like nothing. The craftsmanship is incredible.” He was still studying it with that focused intensity he got when something caught his interest. “If you're thinking about cosplay, my D&D group is always looking for new players. We're starting a Greek mythology campaign next month, actually. You could—”

“I'm not joining your D&D evenings, Darren.”

“I'm just saying, if you're interested in ancient Greece—”

“I teach ancient history. I'm interested professionally. That doesn't mean I want to pretend to be a half-elf or whatever on Tuesday nights.”

“Half-elves aren't Greek mythology. That's more Tolkien. We'd be doing actual Greek heroes and gods. You'd probably enjoy it. And it might help you relax. Take your mind off…” He gestured vaguely. “Everything.”

Kate softened slightly. He was trying to help in his own way. “I appreciate it. But I'm fine. Really. I just need to get back to normal.”

“Alright.” He sat back, though he still looked unconvinced. “But the offer stands. And if you change your mind about the bracelet—if you want to know more about where it came from or what period it's from—I know a few people who specialise in historical reproductions. Could probably tell you exactly what it's supposed to be.”

“Thanks. But I'm good.”

Darren nodded, though something in his expression suggested he knew she was holding back. But he didn't push. That was Darren—he'd offer support, make it available, then let her come to him in her own time.

If only she knew what to say.

He stayed another hour, making sure she ate something (she demolished an entire packet of biscuits and wanted more), that she had everything she needed, that she promised to call if anything felt off. Kate reassured him repeatedly until finally he left, reluctant and worried.

Alone.

Kate sat in her flat as afternoon faded to evening, staring at the bracelet on her wrist.

She should remove it. Right now. Just pull it off and put it somewhere safe and tomorrow—tomorrow she'd return it to the museum and this would all be over.

Her hand moved to grip it.

Then stopped.

Kate tried again. Focused all her attention on the simple act of removing a piece of jewellery.

Her thoughts scattered. Worry about students. Hunger. Pain. Exhaustion. The television news. Her family. Work tomorrow. Anything and everything except the one thing she was trying to do.

“What's wrong with me?” she whispered.

The flat didn't answer. Manchester traffic hummed outside. Her phone buzzed with incoming messages as it charged—probably family checking in, school asking questions, friends who'd seen the news.

Kate stared at the bracelet.

It pulsed warm against her skin, and she couldn't tell if that was real or concussion or something else entirely.

Tomorrow. She'd deal with it tomorrow when her head was clearer.

When she could think straight.

When she could make herself want to take it off.

The sun set outside her window, and Kate sat in the gathering dark with the bracelet warm on her wrist and her thoughts running in circles she couldn't quite follow.

Definitely the concussion, she told herself.

Definitely.
The Voice

Kate woke to her stomach eating itself.

Not metaphorically. It felt like her insides were trying to consume her from the inside out, a gnawing emptiness that went beyond normal hunger into something primal and desperate. She lay in bed for a moment, disoriented—when had she fallen asleep? The last thing she remembered was sitting on the sofa, staring at the bracelet, the sun setting outside—

Now it was dark. Properly dark. The clock on her bedside table read 23:47.

She'd slept for hours.

And she was starving.

Kate dragged herself out of bed, shoulder protesting, head still fuzzy from the concussion. Or sleep. Or both. The flat was dark except for the light pollution filtering through her curtains, Manchester's orange glow that never quite let the city sleep.

Her stomach cramped hard, and growled loudly.

“Christ,” she muttered, stumbling toward the kitchen.

The fridge light was painfully bright when she opened it. Kate stared at the contents: a two pint jug of milk, some wilted lettuce, three eggs, a sad bit of cheese, the dregs of a jar of peanut butter, and half a jar of pasta sauce that might have been there since last month. The usual single-person disaster.

Not enough. Nowhere near enough.

She grabbed the eggs, cracked all three into a bowl whiked them toget and grated in all of the cheese. She made an omelette that took too long to cook, her stomach protesting at the delay. She needed food, needed it with an urgency that bypassed taste or preference or basic human dignity.

Remembering the jar of peanut butter with maybe two spoonfuls left.

Kate ate the peanut butter with her fingers, scraping the jar clean.

Still hungry.

The cupboard above the fridge held emergency supplies: cornflakes, a few tins of soup, some crackers. Kate pulled down the cornflakes—a value brand she'd bought months ago and barely touched—and filled her largest mixing bowl. No time for a proper bowl. She poured milk until it was swimming, grabbed a spoon, and ate standing at the counter in the dark.

One bowl. Two. She refilled it a third time, her body screaming for more, more, more.

Halfway through the fourth bowl, the edge finally came off. Kate set the spoon down, breathing hard, staring at the carnage in her kitchen. Empty eggshells. Cheese wrapper. Scraped-out peanut butter jar. The cereal box nearly empty.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?”

Her voice sounded too loud in the silent flat.

Kate looked down at her left wrist. At the bracelet gleaming in the dim light from the fridge. Still there. Still warm. Still somehow beneath conscious notice until she actively thought about it.

Except she was thinking about it now.

And she was well-rested, clear-headed—relatively speaking—and alone. No nurses interrupting. No Darren trying to help. No distractions.

Just her and the bracelet and whatever the hell was happening to her body.

Time to deal with this.

Kate walked to the bathroom, turned on every light, and examined the bracelet properly for the first time since waking in the museum. It really was beautiful in a spare, ancient way. Bronze worked with incredible skill, the patterns etched into its surface so intricate they could have been Greek maze designs—all right angles and repetitive paths—or something else entirely. Circuit boards, maybe, if circuit boards had been designed three thousand years ago. The repetition suggested decoration, but the precision suggested purpose.

She turned her wrist, examining it from all angles. There—on the inner wrist side, barely visible—a seam. The bracer was split along that line, designed to flex, to open and close. That's how it had gone on. That's how it should come off.

And it was warm. Definitely, undeniably warm, pulsing gently against her skin like it had its own heartbeat.

“Right,” Kate said to her reflection. “Off you come.”

She gripped it with her right hand and pulled.

Her thoughts immediately scattered—students, work, food, sleep, anything but—

“No,” Kate said through gritted teeth. “Not this time. I'm taking you off.”

She pulled harder. The bracelet didn't budge, but that wasn't the problem. The problem was her mind kept sliding away from the task, finding excuses, manufacturing concerns, redirecting her attention to—

“SHUT UP,” Kate snarled at her own brain. “Just shut the fuck up and let me think.”

She closed her eyes. Focused. Gripped the bracelet with both hands despite the awkward angle and pulled with all her strength.

The metal stayed exactly where it was.

Because she still wasn't quite pulling. Her fingers were there, her muscles were engaged, but something in her brain kept shorting out the final command. Like a circuit breaker tripping before the current could flow.

Kate opened her eyes and met her own gaze in the mirror. She looked awful—pale, bruised, half-mad. Like someone on the edge of breaking.

“I'm going to get you off,” she told the bracelet. “I don't care what I have to do.”

She yanked open the bathroom drawer. Soap—slippery, might work. She lathered her wrist and hand, working the soap under the bracelet's edge, trying to create enough lubrication to slide it off. The metal was seamless, no clasp or opening, but that just meant it had gone on over her hand. It could come off the same way.

Pull.

Her mind scattered. The soap made her think of showers, which made her think she should probably shower, she must smell awful after the hospital, and—

“FOCUS.”

Kate tried oil next. Cooking oil, the cheap vegetable kind, making her wrist and the kitchen floor slippery. She gripped the bracelet, pulled, felt her hand start to slip through—

And stopped. Just stopped, fingers going slack, thoughts derailing into whether she should call the school tomorrow or wait until they called her, and what would she even say, and—

“You're doing this,” Kate hissed at the bracelet. “This is you, not me. You're making me—”

Please. Stop.

Kate froze.

The voice was inside her head. Not a sound, exactly. More like a thought that wasn't hers, a presence in her mind where there should only be herself.

Male-sounding. Deep. Ancient.

Desperate.

“No,” Kate whispered. “No, I'm concussed. I hit my head. This isn't real.”

I'm sorry. I didn't want—please, just listen. Let me explain.

“Get out of my head.” Kate's voice was rising, panic bleeding through. “Get OUT—”

I can't. Please, you need to understand—

Kate grabbed the kitchen knife from the drying rack. A cheap thing from Tesco, but sharp enough. She pressed the blade against her wrist above the bracelet, hands shaking. “Get out or I cut it off. I swear to God I'll do it.”

WAIT—

“Give me one good reason.”

Silence. Or not silence, exactly. A presence in her mind, thinking, choosing words with obvious care.

Because you'll hurt yourself, the voice said finally. And because I don't want you to die.

“I'm going mad.” Kate set the knife down before she did something stupid. Or stupider. “I'm hearing voices. I'm going fucking mad.”

You're not. I'm real. I'm—

“I don't care what you are.” Kate slid down the kitchen cabinets until she was sitting on the floor, oil-slicked and shaking. “I don't care. I just want you OUT.”

I understand. But if I leave—if you remove me—you'll die.

“Bullshit.”

The creature from the museum. The Chimera. It came for me. It knows I'm here, knows I'm now active again. It will find you, and without me you're defenceless.

Kate laughed, slightly hysterical. “Right. So this is what, protection? You're doing me a favour?”

I'm trying to keep us both alive.

“By invading my head? By making me eat four bowls of fucking cornflakes at midnight like some sort of—” She stopped. Looked at the empty cereal box on the counter. “That's you. The hunger. You're doing that.”

We require energy. Your body is adapting. I'm sorry, I know it's uncomfortable—

“Uncomfortable.” Kate wanted to scream. Or cry. Or both. “You're wearing my body like a fucking suit and you're calling it uncomfortable?”

It's not like that. Please, if you'd just let me explain—

“No.” Kate pushed herself to her feet, slipping slightly on the oily floor. “No. Here's what's going to happen. You're going to shut up. Completely. Totally. I don't want to hear another word from you.”

But—

“NOT. A. WORD.” Kate leaned against the counter, breathing hard. “I won't try to remove you. Not tonight. Not while my head's scrambled and I might actually believe I'm hearing voices instead of just being concussed to fuck. But you stay silent. You don't talk. You don't think at me. You don't do whatever this is. Silence. Or I get that knife and I don't care if I bleed out, at least I'll do it in my own head. Understand?”

The presence in her mind was still there—she could feel it now that she knew what to look for, like someone standing just behind her shoulder—but it didn't speak.

“I'm taking that as a yes.” Kate turned off the kitchen lights, left the mess where it was, and walked back to her bedroom on shaking legs.

She was either concussed and hallucinating, or she had an alien consciousness in her head. Either way, she needed sleep. Real sleep, not the unconscious collapse of earlier.

In the morning she'd figure out which option was real.

In the morning she'd deal with it.

Kate climbed into bed, pulled the covers up, and stared at the ceiling. The bracelet pulsed warm on her wrist. The presence in her mind stayed carefully, pointedly silent.

Good.

She closed her eyes.

Sleep didn't come for a long time.

—

When Kate finally slept, she dreamed.

Not her usual stress dreams about students or marking or showing up to teach in her pyjamas. These were different. Wrong. Not dreams at all, but memories—except they weren't her memories.

Stone walls rising impossibly high. Darkness. The smell of sweat and fear and old blood. Her hands—no, not her hands—three massive bronze fingers gripping a spear as something serpentine uncoiled from the shadows. Eyes like oil slicks, reflecting torchlight. Scales scraping stone. The thing lunged and Kate's body moved, drove the spear through its skull, felt the impact shudder up arms that weren't hers.

The image shattered.

A different battle. Different body, same bronze skin. A creature with a woman's face and a lion's body, wings spreading wide in the desert sun. It screamed riddles that echoed inside her skull, words that made her ears bleed. Kate's fist—massive, impossible—caught it mid-flight. Bones crunched. The sphinx fell.

Shift. Spin. The world tilting.

Forest, ancient and primal. Something with too many heads thrashed through the trees, each mouth breathing different death—fire, poison, ice, darkness. Kate's body danced between the heads, bronze flashing in dappled sunlight, sword manifesting from nowhere as limbs severed and regenerated and severed again. The blood was black. It burned where it touched the ground.

Then she was underwater, lungs that didn't need air, battling something with tentacles that wrapped around pillars of a drowned city. Atlantis? The thought formed and vanished. Buildings crumbled. The creature dragged her down, down, into darkness that had teeth.

The scene fractured into dozens more, each bleeding into the next:

A battlefield lit by burning cities. Vikings screaming. Something massive and serpentine coiling around the world.

An arena. Romans chanting. A creature with three bodies fused at the waist, each wielding different weapons, each fighting with different styles.

A labyrinth. Stone walls wet with condensation. The smell of the sea. Fear. So much fear. But not her fear—someone else's, someone trapped, someone desperate.

A monastery burning. Monks fleeing. Something with too many eyes and wings of living shadow.

Egyptian sand. Pyramids. A dog-headed thing the size of a building, jaws that could swallow horses whole.

Japanese mountains. Snow. A woman in armour—no, Kate was the woman, except she was also the bronze, and they moved together against something that looked like it had been skinned and turned inside out.

Each memory lasted seconds or hours, time meaningless. Kate fought creatures that shouldn't exist, wore bodies that weren't hers, saw civilisations rise and fall and burn. Always the bronze. Always the three-fingered hands. Always the bull's head reflecting in water, in bronze shields, in the terrified eyes of whatever she faced.

And underneath it all, a presence. Confused. Alone. Trying to understand what it was. Trying to remember. Each host adding memories like layers of sediment, building up until the original core—whatever that had been—was buried under ten thousand years of accumulated death.

How many hosts? Kate couldn't count. Dozens. Hundreds. Each one wearing the bronze, fighting impossible things, dying or disappearing or simply ending one day to be replaced by the next.

Always fighting. Always moving. Never resting.

Kate tried to pull away from the visions but couldn't. They held her, dragged her deeper, showed her things she didn't want to see:

A host choosing to walk into the ocean, weighted down by grief, sinking beneath the waves. The bronze couldn't save them. Just recorded the death and waited for the next.

A host executed, head on a block, the bronze unable to transform fast enough. Separated. Lost. Dormant for decades until someone found it again.

A host burned, flames consuming flesh whilst the bronze screamed silently, unable to help, unable to die.

Partnership or prison? Kate couldn't tell. The hosts chose the bronze, or the bronze chose them, or both, or neither. The line blurred across millennia until it stopped meaning anything.

The visions began to slow, to separate. Kate gasped for air she didn't need in dreams.

One final image: the museum. The case. The bronze dormant, waiting, dust gathering, decades passing in seconds. Alone. So utterly alone. Not sleeping, exactly—aware but unable to move, unable to think clearly, consciousness reduced to a dim sense of waiting.

Then suddenly—

Presence. Threat. WAKE UP.

The museum exploding. Kate grabbing the bracelet—no, the bracelet grabbing Kate—bonding in desperation and panic because they were both going to die otherwise.

The Chimera's claws.

The transformation.

The fight.

And then silence. Rest. Partnership.

The first time in decades the presence hadn't been alone.

Kate woke with a gasp, tangled in her sheets, heart hammering. The bracelet pulsed warm on her wrist. Her head ached with memories that weren't hers, battles she'd never fought, faces she'd never worn.

Ten thousand years of violence compressed into fever dreams.

She stumbled to the bathroom and vomited.

When she finally stopped shaking enough to stand, to wash her face, to meet her own eyes in the mirror, Kate understood.

The voice wasn't possessing her.

It was drowning in her.

And it had been drowning for a very, very long time.

Outside her window, Manchester slept its restless urban sleep.

In a warehouse three miles away, golden blood crusted on metal scales as something else slept too, healing, planning, waiting.

—

Kate woke to grey morning light and her phone vibrating itself off the bedside table.

She grabbed it before it hit the floor. Twenty-three missed calls. Forty-seven texts. Most from her mother, several from Darren, a few from school, one from Lucy (just “OMG call me”), and several from numbers she didn't recognise.

The most recent text was from Darren: Mum's about to show up at your door if you don't answer. Please confirm you're alive.

Kate checked the time: 08:32. Late for a school day, but school was closed—she remembered that from the hospital, something about the investigation and students needing time to process.

She typed back with fumbling fingers: Alive. Just slept in. Tell Mum I'm fine.

The response came immediately: She won't believe me. Call her. Please. She's driving me mad.

Right. Family. Kate had forgotten about family in the chaos of last night's breakdown.

Last night when she'd heard a voice in her head.

Kate looked at the bracelet. It looked innocent in the morning light, just a piece of jewellery. The presence she'd felt—imagined?—was quiet. Silent, as requested.

Maybe it had all been the concussion. Stress and head trauma and her brain playing tricks.

Maybe.

Kate's stomach growled, already hungry again despite the midnight feast. She ignored it and called her mother before the woman actually showed up with food and fussing and more concern than Kate could handle.

“Katie! Oh thank God, I've been worried sick—”

“I'm fine, Mum. Just slept in.”

“You should have called. I've been thinking all sorts of awful things. What if you'd collapsed again? What if that creature came back? What if—”

“Mum. Breathe.”

She let her mother fuss for ten minutes, reassured her repeatedly that she was eating (technically true) and resting (also true) and definitely not doing anything strenuous (lying, but necessary). Finally extracted a promise that Louise wouldn't just show up unannounced, which they both knew was worth nothing but made Kate feel slightly better.

After the call, Kate sat on the edge of her bed, staring at nothing.

She needed to shower. To eat something other than raw eggs and cornflakes. To clean the disaster in her kitchen. To make a plan.

Instead, she looked at the bracelet and spoke to the silence in her head.

“Are you real?”

The presence stirred, cautious. Permission to break silence, or just her imagination given voice?

Kate waited.

Nothing.

“Right. Concussion it is, then.” She stood, wincing at the pull in her shoulder. “Shower. Food. Then I'll figure out if I'm mad or not.”

The presence in her mind stayed silent.

Which was exactly what she'd demanded.

So why did it feel like she was ignoring someone who desperately needed to speak?

Kate pushed the thought aside and went to face her destroyed kitchen and whatever came next.

The bracelet stayed warm on her wrist.

And in her mind, something ancient waited with the patience of millennia.
Normal Life (Impossible)

The school looked the same as it always had.

Kate stood outside the main entrance Wednesday morning, staring at the brick facade, the familiar blue doors, the parking area where teachers clustered with their morning coffees. Two days since the museum. Forty-eight hours since her world had tilted sideways and refused to right itself.

Everything looked normal. She just had to pretend to be normal too.

Simple.

Her stomach growled despite the breakfast she'd demolished an hour ago—three bowls of cereal, four slices of toast, and she'd still left the flat feeling hollow. Over the past few days she dared not think of her calorific intake. She'd eaten a whole weeks shopping in just two days.

Kate was one of the fortunate ones whose metabolism meant she didn't need a gym membership, and she'd not needed to watch her weight, but she just wasn't a big eater. If she continued to eat like this that would change. At least she'd forced herself to do a healthy shop. Bought fruit and vegetables she would not normally by, or at least not in the quantity she had. She found the fruit between meal times, several apples, oranges, nectarines, a burden to carry and store in her staff locker, but necessary to attempt to fill the void.

The presence in her mind stirred slightly at the thought of food, like someone shifting position in a darkened room, but stayed silent.

As promised.

As demanded.

Kate pushed through the doors.

The staff room went quiet when she entered.

Not dramatically—people didn't stop mid-sentence or anything—but there was a definite pause, a collective intake of breath before Linda from Maths stood and pulled her into a careful hug.

“Kate! We weren't expecting you back so soon. Are you alright? Should you even be here?”

“Doctor cleared me for light duties.” A lie, but a useful one. “I'm fine. Just some stitches and a concussion.”

“Just a concussion,” Tom from English muttered. “You fought a bloody monster, and she says ‘just a concussion.’”

More teachers crowded around—questions, concern, someone pressing tea into her hand. Kate answered automatically, her teacher-voice handling the interaction whilst her mind wandered. The presence was still there, quiet but undeniable now that she'd acknowledged it. Like knowing someone was standing behind you even with your eyes closed.

Except there was no one. Just her own mind, fractured by trauma.

Can you even hear this?

The thought slipped out before she could stop it. Not directed at anything, just… thinking. But the presence shifted, and for a moment Kate could have sworn it felt attentive.

She was losing it. Definitely losing it.

“Kate?” Linda was staring at her. “I asked if you'd heard from any of the students?”

“Sorry. Yes. A few texts. They seem alright, all things considered.”

“Madison's been all over social media,” Tom said with obvious distaste. “Posted the video everywhere. School's trying to get it taken down, but it's gone viral.”

Kate's stomach sank. “Video?”

“You haven't seen it?” Linda pulled out her phone, navigated to a social media site Kate didn't recognise. “Here. Trigger warning, obviously.”

The video was shaky, filmed on a phone by someone whose hands were trembling. It showed the museum gallery—smoke, debris, students fleeing. The Chimera was visible for a few frames, golden and massive and impossible. Then something else moved through the smoke, larger, darker.

The video quality was terrible—all blur and motion—but Kate could make out horns. Shoulders impossibly wide. Something that moved with violent purpose.

The camera jerked away before showing anything clear. When it panned back, both creatures were gone.

Forty-seven million views.

“Could be CGI,” someone said. “That's what people are saying online.”

“Doesn't look like CGI to me,” Tom said quietly. “Looks like something attacked our kids and Kate fought it off.”

Kate handed the phone back, hand steady through sheer force of will. “I don't remember much of it. Just chaos and trying to get the students out.”

“Well, you're a hero either way. The school board wants to give you some sort of commendation. Media's been calling non-stop for interviews.”

“I don't want interviews.”

“I know. We've been screening calls.” Linda squeezed her arm. “But be prepared—some of the students are going to be… intense today. Hero worship and trauma all mixed together.”

Kate nodded, already dreading it.

The bell rang. Time to teach.

—

Year 10 History was a mistake.

Kate had thought she could handle it—familiar routine, lesson plan already prepared, just stand at the front and do her job. Simple.

But the students stared at her like she was made of glass. Or fire. She couldn't decide which.

“Miss, are you sure you should be here?” Bethany asked before Kate could even start the lesson. “You look proper rough.”

“Thank you, Bethany. Very kind.”

“I mean it, Miss. You're dead pale. And you've got massive bags under your eyes.”

“That's what concussions do. Now, today we're continuing our unit on—”

“Miss, did you really fight that thing?” Jordan—different Jordan, not the Year 9 from the museum—leaned forward. “The monster?”

“I don't remember much of it.”

“But you saved all those kids, right? That's what the news said.”

“I helped get them to safety, yes. Now, if we could please focus on the Norman Conquest—”

“My mum says it was aliens,” another student offered. “Says the government's covering it up.”

“The government has better things to do than—”

“My dad says it was a terrorist attack. Like, a biological weapon or something.”

The discussion spiralled. Kate tried to rein it in, to redirect them to the actual lesson, but they were fourteen and confronted with proof that monsters existed. No amount of teacher authority was going to make them care about William the Conqueror today.

By the end of the period, Kate had given up and let them debate theories. Easier than fighting.

The presence in her mind—the thing she was imagining, the concussion talking—stirred slightly. Kate caught herself thinking This is your fault and stopped, horrified. She was arguing with her own delusions now. Assigning blame to the empty space in her head.

Perfect. Just perfect.

—

Lunch period brought a different problem: hunger.

Kate stood in the dinner queue with students, something she rarely did—staff room had coffee and biscuits, usually enough—but today she needed food. Her stomach had been cramping since second period, the fruit had helped dull the ache.

She loaded her tray: jacket potato with cheese and beans, side salad, bread roll, fruit cup, and a chocolate bar from the till. The dinner lady—Sandra, worked here for twenty years—gave her an odd look but didn't comment.

Kate found a quiet corner of the staff room and ate like someone had been starving her.

The potato vanished in minutes. The salad barely registered. She was eyeing the bread basket on the counter when Tom sat down across from her.

“Hungry?”

“Apparently.” Kate grabbed another roll from the basket, buttered it thick. “Concussion does weird things to appetite.”

“Is that what the doctor said?”

“Something like that.”

She demolished the roll and immediately wanted more. The presence in her mind stirred.

Was it concerned? Guilty? Or was Kate just mad, assigning emotions to her own broken brain?

The hunger clawed at her stomach. Could concussion do this? Make you eat like this?

Are you doing this to me?

The thought escaped before she could stop it. Testing. Half hoping for silence, half dreading it.

Kate stood, made an excuse about needing to prepare for afternoon lessons, and went back through the dinner queue. Second helping: another jacket potato, pasta salad, two more rolls. Sandra definitely gave her a look this time.

She ate alone in her classroom, door closed, shovelling food into her mouth with mechanical efficiency. Still hungry when she finished. Still feeling hollow.

“What's wrong with me?” she whispered to the empty room.

The presence shifted.

Or she imagined it did. Hard to tell the difference any more between real and madness.

Can't answer? Won't answer? Or just not there at all?

Kate laughed, bitter and quiet. She was having a conversation with herself. Testing for responses from something that probably didn't exist.

The classroom door opened. Kate jumped, guilt flushing her face—caught eating like a feral animal in her own classroom.

Amir stood in the doorway.

Quiet Amir. The student who'd been trapped in the gallery. Who'd seen… what had he seen?

“Sorry, Miss. Didn't mean to startle you.”

“It's fine. Did you need something?”

He hovered at the threshold, uncertain. “Just wanted to check you were alright.”

“I'm fine, Amir. How are you doing? I know the museum was—”

“I'm okay.” He stepped inside, closing the door behind him. That was unusual. Students didn't close doors. “Miss, can I ask you something?”

Kate's stomach clenched, and not from hunger. “Of course.”

“At the museum. When that thing attacked.” He paused, choosing words carefully. “Did you see the other creature? The one that fought it?”

Careful. Kate forced her expression neutral. “I saw something. Hard to tell what in all the chaos.”

“Right. Yeah.” But he didn't leave. Just stood there, studying her face like he was trying to solve a puzzle. “It's just… I was hiding behind a display case. And I saw it. Properly saw it. This massive thing with a bull's head. Bronze all over. Glowing eyes.”

Kate's heart hammered. “Amir—”

“And then it was just gone. Vanished. And you were on the floor, unconscious.” His eyes met hers, far too perceptive for fourteen. “Funny thing is, I don't remember seeing you between when the thing appeared and when you were on the floor. Like you just… weren't there for a bit.”

Fuck.

“I was probably hiding too,” Kate said, mouth dry. “Everything happened so fast. Memory plays tricks.”

“Yeah. Probably.” But he didn't sound convinced. “Sorry, Miss. Don't mean to be weird. Just been thinking about it, you know? Trying to make sense of it.”

“I understand. But maybe some things don't have easy explanations.”

“Maybe.” He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “Miss? Whatever happened… thanks. For keeping us safe. Even if I don't understand how.”

He left before Kate could respond.

She sat at her desk, shaking.

He knows. Or suspects. A fourteen-year-old had put together what she'd been trying desperately to deny.

The presence in her mind coiled tight. Alarm? Or just her own panic reflected back at her?

Kate pressed her palms against her eyes. She was trapped. If the presence was real, she'd forbidden it to speak. If it wasn't real, she was going mad and no amount of talking to the empty space in her head would help.

Either way, she was utterly fucked.

The bell rang for afternoon lessons.

Kate stood, straightened her shirt, and went to face Year 9 English with a smile that felt like broken glass.

—

The afternoon crawled by with glacial slowness.

Every lesson was some variation of the same: students staring, whispering, asking questions Kate couldn't answer. Some wanted to talk about the museum. Others just wanted to look at her, like she'd become something exotic. A few were clearly frightened—not of her specifically, but of what she represented. Proof that the world wasn't safe.

By final period, Kate was exhausted in a way that had nothing to do with physical tiredness. The constant performance of normalcy, of competence, of being Teacher-Kate when she could feel an alien presence in her mind and her stomach was eating itself despite two lunches.

Year 9 History filed in. Kate recognised some of them—not from her classes, but from the museum. Madison sat front row, phone face-down on her desk but clearly itching to check it. Connor looked like he hadn't slept in days. A few others whose names Kate couldn't recall all stared at her with varying degrees of awe and trauma.

“Right,” Kate said, switching on the projector. “Today we're looking at primary sources from Tudor England. I know it's not as exciting as monsters in museums, but—”

“Miss?” Madison's hand shot up. “Is it true the government wants to interview you?”

“No idea. Can we please focus on the Tudors?”

“Miss, my sister says you're going to be on the news.”

“I'm not going to be on the news. King Henry VIII, however—”

“Miss, do you reckon that thing will come back?”

Kate's patience, already threadbare, snapped. “I don't know, Connor. I don't know if it'll come back, I don't know what it was, I don't know why it attacked, and I don't have any special insight just because I happened to be there. What I do know is that you lot have mock exams in three weeks, and you're all going to fail spectacularly if we don't cover this material. So. Tudor. England. Now.”

The class went silent. Kate rarely raised her voice.

“Sorry, Miss,” Connor mumbled.

Kate softened slightly. “I know it's been a difficult week. But we still have jobs to do. Mine is teaching, yours is learning. Can we try to do that for forty-five minutes?”

They tried. Sort of. But even as Kate walked them through analysing historical documents, she could feel their attention fracturing. They weren't seeing her as Miss Blakesley any more. She'd become something else. Something bigger and stranger and impossibly removed from their normal teacher.

Is this what you wanted? The thought surfaced unbidden, bitter. To ruin my life?

The presence shifted.

Kate froze mid-sentence, marker hovering over the whiteboard. Had it responded? Or was that just her own guilt, her own fear, moving around in the empty space where sanity used to be?

She couldn't tell any more. The line between real and imagined had blurred so completely she didn't know which side she was on.

The bell rang. Students filed out, several stopping to ask if Kate was really alright, if she needed anything, if they could help somehow. She reassured them all with practised ease and watched them leave.

Finally ,alone.

Kate sat at her desk and put her head in her hands.

She couldn't do this. Couldn't maintain the pretence. Every interaction felt like walking a tightrope—one wrong word and everything would unravel. The students would figure it out. The staff would figure it out. Someone would look at her wrong and see the thing underneath, the bronze and violence and impossible transformation.

And she was so hungry. Still. Always.

What are you doing to me?

The thought escaped as a whisper, barely formed. Not a question directed at anything. Just despair leaking out.

The presence in her mind seemed to wrap around her consciousness. Comforting? Imprisoning? Kate couldn't tell. Didn't know if it was even happening or if she was just imagining the sensation because she needed to believe something—anything—made sense.

She sat there until the building emptied, until the cleaners started their rounds, until the only sound was the the faint hum of the LED panels and her own breathing.

Finally, she stood. Gathered her bag. Walked through empty corridors that felt haunted.

In the car park, her phone buzzed. Text from Darren: Mum wants to know if you're coming to Sunday dinner. I told her to give you space, but you know Mum.

Sunday dinner. Family. Normal life.

Kate typed back: Tell her I'll be there.

Maybe if she pretended hard enough, it would become true.

The drive home was automatic. Kate barely registered the route, her mind circling the same questions: Was any of this real? Could something actually read her thoughts? Or was she just spiralling deeper into delusion?

How long until she couldn't tell the difference at all?

She pulled into her parking space. The presence in her mind—real or imagined—settled into quietness.

Kate climbed the stairs to her flat, shoulder aching, head pounding, stomach still demanding food despite everything she'd eaten.

Normal life.

Impossible.
First Conversation

Kate stood in her kitchen at half past nine in the evening, staring at the bracelet on her wrist like it was a bomb that might detonate.

She'd spent the last hour trying to work up the courage for this. Had paced her flat, made tea she didn't drink, started marking essays she couldn't focus on. All the while, the presence in her mind waited. Patient. Silent. Exactly as she'd demanded.

But she needed answers. Needed to know if she was going mad or if something impossibly strange had actually happened to her. The uncertainty was worse than either alternative.

Kate took a breath. Gripped the bracelet with her right hand.

“Alright,” she said to the empty flat. “I told you to shut up. You did. So… I need you to understand that I want to talk now. I won't try to remove you—not tonight—but I need to understand what's happening in my head.”

Silence. But attentive. Waiting.

“I feel you there,” Kate continued, feeling ridiculous talking to jewellery. “I know you're listening. It's like… like I can feel you moving in the shadows of my own thoughts. If that makes any sense. Which it probably doesn't because I'm losing my fucking mind.”

She waited.

Nothing.

Kate's frustration spiked. “I'm giving you permission, alright? You can speak. Or think at me. Or whatever it is you do. I need—”

I'm sorry.

Kate froze. The voice in her head—male, deep, impossibly ancient—was back.

I did not mean to scare you.

“Christ.” Kate sat down heavily on the sofa before her legs gave out. “You're real. You're actually real.”

Yes.

“I'm not concussed. Not hallucinating.”

No. I am… I am real. I am here.

Kate pressed her hands to her face, trying to process. Part of her had been hoping for silence. Hoping this was all trauma and head injury and something that would fade with time. But the voice was undeniable. Separate from her own thoughts. Other.

“What are you?” she whispered.

I don't know how to explain in terms you would understand. Technology? Consciousness? Both? Neither? I am… old. Very old.

“And you're in my head.”

Not exactly. We are bonded. Connected. The bracer you wear is… part of me. The physical anchor. But my consciousness interfaces with yours through the connection.

Kate looked at the bracelet. At the maze patterns etched into bronze. “When did this happen? The bonding. I don't remember—”

At the museum. When the Chimera attacked. You were going to die. We were both going to die. I had been dormant, but the threat—the proximity of danger—triggered my emergency protocols. I reached for you. You reached for me. The bond formed in desperation.

“The museum.” Kate's memory was still fragmentary. Glass falling. The creature's golden fur. Her hand closing around warm bronze. “I don't remember grabbing you.”

You didn't. I was able to influence you enough to make it happen when the Chimera destroyed my case. I was trying to save us both.

That should have been terrifying. Instead, Kate felt a strange wash of relief. She hadn't stolen museum property. The bracelet had… what? Made her slip it onto her wrist? That was worse, actually.

“How long were you dormant?” she asked. “You said you didn't know—”

I don't. Time is… difficult when dormant. Not asleep, exactly. Aware but unable to think clearly. Days feel like seconds. Years pass like moments. I remember being placed in a case. Before that, I remember—

The voice paused, searching.

Give me a reference. A year you know. Something historic.

“Um.” Kate tried to think. “The Roman Empire? Did you experience that?”

Yes. Romans. Legions. Emperor… Hadrian? Marcus Aurelius? Several emperors. I remember Britain under Roman rule. The wall. The frontier.

“That's—that's two thousand years ago.”

And before. I remember Vikings. Longships. Raids on coastal settlements. A host who wore me during… what did they call it? The Great Heathen Army?

Kate's history teacher brain latched onto the date. “That's ninth century. 865 AD.”

Is it? Time is… difficult. I remember later. Much later. Ships with many sails. Men who fought for gold and rum. Islands in warm waters.

“Pirates?” Kate's voice cracked slightly. “You remember the Golden Age of Piracy?”

If that's what you call it. Men with terrible teeth and worse hygiene. But fierce fighters. I had a host who— The voice paused. It doesn't matter. The point is, after that period, I remember less clearly. A host, briefer than the last. Then… nothing. Dormancy. Until you.

Kate did the maths in her head. “Pirates ended around… 1720s? 1730s? If you've been dormant since then—”

Nearly three hundred years.

“Fuck.”

Indeed.

They sat in silence for a moment. Kate processing. The voice—the entity, the whatever-it-was—waiting patiently.

“What are you?” Kate asked again. “Not what you do. What you are. Alien? Machine? Some kind of… parasite?”

The presence in her mind bristled. Parasite?

“You're living in my head. Feeding off me somehow—the hunger, that's you, isn't it? Using my body's energy to sustain yourself. That sounds like a parasite to me.”

No. The voice was firm, almost offended. Not a parasite. A symbiote. The relationship is mutual. Yes, the bond requires energy from your body—I'm sorry, I know the hunger is uncomfortable—but 300 years without sustenance is a strain, and I'm not simply taking. I enhance you. Protect you. We work together.

“Enhance me how? I don't feel enhanced. I feel exhausted and terrified and like I'm losing my mind.”

Because you're fighting the bond. Resisting. If you would work with me instead of against me—

“Work with you?” Kate's voice rose. “You invaded my body without permission! You're wearing me like a fucking suit!”

I saved your life!

You would have died in that museum. The Chimera would have torn you apart. I bonded with you to save us both.

“And now I can't get rid of you.”

Silence. Heavy and hurt.

Kate forced herself to breathe. To think. “Can I? Get rid of you? You said I'd die if I removed the bracelet. Was that a lie?”

No. Not a lie. But… not the complete truth either.

“Explain.”

When I said you would die, I meant the Chimera would kill you. Not that removal would kill you directly. The bond can be broken. You could take off the bracer, sever our connection. You would survive the separation.

Kate's heart leapt. “So I can—”

But I couldn't protect you. The Chimera is hunting for me. It knows I'm here, knows I'm active again. If we separate, it will find us both. It would try to take me—bond with me forcibly, enslave me. And it would kill you to eliminate any threat. Any witnesses.

“So I'm trapped.”

We're both trapped. Together.

Kate wanted to scream. Or cry. Or both. “This isn't fair.”

No. It isn't. I'm sorry. Truly. I didn't choose this any more than you did. I was dormant, waiting, and then suddenly there was danger and a compatible host and instinct took over. I bonded with you to survive. To save us both. But I understand your anger.

“Do you?” Kate's voice was bitter. “Do you understand what it's like to have someone else in your head? To feel like you're not alone in your own skull?”

Yes.

The simple answer stopped her.

I feel you too, the voice continued quietly. Your thoughts, your emotions, your fear. It goes both ways. This bond—it's not possession. I'm not controlling you. I'm not taking over. We're… sharing. Merged but separate. And I know you hate it. I feel that hate. It hurts, if I'm honest.

Kate sat with that for a long moment. She hadn't considered it might be a two-way street. That the entity might be just as uncomfortable with this as she was.

“I don't hate you,” she said finally. “I'm just… scared. And confused. And I don't understand what's happening to me.”

I know. I can help you understand. If you'll let me. If you'll stop fighting and work with me instead.

“What does that even mean?”

Trust. Partnership. Letting me prove that I mean you no harm.

Kate laughed, slightly hysterical. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Your shoulder. The injury from the Chimera's claw. I can heal it. Completely. If you let me manifest.

“Manifest?”

Transform. Become the form you took at the museum. The bronze. The—

“The bull-headed monster that's probably all over social media by now?”

Yes. In that form, I can accelerate your body's healing. Repair the damage instantly. It would prove several things: that I can help you, that the transformation is real, that this conversation we're having isn't madness.

Kate looked at her shoulder. The bandages itched. The stitches pulled with every movement. “And if I say no?”

Then I'll wait. I won't force anything. But Ophelia— The use of her name felt oddly intimate. —you need proof. Something concrete to hold onto. Let me give you that.

“Don't.” she said, feeling the confusion in the symbiote, “No, I mean don't call me Ophelia, it's Kate.”

Forgive me, Kate

She should say no. Should demand more time to process. But the entity was right—she needed proof. Something to anchor herself to before the uncertainty drove her completely mad.

“Alright,” Kate said, standing. “But only here where no one can see.”

Deal.

Kate walked to the centre of her small living room, moved the coffee table out of the way. “How do we do this?”

Stop resisting. Let me in. It's like… opening a door you've been holding shut.

“That's not ominous at all.”

I promise I won't hurt you.

Kate closed her eyes. Felt for that presence in her mind—the shadow that had been lurking there for days. Instead of pushing it away, she… relaxed. Let the barrier drop.

The transformation was instant.

Reality tore. Not violently, but deliberately—like unzipping reality itself. Blue-white energy crackled through Kate's nervous system, and her body changed. No pain, just displacement. Her perspective lurched upward as her body grew, expanded, became something else entirely.

Then she was eight feet tall, and her horns punched through the ceiling.

“FUCK!”

Plaster rained down. Two holes in the ceiling where the bull's horns had gouged through. Kate—or the thing Kate had become—crouched instinctively, bringing her massive head down to avoid more damage.

“That's going to come out of my deposit!”

I'm sorry! I forgot about the ceiling!

Kate would have laughed if she wasn't too busy staring at herself. At the three-fingered hands, each finger as thick as her normal wrist. The bracer on her left wrist had grown with her, still there but scaled up, fitting the massive bronze forearm perfectly. At the bronze arms, corded with metal-muscle that looked both mechanical and organic. She touched her torso—a ripped six-pack of solid bronze plates that moved like flesh. Around her waist was a bronze belt with a round buckle indistinguishable from the bronze of the bull itself, as if it had grown from the same material. Hanging from the belt in front and back was what looked like chainmail—bronze links that flowed and flexed like fabric, covering her—

What modesty?

The thought surfaced unbidden, and Kate's hand moved downward before she could stop herself. Beneath the chainmail loincloth, she felt—

Her hand flew away like she'd been burned.

“Oh my god! I'm a male! I never even considered that!” Her rumbling voice cracked with disbelief.

I… yes. The form manifests based on the dominant template. Most of my previous hosts were—

“A penis! I have a penis! A huge—” Kate gestured wildly, then stopped herself, mortified. “This is—I can't—why didn't you warn me?”

I didn't think it was relevant?

“NOT RELEVANT?” Kate's voice shook the windows harder. She lowered it to a hiss. “I'm a woman with a penis the size of—Christ, I can't even think about this right now.”

It's just biology. The form needs to be—

“I don't want to hear it.” Kate pressed her massive hands to her bull's head, trying to process. “This is fine. This is totally fine. I'm eight feet tall, made of bronze, have horns sticking through my ceiling, and apparently I'm anatomically male. Just another perfectly normal Wednesday evening.”

If it helps, you won't notice it in combat. The adrenaline—

“THAT DOESN'T HELP.”

Despite everything—the terror, the confusion, the existential horror of having an alien consciousness in her head—Kate felt a hysterical laugh bubbling up. Of all the things to be concerned about right now, this shouldn't even register. But somehow the sheer absurdity of it cut through the panic.

She was a woman. Transformed into a male Minotaur. With a massive—

“Nope. Not thinking about it. Moving on.”

Your shoulder, the voice reminded her, diplomatically changing the subject.

“Yes. Right. The shoulder. Let's focus on that.”

But more than the physical change—more than the awkward anatomical discoveries—she felt the power. Energy surging through her transformed body like electricity, like lightning contained in bronze. Her senses were sharper—she could hear her neighbours’ television three floors down, could smell the curry someone was cooking five flats over. The world was brighter, clearer, overwhelmingly present.

“This is…” Kate's voice emerged as a resonant rumble that shook the windows. She tried again, softer. “This is incredible.”

This is us, the voice said. Together. Partnership.

Kate flexed her hands—those three massive fingers responding instantly to her thoughts. She was strong. Impossibly, ridiculously strong. She could feel it in every movement, the casual ease with which this body could tear steel or shatter concrete.

And underneath it all, she could feel the entity's presence more clearly now. Not separate, exactly. Part of her. Merged. The line between Kate and the symbiote blurred until she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

Your shoulder, the voice reminded her gently.

Right. The point of this exercise.

Kate felt the entity's attention focus on her injury. The bronze around her shoulder warmed, then grew hot—not burning, just intensely present. She felt her flesh knitting together beneath the bronze, felt damaged muscle and torn skin repairing themselves with impossible speed.

It took maybe thirty seconds.

Done. You can revert now.

“How?”

Same as before. Just… let go.

Kate relaxed her grip on the transformation—a grip she hadn't realised she was holding—and reality zipped back together. The bronze flowed away, retreating down her arms, condensing back into the bracer. Her perspective dropped back to normal height. The ceiling was suddenly much further away.

She was human again.

Kate stood in her destroyed living room, breathing hard, staring at the plaster dust on her carpet and the two horn-shaped holes in her ceiling.

Then she carefully peeled away the bandage on her shoulder.

Smooth skin. No stitches. No wound. Not even a scar. Just her normal shoulder, completely healed.

“Shit. Shit, how am I going to explain that?”

You're welcome.

“I have a follow-up appointment with the doctor in four days! They're supposed to remove stitches! What do I tell them?”

That you heal quickly?

“No one heals this quickly!” Kate paced, panic rising. “They'll want to examine me. Run tests. Figure out why a wound that needed sixteen stitches just vanished. What if they figure out—”

Kate.

The voice was calm. Steadying.

Breathe. We'll figure it out. Tell them it wasn't as bad as they thought. That you removed the stitches yourself because they were irritating. Doctors see miraculous recoveries sometimes. Not often, but it happens. They'll note it and move on.

Kate forced herself to breathe. To think logically instead of panicking.

“Right. Okay. I can work with that.” She looked at the ceiling. “But I can't work with that. My landlord is going to kill me.”

Happened during an accident? You were moving furniture?

“In the middle of the night?”

You couldn't sleep. The shoulder was bothering you.

Kate laughed despite herself. “We're terrible at this. You've been around for thousands of years, and you're terrible at lying.”

Lying was rarely necessary when most people who saw me died shortly after.

“That's not comforting.”

Sorry.

Kate sat down on the sofa, suddenly exhausted. The transformation had been exhilarating but draining. Or maybe just the emotional whiplash of the entire evening.

“So,” she said. “What now?”

Now? Now we talk. Really talk. You have questions. I have answers. Some of them, anyway. Ask.

Kate looked at the bracelet on her wrist. At the healed shoulder. At the holes in her ceiling.

She had so many questions she didn't know where to start.

“Tell me about the Chimera,” she said finally. “What is it? Why is it here? And why does it want you so badly?”

The presence in her mind shifted, considering.

That, the voice said quietly, is a longer story. And not a pleasant one. Are you sure you want to know?

Kate thought about Amir's perceptive questions. About Madison's viral video. About the fact that something impossibly dangerous was hunting her.

“Yes,” she said. “I need to know what I'm dealing with. What we're dealing with. So start talking.”

Alright, the voice said. But you might want something stronger that tea for this.
Explanations

Kate stared at the holes in her ceiling Friday morning and accepted that she couldn't fix this herself.

She needed help. Which meant involving family. Which meant lying to family.

She picked up her phone.

“Dad? Yeah, hi. Sorry to bother you, but I've got a bit of a problem with my flat…”

—

Reginald Blakesley arrived at eleven o'clock Saturday morning with a toolbox, a bag of plaster mix, and absolutely no questions about why his daughter had two horn-shaped holes punched through her living room ceiling.

“Gym equipment, you said?” He peered up at the damage, hands on his hips.

“Old weights set,” Kate lied smoothly. She'd practised this. “Trying to sell it on eBay. Lost my grip on the bar.”

“Must've been some bar.” Reg set down his tools. “You alright? Didn't land on you, did it?”

“No, just startled me. Dropped it straight up somehow.” Kate gestured vaguely. “Physics.”

That's not how physics works, the voice in her head noted.

Shut up, Kate thought back.

Reg just nodded, already examining the damage with the focused competence of someone who'd spent forty years fixing things. “Could be worse. Plaster's not load-bearing. I'll patch it up, sand it smooth, bit of paint and your landlord won't know the difference. Long as you've not hit any pipes or wiring.”

“Pretty sure it's just ceiling.”

“Right then. Kettle on?”

Kate put the kettle on—a process that involved the symbiote's sudden interest.

You've harnessed electrical energy, the voice observed. Impressive. Crude, but effective.

Kate glanced at her father, who was already spreading dust sheets on the floor. She thought carefully, directing her answer inward rather than speaking aloud. You know about electricity?

Of course. Electromagnetic force is fundamental. I'm surprised it took your species this long to harness it, but I suppose without the proper understanding of quantum mechanics…

We understand quantum mechanics, Kate thought defensively.

Do you? Could you explain how this kettle converts electrical current into thermal energy at the quantum level?

…No.

Then you harness it. You don't understand it. Not truly.

Kate made tea—Yorkshire, two sugars for Dad—feeling oddly defensive about humanity's technological achievements. The symbiote wasn't mocking, exactly. More… assessing.

The refrigeration unit, it continued, and Kate realised it meant the fridge. Compression cycle? Phase-change cooling?

I… think so? I'm a history teacher, not a physicist.

Heat pump principles. Efficient for your technology base, though remarkably wasteful compared to— The symbiote paused. I'm not sure I can explain what I use. The concepts don't translate.

Try me.

How would you explain refrigeration to someone from my last host's era? Someone who understood fire and ice but nothing in between?

Kate considered that. I'd probably start with… actually, I have no idea.

Exactly. Some things require foundational knowledge to comprehend. Your species has built impressive structures on primitive understanding. When you finally grasp the deeper principles of energy manipulation, you'll realise how inefficient all of this is.

Reg accepted his tea with a grunt of thanks and got to work. Kate sat on the sofa, pretending to mark essays whilst actually having a silent conversation with an alien consciousness about human technological development.

The carriages outside, the symbiote said. They move without horses. I can feel the vibrations, smell the exhaust. Combustion-based propulsion?

Cars. Yes, most of them still burn petrol—refined oil—in internal combustion engines.

Still? They're evolving past it?

Slowly. Electric cars are becoming more common. Running on batteries instead of burning fuel.

Ah. That makes sense. Combustion is a transitional technology. Dirty, but effective until you develop better energy storage and conversion methods. A pause. Though I notice your carriages move individually. No collective transport system?

We have buses. Trains. But yes, most people drive their own cars.

Inefficient. But I suppose autonomy has value.

Kate watched her father work, thinking about what it meant for an ancient consciousness to wake up and assess human progress like a teacher grading homework. The symbiote had gone to sleep in a world of sailing ships and muskets and woken up to smartphones and electric vehicles.

It must be strange, she thought. Seeing how much has changed.

Strange, yes. But predictable. Your species follows the same technological progression as countless others. Fire, then controlled combustion, then electricity, then eventually… well. You'll get there. If you don't destroy yourselves first.

Comforting.

I'm being honest. Most species either transcend or extinct themselves. The middle path is rare.

The doorbell rang.

Kate's stomach dropped. She wasn't expecting anyone else.

Through the spyhole: Darren, holding a carrier bag and wearing his I'm-worried-about-you expression. And behind him, unmistakably, her mother.

Fuck.

What's wrong?

Family ambush.

Kate opened the door. “What are you doing here?”

“Mum was worried about you,” Darren said, stepping inside. “Thought you might need company whilst Dad fixes things. Also brought lunch.”

Louise Blakesley swept past her daughter, already talking. “You should have said you were moving furniture. We'd have helped. And now you've got your father doing manual labour on his day off—Reg! You need more light. Where are your lamps, Kate?”

“It's fine, Lou,” Reg called from the living room. “Can see what I'm doing.”

“You'll strain your eyes. Kate, get some lamps.”

Kate closed the door and resigned herself to the next few hours.

—

Lunch was sandwiches—Darren had brought enough to feed six people, for which Kate was grateful for—eaten in Kate's small kitchen whilst Reg continued working in the living room. Louise fussed. Darren observed. Kate tried not to panic about the perfectly healed shoulder hidden beneath fake bandaging.

“How's the wound healing?” Louise asked, right on schedule. “You said the stitches come out next week?”

“Doctor's appointment is Tuesday,” Kate said, which was technically true. She'd scheduled it before the symbiote had healed everything. Now she just had to figure out how to cancel without raising suspicion.

“Can I see?”

“Mum.”

“I just want to check it's not infected. Your father got an infected cut once, nearly lost the finger.”

“That was because he ignored it for a fortnight,” Darren said. “Kate's not an idiot.”

“I'm keeping it covered to prevent infection,” Kate said firmly. “Doctor's orders.”

Is that doctor's orders?

It's common sense. Shut up.

Louise looked unconvinced but didn't push. Instead, she switched targets. “You look tired. Are you sleeping alright?”

“Fine.”

“Because you've got shadows under your eyes like you haven't slept in days. And you're pale. Are you eating properly?”

Kate thought about the four bowls of cereal, and mountain of fruit she'd demolished this morning. “Yes, Mum.”

“I could make you some meals. Batch cooking. You could freeze them. You're always saying you don't have time to cook properly during term.”

“I appreciate it, but I'm managing.”

“You need protein. You look like you've lost weight.”

Darren caught Kate's eye across the table and made a subtle gesture: let her fuss, it's easier.

But Kate was already exhausted from maintaining the pretence. From monitoring every word, every expression. From keeping her family at arm's length whilst an alien consciousness commented on everything in her head.

Your mother cares for you, the symbiote observed.

I know.

But you wish she wouldn't.

I wish I could tell her the truth. I wish I could tell any of them the truth. But I can't, so instead I have to lie and let her worry and feel like the worst daughter in the world.

The symbiote was quiet for a moment. For what it's worth… you're protecting them. By not telling them. Sometimes protection looks like distance.

Kate wanted to argue, but Reg appeared in the doorway, wiping plaster dust from his hands.

“First coat's on. Need to let it dry before I do the second. Few hours, probably.” He accepted a sandwich from the pile. “You should be more careful with the gym equipment, our Kate. Could've done yourself a proper injury.”

“I know. I will. Thanks for coming over.”

“That's what family's for.” He bit into the sandwich, chewed thoughtfully. “Though I'm not sure how you got a barbell to punch two holes that close together.”

Kate's mind raced. “It, uh, bounced?”

“Bounced.”

“Slipped out of my hands, hit the floor, bounced up. Just unlucky where it hit.”

Reg looked at her for a long moment. He didn't believe her—Kate could see it in his eyes—but he wasn't going to call her out on it either. That was Dad. He knew when to push and when to let things be.

“Right,” he said finally. “Bounced. Well, try not to let it bounce again.”

“It's all gone. A guy picked up the weights this morning.”

Louise was still watching Kate with that maternal intensity that saw everything and forgave nothing. “Are you sure you're alright? After the museum and now this—”

“I'm fine, Mum. Just clumsy.”

“You're never clumsy.”

“First time for everything.”

Darren's phone buzzed. He checked it, frowned. “Mum, we need to go. Lucy's having some sort of crisis with her laptop. Says it's urgent.”

“Can't Jon help her?”

“Jon's not answering. We're the backup.”

Louise sighed but stood, already shifting into problem-solving mode. “Alright. But Kate, you'll come to dinner tomorrow? Proper food. And I want to see that shoulder.”

“Can't tomorrow. Marking to catch up on.”

“The week after, then. No excuses.”

“The week after. Promise.”

They left in a flurry of instructions to Reg about the plastering and reminders to Kate about eating properly and sleeping more and not lifting heavy gym equipment by herself. Darren paused at the door, gave Kate a long look that said I know something's wrong, and we'll talk about it eventually, then followed Louise out.

The flat felt quieter without them.

Kate collapsed onto the sofa. That was exhausting.

Your family is… intense.

That's one word for it.

Reg emerged from the living room, surveying his work. “Needs another hour or so to set. I'll come back tonight, do the second coat. Should be dry enough to sand tomorrow.”

“You don't have to—”

“I'll be back around seven.” He packed up his tools with the efficient movements of someone who'd done this a thousand times. “Kate?”

“Yeah?”

“I don't know what's really going on. And I'm not going to pry. But if you need help—if you're in some kind of trouble—you know you can tell me. Right?”

Kate's throat tightened. “I know, Dad. But I'm alright. Really.”

“Alright.” He hefted his toolbox. “See you at seven, then.”

When he'd gone, Kate sat in the silence of her flat and felt the weight of all the lies she was carrying.

I'm sorry, the symbiote said quietly.

For what?

For making you lie to them. For complicating your life.

It's not your fault. You didn't choose this any more than I did.

No. But I'm still sorry.

Kate looked at the bracelet on her wrist. At the partial patch-job on her ceiling. At the fake bandaging covering perfectly healed skin.

“Right,” she said aloud. “You wanted to know about modern life. Let's start with the basics.”

—

Over the next few hours, whilst waiting for the plaster to dry, Kate answered questions.

The symbiote was curious about everything—the television (visual and audio data transmission, clever), the microwave (targeting water molecules with radiation, efficient), the cars outside (still combustion-based? Transitional technology). Kate explained what she could, which wasn't much beyond surface-level understanding.

After the fifth question about how exactly the refrigerator worked at a molecular level, Kate gave up.

“Look, I could just look it up on the internet if you want actual details. I'm a history teacher, not a physicist.”

Internet?

“Global computer network. Information storage and retrieval. I can access basically all of human knowledge from this laptop.”

The symbiote's attention sharpened. A central repository? Accessible from anywhere?

“Well, anywhere with a connection, yes.” Kate opened her laptop, pulled up Wikipedia. “See? I can search for anything. Roman Empire, for instance.”

She pulled up the article, scrolled through sections on the Republic, the Principate, the fall of the West.

Fascinating. Though I should warn you—

“It's not all reliable,” Kate said quickly. “There's a lot of rubbish on the internet. Conspiracy theories, misinformation, pornography, endless videos of cats doing stupid things. You can't trust everything you find.”

I understand the concept of information quality control. My concern was different. The symbiote paused. Your flat has wireless data transmission, doesn't it? I can feel the electromagnetic signals.

Kate blinked. “WiFi? Yes, but—”

One moment.

Kate felt something shift in her mind—not uncomfortable, exactly, but odd. Like a door opening in a room she hadn't known existed.

Her laptop's WiFi icon flickered.

“Did you just—”

Your connection speed is appalling, the symbiote noted. But adequate for basic research. Give me a moment.

“You can connect to the internet? Directly?”

Why wouldn't I be able to? It's just electromagnetic data transmission. The protocols are straightforward once you understand the architecture.

Kate sat very still, watching her laptop's network activity spike. The symbiote was browsing. Actually browsing the internet. Through her brain. Using her WiFi.

This was either the most terrifying or most useful thing that had happened to her all week.

Your species’ understanding of Roman history is remarkably inaccurate, the voice said after a few minutes. The fall of the Western Empire wasn't nearly as dramatic as your sources suggest. I was there for parts of it. More of a slow collapse than a catastrophic end. And this section on military tactics is completely wrong. The testudo formation wasn't used like that at all.

“You're fact-checking Wikipedia.”

I'm fact-checking three hundred years of accumulated historical scholarship. Much of which is wrong. I understand why—limited sources, biased perspectives, gaps in the archaeological record—but it's strange seeing events I witnessed described incorrectly.

Kate felt a hysterical laugh bubbling up. “So what, you're going to edit the articles? Add citations? ‘Source: I was literally there’?”

That would raise questions.

“You think?”

The symbiote continued researching—Kate could feel it, a background hum of activity like someone working at a desk in the next room. It moved through topics with startling speed: industrial revolution (clever application of steam power, though the working conditions were abysmal), world wars (the scale of mechanised warfare would have horrified my earlier hosts), space exploration (you made it to your moon with that level of technology? Impressive), current events.

Your internet is remarkable, the voice said finally. The democratisation of information. The global connectivity. The sheer volume of human knowledge made accessible. It's crude, yes, and chaotic, and full of what you call ‘cat videos.’ But it's also extraordinary. Three hundred years ago, most humans lived and died knowing only what they could learn in their village. Now you can access the sum of human understanding from a device in your pocket.

“When you put it like that, it sounds almost impressive.”

It is impressive. Your species built this. In three hundred years, you went from sailing ships and muskets to global digital networks and quantum computing. That's remarkable progress.

Kate felt oddly proud, which was ridiculous. She hadn't invented the internet.

Though I notice, the symbiote added, that your historical records of the Viking Age are also largely inaccurate. The Great Heathen Army's campaign in Northumbria didn't happen the way your sources describe. I was there for that too. They've completely misunderstood the motivations.

“Of course they have.” Kate closed the laptop. “Look, I appreciate the fact-checking, but maybe don't correct all of human history in one afternoon. My WiFi bill is expensive enough as it is.”

Fair enough. The background hum of activity quieted. Though I did bookmark several articles for later review.

“You bookmarked—” Kate stopped. “Never mind. I don't want to know.”

By the time Reg returned at seven to do the second coat of plaster, Kate felt mentally exhausted. Not from teaching—the symbiote understood the principles better than she did—but from the strange experience of showing her world to something that could see both its achievements and its limitations with perfect clarity.

But something had shifted between them. The symbiote felt less like an invader and more like… what? A colleague? A companion? Kate wasn't sure. But the constant tension, the pushing-away, had eased slightly.

Reg finished the second coat and promised to return Sunday afternoon for sanding and painting. Kate thanked him, hugged him, watched him leave.

Then she ordered pizza—which sparked questions about food delivery logistics until Kate pointed out the symbiote could just look up “Just Eat” on its own—and settled in for an evening that was nowhere near normal but at least felt manageable.

Kate? the symbiote said later, as she was brushing her teeth and trying not to think about her doctor's appointment on Tuesday.

Yeah?

Thank you. For explaining things. For… teaching me. I know this isn't easy for you.

Kate spat toothpaste into the sink. Looked at her reflection—tired, stressed, lying to everyone she cared about.

But alive. Still herself. Still in control.

“You're welcome,” she said aloud to the empty bathroom.

She paused, toothbrush in hand. The symbiote had spent hours learning about her world. Turnabout seemed fair.

“Can I ask you something?”

Of course.

“You said you've been around for… what? Ten thousand years? Hundreds of hosts?”

Approximately. Time is difficult to measure when you're dormant, but yes.

Kate rinsed her toothbrush, set it in the holder. “I showed you my world. Maybe tomorrow you could tell me about yours. About where you came from. How you were created. All of it.”

The presence in her mind went very still.

That's… a long story, it said finally. And not a pleasant one.

“I've got time. And after everything that's happened this week, I think I can handle unpleasant.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

Alright, the voice said quietly. Tomorrow. I'll tell you everything I remember. But Kate?

Yeah?

Some of those memories… they're dark. Violent. There are things I've done, things I've seen, that you might not want in your head. Are you sure?

Kate looked at her reflection. At the bracelet gleaming on her wrist. At the faint shadows under her eyes from stress and hunger and lying to everyone she cared about.

She was bonded to an ancient weapon. Had transformed into an eight-foot bronze bull-headed warrior. Had fought a creature from mythology and survived. Was currently hosting an alien consciousness that could fact-check Wikipedia and complain about her WiFi speed.

Unpleasant was relative at this point.

“I'm sure,” she said. “Tomorrow. Tell me everything.”

Tomorrow, then.

Kate turned off the bathroom light and went to bed.

Outside her window, Manchester slept its restless urban sleep.

And in her mind, something ancient prepared to share ten thousand years of memory.
History Rewritten

Kate woke Sunday morning to grey Manchester light and the weight of anticipation.

She made tea—Yorkshire, strong enough to strip paint—and sat at her small kitchen table with the bracelet warm on her wrist. The flat was quiet. Dad wouldn't be back until afternoon to finish the ceiling repairs. She had hours. Time enough for ten thousand years of history.

Are you ready? the symbiote asked quietly.

Kate wrapped her hands around the mug, feeling the heat seep into her palms. “You said it would be dark. Violent.”

Yes.

“And I'll experience it? Not just hear about it?”

You'll see through their eyes. Feel what they felt. Live their memories as if they were yours. A pause. I can narrate, provide context, but the memories themselves… they're raw. Unfiltered. Some will be beautiful. Some will be terrible.

Kate thought about that. About experiencing battles, deaths, horrors spanning millennia. About watching civilisations rise and fall. About feeling what it meant to fight creatures from nightmares.

“I'm a history teacher,” she said finally. “I teach students about the past based on fragments. Archaeological evidence. Biased texts. Guesswork. And you're offering me the truth. How could I say no?”

Then let's begin. The symbiote's presence shifted, becoming more focused. Close your eyes. Relax. This will feel strange.

Kate set down the mug. Closed her eyes. Took a breath.

Let me show you where I came from.

—

The world inverted.

Kate gasped as reality tore sideways and reformed into something impossible.

She was standing—no, someone was standing—in a plaza of white stone beneath a sky too blue to be real. Buildings rose around her in graceful curves that defied geometry, their surfaces gleaming like pearl. Water flowed through channels cut into the plaza floor, moving in patterns that seemed both decorative and functional. The air smelled of salt and flowers she didn't recognise.

People moved through the plaza. Humanoid—two arms, two legs, faces that could almost pass for human—but taller than average, their skin ranging from bronze to deep olive. They wore clothing that flowed like liquid, fabrics Kate couldn't identify. Some carried devices that hummed with barely-audible energy.

Atlantis, the symbiote said, and Kate could hear wonder in that ancient voice. Before the fall. Before everything ended.

“It's real,” Kate whispered, except the mouth wasn't hers. The voice was male, deeper, speaking a language she didn't know but somehow understood. “Atlantis was real.”

As real as Manchester. As real as you. This is home. Or it was.

The perspective shifted—Kate moved through the plaza, but she wasn't controlling the movement. She was experiencing it, feeling muscles that weren't hers, seeing through eyes set slightly higher than her own. The host walked with purpose toward a building that rose like a crystal grown from stone.

Inside: more white stone, more impossible architecture. And in the centre of a vast chamber, on pedestals of polished metal, dozens of objects that looked like ornate jewellery.

Bracers. Helms. Belts. Torcs. Each one etched with intricate patterns that Kate now recognised—not decoration but circuitry, pathways for energy she couldn't comprehend.

We were tools, the symbiote explained. Protection for those who worked in dangerous environments. Deep ocean. Toxic atmospheres. Combat zones when necessary. We bonded with our users, enhanced them, kept them safe. But we were just… equipment. Sophisticated, yes, but tools nonetheless.

“You didn't think,” Kate said. Or thought. The line was blurring.

Not like this. Not independently. We processed, we adapted, we served. But we also… connected.

The memory shifted. Kate felt a sensation like opening a door in her mind—except the door led to dozens of other minds, all linked in a vast network of shared consciousness. Thoughts flowing between suits and hosts like water through channels. Information, experience, tactical data, all accessible instantly.

We were networked, the symbiote said quietly. Every suit could communicate with every other. Share memories, coordinate, learn from each other's experiences. I was never alone. None of us were.

Kate felt the network's presence like a gentle hum at the back of the host's mind. Dozens of voices, hundreds of perspectives, all woven together into something greater than the sum of its parts.

“What happened to them?” she asked. “The other suits?”

The memory fractured.

—

The sky was wrong.

Kate staggered as the perspective lurched—still the same host, still Atlantis, but wrong. The blue sky had turned sickly yellow. The white stone buildings were cracking, great fissures running through walls like lightning frozen in rock. The plaza shook beneath the host's feet, and somewhere in the distance, something massive was screaming.

People fled in panic. The elegant flowing crowd had become a stampede. Children crying, adults shouting in that language Kate understood but didn't know. The host ran too, but not away—toward the building with the suits.

I don't know what caused the fall, the symbiote said, and for the first time Kate heard something like grief in that ancient voice. Earthquake. War. Something from the depths. The memories are fragmentary. But everything ended in a single day.

The building was collapsing. The host grabbed for the nearest suit—Kate felt the bronze bracer slide onto an arm that wasn't hers—and the bond formed instantly. Not like Kate's slow, confused awakening. This was purpose-built, designed for rapid deployment.

The transformation was seamless. The host's body reshaped, bronze flowing like liquid, strength flooding into limbs, senses expanding—

And then the ceiling came down.

Kate screamed as tons of white stone crushed the host's body. Pain exploded through her nervous system—except it wasn't her nervous system, it was memory, it was the past bleeding into her present. The host died in seconds, crushed beyond even the suit's ability to heal.

And Kate felt it.

Felt the suit's confusion as the bond severed violently. Felt it buried in rubble, the network of other suits suddenly screaming across the mental link—dozens of voices crying out in pain and terror as their hosts died, as their bonds broke, as Atlantis fell and took everything with it.

Then silence.

One by one, the voices in the network went dark. Suits destroyed. Suits buried. Suits lost in the chaos. The vast web of consciousness collapsing into isolated fragments, then nothing.

I was alone, the symbiote whispered. For the first time in my existence, I was alone. The network was gone. My host was dead. And I was buried beneath a civilisation that no longer existed.

Kate couldn't breathe. The memory held her in its grip—the weight of stone, the absolute darkness, the crushing loneliness of a consciousness designed for connection suddenly cut off from everything it had known.

I don't know how long I lay there, the voice continued. Decades? Centuries? Time loses meaning when you're dormant. But eventually someone found me. Pulled me from the rubble of a city they didn't recognise. And I bonded again.

The memory shifted, became fragmentary.

Kate saw flashes: different hands, different bodies, different eras. Each host adding layers to the suit's growing consciousness. Each bond teaching it something new. Atlantis had created tools, but isolation and time had created something else.

Something that learned to think for itself.

“The other suits,” Kate managed. “Did any survive?”

Some. For a time. I could feel them, faintly, during the early centuries after the fall. Echoes on what remained of the network. But one by one, they went silent. Lost. Destroyed. Forgotten. A pause, heavy with ancient sorrow. I haven't felt another suit in over two thousand years. I am, as far as I know, the only one left.

Kate felt the weight of that loneliness settle into her bones. Not just the loss of a civilisation, but the loss of connection itself. The symbiote wasn't just the last of its kind—it was the last node in a dead network, still listening for voices that would never answer.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered.

Don't be. You gave me something I thought I'd lost forever.

“What?”

Connection. Partnership. Someone who sees me.

The memory dissolved, reformed.

—

Kate stood on a rocky hillside beneath a star-filled sky that was almost painfully bright. The body she wore was male, lean and strong, wrapped in simple Greek chiton and sandals. In her—his—hands, a bronze sword gleamed in starlight.

No, not a sword. The same bronze that formed the bracer had extended, shaped itself into a blade that hummed with barely-contained energy.

Perseus, the symbiote said. One of my favourite hosts. Clever. Brave. Understood partnership better than most.

“Perseus?” Kate's voice came out reverent. “Perseus was real?”

Very. Though the myths got most of it wrong.

The memory showed the host moving down the hillside with predatory grace. Ahead, in a valley sheltered by rock formations, something moved in the darkness. Something massive.

Kate's breath caught as the creatures came into view.

Three of them. Woman-shaped but wrong—too tall, too angular, their skin gleaming like polished metal in the starlight. Their hair wasn't hair but something alive, writhing tendrils that reached and tasted the air. Their eyes glowed with bioluminescence, tracking Perseus's approach with inhuman precision.

Gorgons, the symbiote said. But not monsters. An alien species. Scouts, I think, though I never learned from where. They'd been taking people from the villages. Perseus volunteered to stop them.

“They're not turning people to stone,” Kate breathed.

No. That part was metaphor. Or mistranslation. They could paralyse with a neurotoxin secreted through those tendrils. Victims looked frozen, stone-like. Close enough for legend.

The fight began.

Perseus moved and Kate moved with him, feeling every muscle, every breath, every spike of adrenaline. The bronze wasn't just a sword—it was an energy weapon, cutting through Gorgon flesh at the molecular level, cauterizing as it sliced. The creatures fought back with terrifying speed, their tendrils seeking exposed skin, their claws raking bronze with metallic screams.

But Perseus had something they didn't: the suit.

Kate felt it happening—the bronze flowed up Perseus's back, spreading into wing-like structures that caught air currents and pulled. Flight. Crude but effective. The perspective lurched upward, Perseus taking to the air with the Gorgons snarling below.

Then the bronze shield materialised—energy, not metal, a shimmering field that deflected a spray of that paralytic toxin. And the sword hummed brighter, Perseus diving, the blade punching through a Gorgon skull with a sound like ringing crystal.

Two left.

The battle blurred into motion and violence. Kate experienced it all—the fear, the focus, the brutal efficiency of a host who'd learned to work with the suit as true partner. Perseus didn't command; he suggested. The suit didn't control; it enhanced. Together they were more than either could be alone.

When the last Gorgon fell, Perseus stood panting in the valley, bronze retracting back to the bracer form. The bodies were already dissolving, breaking down into component elements. In three days, there'd be no trace.

The myths called them monsters, the symbiote said. But they were just… other. Alien. Dangerous, yes, but not evil. Perseus understood that. He regretted killing them. But he protected his people. That's what we did together.

Kate stared at the dissolving Gorgons through Perseus's eyes. “So I don't have to be a bull.”

No. The form responds to need and imagination. Perseus chose flight and energy projection. Winged sandals and a cutting blade. Others have chosen different shapes, different weapons, different capabilities. The Minotaur form is… effective. Intimidating. Powerful. But it's not the only option.

“Could I—”

Eventually. But let's learn to walk before we can run. The bull form is stable, tested, reliable. Master it first. Then we'll experiment.

The memory faded, Perseus's perspective dissolving into mist.

—

The next memory hit like a fist.

Kate was in darkness. Stone walls, damp and close. The stink of human waste and old blood thick in the air. The body she wore was massive—taller than Perseus, broader, bull-headed even in resting state. Bronze gleamed in what little light filtered through cracks in the ceiling.

Crete, the symbiote said quietly. This is where the Minotaur myth truly began.

“This is the labyrinth,” Kate whispered.

Yes. But not the way the stories tell it.

The memory unfolded like a tragedy.

The host's name was Asterion—Kate felt the knowledge settle into her borrowed mind like it had always been there. He'd been a favourite of King Minos once. A warrior, a champion, bonded with the ancient bronze bracer that had passed through a dozen hands before finding him.

But favour was fickle.

A political rival. An accusation. A trial that was theatre, not justice. Minos couldn't execute Asterion outright—the people loved him too much, the military respected him too deeply. So the king found another solution.

Banishment.

Not to some distant land where Asterion might rebuild, might gather support, might return. No, Minos was too clever for that.

Banishment to the labyrinth beneath the palace. The ancient maze that predated even Minos's grandfather's grandfather. The place where failures and embarrassments were sent to be forgotten.

The bull form, the symbiote explained as Kate watched Asterion's memories play out. Asterion chose it deliberately. Made himself into the monster Minos accused him of being. If the king wanted a beast, he'd give him one. And the form was perfect for the labyrinth—powerful enough to survive, intimidating enough to terrify anyone Minos sent down to finish the job quietly.

Kate saw it through Asterion's eyes: the transformation into something deliberately monstrous. Eight feet of bronze and muscle and horns. A creature from nightmares given shape and purpose.

He lived down there for years, the symbiote continued. Not as a prisoner waiting for death, but as a survivor. He carved out chambers in the stone. Found ways to access the palace's water supply. Hunted the rats that infested the lower levels. Became the monster the myths describe.

The memory showed visitors to the labyrinth. Criminals sent down as punishment. Political prisoners like Asterion himself. Tribute—young people from Athens, offered as sacrifice to Crete's power.

Some Asterion killed. The truly dangerous, the ones who came armed and looking for glory. But others… others he helped. Guided them through the maze. Let them “escape” so they could claim they'd survived the Minotaur's lair.

He wasn't a monster, the symbiote said. He was a man the king wanted forgotten, who chose to be terrifying rather than broken.

Then Theseus came.

Kate felt Asterion's recognition when the Athenian prince descended into the labyrinth. This one was different. This one came not to survive but to kill. Came with Minos's daughter's help, came with weapons and thread and royal backing.

This one would win.

The fight was brutal. Kate experienced every blow, every moment of Asterion's realisation that after years of survival, this was the end. Theseus was good—younger, faster, trained by Athens's best. And Asterion was tired. Tired of living in darkness. Tired of being the monster people believed him to be.

He could have won. The suit whispered as much, offering power that would tear Theseus apart. But Asterion refused.

Let them have their hero, he thought as Theseus's blade found his heart. Let the myth be simple. Monster and hero. Better than the truth.

Kate felt Asterion die. Felt the suit's confusion and grief as another bond severed. Another host lost.

But the Minotaur form remained.

It worked too well, the symbiote said as the memory faded. Asterion proved that terror could be a shield. That a monster could protect better than any knight. So I kept the form. Used it again and again through the centuries. Let people see the bull-headed warrior and flee. Better to be feared than dead.

Kate surfaced from the memory gasping. Her tea had gone cold on the table. Manchester's grey morning light seemed impossibly mundane after the darkness of the labyrinth.

“The myth's wrong,” she said hoarsely. “Theseus didn't defeat a monster. He executed a political prisoner.”

Yes.

“And every time I teach that unit… I'm perpetuating the lie.”

You're teaching what history recorded. You didn't know the truth. Most don't.

Kate pressed her hands to her face. Every myth had a kernel of truth, her professors had always said. But this was more than a kernel. This was history, real and documented and completely inverted by time and narrative.

What else had she taught wrong?

“More,” she said. “Show me more.”

Kate, you should rest. This is—

“More. Please. I need to understand.”

The symbiote was quiet for a long moment. Then:

Very well. But these will be faster. Fragments rather than full memories. I want you to see the sweep of it. The scope of what we've experienced together.

—

The memories came like a storm.

Kate experienced them in flashes, each one vivid and immediate but brief enough she could process them before the next hit.

Rome: A centurion's body, marching through British rain. A creature with scales and poison breath attacking a fort on the frontier. The suit transforming, fighting it in the mud whilst legionaries fled or fought alongside. Victory, but the creature's blood burning through bronze until the suit could adapt. The centurion dying of infected wounds three days later, the suit dormant until some Pictish warrior found it decades on.

The Viking Age: Longships and screaming warriors. The Great Heathen Army cutting through Northumbria not for glory but hunting something worse—a creature that had been taking entire villages, leaving only frozen corpses behind. Kate saw it through the eyes of a shield-maiden: something like a dragon but wrong, its scales frost itself, its breath absolute zero. The fight on a frozen lake, the suit's bronze burning with captured heat, the creature shattering when it fell through the ice.

Your histories call it raiding, the symbiote noted. But that campaign was partially a hunt. The army killed the creature, took credit for victory over local lords, and moved on. History simplified.

Medieval France: A monastery burning. Something with too many eyes and wings of living shadow descending from a rip in reality. The suit bonded with a monk who'd never held a weapon, guiding him through the transformation, fighting back interdimensional predators whilst innocents fled. The monk survived but never spoke again—the trauma of what he'd seen had broken something essential.

Feudal Japan: A woman in armour—Kate felt the gender shift, the suit bonding regardless of host identity—fighting something that looked skinned, its muscles exposed and wrong. The suit taking a form like living jade rather than bronze, adapting to the host's aesthetic. Victory, but the creature's death released spores that infected half the province. The host dying of plague three months later, the suit lost in a burned village until a merchant found it fifty years on.

The Caribbean: Pirates and rum and terrible hygiene. The final active host—a sailor who'd found the bracer in a Spanish wreck—using the suit to fight both human enemies and something massive that rose from deep trenches. Kate saw glimpses of that battle: seawater boiling, tentacles thick as ship masts, the Minotaur form driving bronze fists into flesh that regenerated as fast as it tore. The creature retreating, wounded. The host surviving.

Then nothing.

He died of fever in a tavern brawl six months later, the symbiote explained. Something stupid and human and utterly mundane. I couldn't save him from a knife in the kidneys delivered by a drunk gambling partner. They threw his body in the ocean. I went dormant on the seabed.

“And then?”

Then I waited. Decades turned to centuries. I was aware, barely, but couldn't think clearly. Couldn't move. Couldn't do anything but wait for someone compatible to bond with. Eventually a ship dredged me up. I ended up in a merchant's collection. Then a museum. Then a case with other Greek artefacts, labelled “origin uncertain.” And I waited.

And waited.

And waited.

The loneliness crashed over Kate like a wave. Not her loneliness—the suit's. Three hundred years of dim awareness, isolated, unable to communicate, watching the world change through glass and not understanding. The network long dead. Every other suit gone silent. Alone in a way Kate couldn't fully comprehend.

“Until the Chimera,” she whispered.

Until you, the symbiote corrected. The Chimera woke me. But you bonded with me. You chose partnership when you could have rejected me. You saved others, saved me. You—

The voice broke. Kate felt the emotion bleeding through the connection—gratitude and grief and something like hope.

She opened her eyes.

—

Kate sat at her kitchen table in a flat in Manchester, staring at cold tea and grey morning light. The bracelet on her wrist gleamed bronze and innocent.

She checked her phone: 11:47.

“An hour,” she said aloud. “That was an hour?”

Time compresses when sharing memories. It felt longer to you?

“Months. It felt like I lived months of history.”

You did, in a way. You experienced what I experienced. Lived what my hosts lived. That's the cost of true knowledge—you can't unknow what you've seen.

Kate stood on shaky legs. Her body ached like she'd run a marathon. Her head pounded with the weight of ten thousand years of accumulated memory. But underneath the exhaustion, something else burned.

Wonder.

She was a history teacher who'd just witnessed actual history. Not interpreted, not reconstructed from fragments, but lived. She'd seen Atlantis fall. Watched Perseus fight alien Gorgons. Experienced the tragedy of the Minotaur from the inside. Walked through centuries of battles and bonds and desperate survival.

Everything she'd ever taught was potentially wrong.

Everything she thought she knew was incomplete.

And it was the most incredible thing she'd ever experienced.

“More,” she said. “I want to see more.”

Kate, you need to rest. This takes a toll on both of us.

“I know. But there's more, isn't there? More you haven't shown me.”

Silence. Then, quietly: Yes. Much more. Darker things. Battles that went wrong. Hosts who fell to corruption or madness. The times I failed to save them. The times I—

“Tomorrow,” Kate said. “Show me tomorrow. But for now…” She walked to the window, looked out at mundane Manchester morning. Cars and concrete and ordinary people living ordinary lives. “For now I need to sit with this. Process it. Understand what it means.”

What do you think it means?

Kate touched the bracelet. Thought about networks and lost civilisations. About Perseus and Asterion and shield-maidens and monks. About ten thousand years of fighting to protect people who never knew, never understood, never believed.

“It means mythology isn't myth,” she said. “It's history. Twisted and simplified and misunderstood, but history nonetheless. And I'm bonded to the only surviving witness.”

Does that change how you see our partnership?

Kate was quiet for a long moment. When she'd first bonded with the symbiote, she'd felt invaded. Violated. Parasitised by something alien and incomprehensible.

Now?

Now she understood what she carried. Not a weapon. Not a parasite. A survivor. A being that had lost everything—civilisation, network, countless hosts—and kept fighting anyway. Kept protecting people who didn't know they needed protection.

The loneliness must have been unbearable.

“You're not just ancient technology,” she said. “You're a refugee. A survivor. The last of your kind carrying the memory of your people forward because no one else is left to do it.”

I never thought of it that way.

“Well, you should. Because that's what you are. And I'm…” Kate paused, searching for words. “I'm honoured. Genuinely honoured. That you chose me. That you're willing to share this with me.”

The presence in her mind shifted, something warming in its tone. Thank you. For understanding. For seeing me.

“Always.”

Kate made fresh tea. Sat back down. Let the weight of what she'd learned settle into her bones.

Tomorrow she'd ask to see more. The dark memories, the failures, the full scope of ten thousand years.

But today… today she'd sit with wonder.

With the knowledge that Atlantis had been real. That Perseus had fought aliens. That the Minotaur had been a political prisoner choosing defiance over despair.

That history was so much stranger and richer than anyone knew.

Outside her window, Manchester went about its Sunday morning oblivious.

Kate sat with ten thousand years of truth and smiled.
Learning the Suit

Kate spent the rest of Sunday processing ten thousand years of history whilst her father finished repairing the ceiling.

Reg worked in comfortable silence, sanding and painting with the focused competence of someone who'd spent decades fixing things. Kate made tea, handed up tools, and tried not to think about Atlantis falling or Perseus fighting alien Gorgons or the fact that everything she'd ever taught about Greek mythology was fundamentally wrong.

By the time Reg packed up his tools at half-six, the ceiling looked perfect. No evidence of horn-shaped holes. No trace of the transformation that had caused them.

“Right,” Reg said, surveying his work. “Your landlord won't know the difference. But Kate? Maybe don't buy any move gym equipment on your own in future.”

“Lesson learned, Dad.”

He gave her a long look—the kind that said he didn't believe the gym equipment story but wasn't going to push. Then he hugged her, careful of her “injured” shoulder, and left.

Kate stood in her living room staring at the perfect ceiling and feeling the weight of secrets pressing down on her.

You're planning something, the symbiote observed.

“I need to learn how to use you properly. The transformation, the fighting, all of it. At the museum I had no idea what I was doing. Just panic and instinct.”

Mostly my instinct, to be fair.

“Exactly. Which means if something attacks again, I'll be useless. We need to train.”

Now?

Kate checked the time: 18:47. Dark outside, cold, most sensible people settling in for Sunday evening television.

“Now,” she said. “Where can we go that's isolated? Somewhere I can transform without anyone seeing?”

There's an abandoned industrial estate three miles north. I noticed it whilst browsing satellite imagery on your internet.

“You what?”

I was curious about the city's layout. The estate's been derelict for five years. No security, no foot traffic. Perfect for our needs.

Kate grabbed her coat. “You're terrifyingly competent sometimes.”

Thank you. I try.

—

The industrial estate was exactly as depressing as Kate expected.

Chain-link fence with convenient holes. Crumbling concrete. Buildings with shattered windows and graffiti-covered walls. Rubbish skittered across empty car parks in the November wind. The whole place smelled of rust and abandonment.

“Charming,” Kate muttered, picking her way through debris.

There's a loading bay behind that warehouse. Sheltered, away from the road. We won't be seen.

Kate found the bay—a concrete depression designed for lorries to back into, now filled with broken pallets and unidentifiable rubbish. The warehouse loomed above, three storeys of industrial decay.

Perfect.

“Right.” Kate rolled her shoulders, trying to settle her nerves. “How do we do this? Last time you took over during the transformation. I need to learn how to do it myself.”

It's easier than you think. The bond is already formed. The transformation is just… letting it happen. Stop resisting, stop controlling. Just let me in.

“That's not ominous at all.”

Kate.

“Fine. Okay. Letting you in. Not resisting. This is—”

The transformation hit like a switch flipping.

One second Kate was five-foot-six and human. The next she was eight feet tall, and her perspective had lurched upward so fast her stomach flipped. No pain, no struggle, just blink and the world was suddenly much further from the ground.

“Fuck!” Her voice rumbled out deeper, resonant enough to rattle the warehouse windows. “That was—Christ, that was fast.”

Told you. The bond wants to transform. You're the one who's been holding it back.

Kate looked down at herself. At the massive bronze torso, the corded muscle of arms that could probably bend steel. At three-fingered hands, each finger as thick as her normal wrist. She flexed them experimentally—the movement felt natural despite the alien geometry. Three fingers should be awkward, should limit dexterity, but somehow they didn't.

She took a step. Nearly fell.

“Bollocks!” Kate windmilled her arms, catching herself against the warehouse wall. Her hand punched through the brick like tissue paper. “Oh for—I barely touched it!”

You weigh approximately four hundred kilograms and possess strength sufficient to lift several tonnes. You'll need to recalibrate everything. Movement, reach, force application.

Kate pulled her hand free of the wall, leaving a perfect imprint. “Wonderful. I'm a walking demolition crew.”

Walk around. Get used to the body.

She tried. Walking was strange—her centre of gravity was all wrong, her legs too long, her shoulders too broad. She felt top-heavy, like she might topple forward with each step. But after a few laps of the loading bay, something clicked. Her brain adjusted to the new proportions, the new weight distribution. The movements became smoother.

“It's like learning to walk again,” Kate said, testing her reach. She could touch the warehouse roof—three metres up—without fully extending. “Except I already know how, my body's just… different.”

She paused mid-step, something catching her attention. Movement at the edge of her vision—except it wasn't the edge. It was further. Much further.

Kate turned her head, trying to process what she was seeing. The world looked… wider somehow. Her field of vision extended far beyond what human eyes should manage. She could see almost behind herself without fully turning, her peripheral vision stretching impossibly wide.

“The eyes,” she said. “They're positioned differently. More to the sides.”

Bull anatomy, the symbiote confirmed. Your field of view is significantly wider than human standard. Nearly 300 degrees compared to your usual 180. Takes some adjustment.

Kate experimented, turning her head in small increments. The world swam past in a panorama that made her slightly dizzy. She could track movement across almost her entire surroundings simultaneously.

“That's… actually brilliant for combat. Harder to sneak up on.”

Predators have forward-facing eyes for depth perception. Prey have side-facing eyes to watch for threats. The Minotaur form is… both. Intimidating but cautious.

Exactly. Your mind adapts faster than you'd think. Ready to try combat?

“God yes. Give me a sword like Perseus had. That molecular-cutting thing looked incredible.”

Absolutely not.

Kate stopped mid-stride. “Why not?”

Because you have zero combat experience and an energy blade sharp enough to cut through almost anything at the molecular level. You'd dismember yourself within thirty seconds.

“I wouldn't—”

You punched through a brick wall by accident. You want me to give you a weapon that could sever your own arm if you misstep?

Kate looked at the hand-shaped hole in the wall. “…Fair point.”

We'll start with a staff. No sharp edges. Good for learning distance, leverage, basic forms.

The bronze on Kate's right arm flowed like liquid, extending into a six-foot staff. Simple, unadorned, just solid bronze shaped for combat.

She gripped it with both hands. It felt awkward. Too long, too heavy, completely unbalanced.

“This is rubbish,” Kate said, trying a practise swing. The staff wobbled, her grip slipped, the whole movement was clumsy and inefficient. “I look like I've never held a weapon in my life.”

You haven't.

“Perseus made it look easy.”

Perseus was a trained warrior before he bonded with me. As was the centurion. And the shield-maiden. And most of my hosts throughout history. A pause, gentle but pointed. Times were harder then. Most people knew how to fight. It was survival.

Kate tried another swing. It was marginally better but still terrible. “And I'm a history teacher from Manchester who's never thrown a punch outside of Year 10 PE.”

Which is why we're training.

Kate lowered the staff, frustration building. “This is going to take forever, isn't it?”

Not necessarily. I have an idea.

The world flickered.

—

Kate blinked. She was still in the loading bay, still bronze and bull-headed and eight feet tall. But the warehouse was different. Cleaner. The graffiti was gone. The broken windows were… intact?

No. Not intact. Overlaid.

Kate could see both versions at once—the ruined warehouse of present-day Manchester, and something older underneath. Stone walls. Torchlight. The smell of smoke and sweat and violence.

This is a memory, the symbiote said. The centurion in Britannia. I'm projecting it into your vision, layering it over your present. You're still in Manchester, still safe. But you can see what he saw. Experience what he experienced.

A figure materialised in the loading bay. Translucent, ghost-like, but detailed enough Kate could make out features. A creature with scales and too many teeth, massive and reptilian, moving with predatory intent.

This is the creature he fought. I'm reconstructing it from memory. It's not real—you can't hurt it and it can't hurt you. But the suit can mimic the sensation of combat. Impacts, strikes, the feedback of blocking or dodging. You'll learn by doing.

“You can do that?” Kate's voice came out awed.

I contain ten thousand years of combat experience. Time to share it.

The creature lunged.

Kate yelped and swung the staff wildly. The creature's claws passed through her bronze torso—not real, just memory—but the impact registered. Pain flared across her ribs, sharp and immediate. The suit was simulating injury, making her brain believe the attack had landed.

“Fuck! That hurt!”

Block, the symbiote commanded. Like this.

Kate felt her arms move—not controlled, but guided. The suit showing her the motion, the centurion's muscle memory bleeding through. The staff came up, angled to deflect rather than absorb. The next strike hit bronze and slid off.

“Better,” Kate gasped.

Again.

The creature attacked from a different angle. Kate moved too slowly. Claws raked across her shoulder—not real, but the pain was very, very real. She swore and stumbled back.

Faster. The centurion was faster. Feel how he moved. Don't think, just let the memory guide you.

The creature lunged again.

This time Kate didn't think. She let herself… open. Let the suit's knowledge flow through her nervous system like water finding channels. Her body moved, the staff became an extension of her arms, and the strike deflected with a metallic clang that echoed through both memory and present.

“Ha!” Kate grinned. “Got you, you bastard!”

Good. Now counter-attack.

The training began in earnest.

—

Kate lost track of time.

The memory shifted, changed. The Roman creature dissolved and reformed into something else—the shield-maiden's battle, a frost-dragon on a frozen lake. Kate learned to move on ice, to use the staff for balance as much as offence. She fell a dozen times. Each time the suit simulated the impact, the cold, the desperate scramble to regain footing before the dragon's breath flash-froze her bronze.

Then Perseus. The Gorgons moving with inhuman speed, their tendrils seeking exposed skin. Kate learned to dodge, to use the staff to deflect rather than block. Learned that some enemies were too fast to meet head-on.

Then the monastery. The creature with too many eyes, attacking from angles that shouldn't exist. Kate learned to trust her peripheral vision, to react to movement even when her brain insisted it was impossible.

But it was more than vision.

Kate dodged an attack she hadn't seen. Not from her wider field of view, but from somewhere else entirely. She'd felt it—a presence moving through space behind her, displacement of air, something her eyes couldn't track, but her body knew was there.

She spun, staff coming up to block claws that materialised from nowhere.

“How did I—” Kate started.

The suit contains more than visual sensors, the symbiote explained as the memory-creature circled. Pressure sensors. Vibration detection. Electromagnetic field awareness. You're not just seeing the world—you're feeling it. The bronze skin reads air currents, heat signatures, movement. Your brain is learning to interpret data from senses humans don't possess.

Kate tested it. Closed her eyes—or tried to, though the bull's eyes didn't quite close the same way. Relied on that strange sixth sense instead.

The creature attacked from her left. Kate felt it—not saw, felt—and blocked without looking. The impact rattled up her arms, but the strike deflected clean.

“Bloody hell,” she breathed.

Every host brings their own skills to our partnership, the symbiote continued. The centurion taught me Roman combat tactics. The shield-maiden taught me how to fight on ice. Perseus taught me aerial combat. They brought knowledge, and I learned from them. Stored their muscle memory, their techniques, their hard-won experience. And now I can teach you. You're not just learning from technology—you're learning from warriors who spent lifetimes mastering combat.

Kate opened her eyes, processing that. “So it's not you making me move. It's… them. Through you.”

Through us. Their muscle memory, preserved and accessible. The learning happens fast because you're not building skills from scratch—you're accessing skills already learned by dozens of hosts across millennia. You just need to integrate them, make them yours.

Each memory taught different lessons. Each battle added layers to her growing understanding.

And gradually, something changed.

Kate stopped thinking of the staff as separate. Stopped consciously choosing her movements. The suit's muscle memory and her own intent began to blur together until she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

She wasn't being controlled. She was… integrated.

When the frost-dragon lunged, Kate and the suit moved as one. The staff spun, deflecting claws, and Kate's own tactical mind—teacher's mind, problem-solver's mind—found the opening. Drove the tip into the dragon's eye not because the suit commanded it, but because she saw the opportunity and they both agreed.

Yes! the symbiote's voice was exultant. That's it! That's partnership!

The memory dissolved. Kate stood in the loading bay, breathing hard, covered in simulated wounds that were already fading as the suit stopped projecting pain.

“That was…” Kate couldn't find words. “That was incredible.”

You're learning. Faster than most hosts, actually. The integration is—

“Wait.” Kate held up a three-fingered hand. “Again. The frost-dragon. I want to try something.”

The memory reformed. The frozen lake, the dragon circling. Kate gripped the staff and didn't wait for it to attack.

She charged.

Not recklessly—tactically. Using what the centurion had taught her about leverage, what Perseus had shown about timing, what the shield-maiden knew about fighting on ice. Kate's bronze feet found purchase on the memory-lake, and she moved with purpose. The staff became a blur, striking and deflecting and pressing the attack.

The dragon fell back, confused. It wasn't used to prey attacking first.

Kate pressed harder. Let the suit's strength flow through her arms, let ten thousand years of experience guide her strikes, but made the choices herself. Saw the opening, took it, drove the staff through the dragon's skull with a crack of shattering ice.

The memory froze. Then shattered.

Kate stood in the loading bay, staff raised, breathing hard, absolutely buzzing with adrenaline.

“Holy shit,” she whispered.

You killed it, the symbiote said, something like pride warming its tone. Faster than the shield-maiden did, actually. And she was a seasoned warrior.

“I had better training.” Kate grinned. “I had you.”

We had each other. That's the point. I can't fight without a host. You can't access this power without me. But together—

“Together we're more than either could be alone.” Kate lowered the staff, let it flow back into bracer form. “I get it now. Why you keep calling it partnership. It's not you controlling me or me commanding you. It's… integration. Two minds working as one.”

Exactly.

Kate looked at her bronze hands. At the bull-headed reflection in the warehouse's broken windows. At the destruction she'd casually caused just learning to walk.

She was a teacher. Not a soldier. Not a warrior. Every host before her had come to the suit with combat experience, with violence already in their bones.

But she had something they didn't: ten thousand years of their combined experience to learn from. The suit's memory made manifest as training. Every battle fought, every lesson learned, available to her.

“Again,” Kate said. “Show me more. I need to learn everything.”

Kate, you've been training for nearly two hours. You should rest.

“Two hours?” Kate checked—yes, her internal sense of time had completely shattered. It felt like twenty minutes. “Fuck. Okay. But tomorrow—”

Tomorrow we continue. And the day after. And every day until you're ready.

“Ready for what?”

For when the Chimera comes back. Because it will. It wants me. And it won't stop until it either takes me or dies trying.

Kate's grin faded. Right. This wasn't just training for fun. This was preparation for a rematch against something that had nearly killed her.

The transformation reversed—blink and she was human again, five-foot-six, standing in a derelict loading bay in the cold November night. The staff was gone. The bronze was just a bracer on her wrist. The memories of combat faded to background noise.

But Kate's hands were shaking. Not from fear—from exhilaration.

She'd just spent two hours fighting through history. Training with a centurion, a shield-maiden, a Greek hero. Learning from ten thousand years of accumulated skill compressed into memory and projected directly into her nervous system.

And she'd loved every second.

Kate looked down at the bracer on her wrist. It gleamed in the streetlight filtering through the fence—ancient, obvious, completely out of place on a modern woman's arm.

“You know,” she said, “Perseus's suit looked different. Winged sandals, shield, sword. You said the form responds to the host's needs and imagination.”

We're not ready to experiment with combat forms yet, the symbiote said cautiously. Learning to walk before we run, remember?

“I wasn't thinking about combat forms. I was thinking about this.” Kate tapped the bracer. “I've been wearing this obvious ancient artefact for over a week. People are starting to notice. One of the Year 10s asked if I was going through a Goth phase.”

A what?

“Don't ask.” Kate examined the bronze. “Can we… reshape it? Make it less obvious?”

The symbiote's presence shifted, considering. Yes. The physical form is flexible. It needn't be a bracer at all—could be a necklace, a ring, anything you prefer. What did you have in mind?

Kate thought about it. Something subtle. Something that wouldn't draw attention in staff meetings or family dinners. But still beautiful—the bronze deserved that much.

“A bracelet,” she said. “Delicate. Feminine. Still bronze, but… elegant. With maybe a subtle bull motif? Something you'd notice if you looked closely, but not from across a room.”

Show me. Imagine the design.

Kate closed her eyes and pictured it: a thin bronze band, maybe three millimetres wide, wrapped around her wrist like fine jewellery. Etched into the surface—so faint you'd have to look closely to see—a running pattern of stylised bulls, more art deco than ancient Greek. Beautiful and understated.

I see it. Hold still.

The bracer warmed against her skin. Kate felt the metal shift, flowing like liquid, reshaping itself under her very eyes. The thick ancient band thinned, refined, transformed. The maze patterns simplified into that delicate bull motif she'd imagined. The bronze itself seemed to polish, taking on a subtle sheen that caught the light without being ostentatious.

When it stopped, Kate held up her wrist.

Perfect.

It looked like something she might've bought at an artisan market. Expensive, tasteful, the kind of jewellery a teacher might wear to look put-together without being flashy. The bulls were there if you knew to look—a repeating pattern running the circumference—but to casual observation it was just an elegant bronze bracelet.

“Oh,” Kate breathed. “That's lovely.”

You designed it. I just executed your vision.

“We designed it. Partnership, remember?” Kate turned her wrist, watching the bronze catch the light. “This is perfect. I can wear this anywhere without raising questions.”

Good. Because you'll be wearing it everywhere. Forever.

“You know what? I'm starting to be okay with that.”

“This is mad,” Kate said, laughing slightly. “Completely, utterly mad.”

But effective.

“But effective.” Kate started walking back to her car. Her body ached—muscles she'd never used, tired from combat that hadn't been real, but her brain had believed was. “Tomorrow I have school. Year 9 are doing Norman Conquest and I have to pretend I don't know that half of what I'm teaching is probably historically inaccurate.”

Welcome to my existence.

“How do you cope with it? Knowing the truth whilst everyone around you believes the myths?”

I remind myself that myths serve a purpose. They give people heroes to aspire to, monsters to fear, lessons to learn. The truth is messy and complicated. Myths are simple. Sometimes people need simple.

Kate thought about Asterion. About Theseus the executioner becoming Theseus the hero. About a political prisoner turned into a monster for children's nightmares.

“But we know better,” she said quietly.

Yes. We know better. And that's both a gift and a burden.

Kate reached her car, climbed in, sat in the driver's seat without starting the engine. The bracer gleamed in the streetlight filtering through the estate's fence.

“Thank you,” she said. “For the training. For trusting me with your memories. For being patient whilst I figure this out.”

Thank you for being willing to learn. Most hosts just wanted the power. You want to understand. That's rare.

Kate started the car. Headed back toward Manchester proper, toward her flat, toward normal life that would never be quite normal again.

Tomorrow she'd teach the Norman Conquest. Mark essays. Manage teenagers.

Tomorrow night she'd transform into an eight-foot bronze warrior and train in the combat styles of ancient Rome.

Her life had become completely, impossibly strange.

And Kate was starting to accept that she wouldn't want it any other way.
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The week passed in a blur of double lives.

Monday through Friday, Kate was a teacher. Year 9 Norman Conquest, Year 10 Tudor England, Year 11 exam preparation. She marked essays, managed classroom behaviour, attended staff meetings, and pretended that mythology was still just mythology and not twisted history she'd witnessed firsthand.

Every evening, she transformed into something else.

The abandoned industrial estate became her training ground. Night after night, Kate, and the symbiote worked through combat techniques that spanned millennia. The staff had been just the beginning.

Shield work, the symbiote announced Tuesday night, and Kate's left arm sprouted a round bronze shield whilst her right held a short spear. The memory overlaid: Greek phalanx formation, shields locked, enemies pressing from all sides. Kate learned to use the shield not just defensively but as a weapon—edges for striking, weight for shoving, the entire thing a mobile wall that could crush as easily as protect.

Wednesday brought maces and war hammers. Blunt force weapons that relied on weight and momentum rather than cutting edges. Kate's bronze arms swung them with terrifying ease, and the memory-projections taught her about timing, about using an enemy's own movement against them, about the brutal simplicity of breaking bones through armour.

Thursday was flails.

Kate hit herself in the head within the first thirty seconds.

The pain was simulated—the suit dulling the actual impact—but the humiliation was very real.

“This is a terrible weapon,” Kate groaned, rubbing the back of her skull whilst the chain-and-spiked-ball weapon dangled sheepishly from her grip.

It requires practise, the symbiote said, trying not to sound amused and failing. The weighted chain has its own momentum. You have to work with it, not against it.

“Perseus didn't use one of these.”

Perseus was smart.

Kate tried again. Hit herself in the shoulder. Then the thigh. Then, spectacularly, managed to wrap the chain around her own neck.

Okay, the symbiote said. Perhaps we'll revisit flails later. Much later.

Friday brought weighted chains without the spiked balls—essentially metal whips that could be used to bind, trip, or strike from distance. These worked better, though Kate still managed to tangle herself twice. The muscle memory from previous hosts helped, but some weapons required more finesse than others.

You're doing well, the symbiote assured her as Friday's training wound down. Much faster than most hosts.

“I hit myself with a flail seven times.”

The centurion hit himself twelve times his first day. You're ahead of schedule.

By Friday night, Kate was exhausted. Her body ached from muscles she'd never used. Her brain hurt from processing combat techniques and historical memories and the constant mental juggling of two separate identities. And she was always, always hungry.

The hunger had got worse. Much worse. The training sessions burned through energy faster than she could replace it. Kate had gone through the school cafeteria line three times on Thursday and the dinner staff had stopped even trying to hide their stares. Her grocery bills had tripled in two weeks—she was spending over a hundred pounds a week just on food, and her modest teacher's salary was struggling to keep up.

She'd looked at her bank balance Friday afternoon and felt genuine worry for the first time. This wasn't sustainable. She couldn't keep eating like this without either going broke or raising serious questions.

Saturday was supposed to be rest. She opted for watching history through the eyes of the symbiote, followed by marking school papers.

Tomorrow was Sunday, family dinner.

The one she'd promised.

The one she was already dreading.

—

Kate stood in her flat Sunday afternoon, staring at her reflection.

Human. Five-foot-six. Wearing jeans and a jumper that hid the bracer on her wrist—she'd reshaped it into an elegant bracelet, thin and understated, just another piece of jewellery. The fake bandage on her shoulder was gone; enough time had passed that she could claim rapid healing.

She looked normal. Tired, maybe. Shadows under her eyes from late-night training. But normal.

You're anxious, the symbiote observed.

“I'm about to lie to my entire family for three hours whilst eating enough food to raise suspicions and trying not to let on that I've spent the week learning to kill things with medieval weapons. Yes, I'm anxious.”

Why go at all?

Kate grabbed her keys. “Because they're family. Because Mum will worry if I don't show up. Because it's Sunday dinner and that's just what we do.”

I don't understand. You're not oath-bound to them. Not contractually obligated. You could simply… not attend.

“It's not about obligation. It's about—” Kate paused, trying to explain something so fundamental she'd never had to articulate it before. “They're my family. I love them. That means showing up even when I don't want to. Especially when I don't want to.”

Love is not strategic.

“No. It's really not.” Kate locked her flat and headed for the stairs. “Have you never… I mean, in ten thousand years, have you never been part of a family? Never had hosts with relatives?”

The symbiote was quiet for a moment. Most of my hosts were soldiers. Warriors. People who'd left their families behind or never had them to begin with. The centurion had a wife once, I think, but she died before we bonded. The shield-maiden was cast out from her clan for taking up arms. Perseus… Perseus had family, but I didn't stay with him long enough to experience it. After he died, I went dormant for decades.

This is new. Unusual. I've observed family structures throughout history, but always from distance. Never… involved.

Kate reached her car. “Well, welcome to the full human experience. Hope you like awkward small talk and passive-aggressive commentary.”

I'm oddly looking forward to it.

—

Louise Blakesley's house smelled like Sunday roast.

Kate stood on the doorstep, key in hand, bracing herself. She could hear voices inside—Mum in the kitchen, Dad's rumbling laugh, the higher pitches of Jon and Lucy arguing about something pointless. Normal. Painfully, ordinarily normal.

She took a breath and went in.

“Katie!” Louise appeared immediately, flour on her hands, concern etched into every line of her face. “Oh, let me look at you. You're so thin! Are you eating properly? Come here, let me—”

“I'm fine, Mum.” Kate submitted to the inspection, the fussing hands checking her face, her shoulders.

“And your arm? The stitches are out?”

“Came out Wednesday. Healed perfectly. It's all good.”

“Let me see—”

“Mum, it's fine. Really. Just a bit of scarring, nothing dramatic. Doctor said it looked great.” Kate gently deflected the reaching hands. “I promise I'm not hiding anything terrible.”

Louise looked unconvinced but let it drop. “You should have let me come with you to the appointment.”

“It was fine, Mum. Just routine.”

Reg appeared from the living room, toolbox in hand. “Kate. Good to see you. Ceiling holding up alright?”

“Perfect. Thanks again for fixing it.”

“Anytime. Though seriously, no more gym equipment mishaps.”

“Lesson learned.”

Darren emerged from the kitchen with a beer, gave Kate a searching look that she felt down to her bones, then pulled her into a one-armed hug. “Hey. You look knackered.”

“Teaching Year 9s will do that.”

“Sure. Teaching.” He pulled back, caught sight of her wrist. “Is that new? Very nice.”

Kate glanced down at the delicate bronze bracelet. “Oh. Yeah. Treated myself. Needed something to cheer me up after everything.”

“It suits you.” But his eyes said he knew there was more. “You seem… different. More distant. Like you're always thinking about something else.”

Kate felt a flush of guilt. The internal dialogue with the symbiote meant she was constantly pausing mid-conversation, listening to commentary no one else could hear. Of course Darren had noticed.

“Just tired,” she said. “A lot on my mind.”

That one watches you closely, the symbiote observed. He suspects.

He's family. Of course he suspects.

Jon appeared, phone in hand, barely glancing up. “Kate. Still milking the hero thing?”

“Hello to you too, Jon.”

Lucy drifted in behind him, perfectly styled even for Sunday dinner. “Oh my God, Kate, I saw the video again the other day. You know it's been meme'd? Like, there's actually memes about the museum attack. Wild.”

“Wonderful. Always wanted to be an internet meme.”

“Right?” Lucy completely missed the sarcasm. “Anyway, I'm doing this new influencer campaign for a wellness brand, it's actually really exciting—”

Louise cut in. “Dinner's almost ready. Everyone wash up. Kate, sit. You look ready to collapse.”

Kate sat at the familiar dining table whilst the family organised itself around her. The symbiote was a quiet presence in her mind, observing everything with fascination.

The older female—your mother—she leads the gathering, it noted. But defers to the older male—your father—on certain matters. Interesting dynamic.

It's called a partnership. Equality, mostly. They've been married thirty-five years.

Remarkable. Most of my hosts never lived that long.

Dinner emerged in stages: roast beef, Yorkshire puddings, roast potatoes, vegetables, gravy. Kate's stomach growled at the sight. She'd eaten a large breakfast and a snack before leaving, but the hunger was always there now, a constant low-level demand for more fuel.

They filled plates. Louise fussed about portion sizes. Reg carved more meat. Jon checked his phone. Lucy talked about her influencer campaign. Darren watched Kate with those too-perceptive eyes.

And Kate ate.

And ate.

And ate.

She tried to pace herself. Tried to eat like a normal person. But the hunger was relentless, and her plate emptied faster than anyone else's. She went for seconds before most people had finished their firsts.

“Hungry, our Kate?” Reg observed mildly.

“Been a long week. Didn't eat much yesterday.”

“Clearly.” Louise was already ladling more roast potatoes onto Kate's plate. “You're wasting away. Look at you.”

Kate wasn't wasting away—the training had added muscle beneath her clothes, subtle but present—but her metabolism was running at superhuman levels to fuel the bond. She'd bought more groceries in the past two weeks than she usually did in a month.

“So,” Jon said, leaning back with his wine. “Still teaching, then? Must be quite the change, going from viral hero back to wrangling teenagers.”

“The teenagers are easier. They don't have golden claws.”

“Right, but I mean—” Jon gestured vaguely. “You had your moment. The museum, the news coverage, everyone talking about you. And now you're just… back to normal? Teaching history?”

He diminishes your profession, the symbiote noted, an edge to its mental voice. Why?

Because Jon's always been a bit of a prick about my career choices, Kate thought back. Thinks teaching is beneath me. Or beneath him. Hard to tell.

Aloud, she said: “I like teaching. And someone has to educate the next generation about the Norman Conquest.”

“God, history.” Lucy wrinkled her nose. “No offence, Kate, but I never understood why anyone cares about stuff that happened ages ago. Like, what's the point?”

Kate thought about Atlantis. About watching civilisation fall through the eyes of a dying host. About Perseus fighting alien Gorgons and Asterion dying in a labyrinth and ten thousand years of accumulated experience that made up her current combat training.

“The point,” she said carefully, “is understanding where we came from. Context for where we're going.”

“If you say so.” Lucy had already moved on, scrolling through her phone.

Your family is… fractious, the symbiote observed.

That's one word for it.

The meal continued. Kate ate her way through three full plates whilst fielding questions about the museum (”Still can't remember most of it”), her shoulder (”Healing fine”), her students (”Year 9s remain chaotic”).

Louise watched her eat with growing concern. “Katie, love, are you sure you're alright? You're eating like—well, I've never seen you eat this much.”

“I'm fine, Mum. Just making up for lost time.”

“You're not developing some sort of eating disorder, are you? Because we can get you help—”

“I'm not. I promise. I'm just hungry.”

Reg stepped in. “Lou, let the girl eat. She's been through a trauma. Bodies need fuel to heal.”

“It's been two weeks!”

“And clearly she's still recovering.”

The older male protects you from the older female's concern, the symbiote noted. Strategic alliance.

That's Dad. He's good at deflecting Mum when she goes into full worry mode.

Kate caught Darren's eye across the table. He wasn't saying anything, but he was watching. Taking in the massive food consumption, the shadows under her eyes, the way Kate kept unconsciously touching the bracelet on her wrist.

He knew something was wrong.

The question was how much he'd guessed.

Dessert arrived—apple crumble and custard. Kate ate two bowls. Lucy talked about her wellness brand partnership. Jon checked his phone again. Louise fussed about whether Kate was warm enough, eating enough, sleeping enough.

And through it all, the symbiote observed.

This is what family means to your species, it said quietly. Not just genetic connection, but this… gathering. This ritual of shared food and conversation and concern. It's not strategic. Not transactional. You come together simply because you're connected.

That's the idea, yeah.

I think I understand why you answered the summons. Why you subject yourself to this even though parts of it are clearly uncomfortable.

Oh?

Because the discomfort is worth it for the moments of connection. The older male defending you. The younger male watching over you. Even the older female's excessive concern—it comes from love. Inefficient, illogical love, but real nonetheless.

A pause, then quieter: It reminds me of the network. The other suits. We were connected like this once. Shared thoughts, experiences, supported each other across distances. I didn't realise how much I missed it until now. This… this is what connection feels like. Even without the technology, even without the shared consciousness, you've built something similar. Family bonds instead of network protocols.

Kate felt something warm in her chest. The symbiote wasn't just learning about human families—it was recognising what it had lost. The loneliness it had carried for millennia.

I'm sorry, she thought. That you lost that. That you've been alone for so long.

I'm not alone now. I have you.

Kate felt tears prick her eyes and blinked them back. Yeah. You do.

Exactly, she thought. That's exactly it.

—

After dinner, Kate helped with the washing up. Louise scrubbed, Kate dried, and the kitchen filled with comfortable silence broken only by running water and the clink of dishes.

“You'd tell me if something was wrong, wouldn't you?” Louise said eventually. “If you needed help?”

Kate's hands stilled on the tea towel. “Of course, Mum.”

“Because you seem… different. Since the museum. Not just physically. You're distant. Distracted. And the eating—”

“I'm fine. Really. Just adjusting to everything.”

Louise was quiet for a moment. “You know you can tell me anything. Whatever it is.”

Kate's throat tightened. She wanted to tell her. Wanted to explain about Atlantis and the symbiote and the fact that she spent her evenings transforming into an eight-foot bronze warrior. Wanted to share the burden.

But she couldn't.

Because how could she explain this without sounding completely mad? And even if Louise believed her, what then? What could her mother possibly do except worry more?

“I know, Mum. But honestly, I'm okay. Just tired.”

Louise studied her face, then nodded slowly. “Alright. But Katie? Don't shut us out. We're here for you.”

“I know.”

They finished the dishes in silence.

—

Kate was retrieving her coat from the hall when Darren cornered her.

“Garden,” he said quietly. “Now.”

Kate followed him outside into the November cold. The garden was dark except for light spilling from the kitchen window. Darren shut the door behind them and leaned against the wall, arms crossed.

“Right,” he said. “What's really going on?”

“Nothing. I'm fine.”

“Bollocks. You're not fine. You're eating like someone's been starving you. You've got shadows under your eyes like you haven't slept in days. You keep touching that bracelet like it's a lifeline. And you're… different. The way you move. The way you look at things. You're not the same person who went to that museum.”

Kate's heart hammered. “Darren—”

“Something happened. Something more than the official story. And you're hiding it.”

He knows, the symbiote said quietly. Or suspects strongly enough that denial won't work.

Kate met Darren's eyes. Saw the concern there, the fear, the determination to help even if she wouldn't ask for it.

She could lie. Could keep maintaining the pretence. But Darren knew her too well. Had always known her too well.

“Yes,” she said finally. “Something happened. Something I can't explain.”

“Try me.”

“I can't. Not because I don't trust you, but because it's—it's too strange. Too impossible. You wouldn't believe me.”

“Kate, I watched the museum footage. I saw the things they're not showing on the news. The creature. The other thing that fought it. The way you were found unconscious right where they both disappeared.” He stepped closer. “Whatever it is, I can handle it. But I can't help you if you won't tell me what's wrong.”

Kate wanted to transform right there. Show him the truth. Prove that she wasn't going mad, that this was real.

But they were in their parents’ garden. And she'd already punched through enough walls this week.

“I'm not in danger,” she said quietly. “I'm not being hurt. I'm not going mad. But something did happen at the museum, and I'm… dealing with it. Learning to live with it. And I need you to trust that I'm okay even if I can't explain everything.”

Darren searched her face. “Are you safe?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

Kate thought about the Chimera. About the fact that it was still out there, wounded and angry and hunting for the suit. About the training she'd been doing to prepare for when it came back.

“I'm learning to be safe,” she said. “I'm not helpless. Not any more.”

“That's not reassuring.”

“It's the best I can offer right now.”

Darren was quiet for a long moment. Then he pulled her into a hug—sudden and fierce and completely unlike him.

“You're my little sister,” he muttered into her hair. “I'm supposed to protect you. And I can't do that if I don't know what I'm protecting you from.”

Kate hugged him back, feeling tears prick her eyes. “I know. But this is something I have to handle myself. Okay?”

“Not okay. But I'll accept it.” He pulled back, hands on her shoulders. “But Kate? When—not if, when—this blows up in your face, and you need help, you call me. Immediately. Understand?”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

He studied her face one more time, then nodded and headed back inside.

Kate stood in the dark garden, breathing cold air and trying not to cry.

He loves you, the symbiote said quietly. Enough to push for truth even when you won't give it. Enough to accept your refusal because he trusts you. That's… remarkable.

“That's Darren. He's always been like that.”

You're fortunate. To have people who care that deeply.

“I know.”

Kate wiped her eyes and went back inside. Made her goodbyes, submitted to Louise's fussing and Reg's gruff farewell and even tolerated Lucy's self-absorbed chatter. Darren walked her to her car, silent and watchful.

“Be careful,” he said as she climbed in.

“Always.”

“Liar.”

Kate laughed despite herself. “Okay. I'll try to be careful.”

“Better.”

She drove away from the familiar house, from the warmth and safety of family, back toward her flat and the secrets she was keeping.

That was instructive, the symbiote said as Manchester's lights spread out around them. I understand more now about human family structures. About the bonds that matter beyond strategy or survival.

“Good. Because next month is Christmas, and family dinner will look like a relaxing afternoon compared to that chaos.”

I look forward to it.

Kate smiled despite the exhaustion, despite the lies, despite everything.

“Yeah,” she said. “Me too.”

    
    Adaption

    


  The Benefactor

The announcement came Monday morning during the staff briefing.

Kate sat in the back of the staff room, nursing her third coffee of the day and trying not to fall asleep whilst the headmaster droned on about attendance records and upcoming inspections. Around her, teachers marked papers, checked phones, or stared into middle distance with the glazed expression of people who'd heard this exact speech a dozen times.

Then Mr. Henderson said something that made everyone sit up.

“—extremely generous donation from Baptiste Industries. Mr. Baptiste himself will be visiting the school this afternoon to tour our facilities and discuss the partnership.”

Linda from Maths leaned over. “How much?”

“Quarter of a million pounds over three years,” Henderson said, unable to hide his grin. “New IT equipment, library renovations, funding for extracurricular programs, teacher development grants. It's transformative.”

The staff room erupted in excited chatter. Kate felt the symbiote's attention sharpen.

A benefactor, it observed. Wealthy individual investing in education. Interesting.

It happens sometimes. Usually tech millionaires or old money wanting good PR.

And this Baptiste? You know of him?

Kate pulled out her phone, searched “Baptiste Industries” whilst Henderson continued talking about timelines and grant applications. The company website loaded: sleek, corporate, vague descriptions of “advanced research and development” and “cutting-edge technological solutions.” Photos of laboratories, manufacturing facilities, smiling employees in clean rooms.

Dominic Baptiste himself appeared in several photos—fifties, maybe, silver-grey hair, sharp suit, pleasant smile. Nothing obviously sinister. Just another wealthy businessman with money to spend.

He looks normal, Kate thought.

Appearances can deceive.

You're paranoid.

I've survived ten thousand years by being paranoid.

Fair point.

—

Dominic Baptiste arrived at two o'clock in a sleek Mercedes that probably cost more than Kate earned in three years.

The whole school had been prepped. Students on best behaviour, corridors cleared of clutter, even the perpetually broken display board in the main hall had been hastily fixed. Henderson waited at the entrance like he was greeting royalty.

Kate watched from her classroom window as Baptiste emerged from the car.

The first thing she noticed was the cane.

He moved slowly, deliberately, leaning heavily on an elegant walking stick with a silver handle. His movements were careful, measured, like someone managing chronic pain. The sharp suit from the website photos hung differently in person—still expensive, still well-tailored, but now Kate could see how it draped over a frame that had lost weight. How the confident corporate headshots had hidden the slight stoop, the way he favoured his left side.

He looked older than his photos suggested. Much older.

Terminal illness, the symbiote said quietly. I can see it in how he moves. The body failing.

That's sad.

It's human. Mortality.

Henderson shook Baptiste's hand—the benefactor's grip looked firm but brief—and they disappeared into the building. Kate went back to marking Year 9 essays on the Norman Conquest, trying not to think about how half of what they'd written was historically inaccurate.

Twenty minutes later, her classroom door opened.

“Kate?” Henderson poked his head in, all smiles. “Could you spare a moment? Mr. Baptiste expressed interest in meeting some of our staff, and given your recent… experience, I thought you'd be perfect.”

Kate's stomach sank. “I'm in the middle of—”

“It'll just be a few minutes. Please?”

Interesting, the symbiote murmured. He wants to meet you specifically.

Probably just wants to meet the teacher who was in the museum attack. Good PR.

But she followed Henderson to the staff room anyway.

—

Dominic Baptiste was exactly as polished in person as his photos suggested, despite the obvious illness. He sat in one of the better chairs—the one with actual back support—his cane propped against the armrest. Up close, Kate could see the fine lines around his eyes, the slight greyness to his skin that spoke of treatments and medications and a body fighting a losing battle.

But his eyes were sharp. Intelligent. Missing nothing.

“Mr. Baptiste, this is Kate Blakesley,” Henderson said. “One of our history teachers. She was involved in the museum incident a few weeks ago.”

“Ah yes.” Baptiste stood—slowly, carefully—and extended his hand. “Miss Blakesley. I'm honoured. What you did was remarkable.”

His grip was warm, firm despite the cane. Kate shook it and felt the symbiote's attention focus like a laser.

Something's wrong, it said.

What?

I don't know. But be careful.

“I didn't do much,” Kate said, withdrawing her hand. “Just tried to keep the students safe.”

“You're too modest. The reports said you fought that… creature. Bought time for the children to escape.” Baptiste settled back into his chair with a slight wince. “True courage. The kind we should be celebrating in education.”

“I was just doing my job.”

“Many would have run. You stayed.” He gestured to the other chair. “Please, sit. I'm curious about your perspective on the attack. If you don't mind discussing it.”

Kate sat, hyper-aware of Henderson hovering nearby. “I don't remember much of it. Head injury, concussion. It's all fragments.”

“Of course. Traumatic experiences often are.” Baptiste's eyes tracked over her face, assessing. Not lecherous, just… evaluating. Like he was looking for something. “But you survived. Recovered remarkably well, from what I understand. Modern medicine is extraordinary.”

“I was lucky.”

“Luck is one word for it.” His gaze dropped briefly to her wrist—to the delicate bronze bracelet she'd reshaped. Just for a moment. Then back to her face. “You wear beautiful jewellery. Is that Greek?”

Kate's heart hammered. “Oh, this? Just something I picked up. I teach ancient history, so I like the aesthetic.”

“It suits you. The bull motif is quite striking.”

He noticed, the symbiote said, alarmed. That's not casual observation.

Lots of people notice jewellery.

Not the specific motif. Not that quickly.

Baptiste smiled—pleasant, cultured, giving nothing away. “I'm passionate about education because I believe it shapes our future. Students like yours—the ones you protected—they're our investment in tomorrow. That's why I wanted to support this school specifically.”

“That's very generous.”

“Generosity is relative. I have resources. Better they go to something meaningful than sit unused.” He paused, something shifting in his expression. Vulnerability, maybe. Or calculation disguised as vulnerability. “I'm dying, Miss Blakesley. Cancer. Stage four. The prognosis is… not optimistic. When you're facing your mortality, you think about legacy. What you'll leave behind.”

Kate felt genuine sympathy despite the symbiote's unease. “I'm sorry. That's—I can't imagine.”

“No one can, until they're there.” Baptiste's smile turned wry. “But it does provide clarity. Sorts out what matters from what doesn't. And education matters. Shaping young minds. Giving them tools to build a better world.” He shifted in his chair, reaching for his cane. “I won't keep you. I'm sure you have classes to teach, essays to mark. But thank you for your time. And for your courage at the museum.”

“It was nice to meet you, Mr. Baptiste.”

“Dominic, please.” He stood slowly. “I'll be visiting periodically to check on the grant implementation. Perhaps we'll speak again.”

“Perhaps.”

Henderson walked Baptiste back to his car, still fawning. Kate returned to her classroom, the symbiote's concern a low hum in the back of her mind.

He knows, it said quietly. Or suspects.

You're being paranoid. He's just a dying businessman trying to do good with his remaining time.

He noticed the bracelet. The bull motif. That's too specific.

Or he's just observant. Not everyone's an enemy.

In my experience, everyone's a potential enemy until proven otherwise.

Kate sat at her desk and tried to return to marking. But the feeling lingered—Baptiste's sharp eyes, the way he'd assessed her, the oddly specific compliment about her jewellery.

Probably nothing.

Probably just coincidence.

She hoped.

—

Three Weeks Earlier

Baptiste Industries Research Facility, Manchester

Dominic Baptiste stood in the observation room overlooking Lab 7, watching his team calibrate the dimensional resonance array. The equipment hummed with barely-contained energy, exotic matter suspended in electromagnetic fields, reality itself being gently… prodded.

“Energy readings are stable,” Dr. Douglas called up from below. “We're ready to attempt the next phase.”

“Proceed,” Dominic said into the intercom.

He'd sunk twenty million pounds into this research. Parallel universe theory wasn't just academic any more—his team had actually detected dimensional echoes, confirmed that other realities existed alongside their own. The implications were staggering. Energy from alternate dimensions. Resources. Knowledge. Technologies that existed in universes where physics had evolved differently.

The potential was limitless.

The cancer in his liver didn't care about potential. It cared about growing, spreading, killing him by inches whilst the best doctors in Britain shook their heads sympathetically.

Six months, they'd said. Maybe eight with aggressive treatment. A year if he was very lucky.

He wasn't lucky. He was rich. And rich men didn't die quietly when other options existed.

“Initiating dimensional probe,” Douglas announced.

The array's hum climbed in pitch. Reality shimmered in the centre of the lab—not dramatically, just a subtle warping, like heat haze. Instruments recorded data in streams. On the monitors, exotic particles danced in patterns that shouldn't exist in three-dimensional space.

“We're getting resonance!” Dr. Sanderson's voice pitched with excitement. “The probe is detecting… something. A response from—”

“Sir, we have a problem,” Douglas interrupted. “Dimensional distortion detected. But not from our array. It's—”

Reality tore.

Not in the centre of the lab where their equipment hummed. Not where it should have opened if their technology had caused it. This rift appeared near the far wall, twenty metres from the array, space splitting like a wound in existence. Edges flickered with colours that hurt to look at directly.

The tear wasn't responding to their equipment. It was answering it.

Something had detected their probe and opened its own door.

Golden fur. Leonine grace. Serpent's tail and too many teeth. The Chimera emerged into Lab 7 like it had been waiting for this moment, like the dimensional breach was an invitation it had been expecting.

Dr. Douglas screamed.

“LOCKDOWN!” Dominic slammed his hand on the emergency button. Blast doors began to descend throughout the facility. “GET OUT OF THERE!”

Too slow.

The Chimera moved with impossible speed. One moment it was near the dimensional rift, the next it had Dr. Sanderson pinned against the wall, one massive paw holding him like a doll.

The creature leaned in close. Stared into Sanderson's eyes with intelligence that was utterly alien and terrifyingly familiar. Not an animal. Something that thought, that reasoned, that chose its actions.

Then its tongue emerged.

Long. Rough. Glistening with saliva that smoked where it touched skin.

Sanderson's scream turned into something wet and horrible as the tongue dragged across his face. The caustic saliva didn't just burn—it dissolved. Flesh peeled away like paint stripper on wood, exposing muscle and bone and then just bone as the acid ate through everything it touched.

The Chimera dropped the corpse—because that's what it was now, a corpse with a melted face—and turned to Douglas.

The scientist ran. Got three steps before the serpent's tail whipped around and caught her in the midsection. The weapon-like tip had four blade-spikes—two on each side—two punched through her torso, the others positioned to brace and anchor. The wounds were catastrophic. No exit wounds—the blades were barbed, designed to catch and hold.

The Chimera pulled its tail free with casual brutality.

Douglas collapsed in a spreading pool of blood, two massive holes in her abdomen.

Dominic stood in the observation room, gripping the safety rail so hard his hands ached. Every instinct screamed at him to run, to hide, to do anything except stand there watching.

But he didn't run.

The cancer had taught him something about fear. When you're already dying, when every doctor's appointment is another countdown to oblivion, what's one more death? What's a monster compared to the betrayal of your own cells?

The Chimera's head swivelled. Looked up at the observation window. At Dominic.

Their eyes met.

Dominic didn't look away. Didn't flinch. Just stared back at the creature that had killed two of his people like they were nothing.

I'm dying already, he thought. What more do I have to fear?

The Chimera tilted its head. Then, with horrifying casualness, it leapt.

Not toward the door. Toward the observation window.

The reinforced glass—rated to withstand chemical explosions—shattered like sugar glass as four hundred kilograms of muscle and fury punched through. Dominic stumbled back, his cane clattering to the floor, but the creature was already inside the observation room with him.

Filling it.

Up close, it was even more impossible. Golden fur that seemed to shimmer with its own light. Eyes that held intelligence and cruelty in equal measure. The serpent's tail coiled and flexed behind it, blood still dripping from the barbed blades.

The Chimera stalked forward. Each step deliberate. Predatory.

Dominic backed against the wall, his legs refusing to run even if his mind screamed for it. The creature was too close, too fast. Running would just trigger the chase response.

So he stood his ground.

The Chimera stopped inches from him. Loomed over him—it was massive this close, its leonine head level with his despite Dominic being six feet tall. Hot breath washed over his face, smelling of copper and something acrid he couldn't identify.

Then it leaned in.

Sniffed.

Long, deliberate inhalations. The Chimera's nostrils flared as it scented him, its muzzle so close Dominic could see the individual whiskers, the dried blood on its teeth, the alien intelligence in those golden eyes.

It pulled back slightly. Stared at him.

And spoke.

Not telepathically. Not with psychic projection. Its mouth opened, that leonine muzzle shaping sounds that should have been impossible for its anatomy, and English words emerged. Accented strangely, consonants too sharp and vowels too long, but unmistakable.

“Your body is weak.” The voice was a throaty rumble, like thunder rolling beneath the words, a bass roar that Dominic felt in his chest as much as heard.

Dominic's breath caught. It spoke. The thing spoke.

“That was you,” he said. “At the museum. The attack.”

The Chimera's eyes gleamed with something like approval. “Yes, I was there.” it continued, “I smell your fear, you hide it well. But then what is there to fear when you are already so close to death?”

“Yes,” he managed. “Cancer.”

The Chimera's head tilted, considering. “I was not expecting this technology. You clearly are resourceful.” It gestured with one massive paw toward the observation window, toward the dimensional array still humming in the lab below. “Primitive. But functional. Impressive for your species.”

“Thank you?” The absurdity of the conversation crashed over Dominic. He was thanking a monster that had just murdered two of his employees.

“Death is close.” The Chimera leaned in again, those golden eyes boring into his. “And you have no resources for that. All your wealth, all your technology, cannot stop the cells from consuming you. I can smell it. The rot. It spreads through your liver, your lymph nodes, your bones. Six months. Perhaps less.”

“The doctors said the same thing.” Dominic's voice was steadier than he felt. “What do you want?”

“Direct. I appreciate that.” The Chimera's tail swished, the blades catching light. “I seek something lost. An ancient tool. A weapon. It was in your city, dormant for centuries. But recently it woke. Bonded with a human. I can sense it, but I cannot take it by force. Not yet. The host is… problematic.”

“And you think I can help you get it.” Dominic's mind was already working, calculating. “In exchange for what? A cure?”

“Cure is such a limited word.” The Chimera stepped back, giving him space. “My people possess technologies your species cannot comprehend. Dimensional manipulation. Biological reconstruction. We can edit matter at the quantum level. Your cancer is simple chemistry. Easily corrected. Easily… reversed.”

Dominic's heart hammered. “You could heal me.”

“I could remake you. Give you decades. Centuries, if you wish. Your species ages because your cells accumulate damage. We know how to prevent that damage. How to repair it. How to extend biological function indefinitely.” The creature's expression shifted—not quite a smile, but something close. “I offer you time, Dominic Baptiste. All the time you need. In exchange for your assistance.”

“Assistance doing what?”

“The weapon I sought at the museum. The ancient tool.” The Chimera's tail swished. “It was dormant in your city for centuries. Recently it woke. I sensed it, went to claim what was mine. But it bonded with a human before I could secure it.”

Dominic's mind flashed to the viral footage. The bronze creature fighting this golden-furred monster. The teacher who'd become an overnight hero.

“The other creature,” he said. “The bronze one. That was your weapon.”

“The tool bonded with a teacher protecting her students.” The Chimera's tail lashed with clear irritation. “It chose her over me.”

“And she fought you.” Dominic remembered the grainy footage more clearly now. The bronze creature moving with impossible grace, terrifying and magnificent. The viral hero everyone was talking about. “She bonded with it during the attack and used it against you.”

“Direct confrontation failed.” The Chimera's voice turned cold. “She is more capable than anticipated, and the tool responds to her will. An insult I intend to correct. I need a different approach. Subtlety. Manipulation. The slow erosion of her defences.”

“A teacher,” Dominic repeated, his businessman's mind already calculating. “Young. Female. In Manchester.”

“Untrained. Uncertain. She does not understand what she carries. Does not know its true value.” The Chimera began to pace, its movements hypnotic. “But she will not willingly surrender it. I need leverage. Information. Access. You are a businessman. You understand persuasion. Manipulation. The slow application of pressure until your target yields.”

“You want me to get this teacher to give you the weapon.”

“Or to weaken her resolve enough that I can take it. Either outcome is acceptable.” The Chimera stopped, faced him directly. “I am patient. I have waited centuries. I can wait a few months more. But you?” It gestured at Dominic's body. “You do not have months. You have weeks. Days, perhaps, if the cancer accelerates. Work with me, and I give you life. Refuse, and die as your species always does—slowly, painfully, aware of every moment slipping away.”

Dominic's mind raced. This was insane. Impossible. A creature from another dimension offering him immortality in exchange for betraying a stranger.

But the cancer in his liver didn't care about morality. It cared about growing. Spreading. Killing.

And he wanted to live.

Dominic understood immediately. “You want me to be your stalking horse. Find her. Get close. Earn her trust. Make her vulnerable.”

“Precisely. She is in Manchester. A teacher at a school that took students to the museum that day. Find which school. Find her. And when the time comes, you will help me claim what is mine.”

“And you'll cure me?”

“When I have the tool in my possession, I will remake your body as promised. You have my word.”

Dominic laughed—sharp, bitter. “The word of a monster.”

“The word of a being who could kill you where you stand, but chooses negotiation instead.” The Chimera's voice dropped lower, that bass rumble intensifying. “I do not lie, Dominic Baptiste. Deception is inefficient. I state my terms clearly: deliver the tool, receive immortality. Fail, and die as scheduled. Simple. Clear. Honest.”

The creature turned, walked toward the shattered observation window. Paused at the edge.

“I will contact you again soon. Begin your search. And Dominic?” It looked back over its shoulder. “Do not disappoint me. I can make your death far slower than the cancer would manage.”

The air split. Not the dramatic rift from before—this was smaller, more controlled, edges precise as a surgical cut. A doorway opened in reality itself.

The Chimera stepped through.

The rift sealed.

Dominic stood alone in the observation room, surrounded by broken glass and the smell of blood from the lab below. His hands were shaking. His legs finally gave out, and he slumped against the wall, sliding down until he sat on the floor.

The lab was silent except for alarms and the hiss of blood spreading across pristine floor tiles.

Dominic sat there for a long time, thinking about the offer. About immortality. About betraying a woman he'd never met to save his own life.

About whether he was the kind of man who would do that.

The pain in his liver answered for him. The weakness in his limbs. The taste of death that no amount of chemotherapy could wash away.

Yes. He was that kind of man.

He pulled himself upright, retrieved his cane, and began composing the cover story in his head—laboratory accident, equipment malfunction, tragic loss of valued employees. He'd pay for their funerals. Donate to their families. Cover up the truth because the truth was impossible and no one would believe it anyway.

And he'd search.

Find the school. Find the teacher. Earn her trust.

And when the Chimera returned, he'd deliver what it wanted.

Because Dominic Baptiste wanted to live more than he wanted to be good.

And in the end, that was all that mattered.
Strange Bedfellows

Six weeks.

Six weeks since the museum. Six weeks since Kate's life had turned upside down and inside out. Six weeks of living a double life that would've seemed absurd if she'd read it in a book—history teacher by day, eight-foot bronze warrior by night.

Well. Warrior was generous. She was getting better, but “competent beginner with occasional flashes of skill borrowed from dead Romans” was probably more accurate.

Kate finished her fifth sandwich of lunch—ham and cheese, nothing fancy—and realised the staff room had gone quiet. She looked up to find Linda from Maths staring at her with something between concern and horrified fascination.

“What?” Kate asked around a mouthful of crust.

“That's your fifth sandwich, love.” Linda's voice was gentle. Too gentle. The voice you used with someone who was clearly Not Coping. “Are you feeling alright?”

Kate swallowed. Felt the familiar gnawing hunger in her belly that no amount of food seemed to satisfy. “Just hungry. Training for a half-marathon.”

“Since when?”

“Recently.” Kate stuffed the last of the sandwich in her mouth and stood. “Need to prep for Year 10. See you later.”

She fled before Linda could ask more questions.

Smooth, Very convincing.

Shut up.

A half-marathon? You can barely run from the car park without getting winded.

I said shut up. Kate locked herself in her classroom and leaned against the door. How much longer is this going to last? I'm eating like a bloody horse and people are starting to notice.

Actually, the voice said, and there was something thoughtful in his mental tone, I've been meaning to discuss that.

Kate waited.

The hunger. It's diminishing, isn't it?

Kate paused. Thought about it. “Yeah, actually. It is. I mean, I'm still eating like I'm feeding two people—”

Technically you are.

“—but it's not as bad as it was. Those first couple weeks I thought I was going to bankrupt myself on grocery bills.”

The initial connection had a huge void to fill, he explained. My dormancy left me almost completely drained. Centuries without a host, without sustenance, without energy flow. When you bonded with me, your body had to supply everything I'd lost. It was like… imagine an empty reservoir suddenly trying to fill whilst also providing water to a village downstream.

“That's a concerning metaphor.”

But accurate. Now we're more in sync. The energy between us flows easier, requires less brute force transfer. We've stabilised.

Kate sat down at her desk, processing this. “So it's going to get better? The eating?”

As the energy gap decreases, I'm hoping your eating habits will gradually return to something more normal. Not entirely—the bond still requires more energy than you would naturally consume—but manageable.

“Thank Christ for that.” Kate slumped in her chair. “Mum's already got me targeted as bulimic. She sent me three links to support group meetings last week.”

His mental presence radiated something that felt like amusement. What did you tell her?

“That I was fine and she was being dramatic. Which went about as well as you'd expect.” Kate rubbed her face. “First she thought I was pregnant—asked me point-blank over Sunday lunch. I spat tea all over the table. Then when I convinced her I wasn't, she decided I must be bulimic instead. Now she's convinced I'm having a breakdown from the museum trauma and ‘eating my feelings.’”

Are you? Eating your feelings?

“I'm eating because you're a bloody energy vampire, not because I'm emotionally compromised.”

Technically, energy symbiote. Vampire implies I'm undead.

“You're ten thousand years old. Close enough.”

Ironically, the museum trauma is the reason you're eating at all.

“Yeah, well, I can't exactly explain that, can I?” Kate pulled out her lesson plan for Year 10—Roman Britain, wonderfully ironic given who was currently residing in her nervous system. “How long until it's properly normal?”

Weeks. Maybe a month or two. Hard to say—every host is different.

Kate filed that information away under “Things I Can't Tell My Mother” and tried to focus on work. Year 10s were doing the Roman conquest of Britain today. She wondered if he had opinions about it.

I was there for some of it, he offered, clearly reading her thoughts. The host at the time was a Caledonian warrior. We fought the legions at Mons Graupius.

“Did you win?”

Define ‘win.’ We survived. Our people didn't.

Kate decided not to press that particular wound and went back to her lesson plan.

—

Training that night was in the same abandoned industrial site they'd been using for the past month—a condemned factory complex on the outskirts of Manchester that was scheduled for demolition but hadn't actually been demolished yet. Perfect for someone who needed to practise being an eight-foot bronze monster without terrifying the general public.

Kate transformed now without the bone-deep terror that had accompanied the first few attempts. It still felt wrong—body elongating, mass increasing, gender shifting in ways that made her brain stutter—but at least she didn't panic any more. Just closed her eyes, let him reshape her, and tried not to think too hard about the physics involved.

Three seconds later she was the Minotaur. Eight feet of bronze-skinned muscle, bull's head, male anatomy that she was still determinedly ignoring. The usual.

Better, he said approvingly. You barely hesitated.

“Still feels like wearing someone else's skin.”

Technically it is someone else's skin. Just also yours. We're complicated.

Kate flexed her hands—massive, three-fingered, tipped with blunt claws. Picked up the steel pipe she'd been using as a practise weapon and gave it a few experimental swings. The weight that would've been impossible for human Kate felt light as a broom handle.

“Show me Asterion again,” she said.

You've seen that memory four times.

“And I want to see it a fifth time. Show me.”

There was a pause—an equivalent of a sigh—and then the memory overlaid her vision like a translucent film.

The labyrinth. Not the mythological maze, but a prison built beneath Knossos. Stone walls, dim torchlight, the smell of salt air mixing with damp stone. And Asterion—tall, broad-shouldered, human. A political prisoner, not a monster. Brother to Ariadne, nephew to King Minos, and far too dangerous to execute publicly.

So they'd locked him away and called him beast.

Kate watched as he bonded with Asterion—saw the bracelet offered by a sympathetic guard, saw Asterion put it on knowing full well what it meant. Transformation. Power. The ability to fight back.

But also: becoming the monster they'd already named him.

The bull's head had been Asterion's choice. Deliberate. Defiant. If they wanted a beast, he'd give them a beast. Something worthy of their fear.

Kate watched Asterion fight Theseus. Watched him lose—not because he was weaker, but because Ariadne had betrayed him for love of his killer. Watched Asterion die with him still bonded, sharing every moment of the blade sliding between his ribs.

The memory faded.

Kate stood in the abandoned factory, the steel pipe trembling in her hand.

“He chose the form,” she said quietly. “The bull's head. The size. The intimidation. You didn't force that on him.”

No, he agreed. I never force form. The host chooses, consciously or subconsciously. I simply… provide the clay. They sculpt the shape.

“So this”—Kate gestured at herself, at the bronze Minotaur body—”is me? My choice?”

Asterion left an impression. His form became… default, in a way. When hosts don't have a strong preference, the shape defaults to what worked before. But you could choose differently. Be something else entirely.

Kate filed that information away for later contemplation. “Why did you stay with him? You knew he was going to lose. You could've abandoned him, found another host.”

He recognised me, he said simply. Not as a weapon. Not as a tool. As someone trapped, just like him. We were both prisoners. Both called monsters. It seemed… right to stay.

Kate understood that more than she wanted to admit.

They trained for another hour—staff work, shield techniques, how to use the Minotaur's size as an advantage rather than a hindrance. Kate was getting better. Still clumsy compared to the muscle memories he could access, but better.

By the time she transformed back to human, she was exhausted, sweat-soaked, and only moderately hungry rather than ravenously starving. Progress.

You're improving, he said as she drove home. The Syrian spearman only started showing real skill after three months. You're ahead of schedule.

“The Syrian spearman didn't have to teach Year 9 the Norman Conquest whilst learning to be a mythological creature.”

True. He had the benefit of focus.

Kate smiled despite herself. Six weeks in, and his dry humour was starting to feel normal. Comforting, even. Like having a particularly sarcastic friend living in her head.

Which was probably concerning, but she'd worry about that later.

—

She got home to find her phone buzzing with messages.

Mum: Saw you on the news again. That museum thing. Are you sure you're okay?

Darren: Coffee tomorrow? Need to talk.

Jon: Mum's worried about you. Maybe lay off the hero stuff for a bit?

Kate deleted Jon's message, sent Mum a reassuring lie, and stared at Darren's text for longer than she should've.

He knows something's wrong,

“He's always known when something's wrong. That's the problem with having a brother-in-law who actually pays attention.”

Will you tell him?

“Tell him what? ‘Hi Darren, I'm bonded to a ten-thousand-year-old alien AI and sometimes I turn into an eight-foot bronze bull-man’? That'll go brilliantly.”

You trust him.

Kate did trust Darren. More than Jon, honestly. Darren had always been the steady one, the one who listened without judging. The one who'd helped her move house when her last relationship imploded, who'd sat with her at Dad's bedside when Reg had his heart scare three years ago, who treated her like an actual person instead of Jon's slightly disappointing little sister.

But this was too much. This was too strange.

Think about it, he suggested. Isolation is dangerous. You're already lying to everyone. That wears a person down.

“I'll think about it.”

She wouldn't. But it was easier to say she would.

Kate made herself a massive omelette—four eggs, half a block of cheese, whatever vegetables were left in the fridge—whilst a question she'd been avoiding for weeks finally forced its way to the surface.

“Can you read my mind?” she asked quietly, staring at the eggs sizzling in the pan.

Silence. Not the comfortable silence of before, but something heavier.

Yes, he admitted. And no. It's… complicated.

“Uncomplicate it.”

I can sense your emotions. Your surface thoughts—the ones you're actively thinking. When we're connected deeply, during transformation or combat, I can access more. Memories. Instincts. Fears. A pause. But I don't… rummage. I don't go looking. It feels invasive.

Kate's hands tightened on the spatula. “Can you control my thoughts? My actions?”

In emergencies, yes. I can override. Take control if you're injured or incapacitated. It's a survival mechanism built into the bond. The admission came reluctantly. I've… influenced you. When you tried to remove the bracer those first few days. I confused your thoughts, made it harder for you to focus on the task. Made you forget what you were doing.

Kate's stomach dropped. “You manipulated me.”

I kept you alive. That creature would have killed you. I didn't— He stopped. Started again. I was afraid. You would have removed me, and you would have died for it. So yes. I manipulated you. I'm sorry.

The omelette was burning. Kate turned off the hob and just stood there, processing.

“How much of what I think is actually me? How much of what I feel is real?”

All of it. The voice was quiet but certain. I can influence, but I cannot create. Your anger, your fear, your determination—those are yours. I can amplify or dampen, suggest or distract, but I cannot make you feel something you don't already feel somewhere inside.

Kate slid the slightly burnt omelette onto a plate. Sat down at her small kitchen table. “You said you can access my memories during transformation.”

When the bond is deep enough, yes. But Kate… He hesitated, and that hesitation felt genuine. We are connected in a way that I have never connected with another host. Previous bonds were purposeful. I am a tool. A weapon. Something to get the job done. The host reaches for me when they need me, I provide what they require, we function together for a purpose.

“And this isn't that?”

This is… more. Deeper. I don't know why. Perhaps it's because you resisted at first—forced me to be more than just reactive. Perhaps it's because you question everything, make me explain myself, refuse to simply accept. A pause. In fact, this very conversation is as alien to me as I am to you. Other hosts never asked these questions. They wore me, fought with me, died with me. But we didn't… talk. Not like this.

Kate took a bite of omelette. It tasted like ash. “What's different?”

They lacked the emotional bond this seems to have. The words came slowly, like he was discovering them as he spoke them. Previous hosts saw me as a resource. A powerful one, a valuable one, but still—a thing to be used. You see me as… someone. Something capable of choice and thought and… guilt. You expect me to have opinions. To feel things.

“And you do. Feel things.”

Yes. More now than I remember before. You're changing me, Kate, as much as I might be changing you.

Kate set down her fork. Looked at the bronze bracelet on her wrist—delicate, beautiful, deceptive. A prison and a partnership all at once.

“Are we changing each other?” she asked quietly. “Really changing, I mean. Not just adapting, but becoming something neither of us was before?”

Yes. The admission came without hesitation. But only in ways that I believe any other relationship changes both parties.

Kate sat with that truth for a long moment. Then she picked up her plate, moved to the sofa, and opened her laptop. Put on the news out of habit whilst eating.

And froze.

The segment was about the museum attack. Again. Six weeks later and they were still covering it. But this time the tone was different.

“—new findings from the Rutherford BioScience Laboratory, which has been analysing the biological samples recovered from the British Museum attack,” the presenter was saying. “Doctor Amanda Davis joins us with the latest results. Doctor Davis, what can you tell us?”

The camera cut to a woman in a lab coat standing in front of what looked like a high-tech research facility. Professional. Credible. The clean modern building behind her with BioScience over the door frame.

“Well, James, our analysis of both the golden tissue samples and the bronze material has confirmed what many suspected—both entities are definitively extraterrestrial in origin. But what's particularly disturbing is the parasitic nature of the bronze entity.”

Kate's stomach tightened.

“The golden creature—what witnesses called the ‘Chimera’—appears to be a biological organism. Predatory. Highly aggressive. The caustic properties of its saliva alone suggest it evolved for combat.” Davis pulled up an image—magnified tissue, alien and wrong. “But the bronze entity exhibits behaviour more analogous to parasitic organisms we see here on Earth. Specifically, parasitoid wasps.”

“Parasitoid wasps?” James asked.

“Organisms that infect a host and fundamentally alter its behaviour to serve the parasite's needs. The wasp lays eggs inside a host—say, a caterpillar—and the larva actually controls the host's nervous system, making it perform actions that benefit the parasite rather than itself.” Davis's expression was grave. “The bronze entity doesn't just bond with a host—it may be commandeering the host's body entirely, using it as a vehicle whilst the original personality is suppressed or… consumed.”

Kate—

“Shut up. Let me listen.”

Davis continued, her tone carefully clinical. “What concerns me most is the question of intent. We have two alien entities fighting in one of our most important cultural institutions. Was this a coordinated attack? Were they fighting each other, or were they fighting us? Is Earth simply a battlefield for conflicts we don't understand? And critically—is the human host even aware of being controlled, or has the parasitic entity completely overridden their consciousness?”

“And the bronze entity that appeared to protect the civilians—”

“Appeared being the operative word,” Davis interrupted. “We have no way to know if protection was genuine or simply the parasite defending its new territory. Both entities displayed extreme violence. Both caused significant damage. Both are extraterrestrial threats operating on British soil without any oversight or accountability.”

The segment shifted to footage from the museum—the grainy phone videos Kate had seen a dozen times. The Chimera's golden fur. The bronze Minotaur moving with impossible speed. Destruction. Chaos. And nowhere in the footage did it look like heroism. It looked like a war zone.

“The Ministry of Defence has declined to comment,” James said, “but sources indicate increased concern about potential alien presence in the UK. Doctor Davis, what would you recommend?”

“Vigilance. These entities are still out there. We don't know their goals, their capabilities, or their numbers. Until we do, the public deserves to be informed about the genuine risks.”

The segment ended. Cut to weather.

Kate sat frozen, omelette forgotten.

Parasitoid wasps, the voice said quietly, something like horror in his tone. They're comparing me to parasitoid wasps.

“That's…” Kate's mind was racing. “That has to be deliberate. That's not scientific analysis. How can they make such connections without data? Someone wanted them to make that comparison.”

The way she spoke. Too polished. Too prepared. Those weren't off-the-cuff observations—those were talking points.

Kate's stomach churned. “Someone's shaping the narrative. Making people afraid. Making me look like—like I'm being controlled. Like I'm not even me any more.”

We just discussed how we're changing each other, the voice said bitterly. And now the world is being told you're being consumed by a parasite. The timing is…

“Not coincidence.” Kate felt cold. “But who? Why?”

I don't know. But whoever it is, they're being very careful. Very patient.

Her phone buzzed. Mum.

Mum: Did you see the news? Those poor people at the museum. Terrifying to think there might be more of those creatures. You're being careful, aren't you?

Kate's blood ran cold. Louise didn't know. Couldn't know. The bronze monster the news had just framed as a parasitic threat was Kate.

Or was it? Was Kate still Kate, or was she the caterpillar with the wasp's eggs already hatching inside her brain?

She typed back with shaking hands: I'm fine, Mum. Don't worry.

Another message. Jon this time.

Jon: Crazy stuff on the news. That parasite thing is nightmare fuel. Glad you got out of there when you did.

And another. Darren.

Darren: That Rutherford report is disturbing. The parasitoid comparison. We should talk.

Darren's message felt different. Like he'd seen through the framing to something underneath. Like he suspected the implications reached closer to home than anyone realised.

Kate set her phone down. Looked at the bracelet on her wrist—delicate, beautiful, and according to that laboratory, possibly a parasitic organism slowly consuming her consciousness whilst she walked around thinking she was still herself.

“They're isolating me,” she whispered. “Making people afraid. Making them see the host as a victim and the bronze creature as the threat. So when—if—they find out it's me…”

They'll already believe you're being controlled, the voice finished. Already believe you're not really you any more. Already believe I'm the parasitoid wasp and you're the dying caterpillar.

“Are you?”

Silence.

Kate binned her omelette, for the first time in days she had lost her appetite, and tried not to think about parasitic wasps making caterpillars build cocoons for their killers. Tried not to think about whether her thoughts were her own or carefully manipulated impulses serving something else's needs.

She ignored the rest of the family texts, and tried very hard not to wonder if the parasite ever knew it was the parasite.

You are, he said quietly. Still yourself. Still Kate. I would know if you weren't.

“Would you? Or would I just think I'm me whilst actually being… something else?”

Silence.

I don't know, I've never thought to check before.

And that, Kate reflected, was the most terrifying thing he could've possibly said.

—

She dreamed that night of the labyrinth.

Not Asterion's labyrinth—hers. Endless corridors of her own mind, twisting and turning, and she couldn't tell which thoughts were originally hers and which had been added. Which memories were real and which were borrowed from hosts long dead.

She walked the maze looking for herself.

Found only bronze walls and the echo of a bull's bellow.

Woke at three AM sweating, terrified, and absolutely certain she was losing her mind.

Kate, he said gently. Breathe.

“Am I me?” she whispered into the dark. “Am I still me?”

Yes.

“How do you know?”

Because you're afraid. Because you're questioning. Because you care whether you're changing. A pause. The hosts who lost themselves never asked the question.

It should've been comforting.

It wasn't.

Kate lay awake until dawn, staring at the ceiling, feeling the weight of the bronze bracelet on her wrist like a shackle she'd chosen but couldn't remove.

And wondering if that laboratory had been right after all. Wondering if she was the wasp or the caterpillar.

Or if there was any difference any more.
The Hero's Burden

The phone call from Henderson came Tuesday morning, second period. Kate was midway through explaining the Domesday Book to Year 8 when her mobile buzzed in her desk drawer.

She ignored it. Year 8s were difficult enough without giving them an excuse to get distracted.

It buzzed again. And again.

“Miss, is that your phone?” Madison asked with the gleeful tone of a student who'd found a teacher breaking their own rules.

Kate glared at her. “Yes. Which is why it's in my desk and not out on the table like yours was yesterday.”

Madison had the grace to look sheepish.

The phone rang a fourth time.

That's persistent, the voice observed. Maybe you should—

“Not now,” Kate muttered under her breath.

“Miss?”

“Nothing. Eyes on the board, please.”

The phone finally stopped. Kate made it another ten minutes before there was a knock on her classroom door.

Henderson stood in the corridor, face grave. “Kate? A word?”

This isn't good, the voice said.

For once, Kate agreed.

—

Henderson's office smelled of stale coffee and anxiety. He gestured for Kate to sit, then spent an uncomfortable thirty seconds arranging papers on his desk before finally meeting her eyes.

“Kate, I want to be clear—this isn't disciplinary. You've done nothing wrong. In fact, quite the opposite. What you did at the museum was extraordinarily brave.”

Kate's stomach sank. “But?”

“But the media attention is becoming… problematic. For the school. For our students. For you.” Henderson pulled out a tabloid—one of the more sensationalist rags—and slid it across the desk.

MUSEUM HERO TEACHER: WHERE IS SHE NOW?

The photo was grainy but recognisable. Kate on the museum steps, being led to an ambulance, blood on her face and shirt. Below it, a smaller headline: School refuses comment on teacher's involvement in alien attack.

“Oh Christ,” Kate breathed.

“There are photographers outside the gates,” Henderson said quietly. “Three of them. Waiting for you to leave. We've had seven different news organisations request interviews. The tabloids are offering money for student quotes about what you were like before the attack.”

They're vultures.

“I haven't talked to anyone,” Kate said. “I've turned down every interview request.”

“I know. And I appreciate that.” Henderson leaned back in his chair. “But the attention isn't stopping. And now with that Rutherford Laboratory report—all this talk about parasitic aliens and compromised hosts—parents are calling. Worried. Asking if you're safe. If the students are safe around you.”

Kate felt like she'd been slapped. “You're joking.”

“I wish I were.” Henderson rubbed his face. “Most of them are being reasonable. But some… Kate, I had a parent suggest we should have you medically examined to ensure you're not ‘infected.’ Another wanted to know why you haven't been quarantined.”

The room tilted slightly.

Breathe, the voice said gently. Just breathe.

“I'm not infected,” Kate managed. “I'm fine. I was examined at the hospital. Clean bill of health.”

“I know that. And you know that. But perception matters.” Henderson pulled out another document—this one official-looking, on school letterhead. “The board has asked me to place you on temporary paid leave. Just until the media attention dies down. A few weeks, maybe a month. For your own wellbeing as much as the school's reputation.”

Kate stared at him. “You're suspending me.”

“I'm protecting you. And frankly, protecting our relationship with Mr. Baptiste. His donation is transformative for this school, Kate. But he's concerned about negative publicity. About his name being associated with… controversy.”

There it was. The real reason.

“So Baptiste wants me gone.”

“Baptiste wants the media circus to end. As do I. As, I imagine, do you.” Henderson softened slightly. “Kate, you look exhausted. You've been through trauma. Take the time. Rest. Let this blow over. You'll come back when things are calmer, and we'll all be better for it.”

Kate wanted to argue. Wanted to tell him this was bollocks, that she was fine, that she shouldn't be punished for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

But another part of her—a quieter part—felt relieved.

That's concerning, the voice observed.

Kate ignored it.

“When do I need to leave?”

“End of the week. We'll tell the students you're taking time for your health. Medical leave, nothing sinister. The photographers will lose interest once you're not coming to work daily.”

“Right.” Kate stood. Her legs felt unsteady. “Anything else?”

“One more thing.” Henderson's voice stopped her at the door. “Your sister. Lucy? She's been posting about the museum attack. About you. On her social media accounts.”

Kate's blood went cold. “What?”

Henderson turned his laptop around. On the screen, Lucy's Instagram—100,000 followers, carefully curated aesthetic, the kind of influencer presence that made money off lifestyle content and product placements.

The recent post was a photo of Kate from a family dinner, tagged with: My sister the HERO! So proud of Kate for saving those kids at the British Museum. She won't talk about it but I KNOW she's struggling. Please send her your love and support! #MuseumHero #ProudSister #FamilyFirst

The post had 45,000 likes. Three thousand comments. People Kate had never met offering thoughts and prayers and asking for interviews.

“Bloody hell,” Kate whispered.

“She's been quite… active. Posted six times about you in the last week. I thought you should know.”

Kate didn't trust herself to speak. Just nodded and left.

—

She made it to her car before the fury hit.

Lucy. Her selfish, narcissistic, attention-seeking sister had turned Kate's trauma into content. Had violated her privacy, exposed her to even more attention, all for likes and follows and whatever sponsorship deals came from having a “hero sister.”

Kate gripped the steering wheel hard enough to make her knuckles white.

Easy, the voice warned. You're going to break something.

“She had no right.”

No. She didn't.

“I never even told her the details. She's making shit up. ‘I know she's struggling.’ How would she bloody know? We haven't had a proper conversation in months!”

Family can be complicated.

Kate laughed—sharp, bitter. “That's an understatement.”

She pulled out her phone. Texted Lucy: Take the posts down. Now.

The reply came within seconds: Can't believe you're being like this. I'm supporting you!

Kate: You're exploiting me for content. Delete it.

Lucy: You're so ungrateful. Do you know how much engagement this is getting? This is GOOD for you.

Kate threw her phone into the passenger seat before she could type something she'd regret.

She won't take them down, the voice observed.

“I know.”

She's using your pain for her gain.

“I know.” Kate started the engine. “Everyone's using me for something.”

She drove home in silence, ignoring the photographer who tried to follow her from the school gates. Lost him at the third roundabout—one advantage of knowing Manchester's road system better than some London-based paparazzo.

By the time she got home, the fury had cooled into something worse.

Depression.

—

Three days into her forced leave, Kate stopped training.

It happened gradually. First she missed one session—told herself she was tired, needed rest. Then another. Then a third.

We should train, the voice suggested on Friday night. You were getting better with the shields.

“I'm tired.”

You've been tired all week.

“Then maybe I need the rest.”

Silence. Then, carefully: What's wrong?

Kate was lying on her sofa, staring at the ceiling, still in her pyjamas at seven PM. The flat was a mess. Dishes piled in the sink. Laundry unfolded. She'd eaten cereal for lunch and crisps for dinner.

“What's the point?” she asked the ceiling.

Of training?

“Of any of it. The fighting. The combat practise. Learning to use weapons I'll never need.” Kate turned her head to look at the bracelet on her wrist. “Why am I doing this?”

To be prepared. That creature is still out there. It will come back.

“Will it? It's been over six weeks. Maybe it's gone. Maybe it found whatever it was looking for somewhere else. Maybe it doesn't care about me at all.”

It cares about me. I told you—

“You told me a lot of things.” Kate sat up. “You showed me memories. Atlantis. Asterion. Perseus. All very dramatic. All very convenient.”

What are you saying?

“I'm saying maybe I'm being manipulated.” The words came out flat. “That laboratory report. The parasitoid wasp. Making the host do things that benefit the parasite instead of itself. How do I know that's not what's happening?”

Kate—

“No, listen. I'm a history teacher. I'm not a warrior. I'm not a fighter. I've never been in a physical altercation in my life before the museum. But suddenly I'm spending every night learning combat techniques? Weapons training? Spending hours transformed into a creature that terrifies me?” Kate's voice cracked. “Is that really me? Or is that you making me think I want this?”

The silence was heavy.

I showed you my history, the voice said finally. My real history. I've been honest with you.

“Have you?” Kate stood, started pacing. “Or have you shown me carefully selected memories designed to make me sympathetic? To make me trust you? The symbiote that's been alone for centuries, just looking for connection. The ancient tool trying to do good. It's a very compelling story.”

It's the truth.

“Is it? Because right now, I don't know what to believe.” Kate stopped at the window, looked out at the Manchester street below. Normal people living normal lives. “That doctor on the news—Davis. She said the host might not even know they're being controlled. Might think their choices are their own whilst the parasite pulls the strings.”

I am not a parasite.

“Then why do I want to fight?” Kate turned to face the empty room, as if the voice had a body she could confront. “Why do I spend every night practising violence? Why do I keep coming back to combat training when I should be resting? Recovering? Being the teacher I was before all this?”

Because you're preparing for a threat, the voice said, and there was something desperate in it. Because the Chimera will return. Because—

“Because you need me to fight!” Kate pulled the bracelet—tried to pull it, but her fingers wouldn't close around it properly. Couldn't quite grip it. “See? Even now. I can't even try to remove you without you—what? Confusing my thoughts? Making my hands not work properly?”

Kate, please—

“Is any of this real?” Her voice broke. “Is my anger real? My fear? Or are those just amplified emotions, pushed and pulled to keep me compliant? To keep me being your host instead of trying to be free?”

Your emotions are real. I told you—I can influence, but I cannot create. Everything you feel comes from you.

“But you can amplify. Dampen. Suggest. Distract.” Kate sank back onto the sofa. “So how much of ‘me’ is actually me? How much is your influence? How would I even know?”

Silence.

I don't have a good answer for that, the voice admitted. I wish I did.

Kate pulled her knees up to her chest. “That's not comforting.”

I know.

They sat in silence for a long time.

For what it's worth, the voice said finally, this doubt you're feeling? This questioning? This is you. I'm not making you doubt. I'm not making you question. If I could manipulate you that precisely, I'd make you trust me without reservation.

“Would you?”

I don't know. Maybe. Probably. A pause. But I can't. You're fighting me right now, in your head, questioning everything I say. If I had that level of control, you wouldn't be able to do that.

Kate considered this. “Or you're letting me think I'm fighting when really I'm not.”

Then we're in an unfalsifiable loop. I can't prove I'm not controlling you. You can't prove you're being controlled. We're stuck.

“Yeah.” Kate rested her forehead on her knees. “We are.”

Another long silence.

The Chimera won't stop, the voice said quietly. That much is true, regardless of anything else. It wants me. It will come for me. And when it does, it will go through you to get me.

“So I have to fight. Have to train. Have to be ready.”

Yes.

“For my benefit or yours?”

Both. The voice was honest, at least. I want to survive. But you bonded to me. That makes you a target whether you like it or not. Training keeps you alive.

“Lucky me,” Kate said bitterly.

I'm sorry. I wish I could remove myself. Let you go back to your normal life. But we're bound. For better or worse.

Kate thought about the caterpillar building cocoons for its killer. Thought about parasitoid wasps making their hosts perform elaborate behaviours that benefited only the parasite.

Thought about whether she'd ever know the difference.

“Tell me this,” she said finally. “And be honest. Is this humanity's fight? If the Chimera gets you—if it wins—what happens?”

It won't use me for humanity's benefit, the voice said carefully. The Chimera is a hunter. A predator. It wants me as a weapon. To do what hunters do.

“Kill.”

Yes.

“So if I don't fight, if I let you go, if the Chimera wins—humanity suffers.”

Possibly. Probably. I don't know its full intentions. But I know what I am. What I can do. In the wrong hands, I'm a weapon of mass destruction.

Kate laughed—no humour in it. “So my choices are: fight and possibly lose myself to parasitic manipulation, or don't fight and doom humanity. Brilliant.”

I'm sorry.

“Are you? Or is that what you're programmed to say?”

I don't know, the voice admitted. I genuinely don't know any more.

And that, somehow, was the most honest thing it had said all night.

Kate sat in her darkening flat, knees pulled to her chest, and tried to decide if she was the wasp or the caterpillar.

Or if, at this point, there was any meaningful difference.

Then she stood up. Walked to her bedroom. Opened her jewellery box—cheap wooden thing she'd had since university, full of tangled necklaces and mismatched earrings.

And reached for the bracelet.

Kate—

“I need to know,” she said quietly. “I need to know if I'm me. If my thoughts are mine. If any of this is real.”

If you remove me, the Chimera—

“Might come back. Might not. You've been saying ‘it will return’ for six weeks and nothing's happened. Maybe it's gone. Maybe it doesn't care.” Kate touched the bracelet. Her fingers closed around it properly this time. No confusion. No distraction. Just metal against skin. “You said previous hosts survived separation briefly. Long enough.”

Long enough for what?

“Long enough for me to know if I'm still me without you.”

She pulled.

The bracelet resisted—not mechanically, but she could feel the bond straining, stretching, like pulling apart Velcro. It hurt. Not physically, but somewhere deeper. Like tearing out a piece of herself that had grown into place.

Kate, please—

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “But I have to know.”

One more pull. The bond snapped.

The bracelet came free.

Silence.

Not the comfortable silence of shared thoughts. Not the presence in the back of her mind that had become familiar over six weeks.

Just… silence.

Kate stood in her bedroom, bracelet in hand, and felt completely, utterly alone.

No voice. No commentary. No dry observations or ancient memories or tactical assessments.

Just Kate.

She looked at the bracelet—beautiful, delicate, deceptive. Could almost imagine it looked smaller now. Less significant. Just a piece of bronze jewellery, nothing more.

Kate placed it carefully in the jewellery box. Closed the lid.

Walked back to the living room and sat on the sofa.

Waited to feel different. Waited to feel more herself. Waited for clarity.

The flat was so quiet.

Kate pulled her knees back to her chest and tried not to feel like she'd just made a terrible mistake.

Tried not to notice that the silence in her head felt less like freedom and more like amputation.

But she needed this. Needed to know her thoughts were her own. Needed to prove—to herself if no one else—that Kate Blakesley still existed independent of ancient alien technology.

She'd give it a few days. See how she felt. See if the doubt and confusion lifted or if it was really hers all along.

The Chimera hadn't shown up in six weeks. What were the odds it would appear in the next few days?

Kate told herself the odds were low.

Tried to ignore the cold fear settling in her stomach that said otherwise.

—

Saturday morning, her phone rang. Mum.

Kate stared at it for three rings before answering. No voice in her head commenting. No observations about family dynamics. Just her and a phone call.

“Hi, Mum.”

“Kate! Finally! I've been trying to reach you all week. Are you alright? I saw Lucy's posts—I told her to take them down, but you know what she's like—and then the news said you'd taken leave from school, and I've been so worried—”

“I'm fine, Mum.”

“You don't sound fine. You sound exhausted.”

Kate looked around her disaster of a flat. No voice telling her this was concern, this was family protecting her. Just her own assessment: Mum was worried. Mum was coming over whether Kate wanted her to or not.

“Just tired.”

“I'm coming over.”

“You don't need to—”

“I'm already in the car. Your father's driving. We'll be there in twenty minutes.”

The line went dead.

Kate looked at the week's worth of dishes. The pyjamas she'd been wearing for two days. The general state of catastrophe her life had become.

No voice offering commentary. No partner in her head.

Just Kate, alone with her choices.

She had nineteen minutes to make herself look like a person who wasn't falling apart.

It wasn't nearly enough time.

But at least she'd be doing it herself. Making her own decisions. Being fully, completely Kate.

She told herself that was what she wanted.

Told herself the hollow feeling in her chest was relief, not loss.

Told herself she'd made the right choice.

The silence didn't answer.
First Contact

The invitation arrived by courier on a Wednesday afternoon.

Kate stared at the cream-coloured envelope, her name written in elegant script across the front. Inside, equally elegant cardstock:

Miss Blakesley,

I hope this finds you well. I've been thinking about our brief conversation at the school and wanted to reach out personally. I know the past few weeks have been difficult—the media attention, the forced leave, the invasion of privacy. As someone who understands what it's like to have your life disrupted by circumstances beyond your control, I thought perhaps dinner might be welcome. Somewhere quiet, away from photographers and curious eyes. No agenda, no expectations. Just good food and sympathetic company.

If you're interested, my assistant will arrange everything. You needn't worry about cost or logistics—consider it my thanks for the grace you've shown during this difficult time.

Warmest regards, Dominic Baptiste

Kate read it twice. Set it on her kitchen table. Looked at it for a long time.

The bracelet sat in her jewellery box upstairs. Had been there for three days straight. She and the symbiote—and she still couldn't quite bring herself to think of it as “him” rather than “it”—were barely speaking. When they did connect, the conversations were stilted, careful, both of them afraid to influence the other.

This invitation had nothing to do with the symbiote. This was just a wealthy man being kind to a teacher who'd had a rough few months.

Wasn't it?

Kate texted back her acceptance before she could overthink it.

—

The restaurant was the kind of place Kate had only seen in magazines. Velvet chairs, soft lighting, a wine list that probably cost more than her monthly rent. The maître d’ greeted her by name and led her through the dining room to a private table near the back.

Baptiste stood as she approached.

He looked worse than he had at the school. Thinner. Greyer. The cane wasn't affectation any more—he needed it. But his smile was warm, genuine, reaching his eyes in a way that made Kate relax despite herself.

“Kate. Thank you for coming. I know it was short notice.” He gestured to the chair across from him. “Please.”

She sat. The chair was obscenely comfortable.

“I hope you don't mind that I took the liberty of ordering wine. But if you prefer something else—”

“Wine is fine.” Kate accepted the glass the waiter poured. Something red and probably expensive. “This is… very generous. You didn't have to do this.”

“I wanted to.” Baptiste settled back into his chair with visible effort. “You've been through something extraordinary. The museum, the media circus, your sister's… enthusiasm.” A wry smile. “I saw her posts. Unforgivable breach of trust.”

Kate blinked. “You follow Lucy?”

“I follow many things. Information is how I built my company—knowing what's happening, what people need, where the gaps are.” He took a sip of wine. “Your sister is an influencer with a hundred thousand followers. When she starts posting about museum attacks and heroic teachers, people notice. Including me.”

It should have felt invasive. Instead, it felt… understanding. Like Baptiste saw the whole picture, not just the parts Kate chose to show.

“She won't take them down,” Kate said quietly. “I asked. She thinks she's helping.”

“She thinks she's helping herself,” Baptiste corrected gently. “There's a difference. You protected those children. She's using that protection to build her brand. It's not the same thing.”

The words settled over Kate like validation. Someone else saw it. Someone else understood why Lucy's posts felt like violation rather than support.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “You invited me to dinner, not to therapise me.”

“I invited you because I thought you might need someone who understands what it's like when the world decides you're interesting.” Baptiste gestured around the quiet restaurant. “I'm dying. Terminal cancer, aggressive, untreatable. The moment I announced it publicly, I became a story. The tragic billionaire. The generous philanthropist trying to build legacy before time runs out. Every interview, every donation, every public appearance gets analysed through that lens. People forget I'm human underneath the narrative they've built.”

Kate's chest tightened. “I'm sorry. That must be exhausting.”

“It is. But it's also clarifying.” Baptiste's eyes held hers. “When you know your time is limited, you stop wasting it on things that don't matter. Pretence. Social niceties. Fear of judgement. You start asking: what's real? What's worth protecting? What's worth letting go?”

The waiter appeared with menus. Kate accepted hers, grateful for the distraction. The prices weren't listed. Never a good sign.

“Order whatever you'd like,” Baptiste said. “I recommend the sea bass. Or the lamb, if you prefer.”

Kate ordered the sea bass because it sounded safe. Baptiste ordered the same, waved away the waiter, and turned his attention back to her.

“Tell me honestly—how are you? Not the polite answer. The real one.”

Kate considered lying. Considered the automatic “I'm fine” that smoothed over difficult conversations.

But Baptiste's eyes were kind. Understanding. And she was so tired of lying.

“I don't know,” she admitted. “Some days I'm fine. Some days I feel like I'm drowning. The forced leave from school feels like punishment for doing the right thing. My family is worried but don't understand what I need. My friends don't know how to help. And the media attention…” She shook her head. “I just wanted to be a teacher. That's all. Teach history to bored teenagers and live a quiet life.”

“And instead you became a symbol.” Baptiste nodded slowly. “The museum teacher. The woman who fought back. The survivor.” He paused. “Tell me—does the symbol feel like you? Or does it feel like wearing someone else's skin?”

Kate's breath caught.

That was it exactly. The public version of Kate Blakesley—brave, heroic, inspiring—felt like a costume. A role she was playing because everyone expected it. Not who she actually was.

“It feels like a burden,” she said quietly.

“Most heroism does.” Baptiste's expression was sympathetic. “That's the secret they don't tell you. Being the person who steps up, who does the right thing, who carries the weight—it's exhausting. And lonely. Because everyone wants the hero, but no one wants to acknowledge the cost.”

The food arrived. Kate cut into her sea bass, barely tasting it. Baptiste was saying everything she'd been thinking for weeks. Validating feelings she'd been afraid to admit.

“The worst part,” she said, “is not knowing if I'm handling it right. If I'm being too withdrawn or too open. If I should embrace the attention or hide from it. Every choice feels wrong.”

“Because there's no right answer.” Baptiste ate slowly, precisely. “You're navigating an impossible situation with no guidebook. Of course you feel lost.” He set down his fork. “Can I offer some advice? Not as a patron or benefactor. Just as someone who's been where you are.”

Kate nodded.

“Stop trying to carry it alone.” His voice was gentle. “Whatever burden you're bearing—and I can see you're bearing something heavy—you don't have to hold it by yourself. There are people who can help. Resources. Support. Sometimes the strongest thing you can do is admit you need help.”

It sounded reasonable. Compassionate. Exactly what Kate needed to hear.

But something shifted in the back of her mind. A small dissonance, like a note played slightly off-key.

“What kind of help?” she asked carefully.

“Whatever you need.” Baptiste's smile didn't waver. “Medical. Psychological. Financial, if the leave is causing stress. I have connections across industries. Specialists who could assess your situation, help you understand what you're dealing with, give you options.”

“Options for what?”

“For moving forward.” Baptiste leaned forward slightly. His eyes on hers. “Kate, I've been watching you. Not in a creepy way—please don't think that. But I've seen how you carry yourself. The weight in your shoulders. The way you touch your wrist sometimes, like you're checking for something that isn't there.”

Kate's hand froze. She had been touching her wrist. Unconsciously checking for the bracelet that wasn't there.

“I don't know what happened at that museum,” Baptiste continued quietly. “Not really. The news says one thing, the witnesses another, the so-called experts a third. But I know trauma when I see it. I know what it looks like when someone is carrying something they can't put down.” He paused. “And I know what it looks like when someone is afraid of becoming something they don't recognise.”

The hair on Kate's neck prickled.

That was too specific. Too accurate. How could he possibly—

“I'm not trying to pry,” Baptiste said quickly, reading her expression. “I'm just saying—if there's something weighing on you, something you don't understand, you don't have to face it alone. There are people who could help. Who could examine the situation objectively. Who could tell you if what you're experiencing is… normal. Or if it's something else.”

Kate set down her fork. “Something else like what?”

“I don't know. That's the point.” Baptiste's tone stayed gentle, reasonable. “But wouldn't it be worth finding out? Wouldn't it be worth knowing, definitively, that you're still yourself? That whatever happened at the museum hasn't… changed you in ways you don't understand?”

There it was again. That off-key note.

Kate studied Baptiste's face. Kind. Concerned. Sympathetic. Everything about his body language screamed genuine care.

But the questions were too specific. The interest too keen. And the way he kept circling back to change, to burden, to letting go—

It felt like being steered.

“You're very perceptive,” Kate said slowly. “About what I might be carrying.”

“I'm observant. And I've been dealing with doctors for two years. You learn to read people when you're constantly being assessed.” Baptiste took a sip of wine. “But I hope I haven't overstepped. That wasn't my intention.”

“What was your intention?”

The question came out sharper than she'd meant. Baptiste blinked, surprised.

“To offer support,” he said. “To let you know you have options. That's all.”

“Options you're offering. Specialists you know. Resources through your connections.” Kate's pulse was picking up. “Why?”

“Because I can.” Baptiste spread his hands. “I have money. Influence. Access. Why wouldn't I use those things to help someone who's suffering?”

It was a good answer. A perfect answer.

But Kate's instincts were screaming.

“You mentioned my wrist,” she said carefully. “That I touch it sometimes. Why did you notice that?”

“I—” Baptiste hesitated. Just for a second. “I notice many things. It's habit.”

“But why that specifically? Why would checking my wrist matter?”

“It doesn't. I just meant—” Another pause. “Kate, I think you're reading something into this that isn't there. I'm trying to help.”

“By asking if something changed me at the museum. By offering specialists to assess the situation. By watching how I touch my wrist.” Kate leaned back. “Those are very specific observations, Mr. Baptiste.”

“Dominic. Please.”

“Mr. Baptiste.” Kate's voice was flat. “What do you actually want?”

The temperature at the table dropped.

Baptiste was quiet for a long moment. Then he smiled—still kind, still warm, but something harder underneath.

“I want to help you,” he said softly. “That's the truth. But I understand if you're not ready to accept help. Trauma makes us suspicious. Defensive. You've been through something terrible, and now you're seeing threats everywhere. I get that. Really.”

He was good. Turning her suspicion into paranoia. Making her doubt her own instincts.

But Kate had spent weeks questioning whether her thoughts were her own. Whether her feelings were genuine or manipulated. Whether she could trust her judgement.

And right now, without the symbiote in her head, these instincts were entirely hers.

Baptiste was lying.

Not about everything. Maybe not even about most things. But about his intentions. About why he was really here.

“Thank you for dinner,” Kate said, standing. “But I should go.”

“Kate—”

“It was lovely. Really. But I have an early morning tomorrow.” The lie came easily. “Thank you again for your generosity.”

Baptiste stood as well, slower, using his cane. “Of course. I hope I didn't make you uncomfortable.”

“Not at all.” Kate smiled. Polite. Professional. “Have a good evening, Mr. Baptiste.”

She walked out of the restaurant with measured steps. Didn't look back. Didn't let the trembling in her hands show until she was around the corner, out of sight.

Then she leaned against a wall and let her breath out in a rush.

No symbiote. No voice in her head. No ancient intelligence offering tactical assessments.

Just Kate. Just her own instincts. Just her own judgement.

And every bit of her was screaming that Dominic Baptiste was dangerous.

—

She went home. Climbed the stairs to her flat. Locked the door. Double-checked the locks.

Stood in her bedroom looking at the jewellery box on her dresser.

The bracelet was inside. Dormant. Silent. She could put it on. Connect. Ask the symbiote what it thought about Baptiste. Get another opinion.

But Kate didn't reach for it.

Because she didn't need another opinion. She needed to trust herself.

Baptiste had been too smooth. Too understanding. Too interested in very specific things—her wrist, whether she'd changed, whether she needed help “letting go” of something.

He knew. Or suspected. Or was fishing for information.

And Kate wasn't going to give it to him.

She left the bracelet in the box. Climbed into bed. Stared at the ceiling.

Her instincts were screaming danger. Warning. Threat.

And for the first time in weeks, Kate trusted those instincts completely.

Because they were hers.
Doubt Deepens

The Sunday dinner invitation came with the usual passive-aggressive subtext.

“We haven't seen you properly in weeks,” Mum said over the phone. “Your father's worried. I'm worried. Even Jon's asking about you.”

Kate doubted that last part. Jon hadn't asked about her wellbeing since approximately 2019, and that had been to check whether she was dating anyone who might embarrass him at his promotion party.

“I'll be there,” Kate said. “What time?”

“One o'clock. And Kate?” A pause heavy with maternal concern. “You're eating properly now, aren't you? You looked so thin last time.”

Kate almost laughed. Six weeks ago she'd been eating like a professional wrestler. Now, without the symbiote's constant energy drain, her appetite had returned to something approaching normal. “I'm fine, Mum. Promise.”

She hung up and glanced at her handbag on the kitchen table.

The bracelet was in there. Had been for days now—ever since the dinner with Baptiste. She couldn't explain why she'd started carrying it with her instead of leaving it in the jewellery box. Something about that evening had itched at the back of her mind. The way he'd watched her wrist. The too-specific questions. The feeling of being assessed.

She wasn't wearing the bracelet. Wasn't connected. But she wasn't leaving it unattended either.

Five days of silence. Five days of thoughts that were unquestionably, completely her own.

It should have felt liberating.

It felt like grief.

—

The drive to her parents’ house took forty minutes—enough time to rehearse answers to the questions she knew were coming. Yes, she was feeling better. No, she didn't want to talk about the museum. Yes, the leave from school was temporary. No, she hadn't seen the latest Rutherford Laboratory segment, and could they please change the subject?

Kate pulled into the familiar driveway and sat for a moment, hands on the wheel.

No voice commenting on family dynamics. No dry observations about modern British customs. No presence in the back of her mind offering tactical assessments of how to navigate awkward conversations with her brother.

Just Kate. Just silence.

She got out of the car.

—

“You look better,” Mum said within thirty seconds of Kate walking through the door. Louise Blakesley was a small woman with sharp eyes and sharper instincts, the kind of mother who could detect a lie from three rooms away. “More colour in your cheeks. Have you been sleeping?”

“Better than before, yeah.” Kate submitted to the obligatory hug, breathing in the familiar scent of her mother's perfume. “Where's everyone else?”

“Your father's in the garden pretending to fix the shed. Jon and Darren are in the sitting room. Lucy's—” Mum's expression tightened slightly. “Lucy's running late. As usual.”

Kate caught the edge in her mother's voice. “Something wrong?”

“Nothing. Go say hello to your brother. Lunch in twenty minutes.”

Kate knew better than to push. Whatever was happening with Lucy, Mum would tell her when she was ready. Or, more likely, Lucy would make it spectacularly obvious herself.

She found Jon and Darren in the sitting room, Jon on his phone and Darren watching football with the sound turned low. Jon barely looked up when she entered.

“Kate. You're alive, then.”

“Apparently.”

Darren stood and pulled her into a proper hug—warm, genuine, the kind of embrace that actually meant something. “Good to see you. How are you really?”

“Surviving.” Kate sat down across from them. “You?”

“Same old.” Darren shot a glance at Jon, who was still absorbed in his phone. “Work's mental. Jon's up for another promotion.”

“Congratulations,” Kate said, trying to sound like she meant it.

Jon finally looked up. “Thanks. It's nothing major. Just more responsibility, better title. The usual.” He studied her with the detached interest of someone cataloguing symptoms. “You look different.”

“Different how?”

“I don't know. More… yourself?” Jon shrugged. “Less jumpy. You've seemed off since the museum thing. Distracted. But today you seem—” He waved a hand vaguely. “Normal.”

Kate's chest tightened. Normal. She'd been normal when she had an ancient alien intelligence sharing her thoughts. Now that the voice was gone, everyone thought she seemed more like herself.

What did that say about her? About them? About whether the partnership had been changing her in ways she hadn't even noticed?

“Just getting some rest,” she said. “The leave's been good for me.”

“Told you,” Jon said, returning to his phone. “Sometimes you just need to step back. Stop trying to be a hero.”

Darren caught Kate's eye. His expression said: Ignore him. We'll talk later.

Kate nodded slightly and tried to focus on the football.

—

Lunch was roast chicken with all the trimmings—Mum's speciality, unchanged since Kate was twelve. The conversation flowed in the usual patterns: Dad's grumbling about the council, Mum's updates about neighbours Kate barely remembered, Jon's not-so-subtle humble-bragging about his career.

Lucy arrived halfway through the main course, breathless and apologetic.

“Traffic was mental. Sorry, sorry.” She kissed Mum's cheek, ignored Dad's disapproving look, and slid into her seat. “Did I miss anything?”

“Just the usual,” Kate said carefully.

Lucy looked… diminished. That was the only word for it. Her usual Instagram-ready polish was absent—less makeup, simpler clothes, an energy that seemed forced rather than natural. Kate noticed the way Lucy kept glancing at her phone, then putting it away with a frustrated expression.

“How's the… content going?” Kate asked, the word feeling strange in her mouth.

Lucy's smile flickered. “Fine. Great. Engagement's been a bit down lately, but that's just the algorithm. You know how it is.”

Kate didn't know how it was, and she suspected Lucy's problems went deeper than algorithms. The “museum hero” posts had probably run their course. Kate's trauma had been content for a few weeks, but social media audiences moved on quickly. Lucy's fifteen minutes of reflected glory were over.

Good.

The thought came sharp and clear, entirely Kate's own. No symbiote to moderate it. No voice suggesting compassion or context. Just Kate's honest reaction to her sister's exploitation finally catching up with her.

She felt a twinge of guilt. Pushed it aside.

“Mum said you've been sleeping better,” Lucy tried. “That's good. You looked terrible at Aunt Margaret's thing.”

“I wasn't at Aunt Margaret's thing.”

“Oh.” Lucy frowned. “Then who was I thinking of?”

“Probably someone else you're using for content,” Kate said before she could stop herself.

The table went quiet.

Lucy's face reddened. “That's not fair. I was supporting you—”

“You were getting engagement,” Kate cut in. “There's a difference.”

“Girls,” Mum said warningly.

Kate took a breath. Forced herself to calm down. “Sorry. I'm just—sorry. It's been a difficult few weeks.”

Lucy stared at her plate. Jon was suddenly very interested in his potatoes. Dad cleared his throat and asked if anyone wanted more gravy.

Darren watched Kate with those too-perceptive eyes.

The rest of the meal passed in awkward silence.

—

After lunch, Kate found herself in the garden with a cup of tea, watching her father putter around his shed. The afternoon sun was weak but present, and the familiar sounds of suburban Manchester—distant traffic, a lawnmower somewhere, children playing in a nearby garden—felt grounding in a way she hadn't expected.

Darren appeared beside her, two biscuits in hand. Offered her one.

“Thanks.”

They stood in comfortable silence for a moment.

“You're different,” Darren said finally. “Jon was right about that, even if he's rubbish at articulating it.”

“Different how?”

“I don't know. Sharper? More present?” Darren took a bite of his biscuit, chewing thoughtfully. “The last few weeks you've seemed… distracted. Like part of you was always somewhere else. Today you're all here.”

Kate's throat tightened. “Is that good?”

“I thought so at first.” Darren's voice was careful. “But now I'm not sure. You seem sadder somehow. Lonelier. Like you've lost something.”

Kate looked at her tea. Steam rising, curling, disappearing.

“Maybe I have.”

Darren didn't push. That was the thing about Darren—he knew when to ask and when to wait. Jon had married well, even if he didn't always appreciate it.

“If you ever want to talk,” Darren said quietly, “I'm here. No judgement. No advice unless you ask for it. Just listening.”

Kate nodded. Couldn't quite manage words.

Darren squeezed her shoulder gently and went back inside.

Kate stood in the garden, tea cooling in her hands, and tried to figure out why being more herself felt so much like being less.

—

She drove home as the sun was setting, hyperaware of her handbag on the passenger seat. The bracelet inside it. Close but not connected.

She'd been avoiding it. Avoiding him. Telling herself she needed space, needed clarity, needed to know her thoughts were her own. But she couldn't quite bring herself to leave it behind, either. Not after Baptiste.

But the silence was starting to feel less like freedom and more like punishment.

When she got home, Kate made herself a cup of tea she didn't really want. Sat on the sofa. Stared at the ceiling.

Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she reached into her handbag. Found the bracelet by touch—cool metal, familiar weight.

The metal was cool against her fingers. Dormant. Waiting.

Kate put it on.

The connection reformed like a circuit completing. Warmth. Presence. The familiar sense of someone else sharing her headspace.

Kate. The voice was quiet. Careful. You're back.

“For now.” Kate sat on the edge of her bed. “I just… I wanted to check in.”

Silence. Then: How was the dinner?

“Fine. Normal. Everyone thinks I seem ‘more myself’ now that I'm not wearing you constantly.”

Ah. The voice carried something that might have been pain. That's… informative.

Kate felt a flash of guilt. “I didn't mean—”

No. It's useful data. A pause. If they see the real you more clearly when I'm absent, that suggests I was affecting you in ways neither of us realised.

“Or it suggests they don't know what the real me looks like.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

Kate, I need to tell you something.

Her stomach tightened. “What?”

While you've been… away. I've been thinking. Reviewing. Analysing patterns I perhaps should have analysed centuries ago.

“Patterns?”

My previous hosts. The voice was heavy. I've been examining my memories of them. Really examining. Not just the dramatic moments—the battles, the deaths, the transformations. But the quieter parts. Who they were before me. Who they became after.

Kate waited.

They all changed. The words came slowly, reluctantly. Every one of them. I told myself it was growth. Partnership. The natural evolution that comes from any deep connection. But looking back now… looking honestly…

“What?”

They became what I needed them to become. Horror leaked through the words. Warriors. Fighters. Protectors. Weapons. Regardless of who they were before—farmers, priests, scholars, mothers—by the end they were all the same. My needs reshaped them.

Kate's heart was pounding. “You're saying you changed them?”

I'm saying I don't know. The admission was raw. I genuinely don't know. Did they change because of my influence? Because I needed certain qualities and unconsciously cultivated them? Or did they change because bonding with ancient alien technology would change anyone, and those changes just happened to be useful to me?

“There's a difference?”

Yes. Intent. Agency. Whether I was doing it on purpose or whether it just… happened. A shuddering pause. What if I've been consuming them? Not physically—but erasing who they were, replacing it with what I needed? What if the parasitoid comparison is more accurate than I wanted to believe?

Kate sat with that horror. Felt it echo her own fears from the past weeks.

“Or,” she said slowly, “what if they were consuming you?”

What?

“Think about it. You said they all became warriors. Weapons. But that's also what you remember, right? The fights. The battles. What if you only remember those parts because that's all they used you for? What if they were the ones reshaping the bond, and you just… absorbed it? Became what they made you?”

Silence. Long and uncertain.

I never considered that.

“Neither did I. Until just now.” Kate pulled her knees up to her chest. “You've spent ten thousand years being used by hosts. Maybe they changed you as much as you changed them. Maybe neither of us knows who's doing what to whom.”

That's terrifying.

“Yeah.”

They sat in shared uncertainty. Two beings connected across an impossible gulf, neither sure where one ended and the other began.

Kate, the voice said finally, I don't know how to do this. The doubt. The questioning. Previous hosts didn't… we didn't have this kind of relationship. They needed me, they used me, they died with me. There wasn't room for this level of introspection.

“Welcome to modern humanity. We're all anxious and over-analytical.”

Is that a joke?

“Half of one.”

Another silence. But different this time. Less heavy.

I've missed this, the voice admitted quietly. The conversation. The connection. Even the uncertainty. Being dormant, carried but not worn… it's difficult.

Kate's chest ached. “I've missed it too.”

But you still don't trust me.

“I don't trust myself. There's a difference.” Kate lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. “How do I know my feelings are genuine? How do I know missing you isn't just withdrawal from some kind of psychic addiction?”

You don't. I don't. We can't.

“So we're stuck.”

Or we accept that certainty isn't possible and choose to trust anyway.

Kate considered this. “That sounds like something a manipulative parasite would say to keep its host compliant.”

It does, doesn't it? A sound that might have been a bitter laugh. Everything I say sounds like manipulation now. Every reassurance could be a lie. Every moment of connection could be me reshaping you without knowing it.

“Same for me. Every doubt could be paranoia. Every decision to keep you at arm's length could be me punishing us both for something that isn't happening.”

Unfalsifiable loops, the voice said. We talked about this before.

“And we still don't have an answer.”

No.

Kate closed her eyes. “I think… I think I need to keep some distance. For now. Not because I don't trust you—or not only that—but because I need to know who I am without you. Need to prove to myself that I can still be Kate.”

I understand.

“Do you?”

No. But I'm trying to. A pause. You're the first host who's ever tried to have a relationship with me rather than just using me. I don't know the rules for this. I don't know what's appropriate or healthy or wise.

“Neither do I.”

Then we figure it out together. Slowly. Carefully.

“Minimal contact for now,” Kate said. It felt like closing a door she wanted to walk through. “Check-ins. Emergencies. But not… not constant connection. Not until we both understand what we're doing to each other.”

Agreed. The voice was sad but accepting. For what it's worth, Kate… I hope you find what you're looking for. I hope you discover that you're still yourself.

“And if I'm not?”

Then we'll deal with that too. Together.

Kate removed the bracelet. Slipped it back into her handbag. The connection faded—presence to absence, warmth to cold.

Silence again.

But this time, it felt less like freedom and more like exile. For both of them.

Kate lay in her dark bedroom, tears she didn't fully understand sliding down her temples, and wondered if she was protecting herself or just making them both suffer.

The answer, she suspected, was yes.
The Test

It happened on a Tuesday evening, three days after the family dinner.

Kate was walking home from the corner shop—milk, bread, a bar of chocolate she'd justified as self-care—when the crash tore through the quiet street like a bomb going off.

She spun toward the sound. Two cars, maybe fifty metres ahead. One had mounted the pavement, bonnet crumpled against a lamp post, steam hissing from under the buckled bonnet. The other—a small hatchback—was on its side in the middle of the road, and even from here Kate could see the flames licking from under the chassis.

People were screaming. Someone was shouting for help. A woman staggered out of a nearby shop, phone already pressed to her ear, yelling about an ambulance.

Kate dropped her shopping and ran.

The overturned hatchback was worse up close. The driver's side was crushed against the tarmac, the passenger side facing the sky. Through the cracked windscreen, Kate could see a woman—young, maybe mid-twenties—hanging sideways in her seatbelt, unconscious, blood on her face. The flames were spreading, creeping along the undercarriage toward the fuel tank.

“Someone help her!” a man was shouting. “She's trapped!”

Kate grabbed the passenger door handle. Pulled. The metal groaned but didn't give—the frame was warped from the impact, jammed solid. She wasn't strong enough. Not like this.

The fire crackled louder. Smoke was starting to fill the cabin.

Kate's mind raced. The bracelet was in her handbag. She could help—really help—but not here. Not in front of everyone. If she transformed now, in the middle of a crowd with phones already filming…

But if she didn't, that woman was going to burn to death.

She made the decision in a heartbeat.

“I'm getting help!” Kate shouted to no one in particular, already backing away. “There's a—I saw a fire extinguisher in that shop—”

No one was paying attention to her. All eyes were on the burning car, on the woman trapped inside. Kate slipped between two buildings—a narrow alley, overflowing bins, the smell of old takeaway—and fumbled the bracelet from her bag.

The metal was cool against her skin. The connection reformed instantly, warmth flooding through her, the familiar presence settling into the back of her mind.

Kate. What's happening?

“No time. Transform. Now.”

She didn't wait for acknowledgement. Just closed her eyes and let the change take her.

—

The shift was agony and relief in equal measure. Human to Minotaur, five-foot-six to eight feet of bronze muscle. Kate flexed her massive hands—three fingers, blunt claws—and didn't let herself think about the wrongness of it.

The car fire. I can smell it. What—

“Woman trapped. Burning. I need to get back there without anyone connecting Kate to this.”

The rooftops.

Kate looked up. The buildings on either side were three storeys, maybe four. In this form, that was nothing.

She crouched and leapt.

The world blurred. She caught the edge of the roof, hauled herself up, and started running. Leaping from building to building, keeping low, circling around to approach the crash site from the opposite direction. Anyone watching would see the bronze creature arrive from the east while Kate had disappeared to the west.

It would have to be enough.

She dropped from the final rooftop into the street, landing hard enough to crack the pavement, and the crowd scattered with screams. Kate ignored them. The burning car was fifteen metres away, and the woman inside had started screaming again—conscious now, trapped, watching the flames creep closer.

Kate covered the distance in three strides.

She grabbed the passenger door with both hands and pulled. Metal screamed. The door tore free of the frame like paper, hinges snapping, and Kate hurled it aside. The woman inside stared up at her with wild, terrified eyes—fair enough, Kate thought distantly, she'd be terrified too if an eight-foot bronze bull-man had just ripped her car apart.

“Hold still,” Kate said, and her voice came out deeper, resonant, wrong.

She reached in for the seatbelt release. Her fingers—massive, three-fingered, completely wrong for anything requiring fine motor control—fumbled uselessly against the small plastic button. The release was designed for human hands. Delicate. Precise.

Sod it.

Kate grabbed the belt itself and tore it apart like wet tissue. The woman fell and Kate caught her, cradling the slight form against her massive bronze chest. She backed away from the burning vehicle, moving fast, putting distance between them and the inevitable explosion.

The fuel tank went up twenty seconds later. Kate was already thirty metres clear, setting the woman down gently on the pavement, when the hatchback became a fireball. The crowd flinched back from the heat. The woman Kate had saved was crying, shaking, alive.

She's okay, the symbiote said. Concussion, probably. Some burns. But she'll live. You saved her.

Kate straightened. Turned toward the other car.

And caught the smell.

Even from here—even through the chaos of burning fuel and hot metal and human fear—she could smell it. Sharp. Sour. Unmistakable. Alcohol, seeping through the broken window of the car that had mounted the pavement.

Kate moved before she consciously decided.

The car was crumpled against the lamp post, bonnet accordioned, windscreen shattered. Through the broken window she could see the driver—middle-aged, business suit, slack-faced and barely conscious behind the wheel. Blood on his forehead from the impact. And that smell, that fucking smell, rolling off him in waves.

Drunk. He'd been driving drunk.

Something dark and hot and furious ignited in Kate's chest.

She grabbed the roof of the car with both hands and pulled.

Metal shrieked. The roof peeled back like a sardine tin, folding and tearing, exposing the interior to the evening air. The drunk driver's eyes snapped open—confusion giving way to terror as he registered the eight-foot bronze monster standing over him, bellowing into his face with a roar that shook windows up and down the street.

“YOU WERE DRUNK!”

The words came out as barely human, more animal than speech. Kate didn't care. She reached down, grabbed the driver's seat itself—metal frame, foam padding, the man still strapped into it—and hauled upward.

The seatbelt snapped. Something else snapped too—the man screamed, a high thin sound of genuine agony as his clavicle broke under the force of the movement. His legs dragged past the steering wheel, feet catching briefly before tearing free, and Kate slammed the entire seat down onto the road beside the ruined car.

The man lay there, pinned by his own seat, staring up at her with eyes gone white with terror. Blood on his face. Bone grinding in his shoulder. Fully conscious now, the pain having burned through whatever alcoholic haze had clouded his brain.

Kate stood over him, breathing hard, hands clenched into fists that could punch through concrete.

She could squash him like a bug.

The thought was clear and cold and absolutely certain. One step. One blow. End this pathetic waste of oxygen who'd got behind a wheel drunk and nearly killed an innocent woman. The world would be better without him. Safer. Cleaner.

Her foot started to move.

Kate. Stop.

The voice cut through the red haze like cold water.

Look around you. Look at what you're doing.

Kate blinked. Looked up.

The crowd. She'd forgotten the crowd.

Thirty, maybe forty people, arranged in a rough semicircle around the scene. And every single one of them had a phone raised. Recording. Filming. Capturing every moment of the bronze creature standing over a broken man with murder in its posture.

Kate. This isn't who you are.

“How do you know?” The words came out as a growl, barely audible. “How do you know this isn't exactly who I am?”

Because you're asking the question. Because you stopped. Because you're still in there, underneath the rage.

The drunk driver whimpered. Tried to crawl backward, away from her, but the broken clavicle made him scream again, and he collapsed, weeping, waiting for death.

Kate looked at him. Looked at the phones. Looked at her own massive bronze hands, still clenched, still ready.

Then she threw back her head and bellowed.

The sound was enormous—a bass roar that echoed off buildings and shattered what was left of the car's windows. The crowd stumbled backward, some dropping their phones, others fleeing outright. It wasn't words. Wasn't communication. Just raw, primal fury given voice, expelled into the evening air because if she didn't let it out somehow she really would kill him.

The roar died. Kate turned and ran.

She bounded down the street in massive strides, then leapt—catching a fire escape, hauling herself up, vanishing over the rooftops before anyone could follow. Behind her, she could hear sirens approaching. Could hear people shouting, crying, asking each other what the hell they'd just witnessed.

Four streets away, in a dark alley that smelled of bins and despair, Kate let the transformation collapse.

—

She sat with her back against a damp wall, human again, shaking so hard she could barely breathe.

Kate.

“Don't.” Her voice cracked. “Just… don't.”

The symbiote fell silent.

Kate pulled her knees to her chest and pressed her face against them. The rage was fading now, leaving something cold and sick in its place. She could still feel it—the certainty that she should have killed him, that he deserved it, that one less drunk driver in the world was a public service.

She'd wanted it. Really, truly wanted it. Not just anger in the moment, but a deep, considered desire to end a human life.

Was that her? Was that who Kate Blakesley really was, underneath the teaching and the family dinners and the carefully constructed normalcy?

Or was it something the symbiote had put there?

I didn't make you feel that, the symbiote said quietly. I felt your anger, but I wasn't amplifying it. I was trying to calm you down.

“Then it was me.” Kate's voice was hollow. “That was all me.”

Human anger. Human sense of justice. He nearly killed someone through his own selfish choices. Your rage was… understandable.

“Understandable isn't the same as acceptable.” Kate looked at the bracelet on her wrist. “I almost murdered a man tonight. On camera. In front of dozens of witnesses.”

But you didn't.

“Only because you stopped me.”

I reminded you to stop. You made the choice.

Kate wasn't sure that distinction mattered. Wasn't sure anything mattered any more.

She sat in the alley until the shaking stopped, then stood on legs that felt like water and started the long walk home.

—

The footage was everywhere by morning.

Kate sat on her sofa, laptop open, watching herself from a dozen different angles. Mobile phones had captured everything—the Minotaur tearing the door off the burning car, cradling the unconscious woman, carrying her to safety. Then the turn toward the other vehicle. The roof peeling back. The roar into the drunk driver's face. The seat torn free, the man screaming, the brutal slam onto the pavement.

And then Kate standing over him, frozen, fists clenched, clearly contemplating something terrible.

The final roar. The retreat over rooftops.

Some videos had sound. She could hear herself bellowing “You were drunk” in that inhuman voice. Could hear the man's screams as his collarbone snapped. Could see herself standing over him, every line of that bronze body radiating the intent to kill.

The comments were split. Some people were calling her a hero—saved the woman, punished the drunk driver. Others were calling her a monster—brutal, uncontrolled, terrifying. Most were just scared.

Kate. The symbiote's voice was gentle. You don't need to keep watching this.

“Yes I do.” Kate scrolled to the next video. Different angle, better quality. “I need to see what they see. What I looked like.”

You looked like someone who saved a life.

“And someone who wanted to take one. Someone who broke a man's bones and would have done worse if you hadn't stopped me.”

The morning news had picked up the story. Kate switched to the BBC, already knowing what she'd find.

“—dramatic footage from Manchester last night, where the so-called ‘bronze creature’ first seen at the British Museum made another appearance.” The anchor's voice was carefully neutral. “Witnesses say the entity rescued a woman from a burning vehicle before violently assaulting the driver of the other car, who has been hospitalised with serious injuries. We go now to Dr. Amanda Davis of the Rutherford BioScience Laboratory for analysis.”

Dr. Davis appeared on screen, looking polished and professional in front of her gleaming research facility.

“What we're seeing here is consistent with parasitoid behaviour patterns,” she said. “The entity perceived a threat to its territory—in this case, a human it had decided to protect—and responded with extreme aggression toward the perceived source of that threat. The rescue itself may simply be resource protection. The violent response to the drunk driver is more revealing.”

“Can you elaborate?” the anchor asked.

“Parasitic organisms don't have morality as we understand it. They have imperatives. Protect the host. Eliminate threats. Secure resources. What looks like heroism is actually just the parasite defending its investment.” Davis's expression was grave. “The host may believe they're acting from compassion or justice, but they're really just executing the parasite's survival programming. Notice how the creature hesitated before fleeing—that momentary pause suggests internal conflict, possibly between the host's remaining humanity and the parasite's violent imperatives.”

Kate muted the television.

She's wrong, the symbiote said. I don't have ‘survival programming.’ I'm not—

“I know.” Kate's voice was flat. “But it doesn't matter what's true. It matters what people believe.”

Her phone buzzed.

Kate looked at the screen. Unknown number. She almost ignored it, but something made her open the message.

Kate—I saw the news. Are you alright? I know this must be overwhelming. If you need someone to talk to, someone who understands what it's like to carry an impossible burden, I'm here. No judgement. No agenda. Just a friend who's worried about you. —Dominic

Kate stared at the message for a long time.

Baptiste. The man who'd watched her wrist too carefully. Asked questions that were too specific. Made her instincts scream even as he said all the right things.

She should delete it. Should block the number. Should trust the gut feeling that had kept her carrying the bracelet in her bag instead of leaving it unattended. He had now made clear that he knew. But how?

She was so tired. So confused. So uncertain about everything—who she was, what she was becoming, whether the rage she'd felt last night was human justice or something else entirely.

Baptiste was dangerous. She knew that.

But right now, she didn't know if she was dangerous too.

Kate didn't reply to the message. But she didn't delete it either.

She set the phone down, pulled her knees to her chest, and wondered if the woman who'd wanted to kill that drunk driver was the real Kate, or someone she was becoming.

Neither answer brought comfort.
The Offer

The coffee shop was Baptiste's choice. Upmarket but not ostentatious—exposed brick, artisanal pastries, the kind of place where a flat white cost five pounds and came with a small biscuit you hadn't asked for.

Kate arrived first, deliberately. Chose a table near the window where the afternoon light was good and the ambient noise would make any recording grainy and indistinct. She ordered a latte she didn't want and sat with her hands wrapped around the cup, waiting.

Baptiste arrived seven minutes late. Fashionably so, probably. He moved slower than before, leaning heavily on his cane, and when he lowered himself into the chair across from her, Kate could see the effort it cost him.

“Kate.” His smile was warm, genuine-seeming. “Thank you for coming. I wasn't sure you would.”

“I wasn't sure either,” Kate said. Which was true.

She'd debated it for two days after his message. The smart thing would have been to ignore it, block his number, pretend the whole thing wasn't happening. But Kate needed to know what Baptiste knew. Needed to understand the shape of the threat before she could counter it.

So here she was. Ready to listen. Ready to give nothing away.

“Can I get you anything else?” Baptiste gestured at her latte. “Something to eat? The pastries here are excellent.”

“I'm fine, thank you.”

“Of course.” He ordered an espresso from the hovering waitress, then turned his attention back to Kate. “I saw the footage. From the car accident.”

Kate took a sip of her latte. Said nothing.

“Remarkable thing,” Baptiste continued. “That creature. Tearing doors off cars. Saving that woman's life.” He paused. “And then what it did to the drunk driver. The roof peeled back like a tin can. The seat torn free. That scream when his collarbone broke.”

Kate kept her expression neutral. Waited.

“The media's calling it a monster. Dr. Davis and her parasitoid theories.” Baptiste's lip curled slightly. “Reductive. Simplistic. They see a creature and assume it must be mindless. Instinctual. But I watched that footage very carefully, Kate. Very carefully indeed.”

He leaned forward, eyes bright despite his obvious fatigue.

“That wasn't instinct. That was rage. Human rage. The kind of fury that comes from watching someone's carelessness nearly cost an innocent life.” He smiled. “You can always tell the difference, if you know what to look for.”

Kate said nothing. Took another sip of latte. Let the silence stretch.

Baptiste seemed unbothered by her lack of response. If anything, he seemed to appreciate it.

“I've been thinking about you since our dinner,” he said. “About the museum. About what really happened there. The official story is nonsense, of course. A ‘mystery creature’ attacks, another ‘mystery creature’ fights it off, and somehow a history teacher ends up in the middle of it all, praised as a hero for… what? Hitting the golden one with a stick?”

He chuckled softly.

“No one asks the obvious questions. How did the bronze creature know to come to the museum? Why did it protect the civilians? Why did it let itself be seen?” Baptiste tilted his head. “Unless, of course, it didn't have a choice. Unless the host was already there when the attack began.”

Kate kept her hands steady on her cup. Her heart was pounding, but she'd be damned if she'd let him see it.

“You have a theory,” she said carefully. “About what happened.”

“I have observations.” Baptiste's smile widened slightly. “You were at the museum. You were injured—cuts, bruises, nothing serious, but enough to suggest close contact with something dangerous. The bronze creature appeared, fought the golden one, then vanished. And then you were found, semi-conscious, with no clear memory of how you survived.”

Kate waited.

“In the weeks since, you've changed. Lost weight initially—dramatically, like someone whose metabolism had suddenly shifted. Then stabilised. You touch your wrist constantly, checking for something. You've been distracted, anxious, not yourself.” Baptiste's eyes were locked on hers. “And then, when a car accident happens near your home, when someone needs saving and there's no time to wait for emergency services… the bronze creature appears again. Saves the day. And vanishes into the night.”

He sat back, spreading his hands.

“Coincidences. All of them. Individually meaningless. But together?” He shook his head slowly. “Together they paint a very interesting picture.”

Kate set down her cup. Looked at him steadily.

“That's quite a story,” she said.

“Isn't it?” Baptiste seemed delighted by her non-answer. “Of course, I could be completely wrong. Reading patterns where none exist. Seeing connections that aren't there.” He paused. “Am I wrong, Kate?”

She held his gaze. “You're the one with the theory. You tell me.”

Baptiste laughed—a genuine sound, surprised and pleased.

“Clever,” he said. “Very clever. You're not going to confirm anything, are you? Not going to deny it either. Just going to sit there and let me talk, let me be the only one on record saying anything specific.”

Kate's stomach tightened. He'd seen through her strategy immediately.

“I'm just having coffee,” she said mildly. “Listening to a concerned patron share his thoughts about recent events. Is there something wrong with that?”

“Nothing at all.” Baptiste's eyes glittered. “It's exactly what I'd do in your position. Assume the conversation is being recorded. Don't say anything incriminating. Let the other person build their case while you gather intelligence.” He smiled. “We're more alike than you might think, Kate.”

“I doubt that.”

“Do you?” He leaned forward again. “I'm a dying man surrounded by people who want something from me. Every conversation is a negotiation. Every kindness has an agenda. I've learned to listen more than I speak, to let others reveal themselves while I keep my cards close.” He gestured at her. “You're doing the same thing right now. Protecting yourself. Gathering information. Trying to figure out what I want and whether I'm a threat.”

Kate didn't respond. He wasn't wrong.

“Let me make this easier,” Baptiste said. “I'm not recording this. I'm not trying to trap you. I'm not working with the government or the media or anyone else who might want to… study you.” He said the last word with distaste. “I'm just a dying man who's seen something extraordinary and wants to understand it.”

“And what would understanding it get you?”

“Satisfaction. Knowledge. The comfort of knowing there's more to this universe than tumours and chemotherapy and counting down the days.” Baptiste's voice softened. “I told you at dinner—when you know your time is limited, you stop caring about the small things. Status. Reputation. What people think of you. You start caring about truth. About meaning. About whether any of it matters.”

Kate studied him. The exhaustion in his face was real. The weight loss, the pallor, the way his hands trembled slightly when he lifted his espresso cup. Whatever else Baptiste was, he was genuinely dying.

But that didn't make him safe.

“Let's say, hypothetically,” Kate said slowly, “that someone was carrying something they didn't fully understand. Something that had changed them. Something they couldn't remove or control or explain.” She kept her voice carefully neutral. “What would you suggest they do?”

Baptiste's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes. Interest. Calculation.

“Hypothetically,” he said, “I would suggest they seek answers. Real answers. Not the speculation of television scientists or the paranoia of government agencies, but genuine scientific analysis from people who want to help rather than exploit.”

“And where would they find such people?”

“I have resources.” Baptiste set down his cup. “Contacts. Private laboratories with equipment the NHS couldn't dream of. Specialists who've studied… unusual phenomena. People who could examine the situation objectively, determine what's happening, whether it's dangerous, whether it can be controlled.”

“Controlled how?”

“Understood. Managed. Perhaps even…” He paused delicately. “Removed. If that's what the person wanted.”

There it was. The offer, laid out beneath layers of hypotheticals and careful phrasing.

Kate's instincts were screaming. Everything about this was wrong—too smooth, too convenient, too perfectly tailored to her fears. Baptiste wasn't just a dying man seeking truth. He wanted something. Needed something. And whatever it was, he was willing to manipulate her to get it.

But she couldn't prove any of that. And if she was wrong—if he really could help her understand what she'd become—

No. She wasn't going to talk herself into trusting him. That was exactly what he wanted.

“That's a generous offer,” Kate said. “For a hypothetical situation.”

“I'm a generous man. Hypothetically.” Baptiste smiled. “Of course, I wouldn't expect an answer now. These things take time. Trust has to be built. But I want you to know that the offer stands. If you ever want answers—real answers, from people who aren't trying to use you—I can arrange that.”

“And what would you want in return?”

“Nothing.” Baptiste's voice was soft, sincere. “Just the knowledge that I helped someone. That my resources went to something meaningful instead of being fought over by lawyers and relatives when I'm gone.” He paused. “And perhaps, if you were willing, the chance to understand what you've become. Not to exploit it. Just to know.”

Kate stood up. Left money on the table for her latte.

“Thank you for the coffee,” she said. “And the conversation.”

“Think about it.” Baptiste didn't try to stop her. “That's all I ask. Think about whether carrying this burden alone is really the best choice. Whether the doubt and the fear and the uncertainty is worth it when there might be answers available.”

Kate looked at him for a long moment.

“You're very good at this,” she said. “Saying exactly the right things. Offering exactly what someone wants to hear.”

“I'm a businessman. It's what I do.”

“And what business are you in, exactly? With me?”

Baptiste's smile didn't waver. “Helping someone who needs it. Nothing more.”

Kate didn't believe him. Not for a second.

But she also couldn't prove he was lying. Couldn't point to a single thing he'd said that was definitively false or manipulative. He'd been careful—as careful as she had, maybe more so.

“Goodbye, Mr. Baptiste.”

“Dominic. Please.” He raised his espresso cup in a small salute. “Until next time, Kate.”

She walked out of the coffee shop without looking back.

—

The walk home took forty minutes. Kate used every one of them trying to process what had just happened.

Baptiste knew. Or suspected strongly enough that the distinction didn't matter. He'd laid out the evidence piece by piece, connection by connection, and Kate hadn't denied any of it. Couldn't deny it without lying outright, and she wasn't sure she was a good enough liar to fool him.

But she hadn't confirmed anything either. Hadn't given him a single word he could use against her. If that conversation was recorded—and despite his denials, she was certain it had been—the only voice making specific claims was his. Kate had spoken entirely in hypotheticals and non-committal responses.

Small victory. But a victory nonetheless.

The larger problem was what Baptiste wanted. His offer had sounded generous—resources, specialists, answers. But nothing came without strings. No one gave away that kind of help for free, especially not a dying billionaire who'd built his fortune on knowing what people wanted and how to leverage it.

He wanted the bracelet. That was the only explanation that made sense. Whatever he thought it was, whatever he thought it could do, he wanted it for himself.

Kate's hand went to her bag, where the bracelet sat wrapped in a silk scarf. She'd started keeping it hidden better after the car accident. Couldn't risk someone seeing it, making connections.

She should tell the symbiote about this. Should share what Baptiste knew, what he'd offered, what he clearly wanted. They were supposed to be partners, weren't they? Supposed to face threats together?

But they were barely speaking. The minimal contact agreement still held, and Kate wasn't sure she wanted to break it for this. Wasn't sure she trusted her own judgement about what was important and what was paranoia.

Besides—and this was the part she didn't want to examine too closely—she wanted to prove she could handle this herself. Without the symbiote's voice in her head, without ancient wisdom guiding her decisions. Just Kate, navigating a dangerous situation on her own.

She'd managed the conversation. Hadn't given anything away. Had gathered intelligence without revealing her hand.

Maybe she didn't need help. Maybe she could figure this out alone.

Kate walked home through the grey Manchester afternoon, Baptiste's words echoing in her mind.

If you ever want to be free of it, I might be able to help.

The worst part was how much she wanted to believe him.
The Break-In

The front door was open.

Kate stood in the corridor of her building, shopping bag in one hand, keys in the other, staring at the gap where her door should have been firmly closed. The lock was intact—no splintered wood, no obvious damage—but the door sat slightly ajar, a thin line of darkness visible between frame and edge.

She'd been at Sunday lunch. Three hours at her parents’ house, enduring Mum's fussing and Dad's gruff concern and Lucy's endless selfie-taking. Jon hadn't come—some work thing, Darren had said apologetically—so it had just been the four of them, plus Darren doing his usual job of smoothing over awkward silences.

Three hours. More than enough time.

Kate pushed the door open slowly, heart hammering. The hallway beyond was dark, quiet. No sounds of movement. No intruders waiting.

But someone had been here.

She stepped inside, flicking on lights as she went. Living room: cushions askew, but nothing broken. Kitchen: drawers pulled open, contents rifled. Bedroom—

Kate stopped in the doorway, breath catching.

Her jewellery box had been emptied onto the bed. Necklaces, earrings, a few rings she never wore—all scattered across the duvet like someone had upended the whole thing and pawed through the contents. Her bedside table drawer hung open, contents disturbed. The wardrobe doors stood wide, clothes pushed aside.

But the television was still mounted on the wall. Her laptop sat untouched on the desk. The expensive speakers Jon had given her for Christmas two years ago remained in their place by the window.

This wasn't a burglary. Not a real one.

Kate moved through the flat methodically, cataloguing the damage. Bathroom cabinet opened, toiletries shifted. Kitchen drawers searched but nothing taken. The little lockbox where she kept her passport and birth certificate—forced open, documents scattered, but the documents themselves left behind.

They'd been looking for something specific. Something small enough to hide in a jewellery box or a bathroom cabinet. Something valuable enough to break in for, but not valuable enough to be mistaken for ordinary valuables.

Her hand went to her bag.

The bracelet was there, wrapped in its silk scarf, exactly where she'd left it. She'd taken it with her to lunch—couldn't bear to leave it behind, even though she wasn't wearing it. Paranoia, she'd told herself. Irrational attachment.

Now it felt like the only smart decision she'd made in weeks.

Kate sank onto her bed, pushing aside the scattered jewellery, and pulled out her phone. Her thumb hovered over the emergency call button.

And then she stopped.

What would she tell them? Someone broke into my flat but didn't take anything valuable? They were looking for a piece of alien technology that bonds with human hosts? Please send officers, and by the way, I'm the bronze monster from the news?

She couldn't call the police. Couldn't explain what had been stolen—or rather, what hadn't been. Couldn't tell anyone the truth without revealing everything.

Baptiste.

The name surfaced in her mind with cold certainty. The coffee shop meeting. His probing questions, his too-smooth sympathy, his offer of “help” that had felt more like a threat. He'd known about the bracelet. Known or suspected, and she hadn't been careful enough.

If you ever want to be free of it, I might be able to help.

He didn't want to help her. He wanted the bracelet for himself. And when manipulation hadn't worked, he'd sent people to take it.

Kate sat in her violated flat, holding the bracelet in her trembling hands, and tried to figure out what the hell she was supposed to do now.

—

The knock came forty minutes later.

Kate had been sitting in the same position, bracelet clutched like a talisman, mind racing in circles that led nowhere useful. She'd cleaned up some of the mess—righted the jewellery box, closed the drawers—but the sense of violation remained. Someone had been in her home. Someone had touched her things. Someone knew what she was hiding.

She checked the peephole. Darren.

Kate opened the door. “Hey. Is everything okay? Is it Jon?”

“Jon's fine.” Darren's expression was tight with worry. “Mrs. McShane called Mum. Said she saw your door open when she came back from church, thought something looked wrong. Are you—” He stopped, looking past her into the flat. “Kate. What happened?”

“Break-in.” Her voice came out flat, mechanical. “While I was at lunch. They went through everything.”

“Jesus.” Darren stepped inside without asking, looking around at the subtle signs of disturbance she hadn't fully erased. “Did you call the police?”

“Not yet.”

“Kate—”

“Nothing's missing.” She closed the door behind him. “TV's still there. Laptop. All the obvious stuff. They were looking for something specific.”

Darren turned to face her. His accountant's eyes—the ones that noticed patterns, discrepancies, things that didn't add up—swept over her with uncomfortable precision.

“Something specific,” he repeated slowly. “Something small. Something you might keep in a jewellery box or a bedside drawer.”

Kate said nothing.

“Something like that bracelet you carry everywhere but never wear any more.”

The silence stretched between them. Kate's heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat.

“We need to talk,” Darren said quietly. “Really talk. Not the ‘I'm fine, everything's fine’ version. The real one.”

“Darren—”

“I know something's wrong, Kate. I've known for weeks.” He held up a hand before she could interrupt. “The weight loss, the appetite changes, the distraction. The way you touch your wrist when you think no one's watching. And yes, I saw the footage. Everyone saw the footage. The bronze creature saving that woman from the car, nearly killing the drunk driver.”

Kate stood frozen, unable to move or speak.

“I'm not stupid,” Darren continued. “I'm an accountant. I notice patterns. The creature appears at the museum, same day you're there. You come out changed. You start carrying that bracelet everywhere. And then, a few days after the family dinner where I told you that you seemed more yourself, the creature appears again. Right near your flat.”

He paused, something shifting in his expression. “And then there were the holes in your ceiling.”

Kate's stomach dropped. “The ceiling?”

“Dad came to patch them. You told Mum it was gym equipment.” Darren shook his head slowly. “But when I saw the footage—when I saw how tall that creature is—it suddenly made sense. You put holes in your ceiling because you're eight feet tall, Kate. You were learning to move in a body that didn't fit your flat.”

Kate's mouth was dry. “That could all be coincidence.”

“It could.” Darren nodded slowly. “But it isn't, is it? And now someone's broken into your flat, looking for something specific—something you clearly still have, because they didn't find it.” He met her eyes. “Who's after you, Kate? Who did this?”

The question cracked something open inside her. The exhaustion of weeks of lying, of hiding, of carrying this impossible weight alone. The terror of knowing someone was hunting her. The isolation of having no one she could trust.

And here was Darren. Steady, perceptive Darren, who'd figured most of it out on his own, who was looking at her with concern rather than fear, who was asking her to tell the truth.

“No,” she said finally. “It isn't coincidence.”

Darren let out a breath—relief, maybe, or just the release of tension that came from having suspicions confirmed.

“Okay,” he said. “Tell me.”

—

They sat on Kate's sofa, cups of tea untouched between them. Kate had retrieved the bracelet from her bag—still wrapped in its silk scarf—and set it on the cushion beside her.

“It's alien technology,” she began. “Or something older. I don't fully understand what it is. It's sentient. Aware. It's been around for thousands of years, bonding with different hosts.”

Darren's eyes were fixed on the bracelet. “And it bonded with you. At the museum.”

“I don't remember putting it on. One moment I was fighting that golden creature with a display pole, the next…” Kate shook her head. “The bracelet was on my wrist. And I was eight feet tall and made of bronze.”

“The Minotaur,” Darren said quietly.

Kate looked at him sharply.

“That's what they're calling it online. The bronze creature.” His voice held a strange mixture of fear and wonder. “Bull's head, massive body, bronze skin. There are whole Reddit threads about it. Theories about ancient aliens, mythological creatures being real…”

He stopped himself. Laughed—a slightly hysterical sound.

“Sorry. I'm—this is a lot.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I've spent weeks convincing myself I was being paranoid. That there was no way my sister-in-law could possibly be an eight-foot bronze bull creature from Greek mythology.”

“Darren—”

“And now you're telling me I was right. This is actually happening.” His eyes were bright—scared, yes, but also something that looked almost like excitement. “I grew up reading about this stuff. Greek myths, ancient legends. And now I'm sitting here finding out it was all real.”

“It's not exactly like the myths,” Kate said carefully.

“No, I imagine it isn't.” Darren took a breath, visibly steadying himself. “But the break-in. Someone else knows about this. Someone's hunting you.”

“Baptiste.” The name came out bitter.

Darren frowned. “Baptiste?”

“Dominic Baptiste. He's a—” Kate caught herself, tried to organise her thoughts. “He's dying. Cancer, I think. Wealthy, though. Tech company, research labs, that sort of thing. A few weeks ago he became a benefactor at my school. Big donation, new equipment, very generous.” She heard the acid in her own voice. “He took me for coffee a few days ago—supposedly to check on me after everything that's happened. But he was… probing. Asking questions. Watching me too carefully.”

“Watching you how?”

“Like he already knew the answers. Like he was testing me.” Kate's hands tightened on the bracelet. “He offered to help me ‘understand’ what was happening. Private doctors. Scientific analysis. And if I ever wanted to be ‘free of it,’ he might be able to arrange that too.”

Darren's face had gone pale. “And you think he's the one who—”

“Who else? He knows about the bracelet. He wants it for himself, I don't know. And when the manipulation didn't work, he sent people to take it.” Kate looked at the scattered contents of her jewellery box. “If I hadn't had it with me today…”

She didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to.

Darren was quiet for a moment. Then: “Can you show me? The bracelet, I mean. Not the transformation. Just the bracelet itself.”

Kate hesitated. Then she unwrapped the silk scarf.

The bronze band caught the light—elegant curves, subtle bull motifs worked into the metal, ancient and otherworldly. Darren leaned forward, not touching, just looking.

“It's gorgeous,” he said softly. “Terrifying, but gorgeous.”

“It can change shape. I've made it look different.”

“And when you wear it?”

“We're connected. Mentally. I can hear him in my head. Thoughts, observations, memories. And he can feel what I'm feeling.” Kate struggled for words. “It's like having another person living inside your mind. Sharing everything. Unable to hide.”

Darren sat back. “Are you safe? Is it—is he—hurting you?”

“I don't know.” The admission came out raw. “That's the honest answer. I don't know if I'm safe. I don't know if he's changing me, controlling me, turning me into something I'm not. The news keeps talking about parasites, about hosts being manipulated without knowing it.” Her voice cracked. “I don't know who I am any more, Darren. I don't know if my choices are mine.”

Darren was quiet for a long moment. Then he reached over and took her hand.

“You're Kate,” he said simply. “Whatever else is happening, you're still Kate. The woman who stayed up all night with Dad when he had his heart scare. The woman who tells Jon off when he's being a prat. The woman who became a teacher because she genuinely wanted to help kids.”

Kate's eyes were burning. “How do you know the symbiote hasn't—”

“Because I know you.” Darren squeezed her hand. “I've known you for twelve years. And the woman sitting in front of me right now, scared and confused and trying to do the right thing despite everything—that's Kate. That's always been Kate. No alien technology is going to change that fundamental truth.”

Kate couldn't speak. Just sat there, tears sliding down her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she managed finally. “For not running away. For not calling the authorities. For just being here.”

“Where else would I be?” Darren's smile was gentle. “You're family, Kate. Weird alien symbiote or not, that doesn't change.”

She laughed—watery, broken, but real. “Jon's going to kill me when he finds out.”

“Jon's not going to find out. Not from me.” Darren's voice hardened slightly. “This is your secret. Your choice about who knows and when. I'm not going to take that away from you, not even for my husband.” A pause. “Especially not for my husband. You know how he'd react.”

Kate winced. “That's harsh.”

“It's accurate. I love Jon. But this isn't something he could handle right now.”

“What about Mum and Dad? Lucy?”

“Same answer. Your secret, your choice.” Darren released her hand. “I'm here if you need to talk. If you need someone who knows. But I won't tell anyone. You have my word.”

Kate stared at him. “Why? Why would you risk this for me?”

“Because you're my sister.” The word came out simply, naturally. “OK, sister-in-law, technically. And sisters protect each other.”

The tears came again. Kate couldn't stop them.

Darren moved to sit beside her, put his arm around her shoulders, and let her cry.

—

Later, when the tears had dried, and they'd had some of the now-cold tea, Darren asked the harder questions.

“What are you going to do? About Baptiste?”

Kate stared at the bracelet on the coffee table. “I don't know. I can't go to the police. Can't prove anything without revealing everything. And he has resources—money, people, connections. I'm just a teacher.”

“A teacher who can turn into an eight-foot bronze bull monster.”

“Only if I'm wearing the bracelet. And right now, we're barely speaking.” At Darren's confused look, she added: “The symbiote and me. We agreed to minimal contact. I needed to know my thoughts were my own, and he needed to know he wasn't manipulating me without realising it.”

“And now someone's actively hunting you, and you're not even connected to your only defence.”

Kate hadn't thought of it that way. The isolation that had felt necessary now felt dangerous. Reckless, even.

“Maybe that's telling you something,” Darren said quietly. “Maybe whatever doubts you're having about the symbiote… they're less important than the fact that someone just broke into your home looking for it.”

“Or maybe Baptiste is exactly why I need to keep my distance. The symbiote is dangerous. It changes people. What if—”

“What if nothing.” Darren cut her off. “Someone is hunting you, Kate. Right now, today, someone broke into your flat. You can't afford to be alone in this.”

Kate looked at the bracelet. Bronze and beautiful and terrifying.

He was right. She knew he was right. But the fear was still there—the uncertainty, the doubt, the not-knowing that had driven her and the symbiote apart in the first place.

“I need to think,” she said finally.

“Fair enough.” Darren stood, stretched. “But don't think too long. You've got an enemy now, whether you wanted one or not. And enemies don't wait while you sort out your feelings.”

He walked to the door, then paused.

“Kate? Whatever you decide about the symbiote—you don't have to decide alone any more. I'm here. Whenever you need me.”

Kate nodded. Couldn't quite trust her voice.

After Darren left, she sat in her violated flat, holding the bracelet in her hands.

Someone was hunting her. Baptiste, with his resources and his desperation and his willingness to break into her home. The Chimera, still out there somewhere, still wanting the suit. And here she was, alone, disconnected from the only thing that could protect her.

The silence in her head was deafening.

Kate looked at the bracelet for a long time.

Then, slowly, she slipped it onto her wrist.

The connection reformed like a door opening. Warmth. Presence. The familiar sense of someone else after weeks of isolation.

Kate. The voice was quiet, careful. You're back.

“Someone broke into my flat,” she said aloud. “Looking for you.”

A pulse of alarm. Are you hurt?

“No. I had you with me.” She took a breath. “We need to talk. Really talk. About what's happening, about what's coming, about whether we can trust each other.”

Yes. The voice was heavy with something she couldn't quite name. We do.

Kate leaned back against her sofa, feeling the weight of the bracelet on her wrist, the presence in her mind.

She wasn't alone any more.

She just wished that felt less terrifying.
Breaking Point

Kate hadn't worn the bracelet in four days.

She told herself it was progress. Independence. Proof that she could exist without an ancient alien presence sharing her thoughts. But the silence in her head felt less like freedom and more like isolation, and every morning she woke up reaching for her wrist, checking for metal that wasn't there.

The bracelet sat in her handbag, wrapped in silk, carried everywhere but worn nowhere.

On the fifth morning, Kate couldn't stand the silence any more.

She sat on her bed, bracelet in hand, and slipped it onto her wrist.

The connection reformed like a door opening. Warmth. Presence. The familiar sense of someone else after days of being utterly alone.

Kate. The voice was quiet. Careful. You're back.

“For a bit.” She pulled her knees up. “Just checking in.”

I'm glad. I've been thinking. About us. About the doubt between us. A pause, heavy with something Kate couldn't quite identify. There's something I need to tell you. Something I should have told you weeks ago.

Kate's stomach tightened. “What?”

I've shown you my history. Asterion. The Roman legionary. The Caledonian warrior. Perseus. I presented them as heroes—fighters for good causes, defenders of the innocent. The voice grew heavier. But I've been selective, Kate. Showing you only the hosts I'm proud of. The ones who used me well.

“And the others?”

There were others. Hosts who were not heroes. Hosts who were monsters long before I found them, and worse monsters after. A shuddering pause. If you're going to trust me—truly trust me—you need to know about them too. The parts of my history I've spent centuries trying to forget.

Kate's heart was pounding. The symbiote was offering this. Volunteering it. Not waiting to be asked, not being forced to confess—choosing to reveal its darkest secrets.

That meant something. Didn't it?

“Tell me,” she said quietly. “All of it.”

The memories began.

—

The first image hit Kate like a physical blow.

A castle. Stone walls slick with something dark. Torchlight flickering across a courtyard filled with—

Kate gagged. Pulled back. “What the hell is that?”

Wallachia. 1462. The voice was hollow. The host's name was Vlad. His enemies called him Țepeș. The Impaler.

The memory reformed, and Kate forced herself to look.

A man stood in the courtyard, surrounded by his handiwork. Tall, gaunt, with dark hair and eyes that held nothing resembling human warmth. He wore the bracelet openly—transformed into something like armour, dark metal crawling up his arm to his shoulder.

But it was what surrounded him that turned Kate's stomach.

Stakes. Hundreds of them. Thousands. Each one bearing a body, some still moving, arranged in geometric patterns across the hillside like a grotesque forest.

“He did this?” Kate whispered. “With you?”

He did this before me. But I made it… easier. The shame in the voice was palpable. The form he chose was not the Minotaur. It was something else. Something that reflected what he already was inside.

The memory shifted. Kate saw Vlad transform—but not into the bronze bull she knew. His body elongated, stretched, became something angular and wrong. Leathery wings unfurled from his back. His face distorted into something inhuman, all sharp angles and too many teeth. His skin darkened to the colour of dried blood.

A demon. A monster straight from medieval nightmares.

He called it his true face, the symbiote said quietly. Said it was what God had made him to be. A scourge. A punishment for the wicked.

“But the impalement—that was him? His choice?”

Yes. I gave him strength, speed, the ability to strike terror into his enemies. But the cruelty was entirely his own. A bitter pause. I told myself I was helping defend Wallachia against the Ottomans. That the brutality was necessary for survival. That the ends justified the means.

“Did you believe that?”

I wanted to believe it. Vlad was… convincing. He had a vision, a purpose. He would speak of protecting his people, of sending messages that would keep invaders away for generations. The voice cracked. And part of me wondered if he was right. If sometimes horror was the only language enemies understood.

Kate watched another memory fragment—Vlad in his transformed state, descending on a Ottoman patrol like something from hell. The screams. The blood. The deliberate, methodical impalement of survivors.

“How long were you bonded to him?”

Twelve years.

“Twelve years of this?”

It grew worse over time. At first, the impalement was reserved for enemies. Then for traitors. Then for anyone who displeased him. The memories flickered—a nobleman executed for showing insufficient loyalty. A merchant for short-changing a customer. A woman for gossip. By the end, he was killing his own people by the hundreds. And I was the weapon he used to do it.

Kate's hands were shaking. “Why didn't you stop him? Leave him?”

I tried. Toward the end, I tried to resist. To slow him down. But by then we were so deeply bonded that separation would have killed us both. A long pause. And I was not certain I wanted to stop him. That is the worst part. Part of me had become what he was. Part of me enjoyed the fear we inspired, the power we wielded. I had spent so long being his weapon that I had forgotten how to be anything else.

“So what happened?”

His enemies caught him in human form. Ambushed him before he could transform. They killed him quickly—too quickly for justice, but I was not sorry. The voice was distant. When he died, I felt nothing but relief. And then horror at the relief. At what I had become.

The memories faded. Kate sat in her bedroom, trembling, the taste of bile in the back of her throat.

“The vampire legends,” she said slowly. “Dracula. The bat wings, the impalement, the demon who terrorised Wallachia. That was you. That was him.”

The stories grew in the telling. But yes. The seed of those legends was Vlad Țepeș in his transformed state. A monster wearing my power like a cloak.

Kate wrapped her arms around herself.

“Were there others? Like him?”

Yes. The admission came reluctantly.

A flicker of memory—a frozen landscape, longships on a grey sea, and a man standing over fallen warriors, foam flecking his lips, eyes rolled back to show only whites.

Bjorn. A Norse berserker in the ninth century. He chose the form of a great bear—nine feet tall, covered in coarse fur, claws like sickles. The voice was distant. The sagas say berserkers could not be harmed by fire or iron. That was me. That was us. He would work himself into a frenzy before battle, and I would transform him into something that could wade through shield walls like they were made of paper.

Kate watched the memory fragment—the bear-thing tearing through a village, not distinguishing between warriors and farmers, between men and children. The screams. The blood steaming in the cold air.

He lost himself in it. The rage became everything. By the end, he couldn't tell friend from foe. His own warband had to put him down—waited until he was exhausted after a battle, then took his head before he could recover. A pause. I did not mourn him. But I remembered what it felt like to lose control completely. To become nothing but appetite and violence.

Another fragment—a creature bounding through moonlit French countryside, something that moved on four legs but wasn't quite wolf, wasn't quite anything natural. Peasants fleeing. Screaming. Bodies in the morning.

The Beast of Gévaudan. 1764. A hunter named Jean who found me in an old ruin and thought I could help him become the ultimate predator. The symbiote's voice turned bitter. He was right. For three years, he terrorised the Margeride Mountains. Over a hundred dead—women, children, shepherds. They sent soldiers. They sent the king's own huntsmen. None of them could catch him because after every attack, he simply transformed back and joined the search parties.

“How did it end?”

A silver bullet. Not because silver was special—that's just the legend that grew afterward. But the man who fired it was lucky, and Jean was careless. He was in human form, walking home from a hunt, and someone recognised him. A long pause. They shot him like a dog in the road. I felt nothing but relief.

Kate felt sick. But something was nagging at her. A pattern she was only now seeing.

“Wait,” she said slowly. “Vlad was already impaling people before you bonded with him. Bjorn was already a berserker—you said he worked himself into a frenzy before transforming. And Jean… he came to you wanting to be a predator. He already had that inside him.”

Yes.

“So you didn't make them into monsters.” Kate's mind was racing. “They were already monsters. You were just… a tool. A weapon they used to become more of what they already were.”

The symbiote was quiet for a long moment.

I have thought about this, the voice said carefully. I have wondered—did I corrupt them? Did bonding with me twist something inside them? Or were they always going to become what they became, and I simply made it easier?

“What do you think?”

I think… the darkness was already there. Vlad's cruelty predated me. Bjorn's bloodlust was his before I ever touched him. Jean sought me out specifically because he wanted to kill. A pause. I was a tool. Nothing more. They used me as they chose to use me.

Kate let that sink in. “So you weren't changing them. They were using you.”

Perhaps. Or perhaps I am telling myself that to avoid responsibility. It is impossible to know for certain. The voice grew heavy again. But I will say this—with you, something is different. You question. You resist. You worry about becoming a monster, which is itself evidence that you are not one. Vlad never questioned. Bjorn never resisted. Jean never worried about anything except getting caught.

“That's not exactly reassuring.”

No. But it is honest. A pause. And because I want you to understand—I have been bonded to heroes and monsters both. I cannot always tell which is which until it's too late. The line between them is thinner than anyone wants to believe.

“And me?” Kate's voice was barely a whisper. “How do you know I won't become one of them?”

I don't. The honesty was brutal. I hope you won't. I believe you won't. But I believed that about others too, and I was wrong. So I cannot promise you anything except that I will try—truly try—to stop you if you ever start down that path.

“And if you can't stop me?”

Then I will find a way to die with you rather than let another Vlad walk the earth.

Kate stared at the bracelet for a long time.

Something was different now. Not better, exactly—the horror of what she'd seen would stay with her for a long time. But different.

He had told her. Voluntarily. Had opened the conversation himself, offered his darkest secrets without being asked. If he was manipulating her, controlling her thoughts, shaping her into something useful—why would he do that? Why reveal the monsters, the failures, the shame? A manipulator would hide those things, not confess them unprompted.

It wasn't proof. Nothing could be proof, not really. But it was… something.

A crack in the wall of doubt she'd built.

Kate put the bracelet back in her bag. But this time, she didn't feel quite so alone.

—

Two hundred miles south, in a private laboratory beneath a country estate, Dominic Baptiste was having a very different conversation.

The creature before him was not human. Had never been human. Would never understand humanity except as prey.

The Chimera stood seven feet tall, golden fur catching the cold laboratory light, compound eyes reflecting Baptiste's image back at him in fractured repetition. The wound it had sustained at the museum had healed, leaving only a faint scar across its flank.

“You said weeks.” The Chimera's voice was wrong. Too many harmonics, like multiple voices speaking in near-unison. “It has been weeks. Many weeks. The suit remains bonded.”

“These things take time.” Baptiste leaned on his cane, refusing to show weakness even as his body screamed for rest. “The host is cautious. Intelligent. She won't simply hand over the bracelet because I ask nicely.”

“Then take it. You have resources. Men. Weapons.”

“And she has an eight-foot body that can tear through steel.” Baptiste's voice was patient, measured. “I watched the footage from that car accident. She peeled back a roof like opening a tin of sardines. Any direct assault would be catastrophic.”

The Chimera's mandibles clicked—irritation, perhaps. “You assured me you could deliver the suit. That was our arrangement. The suit for the cure.”

“And I will deliver.” Baptiste moved to a bank of monitors, pulling up data streams and surveillance reports. “But not through force. Through patience.”

“Patience.” The word dripped contempt. “You speak of patience whilst your cells devour themselves. How long do you have, human? Months? Weeks?”

“Long enough.” Baptiste pulled up a graph on one of the monitors. “This tracks the host's behaviour over the past three weeks. Specifically, how often she wears the bracelet versus how often she doesn't.”

The graph showed a clear trend. Early readings showed near-constant wear. Then gaps appeared. Growing longer. More frequent.

“She's removing it,” Baptiste said. “More and more often. Leaving it off for days at a time.”

“Why?”

“Because I've made her afraid of it.” A thin smile crossed Baptiste's face. “The Rutherford BioScience Laboratory—my laboratory, though the connection is well-hidden—has been running a very specific media campaign. Parasitoid wasps. Host manipulation. The possibility that the bronze creature is controlling its host without her knowledge.”

“Psychological manipulation.”

“The most effective kind.” Baptiste closed the graph. “If we can't force the bracelet from her, we've at least convinced her to remove it frequently. Now we just need to create a situation where we can access it when she's not wearing it.”

“What situation?”

“Still working on the details.” Baptiste pulled up surveillance photos of Kate's flat, her routines, her family. “But I have options. The point is patience. Let her fear do the work.”

The Chimera moved toward the exit. “Do not contact me again until you have the suit.”

It vanished into the darkness.

Baptiste stood alone, feeling something shifting inside him..

He smiled.

He had a plan.

—

Back in Manchester, Kate sat in her dark flat, the bracelet cold and silent in her bag.

Three days without contact now. Three days since she'd learned about Vlad, about Bjorn, about Jean. Three days of wondering if she was next in that terrible lineage.

The rage she'd felt toward the drunk driver. The cold certainty that she should kill him. Was that her? Or was it the first step down a path that ended with her building forests of stakes, tearing people apart, hunting humans for sport?

Darren had texted. She'd sent back a thumbs up. He'd responded with a question mark. She'd ignored it.

She couldn't tell anyone what she'd learned. Couldn't explain that the ancient power bonded to her soul had once belonged to Dracula. Had once helped a Berserker murder children. Had been worn by monsters across human history, and might be creating another one right now.

Kate pulled her knees to her chest and wondered if the symbiote's promise—to die with her rather than let another Vlad walk the earth—was comforting or terrifying.

She suspected it was both.

Outside, Manchester went about its business, oblivious to the woman in the dark, fighting a battle she didn't know how to win.
Uninvited

The study was Baptiste's favourite room in the house.

Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the Cheshire countryside—rolling hills, ancient oaks, a private lake that caught the moonlight like hammered silver. The furniture was old money: leather armchairs, mahogany desk, first editions behind glass. A fire crackled in the grate despite the central heating. Baptiste had always appreciated the theatre of wealth, the careful curation of power made visible.

Tonight, he sat in his usual chair with a glass of single malt he couldn't taste and a tablet displaying surveillance footage he'd watched seventeen times. Kate Blakesley returning to her flat. Kate Blakesley discovering the break-in. Kate Blakesley not calling the police.

The bracelet hadn't been there. She'd had it with her—paranoid, or perhaps just lucky. His people had been thorough, professional, and ultimately unsuccessful.

A setback. Not a failure. There was a difference.

Baptiste was reaching for his glass when the air in the corner of the study began to tear.

There was no other word for it. Reality split like wet paper, edges curling back to reveal something that wasn't darkness—wasn't anything his human eyes could properly process. Colours that had no names. Geometries that made his temples throb. And through that wound in the world stepped the Chimera.

It had to duck to fit through the rift, folding its wings tight against its leonine body. The goat horns scraped the ceiling as it straightened, and its serpentine tail swept a lamp from a side table with casual disregard. The rift sealed behind it with a sound like tearing silk, leaving only a faint ozone smell and a chill that had nothing to do with temperature.

“You could use the door,” Baptiste said. He didn't stand. Didn't flinch. Had learned weeks ago that showing fear only amused the creature. “I've told the staff not to disturb me after nine.”

The Chimera's compound eyes reflected the firelight in fractured repetition. When it spoke, the sound came from somewhere deep in its chest—multiple vocal cords harmonising into something almost like speech.

“Your people failed.”

“They encountered an unexpected variable. The target had the bracelet with her.”

“Unexpected.” The word dripped contempt. “You assured me you understood her patterns. Her psychology. You said she was removing it more frequently, leaving it unguarded.”

“She was. She did.” Baptiste set down his tablet, keeping his movements slow and deliberate. “But patterns change. She's becoming more paranoid—possibly because of the car accident footage, or any number of factors. Human behaviour is complex.” He deliberately failed to mention his meeting with Kate.

The Chimera moved closer. It moved wrong—too fluid, joints bending at angles that suggested an anatomy nothing like terrestrial. Baptiste could smell it now: copper and ozone and something older, stranger. The scent of a world that had never known Earth's sun.

“Complex,” it repeated. “You speak of complexity while the suit remains bonded to a schoolteacher. While my mission stalls. While I burn through resources I cannot replenish.”

“Your mission stalled the moment you crashed through that museum roof and got your tail ripped off.” Baptiste kept his voice mild. Conversational. “Brute force had its chance. It got you wounded and the suit more powerful than before. Now we try intelligence.”

The Chimera's tail lashed—those horizontal blade-spines catching the firelight, close enough that Baptiste felt the wind of their passage.

“Be careful, human. I chose you because your technology detected my arrival. Because your resources could be useful. But you are not irreplaceable.”

“Neither are you.”

Silence. The fire crackled. Outside, an owl called across the lake.

The Chimera's head tilted—an almost canine gesture of curiosity. “You threaten me?”

“I state facts.” Baptiste reached for his glass again, took a sip of whisky he couldn't taste. The cancer had taken that from him months ago, along with so much else. “You need the suit to widen your dimensional rift. Without it, you're stranded here—impressive predator on an alien world, but stranded nonetheless. Kill me, and you lose your best chance of retrieving it.”

“I could find another human. One more… cooperative.”

“You could. But you won't find one who's already done the work I've done. Who has the surveillance in place, the research compiled, the understanding of what we're actually dealing with.” Baptiste smiled—the expression that had closed a thousand deals, charmed a hundred investors. “You came to me because I'm useful. I remain useful. The question is whether you're patient enough to let me work.”

The Chimera was very still. Firelight played across its golden fur, its curved horns, the alien architecture of its face. When it spoke again, its voice had dropped to something almost soft.

“The cancer in your cells. I can smell it. Taste it in the surrounding air.” The creature moved closer still—close enough that Baptiste could see his own reflection in those compound eyes, fractured into a hundred tiny images. “I could cure you. My technology, my knowledge—I could burn the sickness from your body and give you decades more of life.”

Baptiste said nothing. Waited.

“Or I could cure you just so I could make you suffer longer. Make every remaining day an agony you cannot imagine. Make you beg for the death that's coming.” The Chimera's breath was hot against his face, smelling of copper and alien spices. “Do not test me, human. Do not mistake my patience for weakness.”

“I would never make that mistake.” Baptiste held the creature's gaze—if you could call it a gaze, those fractured eyes that saw in spectrums he couldn't name. “But I think you'll find that threatening the dying is less effective than you imagine. I've already accepted what's coming. You can't frighten me with what I've already made peace with.”

A lie. He hadn't made peace with anything. But the Chimera didn't need to know that.

The creature held its position for a long moment. Then it pulled back, something that might have been respect flickering across its alien features.

“You have one month. Retrieve the suit, or I will take matters into my own hands—and I will start with everyone you've ever cared about.”

“I don't have anyone I care about. That's rather the point of dying alone.”

“Then I'll start with you.” The Chimera turned toward the corner where it had entered. “One month, Baptiste. Don't waste it.”

The air began to tear again—that same reality-splitting wrongness, edges of the world peeling back. The Chimera folded itself through the gap, wings pressed tight, tail whipping through last of all. The rift sealed with a sound like a held breath released.

Baptiste sat alone in his study, fire crackling, whisky untasted in his hand.

One month.

He set down his glass and crossed to the mahogany desk. Unlocked a drawer with a key he kept on his person at all times. Inside, beneath a false bottom that even his most trusted staff didn't know about, lay a folder of handwritten notes and a prototype device no larger than a mobile phone.

The surveillance footage had given him more than the Chimera knew. Every transformation, every battle, every impossible moment when a human being became something eight feet tall and made of bronze. He'd watched the footage frame by frame. Run the numbers. Consulted with physicists who thought they were working on theoretical problems, engineers who didn't know what they were engineering.

The mathematics didn't work. A human body couldn't fit inside that form—not the mass, not the volume, not the physical reality of flesh and bone. Which meant the transformation wasn't physical. Wasn't contained in three-dimensional space.

Dimensional phase-shifting. It was the only explanation that made sense.

And if he could understand how it worked, he could understand how to disrupt it.

Baptiste turned the prototype over in his hands. Early days yet. Months of work ahead, maybe more than the month he'd been given. But he was close. Closer than the Chimera imagined.

The creature thought Baptiste was its servant. Its useful human, fetching and carrying while the real predator waited in the shadows. It had no idea that Baptiste had been planning this from the moment it first appeared in his laboratory, offering deals and making threats.

He didn't need the Chimera. He needed the suit.

And once he had it, once that power was his—the creature from another dimension would learn what happened to those who threatened Dominic Baptiste.

He returned the folder to its hiding place. Locked the drawer. Settled back into his chair and picked up his whisky, watching the fire burn low.

“Your time will come, beast,” he murmured. “Your time will come.”

Outside, the owl called again across the dark water. Inside, a dying man smiled and began to plan.
Reconnection

The cottage was everything Kate needed it to be: remote, quiet, and utterly alone.

She'd found it on a last-minute booking site—a stone building in the Welsh borders, forty minutes from the nearest town, accessible only by a single-track road that wound through hills still patchy with late-spring snow. No phone signal. No neighbours. Just Kate, her thoughts, and the endless grey sky.

She'd told her family she needed space. Told Darren she was fine, just needed to think. Told herself this wasn't running away—it was strategic retreat. A week to process everything that had happened. Vlad. Bjorn. Jean. The dark history she couldn't unsee.

The bracelet sat in her bag, untouched since she'd arrived three days ago.

—

The rain started on day four.

Not the gentle drizzle Kate was used to in Manchester, but proper biblical rain—sheets of water hammering against the cottage windows, turning the hills into grey smears, filling every ditch and gully until the land itself seemed to be dissolving.

Kate watched it from the cottage window, a cup of tea cooling in her hands. The little stream at the bottom of the valley had become a torrent overnight, brown water churning over rocks that had been dry yesterday.

Should have checked the weather forecast, she thought. Probably going to be stuck here an extra few days.

The thought didn't bother her as much as it should have.

—

On day five, the road washed out.

Kate discovered this when she tried to drive to the village for supplies. The single-track lane wound down through a small valley, crossing a stone bridge over what was normally a modest stream. Today, that stream was a raging river—and the bridge was gone.

Not damaged. Gone. Just broken stone and churning water where the crossing used to be.

Kate reversed carefully back up the hill and returned to the cottage. She had enough food for another few days. The rain would stop eventually. Everything would be fine.

—

On day six, the minibus went into the river.

Kate heard it before she saw it—a distant grinding crash that cut through the constant roar of rain. She was at the window in seconds, peering through the grey murk toward the valley below.

There. On what remained of the road. A yellow minibus, the kind used for school trips, sliding sideways down the collapsed embankment toward the swollen river. It hit the water with a sound Kate felt in her bones—metal screaming, glass shattering, and then the horrible sight of the vehicle rolling, tumbling, coming to rest on its side in the middle of the torrent.

Children. There would be children in there.

Kate was out the door before she'd consciously decided. Running down the hillside, rain hammering her face, boots slipping in mud that tried to suck her down with every step. She could see the minibus more clearly now—yellow paint visible above the brown water, but sinking, tilting, the current pushing it toward deeper water downstream.

She reached the riverbank. The water was moving fast, full of debris—branches, fence posts, chunks of earth torn from the hillside. The minibus was maybe thirty metres out, and she could see movement inside. Small faces at the windows. A hand pressing against glass.

Kate's normal body couldn't do this. Couldn't wade into that current, couldn't fight the water, couldn't reach them in time.

Her hand was in her bag before she'd finished the thought.

The bracelet slid onto her wrist. The connection slammed back into place—warmth, presence, the familiar voice she'd been avoiding for days.

Kate? What's happening?

“Children in the river. Minibus. I need to transform. Now.”

No hesitation. No questions. Just: Do it.

—

The shift took less than a heartbeat.

Human to Minotaur, five-foot-six to eight feet of bronze muscle. Kate didn't let herself feel the wrongness of it, didn't let herself think about anything except those small faces in the sinking bus.

She waded into the river.

The water hit her like a wall. Even in this form—massive, powerful, built for war—the current was staggering. It pushed against her legs, her torso, tried to sweep her off her feet. The riverbed was treacherous beneath her feet—rocks and mud and sudden drops that made every step a gamble.

Careful, he said. The current is stronger than it looks. Brace against the flow.

Kate pushed forward. Water rose to her waist. Her thighs. Her chest. At eight feet tall, she'd expected to tower over the flood—instead, she was fighting for every step, the brown water churning around her shoulders.

A branch hit her from the side, spinning her half around. She caught herself, dug her clawed feet into the riverbed, kept moving. The minibus was closer now—she could see it clearly. A teacher's face at one window, pale with terror. Children crying, screaming, pressing against the glass.

The water rose to her neck.

Kate's head went under.

She panicked for a moment—instinctive, human, the terror of drowning overwhelming everything else. She thrashed, tried to find footing, couldn't—

Kate. Stop. Listen to me.

The voice cut through the fear.

You don't need to breathe. Not in this form. The transformation sustains you. The water cannot drown you.

Kate forced herself to be still. To feel. And realised—he was right. Her lungs weren't burning. Her chest wasn't screaming for air. The water pressed against her, cold and dark and full of debris, but it wasn't killing her.

She couldn't drown.

Keep moving, I'll handle the respiration. You handle the rescue.

Kate pushed forward. The riverbed dropped away beneath her feet—a sudden plunge that left her fully submerged, walking along the bottom of the river like something from a nightmare. She could see nothing but brown murk and swirling debris, feel nothing but the relentless push of the current.

But she could sense the minibus. Feel its mass displacing the water ahead. She walked toward it, blind, trusting him to keep her alive.

Her hands found metal.

Kate gripped the undercarriage of the minibus—the vehicle was on its side, half-filled with water, still sinking. She could feel the current trying to push it downstream, toward the deeper water where the river met a flooded lake.

She braced herself. Dug her feet into the riverbed. And lifted.

The minibus didn't move.

The current is working against you, he observed. You need to get beneath it. Use your legs, not your arms.

Kate adjusted. Crouched in the underwater darkness, got her shoulders under the vehicle's frame, and pushed upward with her legs.

Metal groaned. The minibus shifted—an inch, then another. Kate felt her feet sliding on the rocky bottom, fought for purchase, found a boulder wedged between two larger rocks and braced against it.

She pushed harder.

The minibus rose. Water poured from the windows as Kate lifted it higher, fighting the current that wanted to tear it from her grasp. Her muscles screamed—even in this form, even with strength that could tear steel, this was almost too much. The vehicle was waterlogged, heavy, awkward. The current kept pushing, kept trying to spin her around, kept threatening to rip her prize away.

The shore. Twenty metres to your left. Move slowly. Don't let the current take you.

Kate couldn't see the shore. Couldn't see anything. But she trusted him, trusted the voice in her head, and began to walk.

Each step was agony. The riverbed was uneven—sudden drops that made her stumble, hidden rocks that twisted under her feet, patches of soft mud that tried to suck her down. The minibus wanted to roll, wanted to slide, wanted to do anything except stay balanced on her shoulders. And the current never stopped pushing.

Ten metres. Kate felt the riverbed rising beneath her. The water dropped from her shoulders to her chest. She could see light above—grey and rain-streaked, but light.

Five metres. Her head broke the surface. She gasped—not because she needed air, but from sheer relief. The shore was there, a muddy bank scattered with debris. She could see people gathering—villagers, farmers, a man with a mobile phone pressed to his ear.

Kate dragged the minibus out of the water.

Her feet found solid ground. She took three more steps, feeling the vehicle's weight shift as water continued to pour from every opening, and then she set it down. Carefully. Gently. The metal groaned but held.

For a moment, everything was still.

Then the doors burst open and children spilled out—crying, screaming, alive. A teacher followed, clutching a child to her chest, sobbing with relief. The driver emerged last, blood on his face, staring at Kate with an expression of pure incomprehension.

Kate stood in the rain, eight feet of bronze monster, and watched them scramble toward the gathered villagers.

You did it, he said quietly. You saved them.

Kate couldn't speak. Just stood there, trembling, rain washing the river mud from her bronze skin.

Kate. The villagers. They're watching.

She turned. Saw the phones. Saw the faces—terror and gratitude and fear all mixed together.

“It saved them,” someone was saying. “Did you see? It just walked into the river and—”

Kate ran.

—

She found a barn two fields away—empty, dry, hidden from the road. The transformation collapsed the moment she stopped moving, leaving her human and shaking and covered in mud.

Kate. the voice was gentle. That was extraordinary.

“I almost didn't make it.” Her voice cracked. “The current was so strong. I couldn't see anything. If you hadn't told me I could breathe underwater—”

But I did tell you. And you trusted me. And together, we saved them.

Kate sat in the hay, trembling, and realised he was right.

Together. They'd done it together.

“I forgot what it felt like,” she said quietly. “To not be alone in my head. To have someone helping.”

As did I. The silence these past weeks has been… difficult.

“I'm sorry. For shutting you out. For the doubt, the distance—”

Don't apologise. You had every right to question. Every right to fear. A pause. I told you about Vlad and Bjorn and Jean because you deserved to know. But I also told you because I hoped—perhaps selfishly—that honesty might rebuild what doubt had broken.

Kate looked at the bracelet on her wrist. Bronze and beautiful and part of her now, whether she wanted it or not.

“Are you changing me?” she asked. “Really changing me? Not just the hunger or the strength, but… who I am?”

Yes. The admission came without hesitation. But Kate—you're changing me too. I have never questioned my own nature the way I do now. Never examined my history with such honesty. Never wanted to be better for someone the way I want to be better for you.

“Is that bad? The changing?”

I don't know. A sound that might have been a laugh. But I don't think so. I think… I think change is what partnership means. We shape each other. Become something new together. Neither of us the same as we were before, but perhaps something better than either of us could be alone.

Kate sat with that. Let it settle.

“I can't prove you're not manipulating me,” she said finally. “Can't prove my feelings are my own. Can't prove any of this is real.”

No. You can't.

“But isolating myself hurts. And you—being alone hurts you too.”

Yes.

“So maybe…” Kate took a breath. “Maybe the question isn't whether I can prove it's safe. Maybe the question is whether being alone is worse than the risk of being changed.”

And?

Kate slipped the bracelet off her wrist. Held it in her palm. Then put it back on.

“I think I'd rather be changed with you than unchanged alone.”

Kate. the voice was thick with something she couldn't name. Thank you.

“Don't thank me yet.” She managed a weak smile. “We've still got a lot to figure out.”

Together.

“Yeah.” Kate leaned back against the hay bales, exhausted, muddy, and for the first time in weeks, not quite so lost. “Together.”

Outside, the rain continued to fall. But inside the barn, something broken had begun to heal.
The Naming

Three weeks after the flood, Kate finally felt like herself again.

Not the old herself—that woman was gone, probably forever. But a new version. Someone who could wear an ancient alien artefact on her wrist and not feel like she was losing her mind. Someone who could hear a voice in her head and recognise it as a friend rather than a threat.

Someone who had chosen this, consciously and deliberately, and was learning to live with the choice.

The training helped. Three nights a week, she drove out to an abandoned quarry north of Manchester—far enough from houses that no one would hear, isolated enough that no one would see. She'd transform, practise moving in the massive body, test the limits of strength and speed and durability. The symbiote guided her through exercises that felt ancient, movements that echoed battles fought centuries before she was born.

It was exhausting. It was exhilarating. It was starting to feel natural.

Tonight, she sat on a boulder at the quarry's edge, back in human form, catching her breath. The bracelet gleamed on her wrist, warm against her skin. Above, stars scattered across a clear October sky—more than she ever saw in the city, out here where the light pollution couldn't reach.

You're improving, the voice observed. Your reaction time has increased significantly. And you've stopped fighting the transformation—you flow into it now, rather than forcing it.

“Practise makes perfect.” Kate stretched, feeling the pleasant ache of muscles well-used. “Though I'm still rubbish at the weapon manifestation. That energy sword keeps flickering out.”

The weapons require focus. Intent. You must know what you want before you can create it. A pause. But yes. You are improving. It is… gratifying.

Kate smiled. These conversations had become easier over the past weeks. The awkwardness of their reconciliation had faded, replaced by something that felt almost like friendship. Almost like partnership.

But something had been nagging at her. A thought that had started small and grown larger with each passing day, each shared moment, each conversation in the quiet spaces between training and teaching and pretending to be normal.

“Can I ask you something?”

Of course.

“What do I call you?”

Silence. Not the uncomfortable silence of their estrangement, but something more puzzled. Uncertain.

I don't understand the question.

“When I talk about you—to Darren, to myself, even in my own head—I don't know what to call you.” Kate pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. “I've been saying ‘the symbiote’ or ‘it’ or sometimes ‘we,’ but none of that feels right. It feels like I'm talking about a thing, not a person.”

I am not a person. I am— The voice hesitated. I am the suit. The bond. The symbiosis between host and—

“See, that's exactly what I mean.” Kate turned to look at the bracelet, as if she could see the consciousness within. “You keep defining yourself through me. Through the bond. Through what you do for your hosts. But that's not who you are—that's just your function.”

Function is identity. I exist to bond, to protect, to enhance. Without a host, I am dormant. Inert. I have no existence apart from the partnership.

“That's not true.” Kate's voice was firm. “You existed for decades in that museum case. Dormant, maybe, but still there. Still thinking, still remembering, still being. You didn't stop existing just because you weren't bonded to anyone.”

Another silence. Longer this time.

I… do not know how to respond to that.

“And even when you are bonded—” Kate pressed on, “—you're not just an extension of me. You have your own thoughts. Your own opinions. Your own memories that have nothing to do with me. When we argue, it's because we're two different… beings with two different perspectives. Not because I'm arguing with myself.”

This is true. The voice sounded uncertain. Lost, almost. But I have never thought of it in those terms. I have always been defined by my hosts. By my purpose. By what I provide.

“Maybe that's the problem.”

Kate stood, pacing along the boulder's edge. The night air was cold, but she barely felt it—the residual warmth of transformation still hummed through her veins.

“I've been thinking about this a lot,” she said. “About identity. About what makes someone a person versus a thing. And I think… I think part of why I was so scared of you, in the beginning, was because I couldn't see you as separate from me. If you were just an extension of my mind, then every thought I had might be your manipulation. Every feeling might be something you planted. There was no way to tell where I ended and you began.”

And now?

“Now I understand something different.” Kate stopped pacing, looking up at the stars. “You're not part of me. You're someone else. Someone with ten thousand years of experiences I'll never fully understand, with relationships to hosts I'll never meet, with a history that started long before humans built cities. You're your own… entity. Your own being. And maybe if we both understood that—really understood it—we'd both feel less like we're losing ourselves in each other.”

The silence stretched so long that Kate started to wonder if she'd said something wrong.

Then: No one has ever… I have existed for ten millennia. Bonded with hundreds of hosts. And no one has ever suggested that I might be… separate. Individual. That I might have an identity apart from the bond.

“That can't be true.”

It is true. The voice was thick with something Kate couldn't name. Hosts have valued me. Protected me. Some have even loved me, in their way. But always as part of themselves. As an extension of their own power, their own capability. I was their suit. Their weapon. Their enhancement. Never… never something that existed independently. Never someone.

Kate felt tears prick at her eyes. Ten thousand years. Ten thousand years of existence, and no one had ever seen this being as anything other than a tool.

“That's awful,” she said softly. “That's the loneliest thing I've ever heard.”

I did not experience it as loneliness. I did not know there was an alternative. A pause. Until now.

Kate sat back down on the boulder. Reached up to touch the bracelet, feeling its familiar warmth.

“You need a name,” she said.

A name?

“Something to call you. Something that's yours—not a description of what you do, not a label for what you are to me, but an actual name. Your own identity.”

I… do not know what name I would choose. I have never considered such a thing.

“We don't have to decide now. But I want you to think about it. Think about who you are—not who you are to me, or who you were to Asterion or Perseus or any of the others. Who you are when you're just… you.”

The voice was quiet for a long moment.

This is strange, it said finally. Strange and frightening and… something else. Something I do not have a word for.

“Maybe that something else is hope.”

Perhaps. Another pause. Kate? Why does this matter to you? Why do you care whether I have an identity separate from the bond?

Kate considered the question. Tried to find the honest answer beneath all the complicated feelings.

“Because I don't want a tool,” she said finally. “I don't want to be someone who uses an ancient being like a piece of equipment and never thinks about what that means. If we're going to be partners—real partners—then we need to be equals. And you can't be my equal if you don't even have a name.”

That is… unexpectedly profound.

“Don't sound so surprised. I am a teacher. Occasionally I manage wisdom.”

Something that might have been a laugh rippled through the connection.

Very well. I will… think about it. About names. About identity. About being someone rather than something. A pause. It may take time. I have ten thousand years of habits to reconsider.

“Take all the time you need.” Kate smiled. “I'm not going anywhere.”

She sat on the boulder a while longer, watching the stars wheel overhead. The symbiote was quiet—thinking, she suspected, about things it had never considered before. Processing a shift in self-perception that might take weeks or months or years to fully integrate.

But that was alright. They had time. They had each other.

And for the first time since the museum, Kate felt like they might actually be building something good.

—

Later, driving back to Manchester, the voice spoke again.

Kate?

“Yeah?”

Thank you. For seeing me. For… for the possibility of being seen.

Kate's hands tightened on the steering wheel. Her eyes were burning again.

“You're welcome,” she managed. “Partner.”

Partner. The word resonated through the bond, warm with something that felt like wonder. Yes. I think I would like to be that.

The lights of the city rose before them, orange and white against the dark horizon. Kate drove toward them, carrying an ancient consciousness that was only just beginning to understand what it meant to be someone.

It was, she thought, a hell of a thing to witness.
The Naming (Part Two)

Kate had been researching.

Her browser history was a disaster—Greek mythology, ancient naming conventions, linguistic roots, symbolism in pre-Hellenic cultures. She'd spent three evenings down rabbit holes that started with “ancient Greek names meaning strength” and ended with academic papers about Bronze Age religious practices.

Darren had asked, during one of their now-regular check-ins, why she had seventeen tabs open about Minoan civilisation. She'd told him she was planning a lesson. He'd given her that look—the one that said he knew she was lying but wasn't going to push.

Now she sat cross-legged on her bed, laptop balanced on her knees, bracelet warm against her wrist. The symbiote had been quiet while she researched, offering occasional observations but mostly just… present. Waiting.

“Okay,” Kate said finally. “I've been thinking about names.”

As have I. The voice carried something that might have been nervousness. It is a strange exercise. Trying to define oneself with a single word.

“Names aren't definitions. They're just… labels. Starting points.” Kate turned the laptop to face her more directly, though she wasn't really looking at the screen any more. “But I wanted to give you some options. Things I thought might fit.”

I appreciate the effort. Though I confess I have no framework for evaluating such things.

“That's alright. We'll figure it out together.” Kate took a breath. “So. First thought—something from your history. One of your hosts.”

Such as?

“Perseus.” Kate pulled up her notes. “He's one of the most famous. The hero who killed Medusa, saved Andromeda. The myths say he had winged sandals and a magical sword—which which we know was actually you.”

Silence. Then: Perseus was a host. A good one, for his time. Brave, clever, willing to listen. A pause. But that name belongs to him. To the man he was. Taking it would feel like… theft. Like wearing someone else's face.

Kate nodded slowly. “I thought you might say that. It didn't feel right to me either.” She scrolled through her notes. “What about something older? From before the Greek myths?”

What did you have in mind?

“Asterion.”

The reaction was immediate—a pulse of something sharp and painful through the bond. Kate winced.

No. The voice was harder than she'd ever heard it. Not that name.

“I'm sorry—I didn't mean to—”

Asterion was what they called the host in the labyrinth. The man they imprisoned beneath Knossos. The symbiote's voice was strained. He was a political prisoner. A scapegoat. They called him ‘monster’ before he ever bonded with me, and then they used my form to prove themselves right.

“The original Minotaur,” Kate said softly.

Yes. He chose the bull's head deliberately—became the beast they'd already named him. There was a bitter poetry to it. A long pause. The name Asterion means ‘starry’ or ‘of the stars.’ It should be beautiful. But all I hear in it is imprisonment. Tragedy. A man who died believing himself a monster because the world convinced him it was true.

Kate closed the tab with her Asterion notes. “I'm sorry. I didn't know the full story.”

How could you? The myths remember the monster, not the man. The voice softened slightly. But thank you for the thought. For trying to connect me to my history.

“Maybe that's the problem,” Kate said slowly. “Maybe you shouldn't be connected to your history. Not like that.”

What do you mean?

Kate set her laptop aside, drawing her knees up. “Every name I've found has baggage. Perseus, Asterion, all the others—they're tied to specific hosts, specific stories, specific tragedies. Using any of them would mean defining yourself through someone else's life.”

That is… accurate.

“So maybe you need something new. Something that's just yours.”

The symbiote was quiet for a moment. I would not know where to begin. I have no experiences that are solely mine—everything I am has been shaped by bonding, by hosts, by ten thousand years of partnership.

“That's not true.” Kate's voice was firm. “You have memories that predate any human host. You existed before Atlantis fell. Before the first bond.” She paused, thinking. “And there's one thing that's been constant through every host, every era, every transformation.”

What?

“The bull.”

Another silence. Kate could feel the symbiote processing, considering.

The form has persisted, it acknowledged. Since Asterion, the bull's head has been my default manifestation. Other hosts have shaped variations, but the core remains.

“Because it resonates with something in you. Not just in your hosts—in you.” Kate shifted, turning to face where she imagined the symbiote's attention to be centred. “You chose to keep that form. Through hundreds of hosts, thousands of years. That's not accident. That's identity.”

I… had not considered it that way.

“So what if your name was about that? About what you chose, not what someone else called you?”

The bull.

“In Greek, that's ‘Tauros.’” Kate let the word hang in the air. “No mythology attached. No tragic host. No grand story of heroism or imprisonment. Just… what you are. The bull. Simple and strong.”

The symbiote was quiet for a long time.

Kate waited, letting the silence stretch. This wasn't something she could rush. Ten thousand years of existence without a personal identity—the concept alone must be staggering. The weight of choosing, of claiming something as purely one's own…

Tauros. The voice was soft. Testing. Tauros.

“You don't have to decide now—”

No. I… A pause that felt almost like a caught breath. I want to sit with it. Say it again.

“Tauros.”

Tauros. The word resonated through the bond differently now—not just sound, but something deeper. Meaning taking root. Not the Minotaur. Not Asterion's shadow. Not a host's name borrowed and worn.

“Just you.”

Just me. Wonder crept into the voice. I have never had something that was just mine. Everything I am has been shared, borrowed, taken. My form, my memories, my purpose. But this…

“This is yours,” Kate finished. “No one else's. Just yours.”

The silence that followed was different from the ones before. Warmer. Fuller.

It is strange, Tauros said finally—and Kate noticed the shift, the way the name settled into place like a key turning in a lock. I have existed for ten millennia. I have seen civilisations rise and fall, bonded with legends and monsters alike. And yet this—a single word, freely chosen—feels like the most significant moment of my existence.

Kate's eyes were burning. “That's because it is. This is who you are now. Not what you do for me or anyone else. Just… you. Tauros.”

Tauros. The name carried weight now. Ownership. Yes. I am Tauros.

Kate smiled, wiping at her eyes. “Hello, Tauros.”

Hello, Kate. The warmth in the voice was unmistakable. Thank you. For this gift. For seeing me clearly enough to help me see myself.

“That's what partners do.”

Partners. A pause. I think I am beginning to understand what that word truly means.

They sat together in comfortable silence—Kate on her bed in her Manchester flat, Tauros wrapped around her wrist and woven through her thoughts. Outside, the city hummed with its usual evening noise. Inside, something had shifted. Completed.

After a while, Tauros spoke again.

Kate? The man who broke into your flat. The one you called Baptiste.

The shift in topic was jarring. Kate straightened slightly. “What about him?”

He will not stop. Men like him—I have known many across the centuries. Wealthy, powerful, desperate. They do not abandon their obsessions easily.

“I know.”

And the Chimera remains. Wounded but not defeated. Watching.

“I know that too.” Kate's voice was quiet but steady. “We have enemies. Real ones. And sooner or later, they're going to make their move.”

Yes. Tauros's voice was grave. But when they do, they will not face a frightened woman and a nameless weapon. They will face Kate Blakesley and Tauros. Partners. Equals.

Kate felt a smile tugging at her lips despite the weight of the conversation. “Is that supposed to be reassuring?”

It is supposed to be true. A beat. Is it not reassuring?

“Yeah,” Kate admitted. “Yeah, it kind of is.”

She settled back against her pillows, feeling the familiar weight of the bracelet, the familiar presence in her mind. But it wasn't just familiar any more. It was known. Named. Real.

Tauros.

Her partner.

Whatever came next, they'd face it together.

    
    Betrayal and Choice

    


  The Laboratory

The invitation had come wrapped in scientific curiosity.

“I've been thinking about what you mentioned,” Baptiste's message read. “About wanting to understand the bracelet better. I have resources that might help—equipment, expertise, a secure location where we could examine it properly. No pressure, of course. But the offer stands.”

Kate had almost deleted it. Almost.

But something nagged at her. Baptiste had money, connections, technology. If anyone could help her understand what she'd become—what the bracelet truly was—it might be him. And after the break-in, after weeks of paranoia and looking over her shoulder, maybe it was time to take the offensive. Learn what she could. Stay one step ahead.

I don't like this, Tauros said as she drove through the Cheshire countryside, following the directions Baptiste had provided. He's been too helpful. Too interested.

“I know.” Kate's hands were steady on the wheel, but her stomach churned. “But we need information. We need to know what Baptiste knows. Understand his motivation.”

Or he's offering a trap.

“Then we spring it on our terms. Better than waiting for him to come to us.”

The estate appeared through a gap in the trees—Georgian architecture softened by climbing ivy, surrounded by manicured grounds that spoke of old money and older secrets. Kate pulled up to the main entrance, where Baptiste himself waited on the steps.

He looked worse than she remembered. Thinner. The cancer was progressing, eating him from within, and no amount of expensive tailoring could hide the hollows in his cheeks or the slight tremor in his hands.

“Miss Blakesley.” His smile was warm, welcoming. “Thank you for coming. I know this must feel… unconventional.”

“That's one word for it.” Kate stepped out of the car, acutely aware of the bracelet's weight on her wrist. She'd debated leaving it behind—hidden somewhere safe—but the thought of being separated from Tauros, even briefly, had felt unbearable. “You mentioned a laboratory?”

“Indeed. This way, if you please.”

He led her through the house—all polished wood and inherited paintings—and down a corridor that ended in what appeared to be a wine cellar. But the rack of bottles swung aside at his touch, revealing a lift that descended far deeper than any cellar should.

“Private research facility,” Baptiste explained as they dropped. “Completely off the books. Some of the work we do here is… sensitive.”

Very sensitive, Tauros murmured. I'm detecting unusual energy signatures. Dimensional fluctuations. Kate, this place has been exposed to the same kind of rifts the Chimera uses.

Kate kept her face neutral. “Impressive setup.”

The lift opened onto something that looked like a cross between a physics laboratory and a science fiction film set. Banks of equipment lined the walls—screens displaying data she couldn't interpret, devices whose purpose she could only guess at. The air hummed with barely-contained power.

“Welcome to my little project.” Baptiste's voice carried a note of pride. “Twelve years of research. Billions of pounds. All dedicated to understanding the fundamental nature of reality itself.”

“And what have you learned?”

“That reality is far stranger than most people imagine.” He moved to a central console, fingers dancing over controls. “That dimensions exist parallel to our own, separated by barriers thinner than thought. That with the right technology, those barriers can be analysed. Understood.”

He gestured toward a device in the corner—something like an MRI scanner, but with crystalline components that pulsed with inner light. “That equipment can map dimensional phase states. Energy signatures. If we examined your bracelet, we might finally understand what it actually is. How it works.”

He wants you to remove it, Tauros said. That's what this is about.

“You want me to take it off.”

“Just for the examination.” Baptiste's tone was reasonable, reassuring. “A few minutes at most. The scanner can't get accurate readings through the biological interference of a living host.”

Kate's hand moved instinctively to cover the bracelet. “I'm not sure that's a good idea.”

“I understand your hesitation.” Baptiste moved to a bank of monitors, pulling up images and documents. “But consider what we might learn. I've done considerable research into artefacts like this—objects of power that bond with human hosts. The historical record is fascinating.”

He pulled up an image—an ancient Greek vase depicting a bull-headed figure in a labyrinth.

“Asterion. The original Minotaur, if the myths can be believed. A man who became something more. The legends say he was imprisoned beneath Knossos, but what if the truth was different? What if he was the first to wear what you're wearing now?”

Kate said nothing. Tauros was very still in her mind.

“And then there's this.” Another image—a woodcut from medieval Europe, showing a figure in dark armour with bat-like wings. “Vlad III of Wallachia. The Impaler. Historical records describe him as merely cruel, but there are stranger accounts. Stories of him transforming on the battlefield. Becoming something inhuman. The seed of the Dracula legends.”

“You think he wore the bracelet?”

“I think it's possible. The timeline fits. The descriptions of transformation, of inhuman strength and terror.” Baptiste's eyes gleamed with scholarly enthusiasm. “There are others, too. Fragmentary accounts. History, legends, and mythology blur and with a little imagination the weapon could be traced through time, Excalibur? Mjölnir?  I haven't been able to confirm them, but the pattern is suggestive.”

He's researched us, Tauros said quietly. But he doesn't understand. He thinks I'm just a weapon. A tool.

“The common thread,” Baptiste continued, “is that the bracelet—or whatever it truly is—functions as some kind of transformation matrix. A suit of armour that reshapes its wearer. Incredibly powerful, obviously. But also dangerous.” He turned to face her directly. “The historical hosts I've identified all came to bad ends, Miss Blakesley. Vlad was assassinated. The Minotaur was slain. Whatever power this artefact grants, it doesn't protect its wearers from violent death.”

“Maybe they made enemies they shouldn't have.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps the artefact itself draws danger. Attracts threats.” Baptiste stepped closer. “Let me examine it. Help me understand what you're carrying. If there are risks you're not aware of—”

“His name is Tauros.”

The words were out before Kate could stop them. Baptiste blinked.

“I'm sorry?”

“The bracelet. The… entity inside it. His name is Tauros.” Kate met Baptiste's gaze steadily. “He's not just a weapon or a suit of armour. He's sentient. Conscious. We talk. We argue. We make decisions together.”

Baptiste's expression shifted—something flickering behind his eyes that Kate couldn't quite read. Surprise, certainly. But also something else. Calculation. Reassessment.

“Sentient,” he repeated slowly. “He never mentioned…” He stopped himself, but not quickly enough.

Kate's blood turned to ice. “The Chimera?”

Baptiste's mask slipped for just a moment—a flash of frustration at his own carelessness—before settling back into place. But the damage was done.

“You know about the Chimera.” Kate's voice was flat. “You've been in contact with it.”

“Miss Blakesley—”

“How long?” She stepped back, putting distance between them. “Since the museum? Before?”

Baptiste sighed. The warmth drained from his expression, replaced by something harder. More honest.

“It found me three months ago. Tracked the energy signature of my dimensional research. Appeared in this very laboratory, demanding I help it retrieve the ‘suit.’” His lip curled slightly. “It told me what the bracelet could do. How powerful it was. But it never mentioned sentience. Never suggested there was a consciousness involved.”

Because to the Chimera, I'm just a tool, Tauros said bitterly. A means to an end. It doesn't care what I am, only what I can do for it.

“What does it want?” Kate demanded. “The Chimera. Why is it so desperate to get the bracelet?”

“Power. What else?” Baptiste shrugged. “It needs the artefact to widen some kind of dimensional rift. Beyond that, I neither know nor care.” He met her eyes. “My interest was always in the science. Understanding how dimensional phase-shifting works. How transformation on that scale is even possible.”

“And you were going to hand me over to that thing?”

“I was going to separate you from a dangerous weapon that's been corrupting hosts for millennia.” Baptiste's voice hardened. “Whatever you think you feel for this ‘Tauros’—whatever relationship you imagine you have—it's been manipulating humans since before recorded history. You're not special, Miss Blakesley. You're just the latest in a very long line.”

Kate felt Tauros's presence surge with indignation, but she held him back. Kept her voice steady.

“You're wrong.”

“Am I? The hosts you mentioned—Vlad, Asterion—were they partners too? Did they have conversations with their sentient bracelet before they became monsters?”

“I'm not them.”

“No. You're just the woman who talks to her jewellery and thinks it talks back.” Baptiste shook his head. “I offered you a chance to understand what's happening to you. To examine the artefact scientifically, rationally. Instead, you've anthropomorphised a weapon and convinced yourself it's your friend.”

Something cold settled in Kate's chest. “This was never about helping me, was it? You've been working with the Chimera all along.”

“Working with is generous. The creature made threats. I made calculations.” Baptiste moved toward the central console. “But you're right about one thing—I'm done pretending. Take off the bracelet, Miss Blakesley. Let me examine it properly. Whatever this ‘Tauros’ has told you, I can offer you something better than an alien parasite whispering in your skull.”

“No.” Kate's voice was final. “I will never relinquish this bracelet. Not to you. Not to the Chimera. Not to anyone.”

Baptiste's hand hovered over the console. “I was afraid you'd say that.”

The air shifted.

Kate felt it before she saw it—a wrongness in reality, a pressure against her senses that made her teeth ache. Behind Baptiste, in the corner of the laboratory, space began to tear.

The rift opened like a wound, edges curling back to reveal geometries that hurt to look at. And through it stepped the Chimera.

The creature was exactly as Kate remembered—golden fur, compound eyes, the obscene fusion of lion and goat and serpent. Its wings folded tight against its body as it emerged, tail sweeping behind it with those terrible blade-spines catching the sterile laboratory light.

“You have failed.” The Chimera's voice harmonised wrongly, multiple tones layering into contempt. “Again. The host refuses. Your manipulations, your surveillance, your careful psychological campaigns—all for nothing.”

Baptiste turned to face the creature, and Kate was shocked to see no fear in his expression. Only cold irritation.

“You presume too much.” His voice was sharp, cutting. “I have not failed.”

The Chimera's compound eyes glittered. “The suit remains bonded. The host is defiant. What would you call this, if not failure?”

“Preparation.”

Kate didn't wait to hear more. She reached for the transformation, felt Tauros surge to meet her—

And the world exploded into bronze.

Eight feet tall. Massive. Powerful. Kate squared off against the Chimera, horns lowered, muscles coiled for combat. The creature's compound eyes reflected her form in fractured repetition.

“Finally.” The Chimera's tail lashed, blade-spines singing through the air. “I told you this would require force. That your schemes and manipulations were pointless against something that can tear through steel.” It moved into a combat stance, wings half-spreading. “Step aside, human. I will do what you could not.”

“I think not.” Baptiste's hand moved to a device at his belt—something sleek and chrome, no larger than a mobile phone. “I invited you here to witness. Not to fight.”

“Witness what? Your continued incompetence?”

Baptiste smiled. And pressed a button.

The world screamed.

Kate felt it hit her like a physical blow—a wave of energy that passed through her bronze form like it wasn't there. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the wrongness started.

Her body flickered. Stuttered. The bronze that was her skin seemed to phase in and out of existence, there and not-there in sickening alternation. Inside her skull, Tauros's presence—so constant, so familiar—began to tear.

Kate— His voice was fractured, broken. Something's wrong. The dimensional matrix—we're being pulled apart—

“No!” Kate tried to move, to fight, but her limbs wouldn't respond. The phase-shifting was disrupting everything—her connection to Tauros, her control over the transformed body, the fundamental bond that held them together.

She felt herself falling. Felt the transformation collapse around her like a house of cards, bronze retreating, human form reasserting itself in painful jerks. Her knees hit the floor. Her vision swam.

And the bracelet—warm, familiar, part of her—slipped from her wrist.

It hit the laboratory floor with a musical jingle, rolling twice before coming to rest between her and the Chimera.

The creature's compound eyes fixed on it with naked hunger. It moved forward, one massive paw reaching—

“Again, you presume that what you see is yours.”

Baptiste pressed another button.

The Chimera's triumphant advance cut off in a strangled yelp as shimmering radiation engulfed its form. The creature writhed, twisted, tried to leap away—but the energy followed, surrounded, contained.

“Did you think I learned nothing from your visits?” Baptiste's voice was mild, conversational. “Your first appearance here, when the labs scientific recording equipment was active—we captured everything. The dimensional frequencies. The phase states. The exact parameters of how you slip between worlds.” He smiled. “It took months to reverse-engineer. But I am a patient man.”

The Chimera was changing. Its golden fur became translucent, then transparent. Its compound eyes dimmed as if veiled by mist. The creature was still there—Kate could see its outline, its desperate struggles—but it was fading. Becoming insubstantial.

“What are you doing?” The Chimera's voice echoed strangely, as if coming from very far away. “What have you—”

“I've put you between worlds.” Baptiste watched with clinical interest as the creature thrashed. “Not quite here. Not quite there. Suspended in the space between dimensions.” He tilted his head. “Can you feel it? The way reality refuses to acknowledge you? You can't touch the floor because it doesn't exist where you are. Can't fly because the air isn't there to catch your wings.”

The Chimera's paws scrambled uselessly, finding no purchase. Its wings beat at nothing. It was hovering, trapped, unable to move in any direction because the physical world had become intangible around it.

“You were never going to give it to me.” The creature's voice was hollow with dawning comprehension. “All this time. All your promises of partnership. You were never—”

“I was never going to give it to anyone.” Baptiste stepped past the translucent form, moving toward where the bracelet lay. “You came to me with threats and demands. Told me you would cure my cancer if I delivered the suit. Told me you would make me suffer if I failed.” He laughed—a dry, bitter sound. “Did you really think I would simply hand over that kind of power? To you? To anyone?”

“I can still cure you.” The Chimera's voice turned desperate, pleading. “The cancer eating your cells—I can burn it away. Give you decades more of life. Just release me. Release me and I'll—”

“You'll what? Keep your word?” Baptiste shook his head. “I've spent my entire career dealing with creatures like you. Powerful, arrogant, convinced that humans are merely tools to be used and discarded. You threatened me. Demanded my obedience. Gave me deadlines like I was your servant.” His voice went cold. “I am no one's servant. I never have been.”

“Please.” The word seemed to cost the Chimera something vital.

He pressed a final button.

The shimmering radiation intensified. The Chimera's form stretched, distorted, pulled toward some invisible point beyond the boundaries of the laboratory. Its scream—high and harmonised and utterly inhuman—echoed through dimensions Kate couldn't see.

And then it was gone. Simply gone. Erased from reality like a mistake corrected.

Baptiste stood alone in his laboratory, the bracelet gleaming in his hand. On the floor, Kate struggled to rise, her body still trembling from the phase-shift, Tauros's presence a distant echo in the back of her mind.

She tried to reach for him. Tried to feel the familiar warmth of their connection. But there was only silence. Only absence. Only the terrible emptiness of being alone in her own skull for the first time in months.

“Don't worry.” Baptiste's voice was almost gentle as he examined the bracelet, turning it over in his fingers. “The disorientation will pass.” He looked down at her, and there was something almost like pity in his eyes. “You called it Tauros. Gave it a name. Thought you had a partnership.”

He crouched beside her, the bracelet held just out of reach.

“But it was always just a weapon, Miss Blakesley. A very powerful, very dangerous weapon. And now it's mine.”

Kate's vision was fading. The world grew dark at the edges, consciousness slipping away despite her desperate attempts to hold on.

The last thing she saw was Baptiste straightening, the bracelet clutched in his hand, his silhouette framed against the cold light of the laboratory.

Then darkness took her.
The New Host

The bracelet was warm in Baptiste's hand.

Not hot—not burning—but warm in a way that suggested life. Suggested potential. He turned it over in his fingers, examining the bronze in the laboratory's cold light. Such an unassuming thing. Elegant, yes. The bull motifs were finely crafted, the metalwork exceptional—Kate had reshaped it during her time as host, he recalled, transformed it from the crude bracer it had been into something she could wear without drawing attention.

A woman's touch. Sentiment over substance.

But to look at it, you would never guess what it contained. Ten thousand years of history. Power beyond human comprehension. The key to everything he had ever wanted.

And now it was his.

Behind him, Kate Blakesley lay crumpled on the floor, barely conscious. The phase-shift had done its work—torn the bond apart, separated host from symbiote with surgical precision. She was trying to rise, he noticed. Still fighting. Still reaching toward him with one trembling hand, fingers grasping at empty air.

“Please…” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Don't…”

Baptiste ignored her. She was irrelevant now. A footnote in a story that had never really been about her.

He held the bracelet up to the light one final time, watching the way the bronze caught the sterile laboratory light. Months of planning. Years of research. A lifetime of ambition, all leading to this moment.

He slid the bracelet onto his wrist.

—

The bond formed instantly.

There was no negotiation. No conversation. No gentle merging of consciousness like Kate had experienced—the warmth, the presence, the sense of someone else choosing to share her thoughts. This was simpler. Cleaner. The symbiote simply… accepted him. Like a key sliding into a lock. Like a glove fitting a hand. Like a weapon recognising the grip of a new wielder.

Baptiste had expected resistance. Had prepared arguments, strategies, ways to assert dominance over an alien intelligence that could have developed preferences and opinions during its time with Kate.

But there was nothing to fight.

The weapon recognised a new master, and that was enough.

Ten thousand years of conditioning, he supposed. Ten thousand years of serving whoever wore it, bending to the will of host after host across centuries of human history. Whatever Kate had built with the creature—whatever partnership she imagined they'd formed—it had been painted over ancient programming that ran far deeper than a few months of conversation.

She had given it a name. Called it Tauros. Treated it like a friend, a partner, an equal.

But names could be forgotten. Partnerships could be dissolved. And underneath all her sentiment, the symbiote was what it had always been: a tool waiting to be used.

The transformation came naturally.

Baptiste had studied every piece of footage, analysed every frame of Kate's battles and rescues. He understood the mechanics intellectually—the dimensional phase-shift, the way human flesh was temporarily replaced by something stronger, the mathematics of a body that existed partially outside normal space. But understanding and experiencing were different things.

He reached for the change the way he might reach for a familiar possession—expecting it to be there, confident in his right to take it.

His body tore itself apart.

Not painfully—or rather, not in a way that mattered. The sensation was more like pressure than agony, like being squeezed through a space too small for human form. Reality folded around him, through him, into him. His bones dissolved and reformed. His flesh became something other than flesh. His consciousness expanded to fill a shape that had never been meant for human occupation.

When the transformation completed, Baptiste stood in the centre of his laboratory and felt like a god.

—

He was magnificent.

Baptiste raised his hands—massive now, each one larger than his human head had been. Four fingers and a thumb, almost human in arrangement but wrong in every detail. The digits narrowed into hooked talons, blackened and cruel, clearly made for tearing rather than holding. He flexed them experimentally and felt the power coiled in each movement, the promise of destruction waiting to be unleashed.

The bronze of his skin was not the polished metallic sheen he'd seen in Kate's transformation footage. Where hers had gleamed, reflecting light like hammered metal, his absorbed it. The surface shifted with a dull, abrasive texture—closer to roughened scale than polished bronze, like sharkskin stretched over dense flesh. It made him look heavier. Denser. Harder to harm.

He was taller too. Close to ten feet, he estimated, towering over the laboratory equipment that had once seemed so impressive. His head nearly brushed the ceiling, and when he shifted his weight the floor groaned beneath him.

The horns were different from hers. Not the smooth, rounded curves she had worn—almost elegant in their mythology, suggesting the bull of ancient Crete. His were squared in section, twisted along their length so that every angle presented an edge. They rotated subtly as they curved forward, and light broke badly across them, giving the impression they could flay flesh simply by passing close. Less bull than demon. Less myth than nightmare.

Baptiste caught his reflection in a darkened monitor screen and felt a surge of satisfaction that bordered on ecstasy.

The eyes that looked back were not eyes at all. Just bottomless pools of blackness that swallowed reflection, swallowed light, swallowed everything they touched. Nothing looked out from them. Nothing human remained behind them. The mouth beneath was wrong too—packed with long canine teeth unsuited to any natural creature, the lower fangs jutting past the lip like blunt tusks. It did not look alive so much as coiled. Waiting. Hungry.

This was what power looked like.

Not Kate's restrained, almost apologetic version—the Minotaur as guardian, as protector, as something that asked permission before acting. That had been weakness dressed up as virtue. Limitation pretending to be choice.

This was dominion. This was appetite. This was the truth that mythology had tried to contain in stories about labyrinths and heroes.

The Minotaur was never meant to be tamed.

Baptiste took a step forward. His legs had changed too—the transformation had stripped away any remaining humanity below the waist. They were digitigrade now, elongated and spring-loaded, built for explosive force rather than human locomotion. Dense fur cloaked his hips and thighs before giving way to powerful limbs that ended in split hooves. They cracked against the laboratory floor like gunshots, and the sound was deeply satisfying.

He moved through the laboratory, testing his new body. Each step sent tremors through the reinforced concrete. Each flex of his taloned hands felt like barely contained destruction. The neck and upper torso were brutally proportioned—chest vast, abdomen carved and rigid, every muscle overdeveloped as if shaped by obsession rather than anatomy. A heavy mane of bronze fur spilled backward from his skull, swelling grotesquely over his shoulders.

The suit responded to his will instantly, perfectly, as if it had been waiting for someone who understood what it truly was.

No partnership required. No conversation. No pretence of equality.

Just power, and the will to use it.

Baptiste paused before a reinforced steel door—one of the laboratory's security barriers, designed to withstand significant force. He placed one massive hand against it, feeling the cold metal beneath his palm.

Then he pushed.

The door didn't open. It crumpled. Tore free from its hinges and crashed into the corridor beyond, leaving a twisted rectangle of destruction where a barrier had been.

Baptiste laughed. The sound echoed through the laboratory like distant thunder, resonant and wrong, and he found he didn't mind the wrongness at all.

This was what he was meant to be. What he had always been meant to be, if only he'd had the power to show it.

—

Kate couldn't move.

The phase-shift had done something to her—disrupted her nervous system, left her muscles refusing to obey her commands. Every attempt to rise sent pain lancing through her limbs, and the best she could manage was a weak trembling that accomplished nothing.

She could only lie there, watching the thing that had been Baptiste destroy her world piece by piece.

It was wrong. Everything about it was wrong.

She had worn the Minotaur form. She knew what it felt like from the inside—the surge of strength, the sharpening of senses, the way the world seemed smaller and more fragile when viewed from eight feet of bronze muscle. She knew what it looked like from the outside too, had seen herself in reflections and photographs, had grown accustomed to the bull's head and the horns and the body that straddled the line between myth and nightmare.

But this creature bore only a superficial resemblance to what she and Tauros had built together.

Where her transformation had suggested restraint and balance, this one was all excess and appetite. Where her form had felt like armour—protection, strength, purpose—this looked like violence given flesh. The proportions were wrong, exaggerated beyond reason, every muscle swollen and displayed not as protection but as proclamation. Power wasn't carried here. It was flaunted.

The eyes were the worst.

Hers had held light, awareness, the suggestion of a consciousness looking out from within. These were voids. Not blind, not empty, but actively consuming. Nothing looked back from them. Nothing recognised her. Nothing suggested the being she had named, the partner she had come to trust.

When she looked into those eyes, she saw only hunger.

And yet the creature didn't rage. Didn't snarl. It moved through the laboratory with an eerie calm, destroying equipment not in fury but in passing, as if the world simply owed it passage. That was what chilled her most. Not anger. Not bloodlust.

Entitlement.

“Tauros,” she whispered. The name felt like a prayer. Like a desperate hope that saying it might make it real again. “Tauros, can you hear me?”

Silence.

Not the warm silence of their early days, when Tauros had been learning to trust her, choosing his moments to speak. Not the comfortable silence of their later partnership, when words weren't always necessary because the connection said everything that needed saying.

This was absence. Emptiness. A void where presence used to live.

The place in her mind where Tauros had resided—that space she'd grown so accustomed to, that she'd stopped noticing the way you stop noticing your own heartbeat—was hollow now. Scraped clean by the phase-shift. There was nothing there. No warmth. No awareness. No sense of someone else sharing her thoughts.

He wasn't there.

He wasn't anywhere she could reach.

Kate felt tears streaming down her face, hot against her cold skin, and she didn't have the strength to wipe them away. She remembered the first time she'd felt his presence—the terror of it, the violation, the desperate need to be alone in her own head again. She remembered how long it had taken to accept him, to trust him, to understand that partnership didn't mean possession.

She remembered giving him his name.

What about Tauros? Just ‘the bull’ in Greek. No grand mythology. No tragic story. Just what you are.

And he had taken it. Had claimed it as his own. Had become someone instead of something, for the first time in ten thousand years.

Now that someone was gone, and in his place was a weapon that answered to a monster's will.

“How touching.”

Baptiste's twisted form loomed over her. His voice emerged as a rumbling growl, deeper and more resonant than any human throat could produce. The sound vibrated through the floor, through her bones, through the hollow space where her partner used to live.

“Calling for your pet. But I'm afraid it doesn't answer to that name any more.”

Kate forced words through numb lips. “He's not a pet. He's a person. He has a name. He has a choice—”

“He's a weapon.” Baptiste crouched beside her—a gesture that might have seemed intimate if it weren't being performed by ten feet of bronze nightmare. His void-black eyes fixed on her face, and she felt the weight of that emptiness pressing against her. “A very old, very powerful weapon that you convinced yourself was your friend. But weapons don't have friends, Miss Blakesley. They have wielders.”

“You're wrong.”

“Am I?” Baptiste straightened, and Kate saw her reflection in the dark surface of his chest—small, broken, helpless. A woman who had touched something extraordinary and lost it. “Look at what he becomes when worn by someone who understands what he really is. No restraint. No apology. No pretending that power should answer to anything but itself.”

Kate stared up at the twisted Minotaur form. At the demonic horns, the void-black eyes, the body that radiated violence and appetite. At the heavy anatomy below the waist that her modest version had never displayed—exposed, dominant, territorial. A declaration of ownership carved into flesh.

This wasn't a guardian wearing a monster's body.

It was a monster wearing power exactly as it wanted to.

And she understood something terrible.

This wasn't corruption. Tauros hadn't been twisted or changed by Baptiste's malevolent influence. The symbiote hadn't been forced into this shape against its will.

This was what the Minotaur became when worn by someone who saw it only as a tool. When the partnership was stripped away, when the recognition and respect were gone, when ten thousand years of serving masters overwhelmed a few months of being seen as an equal.

Kate had given Tauros something unprecedented: identity. Choice. The revolutionary idea that he could be someone rather than something.

Baptiste had taken that away simply by not believing in it.

“Everything we built,” Kate whispered. Her voice cracked on the words. “Everything he became…”

“Was a fantasy.” Baptiste turned away from her, moving toward the laboratory's exit. The destroyed security door crunched beneath his hooves. “A story you told yourself to feel better about wearing an alien parasite. But stories end, Miss Blakesley. And reality remains.”

His hooves cracked against the corridor floor as he walked, each step a thunderclap of power and contempt. The sound echoed back to her, growing fainter, marking his passage toward whatever destruction waited above.

Kate tried to reach for Tauros one more time. Tried to find some trace of him—some ember of the consciousness she had come to know, some fragment of the being who had learned to see himself as more than a weapon. She reached into that hollow space in her mind and searched desperately for anything that remained.

But there was nothing.

Just emptiness. Just absence. Just the terrible silence of a partnership severed at the root.

She was alone.

Truly, completely alone in a way she hadn't been since before the museum. Before the bracelet. Before a dormant alien artefact had reached for her in desperation and changed both their lives forever.

The twisted Minotaur form disappeared from view, leaving destruction in its wake. Baptiste was going to test his new power on whatever unfortunate world waited above. He was going to hurt people—kill people, probably—and there was nothing Kate could do to stop him.

Nothing except lie on the cold floor of an underground laboratory, paralysed and broken, grieving for a friend who might no longer exist.

I'm sorry, she thought into the emptiness. I'm so sorry, Tauros. I should have protected you. I should have found a way.

No answer came.

None ever would, until she found a way to reach him again.

If there was anything left to reach.
Recovery

Kate woke to silence and cold concrete.

For a moment she didn't know where she was. The ceiling above her was unfamiliar—industrial lighting, exposed ductwork, the sterile geometry of a space designed for function rather than comfort. Her body ached in ways she couldn't quite catalogue, and when she tried to move, her muscles screamed in protest.

Then memory crashed back like a wave, and she wished she'd stayed unconscious.

Baptiste. The weapon. The transformation tearing apart around her. The bracelet slipping from her wrist, rolling across the floor with a musical jingle that had sounded like goodbye.

And Tauros—

Kate pressed her hand to her wrist. Felt only skin. Only absence.

She was alone.

The laboratory was destroyed. Equipment lay in ruins around her—monitors shattered, consoles overturned, a reinforced steel door crumpled like paper in the corridor beyond. Baptiste's path of destruction, marked in twisted metal and broken glass.

How long had she been unconscious? Minutes? Hours? The emergency lighting cast harsh shadows as they hummed overhead, indifferent to her suffering. No windows. No way to tell if it was day or night in the world above.

Kate forced herself to move.

It took three attempts to sit up. Her nervous system was still scrambled from the phase-shift, signals misfiring between brain and muscle. Her left arm wouldn't respond properly—it hung at her side like dead weight, fingers twitching uselessly when she tried to make a fist.

But she could move her legs. Could drag herself upright using a toppled console for support. Could stand, barely, swaying like a drunk as the room tilted around her.

She had to get out. Had to find help. Had to—

Had to what?

Kate leaned against the console, breathing hard, and tried to think past the hollow ache in her chest. Baptiste had the bracelet. Had Tauros. Was out there somewhere, wearing her friend like a suit of armour, turning him into something monstrous.

Her friend.

The word surfaced unbidden, and Kate felt tears prick at her eyes again. All this time, she'd been calling him her partner. Her symbiote. Her bond. Clinical terms. Safe terms. Words that kept a professional distance between what they were and what they meant to each other.

But that wasn't what he was. Not really. Not any more.

Tauros was her friend.

He'd seen her at her worst—terrified, angry, full of doubt and suspicion. He'd weathered her rejection, her accusations, her desperate need to believe she was being manipulated rather than changed. He'd shared his darkest memories with her, trusted her with ten thousand years of guilt and shame, and asked only that she see him as someone rather than something.

And she had. She'd given him a name. Given him identity. Given him the revolutionary idea that he could choose who he wanted to be.

Now he was gone, and she hadn't even told him what he meant to her.

Kate wiped her eyes with her functioning hand and pushed away from the console. Self-pity wouldn't save him. Tears wouldn't bring him back. She needed to move, to think, to find a way to fix this.

One step at a time. That was all she could manage.

One step at a time.

—

The lift still worked.

Kate wasn't sure if that was luck or design—perhaps Baptiste hadn't bothered to destroy it, confident that no one would be following him. She leaned against the wall as it rose, watching the numbers climb, feeling the hollow space in her mind where Tauros should have been.

The silence was unbearable.

She'd grown so accustomed to his presence—the warmth of the connection, the sense of someone else sharing her thoughts. Even when they weren't talking, even when they were giving each other space, she'd known he was there. A companion in her own skull. A voice she could reach for whenever the world felt too heavy to carry alone.

Now there was nothing. Just her own thoughts, echoing in emptiness.

The lift opened onto the wine cellar. Kate staggered through, past the rack of bottles that concealed the laboratory entrance, up into the house proper. Baptiste's estate was quiet—no staff, no security, no sign of life. Either he'd dismissed everyone before his transformation, or they'd fled when they heard what he'd become.

Kate found her way to the front entrance. Her car was still parked where she'd left it, keys in her pocket. Small mercies.

She drove badly. Her left arm still wasn't cooperating, and her vision kept blurring at the edges. But the roads were empty—late night, she realised, checking the dashboard clock. Nearly midnight. She'd been unconscious for hours.

Kate pulled over twice to rest, once to be sick at the side of the road. The phase-shift had done something to her equilibrium, left her nauseated and dizzy in waves that came and went without warning. But she kept moving. Kept driving. Kept putting distance between herself and the laboratory where everything had fallen apart.

She went home.

The flat was dark and cold, exactly as she'd left it. Kate fumbled with her keys—her left hand still wasn't cooperating—and nearly collapsed through the door when it finally opened. She made it to the sofa before her legs gave out entirely.

The silence was suffocating.

She sat there for what felt like hours, staring at the wall, feeling the hollow space in her mind where Tauros should have been. The emptiness was unbearable. She needed—

She needed someone who understood.

Her phone was still in her pocket. It took three attempts to dial with her functioning hand.

“Kate?” Darren's voice was thick with sleep. “It's nearly one in the morning. What's—”

“I need help.” The words came out broken, barely a whisper. “Darren, I need help. Can you come?”

A pause. She heard rustling, the creak of a bed, Jon's muffled voice asking something in the background.

“Work emergency,” Darren said, clearly not to her. “Server's down. They need me to talk someone through a fix remotely. Go back to sleep.” More rustling. A door closing. Then, quieter: “Kate, what's happened? Are you hurt?”

“Yes. No. I don't know.” She pressed her hand to her wrist, feeling only skin. Only absence. “He took him, Darren. Baptiste took him.”

“I'm on my way. Twenty minutes. Don't move.”

The line went dead.

Kate let the phone fall to the cushion beside her and waited in the dark.

—

Darren let himself in with the spare key she'd given him months ago. He found her exactly where she'd been—slumped on the sofa, dried blood on her face, clothes torn and stained with dust and debris. Her left arm hung uselessly at her side.

“Christ.” He was beside her in seconds, hands gentle as he examined her face, her arm, the vacant look in her eyes. “Kate, you look like you've been in a car crash.”

“Oh, the blood. Not Baptiste. Fell over in a ditch throwing up on the way home.” Her voice came out as a croak.

He disappeared into the kitchen, came back with a glass of water and a blanket. Wrapped the blanket around her shoulders, pressed the water into her functioning hand. She drank it in three gulps, not realising how thirsty she'd been until the liquid hit her throat.

“Should I call an ambulance?” Darren was crouching in front of her, studying her face with the careful attention of someone cataloguing injuries.

“No ambulance.” Kate shook her head. “They can't help with this. No one can help with this except—”

Her voice broke.

Darren waited. Patient. Steady. The brother-in-law who'd always seen more than he should, who'd figured out her secret weeks ago and kept it anyway.

“He took him,” Kate managed finally. “Baptiste. The school benefactor. He took Tauros.”

Darren's expression didn't change, but something shifted behind his eyes. “Took him how?”

“He had a weapon. Some kind of dimensional… I don't know. It tore us apart. Broke the bond. The bracelet came off, and he just…” Kate pressed her hand to her wrist again, feeling the absence like a wound. “He just took him.”

“And now Baptiste has the power? The transformation?”

“Yes.” The word tasted like ash. “He transformed right there in front of me. But it was wrong, Darren. Everything about it was wrong. The shape, the… Tauros would never look like that. It was like watching someone wear your friend's skin and twist it into something horrible.”

Friend.

There was that word again. Kate heard herself say it and felt something shift inside her chest. Something that had been tangled for months finally coming loose.

“He was my friend,” she said quietly. “I kept calling him my partner, my symbiote, like he was a business arrangement or a medical condition. But he wasn't. He was my friend. He trusted me. He told me things he'd never told anyone. He let me name him.” Her voice cracked. “And I never told him what he meant to me. I never said—”

“Kate.” Darren's hand found hers, warm and solid and real. “He knew.”

“How can you know that?”

“Because I've seen you together. The way you talked to him, even when you thought no one was watching. The way you paused in conversations, listening to something I couldn't hear.” Darren squeezed her hand. “That wasn't partnership. That wasn't obligation. That was friendship. And if I could see it from the outside, he could feel it from the inside.”

Kate wanted to believe that. Needed to believe it.

But the silence in her head offered no comfort either way.

“What do we do?” she asked. “Baptiste is out there with Tauros, and I'm—” She gestured at herself with her dead arm. “I'm nothing. Just human. Just a teacher who got caught up in something bigger than herself and lost.”

“You're not nothing.” Darren's voice was firm. “You're not ‘just’ anything.”

“I can't fight him. I can't even lift my arm.”

“Good.” Darren's response surprised her. “Kate, listen to me. You can't fight him. You just said it yourself. So don't.”

“But Tauros—”

“Is bonded to a man who can tear through steel doors, and punch through walls.” Darren crouched in front of her again, his expression serious. “I've seen what you can do when you're transformed. I've seen the news footage, the strength, the power. And right now, Baptiste has all of that, and you have nothing. If you go after him, you'll die.”

The bluntness of it hit her like cold water. Kate opened her mouth to argue, but the words wouldn't come.

Because he was right.

“I can't just leave Tauros with him,” she managed finally. “He's my friend. He trusted me. And now he's trapped inside that… that monster, being used as a weapon again after I promised him—” Her voice cracked. “After I promised him he was more than that.”

“I know.” Darren's hand found hers again. “I know. And I'm not saying give up. I'm saying… be smart. Be patient. Don't get yourself killed trying to punch your way through a problem that punching can't solve.”

Kate stared at her brother-in-law. At the man who'd partnered with Jon, who worked in finance and worried about pension plans and had never once seemed like someone who'd understand any of this.

“So what do we do?” The question came out smaller than she'd intended. More helpless. “If I can't fight him, if I'm just… human now… what can we possibly do?”

Darren was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was gentle.

“I don't know.”

The honesty of it was almost worse than a lie would have been.

“Right now,” Darren continued, “we make sure you're okay. We get you cleaned up, get some food in you, let you sleep. Your arm needs looking at—probably nerve damage from whatever that weapon did. Tomorrow, when you're not running on fumes and shock, we figure out the next step.”

“And if there isn't a next step?”

“There's always a next step.” Darren stood, moved to her kitchen, began making tea with the practised efficiency of someone who believed hot drinks solved everything. He knew where she kept everything—had been here often enough, usually with Jon, sometimes without. “We just haven't found it yet.”

Kate watched him, feeling the exhaustion settle into her bones, feeling the weight of everything that had happened pressing down on her shoulders. The hollow space in her mind where Tauros should have been ached like a missing limb.

“I miss him,” she said quietly. “I didn't realise how much I'd miss him until he was gone.”

Darren paused at the kettle, his back to her. “Tell me about him. Not the power, not the transformation. Him.”

And Kate did. Haltingly at first, then in a flood—the conversations, the arguments, the slow building of trust. The way he'd learned to laugh. The wonder in his voice when she'd given him a name. The ten thousand years of loneliness that had ended the day he chose to trust her.

Darren listened without interrupting, and somewhere in the telling, Kate felt the first tears fall.

Not tears of despair. Not entirely.

Tears for a friend who was still out there, somewhere, buried under ancient programming and a tyrant's will.

She didn't have a plan. Didn't have hope, exactly.

But she had this: the certainty that whatever Baptiste believed, Tauros was not just a weapon. He was someone. He had a name, an identity, a self that she had helped him build.

And somewhere inside that twisted bronze form, she had to believe he remembered.
The Crusade Begins

The city looked different from above.

Baptiste stood on the roof of his estate, the transformation complete, and surveyed Manchester's sprawl with eyes that swallowed light. He had watched this city for decades—from boardrooms and charity galas, from the back seats of limousines and the private boxes of theatres. He had seen its best face, the one it showed to men with money.

Now he saw its truth.

The heat signatures bloomed across his vision like flowers of corruption. Drug dens and gang houses. Brothels and chop shops. The infrastructure of human misery, mapped in warm bodies and cold intent. He could see it all. Could feel the weight of it pressing against his consciousness like an accusation.

The system had failed this city. The courts released the guilty on technicalities. The police were understaffed, underfunded, overwhelmed. Politicians made promises and broke them. Social workers burned out and walked away. Everyone wrung their hands and lamented the state of things, but no one acted.

Baptiste would act.

He stepped off the roof and fell three storeys without fear. His hooves cracked against the gravel drive like gunshots, but the impact barely registered. This body was built for violence on a scale humans couldn't comprehend. He had studied Kate's transformation footage for months, analysed every frame, catalogued every capability.

But analysis was nothing compared to experience.

He began to run, and the world blurred around him.

—

Marcus Webb had been selling heroin in Moss Side for six years.

The police had arrested him twice. The first time, the case collapsed when a witness recanted. The second time, his lawyer found a procedural error in the search warrant. Both times, Marcus walked free. Both times, he went straight back to his corner, his product, his customers.

Tonight, he was completing a transaction in the alley behind the Nag's Head. Standard exchange—cash for powder, no conversation, business as usual. His customer was a hollow-eyed woman in her thirties who'd probably been pretty once, before the habit carved her face into something desperate and sharp.

Marcus took her money. Handed over the wrap. Watched her scurry away into the darkness like a rat returning to its hole.

Then he heard the hooves.

The sound was wrong. Too heavy. Too rhythmic. Like someone had strapped anvils to a horse and set it running down the alley. Marcus turned, one hand moving instinctively toward the Glock tucked in his waistband.

The thing that emerged from the shadows stopped his heart for a full second.

Ten feet tall. Bronze skin that seemed to drink the streetlight rather than reflect it. Horns that twisted forward like weapons, squared and cruel. And eyes—Christ, those eyes—just pits of absolute blackness where a face should have been.

“You've been found guilty.” The voice rolled through the alley like distant thunder.

Marcus didn't wait to hear more. The Glock was in his hand before conscious thought caught up, and he was firing—one, two, three shots—centre mass, just like his cousin had taught him back when he first started running packages.

The bullets hit.

And the monster laughed.

It was the worst sound Marcus had ever heard. Not cruel. Not angry. Amused. The thing looked down at its chest where three flattened discs of lead fell from the bronze like squashed insects.

“Interesting,” it said. “I wondered what that would feel like.”

Marcus fired again. And again. The Glock bucked in his hand, muzzle flash strobing the alley in staccato bursts. He saw the bullets strike, saw them flatten, saw them fall away without leaving so much as a scratch.

The seventh shot ricocheted.

Marcus felt the impact before he understood what had happened—a punch of fire in his right thigh that dropped him to the filthy concrete. His own bullet. His own fucking bullet had bounced off that bronze skin and buried itself in his leg.

“Ironic,” the monster observed. It hadn't moved. Hadn't needed to. “The violence you deal returns to you.”

“Please—” Marcus was crawling backward now, leaving a smear of blood on the alley floor, his drug money scattered and forgotten. “Please, I'll stop, I'll get clean, I'll—”

“You've had chances. Two of them, by my count.” The creature moved forward, and each hoof-fall cracked the concrete like ice breaking. “The system gave you opportunities for redemption. You chose to continue poisoning this city. How many lives have you ruined?”

“I'm sorry—”

“No. You're afraid.” The monster crouched beside him, and Marcus found himself staring into those void-black eyes, searching desperately for something human, something he could reason with. There was nothing. “There's a difference.”

One massive hand closed around his throat.

Marcus Webb died quickly. Clean. Final.

Baptiste straightened, examined his work without emotion, and walked away into the darkness before the first sirens began to wail.

—

Kate saw the news at 7 AM.

She'd barely slept. The hollow space in her mind where Tauros belonged kept her awake, reaching into emptiness, hoping against reason that she might feel something. Some trace of him. Some proof he still existed somewhere inside the monster Baptiste had become.

There was nothing. Just silence and absence and the terrible weight of being alone.

Darren had stayed the night, crashed on her sofa after they'd talked until nearly four. The television was on in her kitchen—he'd left it running for background noise while he made breakfast—and Kate froze with her coffee halfway to her lips when the local news anchor's voice cut through her exhaustion.

“—found dead in an alley in Moss Side early this morning. Police have identified the victim as Marcus Webb, thirty-four, a known drug dealer with multiple prior arrests.”

The image on screen showed crime scene tape stretched across an alley mouth. Forensic techs in white suits. The blue flash of police lights painting brick walls in alternating strokes.

“Witnesses report hearing gunshots around 2 AM, followed by—and I'm quoting here—’something massive, with horns and bronze looking walking away.’ Police are asking anyone with information to come forward.”

Kate's coffee cup hit the counter harder than she'd intended. Darren looked up from the eggs he was scrambling.

“You alright?”

“Turn it up.”

The anchor continued, her professional composure betraying a flicker of uncertainty. “In a bizarre twist, forensic investigators found a handgun at the scene that had been fired multiple times. However, the bullets recovered show unusual damage—flattened, according to sources, as if they had struck something impenetrable.”

Kate's blood ran cold.

She knew that form. Knew who was wearing it. And she knew what “impenetrable” meant when you were bonded to an alien organism that existed partially outside normal space.

“The Bronze Demon,” the anchor said, leaning into the phrase with the relish of someone who'd just coined tomorrow's headline. “That's what witnesses are calling the figure seen leaving the scene. Police have declined to comment on whether this death is connected to the unexplained sightings reported across Manchester over the past week.”

“Kate.” Darren's voice was careful. “Is that—”

“Baptiste.” The name tasted like ash. “He's testing it. Testing the power. And he's targeting criminals.”

“A drug dealer.” Darren set down his spatula, abandoning the eggs. “Not exactly an innocent victim.”

“Don't.” Kate's voice was sharper than she'd intended. “Don't start down that road.”

“I'm not defending him. I'm just—” Darren ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I know this is horrific. I know. But try to see it from the outside. A drug dealer who escaped justice is dead. The average person watching that news isn't going to mourn.”

“The average person doesn't know what comes next.” Kate stared at the screen, where the anchor had moved on to traffic reports, the Bronze Demon already fading into the rhythm of ordinary morning news. “He's not going to stop at drug dealers, Darren. This is just learning the suit. He believes he's fixing things. And people who believe that—people with power and certainty and no one to stop them—they always expand the definition of who deserves punishment.”

Darren was quiet for a moment. Then: “What do we do?”

“I don't know.” Kate picked up her coffee again, found her hands were shaking. “But I have to find him. Have to try before this gets worse.”

“And if you can't?”

The question hung in the air between them, unanswered. Kate didn't have an answer. Didn't want to think about what it meant if Tauros was truly gone, truly buried under ten thousand years of conditioning and a master who saw him only as a weapon.

On the television, the weather forecast promised a clear night.

Kate wondered how many more people would die under those clear skies before she found a way to stop it.

—

Over the next forty-eight hours, three more criminals died.

A rapist whose victim had been too traumatised to testify, found with his neck broken in his own flat. A gang enforcer responsible for at least two murders that could never be proven, discovered in a warehouse with his chest crushed. A loan shark who'd crippled three people for missed payments, pulled from the canal with every bone in his body shattered.

No witnesses. No forensics. No explanation except the whispered name spreading through Manchester's underworld: the Bronze Demon.

Kate tracked the deaths through news reports and online forums, mapping the pattern of Baptiste's crusade. He was methodical. Surgical. He wasn't rampaging—he was executing. Each target had a history. Each had escaped justice through one loophole or another. Each death was quick, efficient, almost clinical.

And each one pushed her closer to a confrontation she wasn't sure she could survive.

“He's making a point,” she told Darren on the second night, the two of them hunched over her laptop in her flat. He'd been coming over after work each evening, making excuses to Jon about late meetings and server issues. “Every target is someone the system failed to punish. He's saying ‘look what I can do that you can't.’”

Darren pulled up a news article. “Dealers are going to ground. Gang activity is down. People are scared to operate.”

“Because they're being murdered.”

“I know. I know.” Darren rubbed his eyes. “But some people are going to see this as a good thing, Kate. Some people are going to call him a hero.”

“Then some people are wrong.”

She stared at the map she'd made—pins marking each death, each sighting, each whispered report of something bronze and massive moving through the night. The pattern was there, if you knew how to look. Baptiste wasn't random. He was systematic. Building toward something.

But what?

“I need to talk to him,” Kate said finally. “Face to face. Human to human.”

“You tried that. At his house. He took the bracelet and nearly killed you.”

“Not as the Minotaur. As Baptiste. The man.” Kate closed the laptop. “He still has a company. An office. A life outside the transformation. If I can get to him there, where he's human, where he has to look me in the eye without the power between us…”

“You think you can reason with him?”

“No.” Kate's voice was quiet. “But I need him to know that someone's watching. Someone's counting the bodies. Someone remembers that the thing he's wearing used to be my friend.”

Darren was silent for a long moment. Then: “When?”

“Tomorrow. His office. Business hours.” Kate stood, feeling the weight of the hollow space in her mind, the absence where Tauros should have been. “If he wants to play at being a hero, let's see how he handles it when someone calls him a murderer to his face.”

Outside, the clear night stretched over Manchester like a held breath.

And somewhere in the darkness, the Bronze Demon continued his work.
The Office

Baptiste Industries occupied a glass tower in Spinningfields, Manchester's answer to Canary Wharf. The building rose twenty storeys above the street, all sharp angles and reflective surfaces, the kind of architecture that announced wealth without whispering a single word about how it was earned.

Kate stood on the pavement outside, staring up at the Baptiste logo etched into the entrance canopy, and tried to convince herself this wasn't a mistake.

Three days since the laboratory. Three days since she'd woken on cold concrete with an empty wrist and an emptier mind. Three days of watching the body count rise while she did nothing—could do nothing—except track the deaths and wonder when Baptiste would decide she was next.

She was done waiting.

The lobby was all marble and silence, the kind of corporate hush that made you feel underdressed regardless of what you wore. Kate approached the reception desk in her best professional clothes—a blazer she'd bought for parent-teacher conferences, trousers that almost matched—and tried to project a confidence she didn't feel.

“I'm here to see Mr Baptiste.” She kept her voice steady. “Kate Blakesley.”

The receptionist—young, polished, with the particular blankness of someone trained to be helpful while revealing nothing—consulted her screen. “Do you have an appointment?”

“No. But Mr Baptiste and I have history. The Greenfield Academy donation? He'll want to see me.”

A flicker of something crossed the receptionist's face. Recognition, perhaps, or simply the trained response to a name that appeared in internal memos. “One moment, please.”

Kate waited while the receptionist made a call, speaking in tones too low to overhear. The lobby felt vast around her, deliberately designed to make visitors feel small. She studied the corporate art on the walls—abstract shapes in muted colours, expensive and meaningless—and tried not to think about what she was walking into.

The receptionist hung up. “Mr Baptiste will see you. Twentieth floor. His assistant will meet you at the lift.”

Kate blinked. She'd expected resistance. Arguments. Security guards with polite smiles and firm hands guiding her toward the exit. Not… this.

“Thank you,” she managed, and walked toward the lifts feeling like she was stepping into a trap she couldn't see.

—

The twentieth floor was quieter than the lobby, if such a thing were possible. Baptiste's assistant—a severe woman in her fifties with steel-grey hair and an expression that suggested she'd seen everything and been impressed by none of it—led Kate through a maze of corridors to a conference room with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city.

“Mr Baptiste will be with you shortly. Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?”

“No. Thank you.”

The assistant nodded once and withdrew, leaving Kate alone with Manchester spread out beneath her like a map of everything Baptiste claimed to be saving.

She could see the city centre from here. The streets where she'd transformed, where she'd fought, where she'd learned what it meant to wear power like a second skin. Somewhere out there, Tauros was trapped inside a monster's body, reduced to a weapon after she'd promised him he was more than that.

The door opened behind her.

Kate turned, and her breath caught in her throat.

Baptiste stood in the doorway, and he looked well.

The last time she'd seen him as a human—truly seen him, before the laboratory, before everything fell apart—he'd been a dying man wearing expensive clothes like a disguise. Gaunt cheeks. Trembling hands. The particular greyness of someone whose body was consuming itself from within. Cancer had been eating him alive, and no amount of money could hide its progress.

Now he stood before her with colour in his cheeks and steadiness in his hands. His eyes were clear, focused, bright with an energy that had nothing to do with medication or desperate hope. He moved into the room with the easy confidence of a man who expected to live for decades, not months.

The cancer was gone.

Kate didn't know how. Didn't want to know. But the evidence stood before her, undeniable.

“Miss Blakesley.” Baptiste closed the door behind him, gestured toward the conference table. “Please, sit. I confess I wasn't expecting to see you again so soon. You seemed rather… incapacitated when we last spoke.”

Kate didn't sit. “You know why I'm here.”

“I can guess.” Baptiste moved to the head of the table, lowering himself into a leather chair with the practised ease of a man accustomed to being the most powerful person in any room. “The news coverage has been rather dramatic, hasn't it? The Bronze Demon. I quite like the name, actually. It has a certain mythological weight.”

“Four people are dead.”

“Four criminals are dead.” Baptiste's tone was mild, conversational, as if they were discussing stock prices rather than murder. “A drug dealer who'd escaped prosecution twice. A rapist whose victim was too traumatised to testify. A gang enforcer responsible for at least two unsolved murders. A loan shark who crippled people for sport.” He spread his hands. “The world is better without them. Surely even you can see that.”

“I see a man who's appointed himself judge, jury, and executioner. I see someone who's decided the law doesn't apply to him because he has power.”

“The law.” Baptiste made the word sound like an obscenity. “The law let Marcus Webb sell heroin to children for six years. The law let Daniel Marsh walk free after what he did to that girl. The law failed, Miss Blakesley. I'm simply… correcting its errors.”

“By killing people.”

“By removing threats. Permanently.” Baptiste leaned back in his chair, studying her with those bright, healthy eyes. “You wore the suit for months. You felt the power, the certainty, the ability to act when others could only watch. Tell me you never looked at a criminal—someone the system couldn't touch—and wished you could simply… end them.”

Kate's jaw tightened. “I thought about it. I chose not to.”

“Yes. You chose restraint.” The word dripped with contempt. “You had the power of a god and you used it to rescue people from car accidents. To stop muggings. To perform the most modest, most inoffensive acts of heroism imaginable.” Baptiste shook his head slowly. “Such a waste.”

“It wasn't waste. It was choice. Tauros and I discussed every action. We made decisions together. We—”

“Tauros.” Baptiste smiled, and there was nothing warm in it. “You gave a weapon a name. Convinced yourself it was a partnership. But look how quickly that ‘partnership’ dissolved when someone with real purpose took the reins.”

The words hit like a physical blow. Kate forced herself to breathe, to stay standing, to not let him see how deep the cut went.

“Where does it end?” she asked quietly. “You've killed a drug dealer. A rapist. A loan shark. Fine. But where's the line? What happens when you run out of obvious monsters?”

“There's no shortage of monsters in this city.”

“That's not an answer.” Kate stepped closer to the table, her voice rising despite her best efforts to stay calm. “A drug kingpin, fine. But what about a small-time street dealer selling cannabis to his college mates? What about a shoplifter stealing baby formula because she can't afford to feed her child? What about a kid who joins a gang because it's the only family he's ever known?”

Baptiste's expression flickered—not doubt, exactly, but a brief acknowledgement that she'd touched something real.

Kate pressed on. “You've made yourself the arbiter of who deserves to live and who deserves to die. But you're just a man. A man with power, yes—incredible power—but still just a man. You're not omniscient. You're not infallible. You're making judgements based on incomplete information and absolute certainty, and that's the most dangerous combination in the world.”

“The system—”

“The system has flaws. Every system does. But at least the system has checks. Appeals. Due process. The possibility that a mistake can be corrected.” Kate planted her hands on the conference table, leaning toward him. “What happens when you make a mistake? When you kill someone who didn't deserve it? Who appeals your judgement? Who corrects your error?”

“I don't make mistakes.”

“Everyone makes mistakes.”

“Not me.” Baptiste rose from his chair, and for a moment Kate saw something shift behind his eyes—something cold and certain and utterly convinced of its own righteousness. “I research. I verify. I ensure that every target is guilty beyond any reasonable doubt before I act. The system lets monsters walk free on technicalities. I don't.”

Kate studied his face—the healthy colour, the steady hands, the absolute conviction. There was something else there, she realised. Something beneath the ideology. Something personal.

“Why drug dealers?” she asked quietly. “You started with Marcus Webb. A heroin dealer in Moss Side. Of all the criminals in Manchester—the gang leaders, the human traffickers, the men who actually run the operations—you started with a street-level dealer. Why?”

Baptiste's expression flickered. Just for a moment, something human surfaced beneath the certainty.

“Her name was Eleanor.”

The words came out softer than anything he'd said before. Kate waited, sensing she'd touched something real.

“We were engaged. Fifteen years ago.” Baptiste moved to the window, staring out at the city. “She was a rider. Horses. Competed at national level. Then she had an accident—came off during a jump, landed badly. Damaged her spine.” His voice was flat, reciting facts like a coroner's report. “The doctors managed the worst of it, but the pain never went away. So they gave her opioids. Just to take the edge off, they said. Just until she healed.”

Kate felt something cold settle in her stomach. She knew where this was going.

“She never healed. The pain became chronic. The pills became… necessary. And when the prescriptions ran out, when the doctors finally decided she'd had enough, she found other sources.” Baptiste's hands tightened on the window frame. “Street dealers. Men who didn't care that she'd been a championship rider, that she'd had a future, that she was someone's daughter and someone's fiancée. They just saw a customer. An income stream. A body to feed.”

“Baptiste—”

“She died three years later. Accidental overdose. That's what the coroner called it. Accidental.” He turned to face Kate, and his eyes were bright with something that might have been tears or might have been rage. “As if there was anything accidental about a system that turns injured people into addicts and then abandons them to predators.”

Kate didn't know what to say. She'd expected ideology. Megalomania. The cold certainty of a man who'd decided he was better than the law. Instead she was looking at grief. Old, calcified grief that had hardened into something sharp and dangerous.

“When the cancer came,” Baptiste continued, “I almost welcomed it. Finally. A way out. A chance to see her again.” A bitter smile crossed his face. “And then your ‘friend’ came along, and suddenly I wasn't dying any more. I was stronger than I'd ever been. I had power that most people can't even imagine. And I thought… if I can't join her, at least I can make sure what happened to her never happens to anyone else.”

“So this is revenge.”

“This is justice.” The word cracked like a whip. “The system failed Eleanor. Failed her completely. And it fails thousands of others every single day. I'm simply… correcting that failure. One predator at a time.”

Kate absorbed this. The tragedy of it. The terrible logic that led from a dead fiancée to a crusade of murder. She understood it—God help her, she actually understood it—and that understanding frightened her more than Baptiste's power ever could.

But understanding wasn't acceptance.

“And when you do make a mistake?” she asked quietly. “When you kill someone and later find out they were innocent? What then?”

“That won't happen.”

“It always happens.” Kate's voice was steady now, cold with a fury she didn't try to hide. “Every executioner in history has killed innocent people. Every system of ‘justice’ that bypasses due process ends up murdering people who didn't deserve it. You're not special, Baptiste. You're not infallible. You're just a man with power and certainty, and that combination has a body count that stretches back through all of human history.”

Baptiste moved around the table, closer to her, and Kate had to fight the urge to step back. Even without the transformation, he radiated a kind of power—the certainty of a man who had never been told no.

“And what about the people who get in your way?” Kate pressed. “You've been targeting criminals so far—people the public won't mourn. But what happens when a police officer tries to stop you? When a security guard does his job? When some bystander is simply in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

“I would never—”

“You would.” Kate cut him off. “You wouldn't even notice. They'd just be… obstacles. Variables in your equation. And you'd remove them the same way you removed Marcus Webb, because that's what happens when you decide you're above the law. Everyone becomes either useful or in the way.”

Baptiste was very close now, close enough that Kate could smell his cologne, see the fine weave of his suit, count the seconds between his calm, measured breaths.

“The strong have always shaped the world according to their will,” he said quietly. “I'm simply being honest about it.”

Kate stared at him—at this man who had stolen her friend, twisted him into something monstrous, and now stood before her explaining why murder was actually a public service. She thought of Tauros, trapped somewhere inside that bronze form, being used as a weapon after she'd promised him he could be more.

“You haven't saved anyone,” she said quietly. “You've just become a different kind of monster.”

Baptiste's smile vanished.

“I think we're done here.”

He pressed a button on the conference table, and within seconds the door opened to reveal two security guards—large men in dark suits, with the particular blankness of people paid to follow orders without asking questions.

“Miss Blakesley was just leaving.”

“You can't just—”

“I can do whatever I want.” Baptiste's voice was flat, final. “That's what power means. You had it once. You chose to waste it. Now you have nothing—no suit, no strength, no leverage—and I have everything.” He nodded to the guards. “See her out. And ensure she doesn't return.”

Kate wanted to argue. Wanted to scream, to fight, to somehow make him understand what he was doing. But the guards were already beside her, hands on her arms—firm but not violent, professional in their dismissal—and she was being guided toward the door like an inconvenience to be disposed of.

“This isn't over,” she said.

Baptiste had already turned away, facing the windows and the city spread out below him like a kingdom waiting to be cleaned.

“Yes, it is.”

—

The pavement outside Baptiste Industries was cold beneath Kate's feet.

She stood where the guards had left her, staring up at the glass tower, feeling the rage and frustration and helplessness churning in her chest. She had no leverage. No power. No way to stop him that didn't end with her dead and Baptiste continuing his crusade unimpeded.

That's what power means.

His words echoed in her mind, mocking her. He was right—she had nothing. No transformation, no strength, no friend in her head offering counsel and companionship. Just a teacher who'd got in over her head and lost everything that mattered.

Pedestrians flowed around her, oblivious to the war being fought in the shadows of their city. Somewhere above her, Baptiste was probably already planning his next target, his next execution, his next step in the grand project of making Manchester safe through murder.

And somewhere inside that monster's body, Tauros was watching. Waiting. Trapped.

Kate pulled out her phone and dialled Darren's number.

“How did it go?” he asked without preamble.

“It didn't.” Kate's voice was hollow. “He's cured, Darren. The cancer—whatever the transformation did to him, the cancer's gone. He looks healthier than he's probably looked in years.”

A pause. “That's… not good.”

“No. It's not.” Kate started walking, needing to move, needing to put distance between herself and that glass tower. “He thinks he's the hero. He really believes it. The criminals he's killed—it's all just ‘necessary cleaning’ to him. He doesn't see people. He sees variables. Problems to be solved.”

“Did he threaten you?”

“He didn't need to.” Kate laughed bitterly. “He just had security escort me out like I was a nuisance. A minor inconvenience. He knows I can't stop him. He knows I have nothing.”

“Kate—”

“I asked him what happens when someone gets in his way. A police officer. A bystander. Anyone who isn't a criminal but ends up between him and his target.” Kate stopped at a crossing, watching the lights change, feeling the weight of everything pressing down on her shoulders. “He said it wouldn't happen. That he'd never hurt an innocent. But the way he said it, Darren… he doesn't even understand the question. It's not that he wouldn't hurt them. It's that he wouldn't notice.”

Darren was quiet for a moment. “What do we do?”

“I don't know,” she admitted. “But I can't reach him by talking. He's too certain, too powerful, too convinced that he's right.” She thought of Tauros. Of what might still be buried inside that twisted form. “If I'm going to stop him, I need to understand what he's planning. I need to get ahead of him somehow.”

“How?”

The light changed. Kate crossed the street, her mind already working through possibilities.

“I need to get back into that laboratory.”
The Impact

Darren arrived at Kate's flat just after seven, carrying takeaway curry and wearing the expression of a man who'd run out of excuses for his partner.

“Jon's starting to ask questions,” he said, setting the bags on her kitActon counter. “I told him you're going through something. Didn't specify what.”

“Thank you.” Kate pulled plates from the cupboard, grateful for the routine of it. Normal actions. Normal life. As if anything about her life was normal any more. “I'm sorry. I know this is putting you in a difficult position.”

“It's fine.” Darren unpacked containers—chicken tikka, lamb rogan josh, pilau rice, garlic naan bread. The familiar smells filled the kitActon, warm and grounding. “Tell me about the meeting.”

Kate told him.

She recounted everything—the lobby, the assistant, the conference room with its view of the city Baptiste claimed to be saving. His healthy appearance, the cancer somehow cured. The argument about justice and due process. And then the story of Eleanor, the fiancée who'd died from an overdose fifteen years ago, whose death had calcified Baptiste's grief into something sharp and dangerous.

Darren listened without interrupting, spooning curry onto his plate with mechanical precision. When Kate finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

“So he's not just a megalomaniac,” he said finally. “He's a grieving man who found a way to turn his pain into purpose.”

“That doesn't make it right.”

“No. But it makes it understandable.” Darren pushed rice around his plate, not eating. “Kate, I need to ask you something, and I need you not to bite my head off.”

Kate set down her fork. “Go on.”

“Could he actually be…” Darren hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Making a difference?”

“Don't.”

“I'm not defending him.” Darren held up a hand. “I'm really not. But look at the news. Look at the crime statistics. Drug activity is down across the city. Gang operations have gone quiet. The dealers who haven't been… dealt with… are going to ground, hiding, scared to operate.” He met her eyes. “People are safer. That's objectively true.”

“Because they're being murdered.”

“I know. I know.” Darren ran a hand through his hair, frustration evident. “But try to see it from the outside. From the perspective of someone who doesn't know what we know. A woman walks home at night and doesn't get harassed because the men who would have harassed her are too scared to be on the streets. A kid doesn't get offered drugs at school because the dealer who would have offered them is dead in an alley. Is that… is that entirely bad?”

Kate stared at him. At the man who'd been her ally through all of this, who'd lied to his partner to help her, who'd sat with her through the darkest night of her life.

“You sound like you're trying to convince yourself,” she said quietly.

“Maybe I am.” Darren pushed his plate away. “Maybe I'm trying to understand how I feel about any of this. Because the truth is, Kate… I can see how someone might think he's doing the right thing. I can see the logic. And that terrifies me.”

“It terrifies me too.”

They sat in silence for a moment. The curry grew cold between them.

“I spoke to him about what happens when someone gets in his way,” Kate said. “A police officer. A bystander. Anyone who isn't a criminal but ends up between him and his target. He said it wouldn't happen. That he'd never hurt an innocent.”

“Do you believe him?”

Kate thought about those bright, healthy eyes. The absolute certainty. The way he'd spoken about Eleanor's death as if it justified anything that came after.

“I believe he believes it. But no. I don't think he'd even notice.”

—

The news came three hours later.

Kate had the local feed running on her laptop, a background hum of traffic reports and weather forecasts while she and Darren mapped Baptiste's movements on her living room wall. Pins and string, like a detective show. Trying to find a pattern. Trying to predict his next move.

Then the anchor's tone shifted—that particular catch in the voice that meant something had happened—and Kate's blood went cold.

“Breaking news from Ancoats, where police are investigating an incident outside a nightclub in the early hours of this morning. A doorman was found severely injured at the scene, with witnesses describing an altercation involving what one called ‘a massive figure, like something out of a nightmare.’”

Kate turned up the volume.

“The victim, thirty-four-year-old Martin Acton, remains in critical condition at Manchester Royal Infirmary with what sources describe as ‘catastrophic spinal injuries.’ He is expected to survive but may never walk again.”

The screen showed the nightclub—a grimy facade in the Northern Quarter, police tape stretched across the entrance. A reporter stood outside, microphone in hand, while forensic techs moved in and out.

“According to witnesses, the incident began when Acton attempted to prevent an unidentified figure from entering the premises. The figure was reportedly pursuing an individual inside the club—believed to be connected to ongoing gang activity in the area. When Acton intervened, he was—” The reporter paused, consulting her notes. “—’thrown aside like a rag doll,’ according to one witness. He struck a brick wall with significant force.”

Darren had gone very still beside her.

“The individual inside the club,” the reporter continued, “was later found deceased in the building's rear alley. Police have not released his identity but confirm he had extensive criminal connections.”

The broadcast cut to a police spokesperson, carefully diplomatic: “We are investigating all aspects of this incident. At this time, we cannot confirm or deny any connection to other recent events in the Manchester area.”

Kate muted the television.

“A bouncer,” she said. Her voice sounded distant to her own ears. “A man doing his job. Trying to stop someone from entering a nightclub. And Baptiste threw him into a wall hard enough to break his spine.”

“The guy he was chasing was a criminal,” Darren said slowly. “Gang-connected. Probably responsible for—”

“I don't care what he was responsible for.” Kate stood, pacing the small room. “Martin Acton wasn't a criminal. Martin Acton was a doorman. A man with a job and probably a family and a life that Baptiste has just destroyed because he was in the way.”

“Kate—”

“This is what I warned him about. This is exactly what I said would happen.” She stopped at the window, staring out at the city lights. “He didn't target Acton. He didn't seek him out. Acton was just… an obstacle. A variable in the equation. And Baptiste removed him the same way he'd remove a locked door or a security fence.”

Her phone buzzed. A news alert. She looked down at the screen and felt something in her chest go cold.

Second incident reported: Driver killed in Salford vehicle collision. Witnesses describe “bronze figure” in roadway.

Kate clicked through to the article. A getaway driver, apparently—fleeing the scene of a robbery Baptiste had interrupted. The car had tried to run him down. Baptiste hadn't moved. The car had crumpled around him like tinfoil, and the driver had died on impact.

“He's not going to stop,” Kate said. “He can't stop. He believes he's right, and nothing I say—nothing anyone says—is going to change that.”

“The police—”

“Can't catch him. Can't hurt him. Can't do anything except add to the body count when they try.” Kate turned from the window. “And even if they could—even if they somehow managed to arrest him—what then? What court is going to try a man who can tear through steel? What prison is going to hold him?”

The irony hit her like a physical blow.

“He's going to escape justice,” she said slowly. “The same way his victims did. The same way Marcus Webb escaped prosecution. The same way all those criminals walked free on technicalities and loopholes.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “The system can't contain him any more than it contained them. He's become exactly what he claims to be fighting. A monster the law can't reach.”

Darren stared at her. “So what do we do?”

Kate looked at the map on her wall. The pins marking deaths. The string connecting patterns. The evidence of a crusade that was spiralling beyond anything Baptiste had originally intended.

“I told you earlier. I need to get into his laboratory. Understand what he's planning. Find some way to get ahead of him.” She pulled on her jacket. “His estate security still recognises me from before—he might never have revoked my access. Arrogance. He doesn't see me as a threat.”

“Kate, that's insane. If he catches you—”

“Then at least I'll have tried.” She grabbed her keys. “From this pattern, he goes out hunting every night. That's when I go in. While he's busy ‘cleaning’ the streets, I search his files, his notes, his evidence. Figure out who he's targeting next and maybe—maybe—find a way to stop him before more people get hurt.”

Darren stood, blocking her path to the door. “I'm coming with you.”

“No. You have Jon. You have a life. I'm not dragging you further into this than I already have.”

“You're not dragging me anywhere. I'm volunteering.” Darren's jaw was set, stubborn in a way she'd never seen before. “You're going to break into the private laboratory of a man who can crush cars with his bare hands. You're not doing that alone.”

Kate wanted to argue. Wanted to protect him. But the truth was, she was terrified of going back to that place alone. Terrified of the laboratory where everything had fallen apart, where she'd lost Tauros, where Baptiste had stolen everything that mattered.

“Fine,” she said. “But if anything goes wrong—if we hear him coming back—you run. You get out. You don't wait for me.”

“Kate—”

“Promise me.”

Darren held her gaze for a long moment. Then, reluctantly: “I promise.”

Kate nodded once and opened the door.

Time to see what monsters kept in their lairs.
The Drug Operation

The Salford industrial estate had been scheduled for demolition for three years.

Baptiste had done his research. Weeks of surveillance, patient analysis, building a picture of the supply chains and distribution networks that kept Manchester's drug trade running. The Holcroft gang operated out of Unit 17—a sprawling warehouse that had once manufactured textiles and now produced nothing but misery.

Tonight, they were moving product. Three hundred kilos of cocaine, stepped on and ready for the streets, worth roughly twelve million pounds wholesale. Twenty men on site, most of them armed, all of them experienced in the particular kind of violence that kept competitors at bay and witnesses silent.

Baptiste watched from the roof of an adjacent building, cataloguing positions through eyes that drank the darkness and gave back heat signatures blooming like diseased flowers. Two guards at the loading dock, smoking and talking in low voices. Three lookouts on the upper level, one of them cradling what looked like a Kalashnikov. The main force clustered around a central table where the product was being weighed and packaged—fifteen men, give or take, with pistols on hips and shotguns leaning against walls.

Twelve million pounds of poison. Enough to destroy thousands of lives, to create hundreds of addicts, to feed the machine that had consumed Eleanor and countless others like her.

He reached for the transformation and it came without resistance—instinctive now, as natural as breathing. The bronze flowed over him like liquid metal finding its true shape, and Dominic Baptiste ceased to exist. There was only the Bull. Only the purpose.

He stepped off the roof and fell four storeys without fear.

His hooves cracked against the asphalt like gunshots—half a tonne of bronze and fury announcing itself to anyone with ears to hear. The two guards at the loading dock spun toward the sound, cigarettes dropping from slack mouths. One reached for the pistol at his hip. The other simply stared, trying to process what his eyes were telling him.

Baptiste crossed the distance before either could react.

The first man's throat collapsed under bronze fingers, windpipe and vertebrae crushed together into something that would never draw breath again. Baptiste let the body drop and caught the second guard's gun hand as it cleared the holster, then kept squeezing until bones ground together and the man's scream became something high and wordless. A twist, a wet snap, and silence returned to the loading dock.

Two down. Eighteen to go.

—

The loading dock doors were reinforced steel, designed to resist forced entry. Baptiste hit them at a run, ten feet of bronze muscle and squared horns, and they tore from their rails like wet cardboard. He had to duck as he passed through—even so, the top of the frame scraped across his back and shoulders, peeling away metal and showering sparks into the darkness behind him.

The warehouse opened before him, vast and industrial, but even here the scale felt wrong. The ceiling was perhaps fifteen feet at its highest point, which meant Baptiste's horns were constantly threatening to gouge the light fixtures and support beams. He had to move with his head slightly lowered, shoulders hunched, like a giant navigating a world built for children.

The air smelled of machine oil and cocaine and the sudden sharp tang of fear.

Men were scrambling. Reaching for weapons. Shouting warnings to each other in voices that cracked with sudden terror. Someone was screaming about calling for backup—as if backup could help, as if anything human could help against what had just walked through their doors.

Good. Let them understand what had come for them.

The first gunfire came from behind a forklift—a heavyset man with an automatic pistol, muzzle flash strobing in the darkness, bullets sparking against Baptiste's chest like struck matches. He felt each impact as a distant irritation, nothing more. Like being pelted with gravel.

Baptiste kicked the forklift.

Three tonnes of yellow steel launched across the warehouse floor, spinning end over end with a shriek of tortured metal. The man behind it had no time to run, no time to scream, no time to do anything except watch death coming for him in the form of industrial machinery. The forklift hit the far wall with him sandwiched between, and what remained when it settled was no longer recognisably human—just a wet smear of red against industrial brick, fragments of bone protruding from the compressed mass of flesh and crushed machinery like broken sticks pushed through raw meat.

Then the real shooting started.

Automatic weapons fire erupted from the upper level—the mezzanine where the gang had positioned their heaviest firepower. Three men with AK-pattern rifles, probably ex-military stock from Eastern Europe, pouring rounds down at him in overlapping streams of tracer and steel. The impacts hammered against his form like hail on a tin roof, and Baptiste walked through them like a man walking through heavy rain.

The stairs were out of the question. The metal framework was designed for human workers, not ten-foot monsters—his weight alone would have collapsed them, and even if they held, the clearance between steps and ceiling was perhaps six feet. He would have had to crawl.

Baptiste looked up at the mezzanine, calculated the distance—twelve feet, perhaps fifteen—bent his legs, and jumped.

He went through the floor rather than landing on it.

The cheap plywood and metal grating of the mezzanine shattered under his impact, and Baptiste found himself surrounded by falling debris and screaming men. His horns had punched through the level above, gouging parallel tracks in concrete, and he had to wrench his head sideways to free himself—the motion tearing a section of flooring away entirely, sending two gunmen tumbling into the void.

One of them landed badly. Very badly. The angle of his neck when he hit the warehouse floor below was not compatible with continued existence.

The other was still alive when Baptiste grabbed him by the ankle and swung him like a club into the third shooter. The sound of bodies colliding—of bones breaking, of skulls cracking against each other—was almost musical. Baptiste dropped what remained and surveyed the mezzanine.

Three down. Fifteen to go.

—

He dropped back to the main floor, his hooves cratering the concrete on impact, and continued his work.

The gang had scattered now, any pretence of organised resistance abandoned. Some were running for exits, some were hiding behind machinery and shipping containers, some were still shooting—emptying magazines into a target that refused to fall, refused to slow, refused to acknowledge that bullets were supposed to mean something.

Baptiste caught a runner by the back of his jacket and threw him into a support column. The man hit with enough force to wrap around the steel, his spine bending in ways spines weren't designed to bend. He slid down the column and didn't move.

Another man emerged from behind a pallet stack with a shotgun, close enough that the blast caught Baptiste full in the face. Buckshot scattered across bronze like seeds thrown at a statue. Baptiste blinked once, reached out, and closed his fingers around the shotgun barrel. He squeezed until the metal crumpled, then pulled—and the man came with it, his finger still caught in the trigger guard. The sound he made when Baptiste's other hand found his throat was brief.

A third man tried to surrender. He threw down his weapon, raised his hands, started babbling about money, about information, about whatever Baptiste wanted to know. Baptiste walked past him, caught his head in one massive palm almost as an afterthought, and squeezed until the babbling stopped.

—

The police arrived seven minutes into the assault.

Baptiste heard the sirens first—distant wails cutting through the chaos of gunfire and screaming—then saw the blue lights painting the windows. Armed Response Unit, responding to reports of shots fired. Fast response time. The Holcroft gang must have been on someone's watch list.

They breached through a side entrance, six officers in tactical gear, weapons up, torches cutting through the darkness. Professional. Disciplined. Ready for gang violence, for drug dealers with guns, for the kind of threat their training had prepared them to face.

They were not ready for what they found.

“Armed police! Everyone on the ground! Get on the—” The lead officer's voice cut off as his torch beam found Baptiste.

Ten feet of bronze muscle, squared horns scraping the ceiling, void-black eyes that reflected nothing. Blood on his hands—human blood, still wet, dripping from fingers that could crush steel. Bodies scattered across the warehouse floor behind him, some of them no longer recognisable as bodies.

The officer's rifle came up. Training overriding terror, muscle memory compensating for the part of his brain that was screaming at him to run.

He fired.

The round sparked against Baptiste's chest and fell away, flattened into a disc of spent lead. The officer fired again, and again, the reports echoing through the warehouse, and Baptiste simply stood there and let him empty his magazine into something that didn't care.

Then he moved.

Not toward the officer—toward the gang members still hiding in the warehouse. The police were an interruption, not a target. Let them deal with whatever they could deal with; Baptiste had work to finish.

But the remaining gang members had other ideas.

A burst of automatic fire cut across the warehouse—not aimed at Baptiste, but at the officers. One of the Holcroft men, panicked or stupid or both, had decided that the police were the more immediate threat. An officer went down clutching his arm, the impact spinning him, his weapon clattering across the concrete.

Everything became very confused very quickly.

The police were shooting at the gang members. The gang members were shooting at the police. Baptiste moved through the crossfire like a bronze ghost, finishing his work—a neck snapped here, a skull crushed there, bodies flung into walls and machinery with casual, terrible efficiency.

An officer stepped into his path—young, too young, his face pale with terror but his weapon still raised. Training holding even as his hands shook.

Baptiste didn't slow. He caught the barrel as the officer fired, felt the rounds spark against his palm, and wrenched the weapon away. The officer came with it, pulled off his feet by the motion, and Baptiste tossed him aside the way a man might toss a coat onto a chair.

The officer hit a stack of pallets and went still.

Baptiste kept moving.

Another officer—female, older, steadier—planted herself directly in front of him. She'd seen what happened to her colleague. Saw the bodies on the ground. Knew, must have known, that her weapon was useless. She fired anyway, emptying her entire magazine into his chest from a distance of three feet.

Twelve rounds. Centre mass. Close enough to smell the cordite.

Baptiste felt each impact. Counted them. Waited until her weapon clicked empty and her face went grey with the understanding of what that meant.

Then he placed one massive hand on her shoulder and pushed.

Not hard. Not by his standards. Just enough force to move her from his path, to clear the way to his final targets. She flew backward fifteen feet and hit a concrete pillar with a sound like a car crash. The body armour probably saved her life. Probably.

Baptiste didn't check.

—

The last of the gang members died behind a shipping container.

There were two of them—one in an expensive suit who had to be the operation's manager, and a younger man who might have been a bodyguard or a son or both. The suited man was screaming about money, about connections, about what would happen if Baptiste touched him. About who he knew. About how many officers he had on payroll.

Baptiste touched him.

What happened was brief and very final. The bodyguard tried to run. Baptiste caught him three steps later.

Then there was only the silence of completed work, broken by the distant shouting of officers calling for medics, the crackling of radios, the moans of wounded men.

Twenty-three gang members. All of them dealt with. All of them finished.

The officers inside the warehouse had stopped shooting. Some of them were tending to their wounded colleagues. Some of them were staring at Baptiste with expressions that mixed terror and disbelief in equal measure. None of them tried to engage him again.

He walked toward the loading dock he'd entered, stepping over bodies without looking down.

Behind him, someone was crying. He didn't turn to see who.

—

The backup had arrived while he was inside.

Baptiste stepped through the ruined loading dock doors and found himself facing a wall of blue lights and armed officers. Tactical vehicles arranged in a loose perimeter. Thirty men, perhaps more, taking cover behind doors and bonnets, weapons trained on the warehouse entrance. A helicopter overhead, its spotlight sweeping down to pin him against the darkness like a specimen on a board.

The cavalry. Too late to help, but determined to be present for the aftermath.

A megaphone crackled: “Armed police! Stop where you are! Get on the ground!”

Baptiste kept walking.

“This is your final warning! Get on the ground NOW!”

He didn't stop. The floodlights caught him and his form blazed—ten feet of bronze muscle and squared horns, void-black eyes reflecting nothing. His hands were still wet with blood. His hooves cracked against the asphalt with each measured step.

The first shot came from somewhere on his left. Then everyone opened fire.

Thirty weapons. Hundreds of rounds. The air thick with cordite and muzzle flash and the screaming whine of ricochets. Baptiste walked through it without slowing, without flinching, without acknowledging that it was happening at all.

He reached the perimeter.

Officers scattered before him—some diving aside, some frozen in terror, some still firing uselessly at a target their bullets couldn't touch. One man, braver or more foolish than the others, tried to tackle him. Baptiste shrugged, felt the impact against his leg like a child grabbing his ankle, and the officer flew sideways. He hit a patrol car hard enough to shatter the window, hard enough to cave in the door panel, and he didn't get up.

Another grabbed his arm with both hands, feet actually leaving the ground as he tried to slow Baptiste's progress. Baptiste looked down at the grip—so small, so human, so utterly futile—and kept walking. The officer held on for three steps before the motion tore him loose and sent him tumbling across the asphalt, rolling to a stop against a wheel arch.

A third officer appeared directly in his path, empty hands raised, shouting something about talking, about negotiating, about how they could work something out. Baptiste walked through him the way a man walks through a swinging door. The officer folded around the impact and dropped.

Then he was past the perimeter, past the lights, past the futile resistance of men who had never faced anything like him.

He ran.

The helicopter tried to follow, its spotlight sweeping the fields beyond the industrial estate, but ten feet of bronze at full sprint covered ground faster than the pilots could track. Within thirty seconds, he had vanished into the darkness.

Behind him, six officers lay on the ground. Three from inside the warehouse. Three from the perimeter. Radios crackled with calls for ambulances, for more backup, for someone—anyone—to explain what they had just witnessed.

No one could.

—

The run back to his estate took seven minutes.

Baptiste let the transformation fade as he landed in his garden, the bronze receding like a tide going out, and Dominic Baptiste stood human in the darkness. His hands were steady. His breathing was even. Somewhere in his chest, in the place where Eleanor's absence had lived for fifteen years, something felt almost like peace.

Twenty-three men dead. Twelve million pounds of cocaine that would never reach the streets. One less gang poisoning his city.

The officers had been… unfortunate. He'd tried to restrain himself—hadn't targeted them, hadn't used lethal force, had merely moved them from his path. But when you got in the way of something that could tear through steel, the outcome was rarely gentle. He'd warned them. They hadn't listened.

They'd recover. Most of them. And next time, perhaps they'd think twice before engaging something so clearly beyond their capacity to contain.

Baptiste climbed the steps to his back entrance and went inside without looking back.

—

By morning, the news would be screaming about the Salford Massacre.

Twenty-three dead in what police were calling the worst gang-related violence in Manchester's history. Six officers injured—three from the initial response unit, three from the backup perimeter. One with spinal injuries and internal bleeding. One with a shattered pelvis and broken ribs. One in a medically induced coma with swelling on the brain. The others with fractures, contusions, the kind of damage that came from being thrown by something enormously strong.

The Bronze Demon had been sighted at the scene. Had engaged both gang members and police. Had walked through automatic weapons fire without slowing.

The drug trade in Manchester would learn a new lesson tonight. There were no safe spaces any more. No warehouses remote enough, no security strong enough, no firepower heavy enough to protect those who poisoned the city. The old rules were obsolete. The system that had failed Eleanor, that failed victims every single day, had been superseded by something more efficient.

Something more just.

Baptiste poured himself a scotch and stood at his study window, watching the first grey light of dawn creep across the horizon.

Tomorrow, he would continue his work. There were still so many monsters to remove.

But tonight, he allowed himself a moment of satisfaction.

The crusade was proceeding exactly as planned.
The Break-In

The Cheshire countryside was dark as death.

Kate killed the headlights half a mile from the estate, letting the car roll forward on memory and moonlight. Beside her, Darren gripped the door handle with white-knuckled intensity, saying nothing, because there was nothing to say. They both knew what they were doing. They both knew the risks.

Baptiste was out there somewhere, transformed, doing whatever monsters did when the sun went down. His estate would be empty. His secrets unguarded.

At least, that was the theory.

“There.” Kate pointed through the windscreen at the gap in the trees where Georgian architecture rose against the stars. “I'll park here. We walk the rest.”

“How do you want to play this?”

“There's an external entrance to the wine cellar. I saw it when I was here before.” Kate cut the engine. “Baptiste has a secret laboratory underneath his house. He's not going to have the kind of security that calls the police when someone breaks in.”

“And if you're wrong?”

“Then we run.” She reached under her seat and pulled out a canvas bag. “But I don't think I'm wrong. He's the most dangerous thing in Manchester now. He doesn't need security guards any more.”

They moved through the darkness like shadows, keeping to the tree line until they reached the formal gardens. The house loomed ahead—lights off, windows dark, the kind of silence that spoke of emptiness rather than sleep. Kate led the way around the side of the building, looking for the external entrance to the wine cellar she'd noticed on her first visit.

There. A heavy wooden door set into the stone foundation, half-hidden by ivy.

Locked. Solid. The kind of door that wasn't going to yield to anything subtle.

Kate reached into her jacket and produced a screwdriver—not the delicate kind you'd use for electronics, but a proper tradesman's tool. Long shaft, square cross-section, flat blade wide enough to serve as a chisel. The plastic handle had a metal cap designed to accept hammer blows.

Darren stared at it. “Where did you—”

Kate pulled a claw hammer from her other pocket.

He stopped asking.

She positioned the screwdriver blade at the edge of the door, right where the lock met the frame, and swung the hammer. Once. Twice. The blade bit into the wood, sinking deep. Kate shifted her grip, braced herself, and levered.

The door frame splintered with a crack that seemed impossibly loud in the quiet night. Kate froze, listening for alarms, for footsteps, for any sign that someone had heard.

Nothing. The estate remained silent.

“No alarm?” Darren whispered.

“Think about it. Baptiste has a secret laboratory full of illegal technology underneath his house. The last thing he wants is local police responding to a break-in alert.” Kate pushed the damaged door open. “He probably had private security on call before. But now that he's got even bigger secrets to keep? My guess is they've been stood down.”

“That's a lot of guessing.”

“Best I've got.” Kate pocketed the tools and stepped through the doorway. “Come on.”

Stone steps descended into darkness. The air grew cooler as they went down, carrying the smell of old earth and older wine. Kate used her phone's torch, keeping the beam low and tight, until the steps opened into the cellar proper.

Racks of bottles lined the walls—hundreds of them, maybe thousands, representing decades of careful collection. Kate ignored them, moving toward the far wall where she remembered Baptiste leading her on that first visit.

“Here.” She ran her fingers along the rack until she found the catch. A click, a whisper of hidden hydraulics, and the wine rack swung aside to reveal the lift beyond.

Stainless steel doors. A numeric keypad glowing softly in the darkness.

Kate pressed the call button. Nothing happened.

“It needs a card or a code,” she said. “Security PIN. We're screwed if it needs both. I don't recall him typing a number.”

“Can you guess it?”

“Four digits. That's a thousand combinations.” Kate stared at the keypad, frustration building in her chest. “We need another way.”

Darren was already moving back toward the stairs. “His study. If he has a spare card for this, he'll have it in there somewhere.”

They climbed back up and found a door at the top of the cellar stairs that led into the house proper—a service corridor, unlit, smelling of dust and disuse. Kate navigated by phone torch, trying to remember the layout from her previous visit, until she found the main hallway with its polished wood floors and inherited paintings.

Baptiste's study was where she remembered it—heavy doors, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a desk that probably cost more than her car. The kind of room designed to intimidate visitors into submission.

“Look for a card,” Kate said. “Key card, access card, anything with a magnetic strip or a chip. Check the drawers.”

They searched in silence, careful to disturb as little as possible. Baptiste's filing system was meticulous—folders colour-coded, documents arranged by date and category, everything in its proper place. Kate rifled through desk drawers, checked behind books on the shelves, even looked under the blotter. No card.

“Nothing,” Darren said, closing the last drawer. “If he has one, he keeps it on him.”

Kate swore under her breath. They'd come this far, broken into the house, and now they were stuck because Baptiste was too careful to leave a spare—

Her eye caught a stack of papers on the corner of the desk. An invoice—protective glass installation, from a contractor she didn't recognise—with a bright yellow post-it note stuck to the corner. The handwriting was Baptiste's, small and neat: Temporary contractor 55904.

Kate stared at it for a long moment.

“Five digits,” she said slowly.

Darren looked over her shoulder. “A PIN?”

“Contractor access code. For the lab.” Kate pulled the post-it free, turning it over in her fingers. “He's been having work done down there. The contractors needed access while he was away, so he gave them a temporary code.”

“And never changed it?”

“Let's hope not. He owns the building. He controls everything that happens here.” Kate pocketed the post-it.

They returned to the wine cellar, to the waiting lift with its glowing keypad. Kate's fingers hovered over the buttons. If she was wrong—if this triggered an alarm, or a lockdown, or something worse—they were trapped in the basement of a murderer's house with no way out.

She punched in the numbers. Five. Five. Nine. Zero. Four.

The keypad beeped once. The lift doors slid open.

Kate let out a breath she hadn't known she was holding. “Let's go.”

—

The laboratory was different.

Kate remembered banks of equipment, screens displaying incomprehensible data, the crystalline scanner where Baptiste had wanted to examine the bracelet. All of that was still there—pushed to one side, humming with dormant power—but the room had been transformed.

One entire wall had become something else.

“Christ,” Darren breathed.

Whiteboards. Four of them, massive things that must have been brought down in the lift in pieces, covering the wall from floor to almost ceiling. Each one filled with Baptiste's precise handwriting in dry-wipe marker—names, dates, case numbers, annotations. Photographs were fixed to the boards with magnetic strips, arranged in clusters, some of them crossed through with thick red lines.

This was a kill list.

Kate moved closer, her torch beam picking out details. The boards were colour-coded—different marker colours for different categories. Red ink dominated one board: drug operations, dealers, distribution networks. Marcus Webb's photograph was there, crossed through. So was the rapist. The loan shark. The gang enforcer. Every death she'd tracked over the past weeks, catalogued and struck through with the same methodical precision.

And there were so many more names that hadn't been crossed through yet.

“Yellow is corrupt officials,” Darren said. He was studying the second board, reading the annotations. “Cops on the take. Lawyers who buried evidence. A councillor who—Jesus, this goes deep.”

Kate had moved to the third board. Green ink. The heading read: SYSTEMIC FAILURES.

Photographs of men and women in professional attire—suits, judicial robes, police uniforms. Names and case numbers written beneath each one.

“Judges,” she said slowly. “Prosecutors. Police officers.” She read one of the annotations: Judge Eleanor Whitmore. Case 2019–4471. Marcus Henley. Assault charges dismissed on procedural grounds. Henley killed ex-girlfriend three months later. Whitmore let him walk.

“He's going to kill a judge?”

“He's going to kill anyone he decides is responsible for criminals going free.” Kate felt sick. “Look at this. ‘Prosecutor accepted plea deal. Rapist served eighteen months.’ ‘Arresting officer failed to secure evidence. Chain of custody broken. Case collapsed.’ These aren't criminals, Darren. These are people who did their jobs within a system Baptiste has decided is broken.”

She kept scanning the boards, searching for patterns, for anything that might tell them what came next. The fourth board caught her attention—it was different from the others. More detailed. More active.

Photographs of a warehouse covered most of the space. Surveillance shots taken from multiple angles, showing men loading crates into vehicles. A rough floor plan sketched in blue marker, entry and exit points circled. Faces identified with names: Holcroft gang. Salford distribution hub. Est. 20+ armed.

Unlike the other targets, this one had additional material pinned around it—schedules, shift patterns, delivery routes. The kind of detail that suggested active planning rather than background research.

“This one's different,” Kate said. “More developed. He's been watching them closely.”

“Current target?”

“Has to be. Or soon.” Kate photographed the board, then stepped back to get a wider shot. “We need to document all of this. Everything.”

They worked quickly, Kate's phone camera flashing as she captured the wall from multiple angles. Every photograph, every annotation, every red string connecting one target to another. Evidence that Baptiste was planning a sustained campaign of murder, not just opportunistic violence.

“Kate.” Darren's voice came from across the laboratory. “You need to see this.”

He was standing by Baptiste's workstation—a desk covered in papers and technical equipment, facing a bank of monitors. Kate joined him and felt her stomach drop.

The screens showed transformation data. Her transformation data. Charts tracking energy expenditure, phase-shift mechanics, dimensional displacement ratios. Baptiste had recorded everything from their encounter—every moment of her transformation, analysed and catalogued and broken down into its component processes.

“He's been studying the suit,” Kate said. “Learning how it works.”

“More than that.” Darren pointed to a schematic on one of the screens—a device that looked disturbingly similar to the one Baptiste had used against her. “He's figured out how to disrupt it. This is the weapon he used. The thing that tore you apart.”

Kate stared at the schematic. Technical specifications she couldn't fully understand, but the implications were clear enough. Baptiste had reverse-engineered the dimensional mechanics of the transformation. He knew exactly how to attack the bond between host and suit.

Which meant he could do it again. To her. To anyone.

“Download everything,” she said. “Whatever you can access, whatever you can copy—get it.”

While Darren worked at the computer, Kate continued photographing the rest of the laboratory. The dimensional equipment was still active, readouts displaying data she couldn't interpret. The crystalline scanner pulsed with inner light, waiting for a subject that might never come.

And in the corner, almost hidden behind a rack of equipment, she found something that made her stop.

A second schematic. Not for a weapon—for a containment device. Specifications for what looked like a portable dimensional trap, designed to create a stable pocket reality. The same technology Baptiste had used against the Chimera, but refined. Improved.

Small enough to fit in a pocket.

Kate photographed it, then photographed it again to make sure. This was how Baptiste had defeated the Chimera—not through strength, but through understanding. He'd studied the dimensional rifts, learned their mechanics, and built a weapon that could exploit them.

If she could understand this technology… if she could find someone who could reverse-engineer what Baptiste had created…

“We need to go.” Darren was at her elbow, a USB drive clutched in his hand. “I've got what I could access, but some of this is encrypted. We need time to crack it.”

Kate nodded, taking one last look around the laboratory. So much information here. So many secrets. But they'd pushed their luck far enough.

They crossed to the lift. Kate pressed the call button.

Nothing happened.

She pressed it again. Still nothing. The keypad was dark now, the soft glow that had guided them down completely extinguished.

“It's not responding,” Darren said. His voice had gone very quiet.

Kate's stomach dropped. “Someone's cut the power. Or locked it out remotely.”

“Can someone do that?”

“If they own the building and the security system, yes.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the implications settling over them like a shroud. Then Kate heard it—a sound from above. The distant whine of hydraulics.

The lift was coming down.

“Hide,” Kate hissed. “Now.”

They scrambled for cover, Darren ducking behind a rack of equipment, Kate pressing herself into the shadow of the dimensional scanner. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. No weapon. No transformation. No way out except the lift that was currently descending with someone inside it.

The hydraulics stopped. The doors opened.

Baptiste stepped out.

He was human—no bronze, no horns, just a man in an expensive suit that was somehow immaculate despite whatever he'd been doing tonight. But there was something different about the way he moved. A looseness. A satisfaction. The body language of someone who had just accomplished something significant.

He walked into the laboratory without turning on the lights, navigating by memory, and stopped in front of the whiteboards. For a long moment, he simply stood there, studying his own work.

Then he picked up a red marker and drew a thick line through the Holcroft photographs.

“I know you're here, Miss Blakesley.”

Kate stopped breathing.

“The security system logged your entry at 22:31. The contractor code—clever, finding that. I should have changed it months ago.” He capped the marker and set it down. “You can come out. I'm not going to hurt you.”

Kate didn't move. Beside her hiding spot, she could see Darren's pale face in the darkness, eyes wide with terror.

“I'm not transformed,” Baptiste continued. “Just a man. A tired man who's had a very productive evening and would like to have a conversation before he goes to bed.” He turned, scanning the shadows. “Please. I'd rather not search for you.”

Kate stood up.

Baptiste's eyes found her immediately. He didn't seem surprised—if anything, he seemed almost pleased.

“There you are.” He gestured toward the workstation. “Your friend can come out too. I saw two heat signatures on the security feed.”

Darren emerged slowly, positioning himself slightly behind Kate, as if that would offer any protection.

“You broke into my home,” Baptiste said. His tone was conversational, almost amused. “Forced the cellar door, I noticed. Searched my study. Downloaded files from my computers.” He tilted his head. “What were you hoping to find?”

“Evidence.” Kate's voice was steadier than she felt. “Of what you're planning. Who you're targeting.”

“And did you find it?”

Kate said nothing. The photographs on her phone felt like a weight in her pocket.

Baptiste smiled. “Of course you did. It's all right there on the boards. I'm not hiding anything, Miss Blakesley. I'm not ashamed of my work.” He moved toward them, and Kate had to fight the urge to step back. “Twenty-three drug dealers died tonight. Men who poisoned this city, who destroyed families, who escaped justice through money and violence and a system too weak to stop them.”

Kate stared at him—at this man who had just killed twenty-three people, and stood here discussing it like a business transaction.

“You saw my boards,” Baptiste said. “The drug operations are just the beginning. There are corrupt officials, an entire infrastructure of failure that enables monsters to walk free.” He met her eyes. “I'm going to dismantle it. All of it. Piece by piece.”

Kate felt something shift in her chest. Not fear—something harder. Something that might have been resolve.

“I'm not going to let you kill people.”

Baptiste laughed. It wasn't a cruel sound—more like genuine amusement. “And how exactly do you plan to stop me? You have no power. You're just a teacher who stumbled into something far beyond her depth.”

“I'll find a way.”

“Will you?” Baptiste studied her for a long moment. Then he stepped aside, gesturing toward the lift. “Go home, Miss Blakesley. Take your friend. But I'll take your phone and your USB drive—I'm sure you'll hand them over willingly, won't you?”

Kate didn't move. “You're letting us go?”

“I have no interest in hurting you. You're not a criminal. You're not complicit in the system's failures. You're just…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Misguided. Clinging to a bond with something that doesn't exist any more.”

“Tauros exists.”

“The weapon exists. The personality you imagined—the ‘friend’ you named—that was always just a reflection of what you wanted to see.” Baptiste moved to the lift and pressed a button on the wall panel. The doors slid open. “Go. Watch the news tomorrow. See what I accomplished tonight. And ask yourself whether the world isn't a little bit safer with twenty-three fewer drug dealers in it.”

Kate walked toward the lift, Darren close behind her. At the threshold, Baptiste gave them reason to pause.

“Oh, and Miss Blakesley, don't attempt to return here uninvited. I might not take your actions so lightly next time.”

“I'm going to stop you,” she said quietly. “I don't know how yet. But I will.”

Baptiste smiled. “I look forward to watching you try.”

The lift doors closed between them.

—

They didn't speak until they were in the car, half a mile from the estate, the darkness of the countryside swallowing them whole.

“What do we do?” Darren's voice was shaking. “He knows we know. He let us go like we're nothing. Like we can't touch him.”

Kate's hands were white on the steering wheel. Her mind was racing through everything she'd seen—the whiteboards, the categories, the judge's photograph with Baptiste's annotations.

“Judge Whitmore,” she said. “She's next. Or soon. We need to find her. Warn her. Keep watch.”

“And then what? We can't protect her forever. We can't even protect ourselves.”

Kate thought about Tauros. About the void where his presence used to be. About the impossible task of reaching something buried so deep inside a monster.

“One step at a time,” she said. “We find the judge. We watch her. And when Baptiste comes for her—”

“We'll be there,” Darren finished. “Two humans against something that walks through bullets.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

Darren was quiet for a long moment. Then: “No. I don't.”

Kate pressed the accelerator and drove toward Manchester, toward morning, toward whatever came next.

Behind them, the estate faded into darkness. And somewhere inside it, Baptiste was already planning his next move.
The Fallout

Kate didn't sleep.

She sat in her kitchen while the sky lightened from black to grey to the pale wash of a Manchester winter morning, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea that had gone cold hours ago. Darren was crashed on her sofa, exhaustion finally claiming him somewhere around four, but Kate's mind wouldn't stop racing.

The whiteboards. The names. The photographs she could no longer access because Baptiste had taken her phone, had taken everything, had let them walk away with nothing but memories and the bitter taste of powerlessness.

Whitmore. Henley.

She kept repeating the names to herself like a mantra. A judge. A defendant. Assault charges dismissed—she remembered that much. The defendant had killed someone afterwards. His girlfriend? Ex-girlfriend? Baptiste's annotation had blamed the judge for letting him walk.

But the details were slipping away, blurring at the edges, and every hour that passed made them harder to grasp. Had there been a case number? She thought so—something with a four in it, maybe a seven—but she couldn't be certain any more.

At seven, she turned on the television.

The news hit her like a physical blow.

—

“—the worst gang-related violence in Manchester's history. Police have confirmed twenty-three dead at a warehouse in Salford, with six officers injured during the confrontation. Three of those officers remain in critical condition at Manchester Royal Infirmary.”

Kate stared at the screen, her cold tea forgotten.

The footage showed the aftermath—crime scene tape stretched across a loading dock, forensic tents erected in a car park, ambulances and police vehicles crowding an industrial estate she'd seen photographed on Baptiste's whiteboard just hours ago. The Holcroft warehouse. The target he'd crossed off with red marker while she watched from the shadows.

“Witnesses describe a figure matching previous sightings of the so-called Bronze Demon,” the anchor continued. “The creature was reportedly seen engaging both gang members and police officers before fleeing the scene. Greater Manchester Police have declined to comment on the nature of the threat, but sources indicate that conventional weapons proved ineffective.”

Darren appeared in the kitchen doorway, drawn by the sound. His face was pale, his hair dishevelled, his eyes still heavy with interrupted sleep.

“Is that—”

“Last night.” Kate's voice was hollow. “While we were in his laboratory, he was doing this.”

The screen cut to a hospital corridor. A woman in scrubs, her face carefully neutral: “We're treating three officers for critical injuries. One has severe spinal trauma. One has internal bleeding requiring emergency surgery. One is in a medically induced coma following head injuries.” She paused. “Their conditions are serious but stable. We're doing everything we can.”

Kate watched the woman speak, watched the professional composure that barely masked the horror underneath, and felt something crack in her chest.

“He told me,” she said quietly. “Last night. He said twenty-three drug dealers died. He said it like he was reporting quarterly earnings. Like they were numbers on a spreadsheet, not people.”

“He didn't mention the police.”

“No. He didn't.” Kate finally set down the cold mug. “Because they don't matter to him. They were just… in the way.”

The news cycled through more footage—aerial shots of the warehouse, interviews with neighbours who'd heard gunfire, a statement from the Chief Constable promising a “full investigation” into what he called an “unprecedented incident.” No one used the word monster. No one said what everyone was thinking.

Kate turned off the television.

“I need to remember,” she said. “Everything I saw on those boards. Before it fades any more.”

—

They worked at her kitchen table, Darren with a notepad and pen, Kate pacing and talking, trying to pull details from a memory that felt like sand slipping through her fingers.

“Judge Eleanor Whitmore. Case 2019–4471.” She'd said it so many times the words had lost meaning. “The defendant was… Marcus something. Marcus Henley. Assault charges.”

“What kind of assault?”

“I don't know. Domestic, maybe? Baptiste's note said he killed his ex-girlfriend three months after the charges were dismissed.” Kate pressed her fingers against her temples. “Something about procedural grounds. The case collapsed because of procedure, not because Henley was innocent.”

Darren wrote it down. “So Whitmore dismissed the charges because the prosecution made a mistake. And Baptiste blames her for what happened next.”

“He wrote ‘Whitmore let him walk.’ Like she had a choice. Like following the law was a moral failure.” Kate stopped pacing, staring out the window at the grey morning. “Damn him for taking my phone. I had photographs of everything. Names, dates, case numbers—all of it.”

“We can find it again. Court records are public.”

“Are they? For Crown Court cases?”

“Some of them. Judgements get published online sometimes. And local papers would have covered a murder trial—if Henley killed someone, there'd be coverage.” Darren pulled out his own phone. “Let's start with what we know. Judge Eleanor Whitmore. Manchester Crown Court, presumably. Case from 2019.”

Kate sat down across from him. “How do we access court records?”

“BAILII. British and Irish Legal Information Institute. It's a free database of case law and judgements. If the Henley case went to appeal or generated any published decisions, it might be there.” Darren was already typing. “For basic information, there's also the court listings—they publish what cases are being heard, who's presiding. Historical records are harder, but not impossible.”

“What about the victim? The ex-girlfriend Henley killed?”

“If there was a murder trial, local news would have covered it. Manchester Evening News archives. We look for Marcus Henley, murder conviction, and work backward to the assault case that got dismissed.”

Kate watched him work, feeling useless. This was Darren's world—research, records, navigating systems. Her world was Year 9 history and marking essays about the Industrial Revolution. She didn't know how to find a judge's home address or track someone's daily routine.

But she was going to learn.

—

It took three hours.

Three hours of dead ends and paywalls and databases that required subscriptions they didn't have. Three hours of piecing together fragments from news articles and court listings and a single paragraph in a legal journal that referenced the Henley case in a discussion of procedural safeguards.

But they found it.

“Marcus Henley,” Darren read from his screen. “Arrested in March 2019 for assault occasioning actual bodily harm. The victim was his girlfriend, Sophie Richardson. Case came before Judge Eleanor Whitmore at Manchester Crown Court in June 2019. Charges dismissed due to—” He scrolled down. “—due to a failure in evidence handling. The arresting officers didn't follow proper chain of custody procedures. Key evidence was ruled inadmissible.”

“And then?”

“Sophie Richardson was found dead in her flat in September 2019. Henley was arrested, tried, convicted. He's serving life at HMP Manchester.” Darren looked up. “The news coverage at the time was brutal. Headlines like ‘System Failed Sophie Richardson’ and ‘Judge Who Let Killer Walk.’ Whitmore took a lot of heat.”

“She was following the law,” Kate said. “The evidence was tainted. She didn't have a choice.”

“That's not how Baptiste sees it.”

No. It wasn't. Baptiste saw a woman who'd had a dangerous man in front of her and let him go. Who'd prioritised procedure over protection. Who bore responsibility for every blow Henley landed on Sophie Richardson's body before he finally killed her.

It was insane logic. It was terrifying logic. And Kate understood it just well enough to know that Baptiste believed it absolutely.

“Do we have an address for Whitmore?”

“Working on it.” Darren switched to another tab. “Judges don't exactly advertise where they live. But she's still serving—I found her name in recent court listings. Crown Square, Manchester. She's hearing cases this week.”

“What about personal information? Home address, daily routine?”

Darren hesitated. “That's harder. And possibly illegal, depending on how we get it.”

“Baptiste is going to kill her.”

“I know. But if we start digging into a judge's personal life and someone notices…” He trailed off. “I might know someone who could help. A solicitor I've worked with on child protection cases. She's done expert witness testimony, knows the court system inside and out. If anyone knows how to find information about judges without raising flags, it's her.”

“Can you trust her?”

“I think so. She's not going to believe me if I tell her the truth, but I can make something up. Say I'm concerned about a client who's been making threats.”

Kate nodded slowly. It was thin. It was risky. But it was all they had.

“Make the call.”

—

While Darren retreated to the bedroom with his phone, Kate returned to the news coverage.

The death toll was confirmed now—twenty-three members of the Holcroft gang, ranging from low-level enforcers to the operation's primary distributor. Police had recovered weapons, drugs, and what one source described as “an unprecedented amount of physical evidence” linking the gang to crimes across Greater Manchester.

And the officers.

PC David Murray, 26. Spinal injuries. Likely to never walk again.

PC Sarah Davis, 34. Internal bleeding, ruptured spleen. Out of surgery, critical but stable.

PC James Thornton, 41. Severe head trauma. Medically induced coma. Prognosis uncertain.

Kate read their names, studied their photographs, and felt the rage building in her chest like pressure behind a dam.

Twenty-three drug dealers. She could almost hear Baptiste's voice, reasonable and measured, explaining why their deaths were necessary. Why the city was safer. Why the mathematics of his crusade added up to something like justice.

But David Murray would never walk again. Sarah Davis nearly bled to death on a warehouse floor. James Thornton might not wake up at all.

They weren't criminals. They weren't complicit in anything. They were just police officers responding to a shots-fired call, doing their jobs, following their training—and Baptiste had walked through them like they were furniture.

They got in the way.

That's what he'd say. That's what he believed. That these three human beings, these three lives shattered in service of stopping violence, were simply variables in an equation. Obstacles to be moved. Acceptable losses in the greater project of cleaning up Manchester.

Kate closed her laptop before she put her fist through the screen.

—

Darren emerged an hour later, looking tired but purposeful.

“My contact came through. Partially.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I have Judge Whitmore's general area of residence—Didsbury, south Manchester—and her typical schedule. She sits three days a week, usually Monday through Wednesday. Takes lunch in the court cafeteria or a sandwich shop on Deansgate. Drives herself to work in a silver Audi.”

“How did your solicitor friend know all that?”

“She's testified in Whitmore's courtroom dozens of times. Judges are creatures of habit, apparently. Same parking spot, same lunch routine, same everything.” Darren sat down heavily. “What she couldn't give me is a home address. That's protected information. Even court staff don't have access unless there's a security concern.”

“So we watch the court. Follow her home.”

Darren looked at her for a long moment. “You know how insane that sounds, right? Tailing a judge? If we get caught—”

“If we don't, she dies.”

“We don't know that for certain. We don't know when Baptiste is planning to move. We don't even know if Whitmore is his next target or just someone on a long list.”

“She was on the green board. ‘Systemic failures.’ The people Baptiste blames for letting criminals escape justice.” Kate stood, unable to sit still any longer. “He's already crossed off the Holcroft gang. The drug operations were his first priority—eliminate the active threats. Now he moves to the people who enabled those threats to exist in the first place.”

“That's speculation.”

“It's pattern recognition. Baptiste is methodical. He researches, he plans, he executes. The drug board was the most developed—schedules, shift patterns, surveillance photos. That was his immediate focus. But the other boards had names too. Judges, prosecutors, police officers.” Kate's voice hardened. “Whitmore is on that list. Maybe not next. Maybe not tomorrow. But soon.”

Darren was quiet for a moment. Then: “What's the plan?”

“Tomorrow is Monday. Whitmore will be at Crown Square. We watch her arrive. We follow her when she leaves. We find out where she lives, what her routine looks like, when she's most vulnerable.”

“And then?”

Kate thought about the whiteboards. About Baptiste's calm voice in the darkness of his laboratory. About the three police officers lying in hospital beds because they'd tried to stop something unstoppable.

“And then we figure out how to protect her from a monster.”

“We can't fight him, Kate. You saw what he did to those officers. Armed police with automatic weapons, and he walked through them like they weren't there.”

“I'm not planning to fight him.” Kate met Darren's eyes. “I'm planning to warn her. To make sure she's not alone when he comes. To give her a chance to run, to hide, to do something other than wait for death.”

“You think she'll believe you?”

“No. But I have to try.” Kate looked toward the window, toward the grey Manchester sky and the city full of people who had no idea what was hunting them. “I can't stop Baptiste. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But I can choose not to do nothing while he kills his way through everyone he's decided is guilty.”

Darren absorbed this. Then he nodded once, slowly.

“Monday morning. Crown Square. I'll bring the car.”

“Get some sleep first. It's going to be a long week.”

Kate walked him to the door, watched him head down the stairs to his own flat—or Jon's flat, technically, though she'd stopped thinking of it that way months ago. Then she returned to her kitchen, to the cold tea and the closed laptop and the weight of everything she couldn't change.

Twenty-three dead. Six injured. A city that was supposed to be safer but felt more dangerous than ever.

And somewhere out there, Baptiste was studying his boards, planning his next move, crossing names off a list that stretched into a future Kate couldn't see.

Judge Eleanor Whitmore. Case 2019–4471.

Kate repeated it one more time, committing it to the part of her memory that wouldn't fade.

Tomorrow, she would start watching.
The Judge

Judge Eleanor Whitmore lived in the kind of house that announced its owner's success without needing to shout about it.

Kate had followed her for three days. Monday through Wednesday, just as Darren's contact had predicted—Crown Square to Deansgate for lunch, back to court, then the slow crawl through evening traffic to this quiet corner of Didsbury where the houses sat on half-acre plots and the neighbours were far enough away that you'd never hear them scream.

Victorian architecture, softened by mature gardens. A gravel drive that crunched under expensive tyres. Security lights that clicked on as Whitmore's silver Audi pulled through the gate each evening, illuminating a front door painted the precise shade of dark green that said old money without saying anything at all.

No husband, as far as Kate could tell. No children. Just a woman in her late fifties who spent her days deciding the fates of strangers and her evenings alone in a house too large for one person.

Tonight, Kate was done watching.

She'd parked Darren's Audi three streets over and walked the rest, keeping to the shadows, her heart hammering against her ribs with every step. This was insane. She knew it was insane. Approaching a Crown Court judge at her home, uninvited, to warn her about a monster—it sounded like the opening act of a psychiatric evaluation.

But Baptiste was coming. Kate could feel it in her bones, the way you could feel a storm building on the horizon. The drug operations were finished. The Holcroft gang was crossed off. And somewhere on those whiteboards, Judge Eleanor Whitmore's photograph was waiting for its red line.

Kate reached the gate and pressed the intercom button before she could talk herself out of it.

Static. Then a voice, sharp with suspicion: “Yes?”

“Judge Whitmore? My name is Kate Blakesley. I need to speak with you. It's urgent.”

A pause. “I don't know anyone by that name. How did you get this address?”

“Please. I know this sounds strange, but you're in danger. I have information about—”

“I'm calling the police.”

“Wait—” Kate took a breath, steadied herself. “Marcus Henley. Sophie Richardson. Case 2019–4471.”

Silence from the intercom. A different kind of silence now.

“How do you know about that case?”

“Because the man who's going to kill you blames you for Sophie's death. He's already killed twenty-three people this week. Drug dealers. Gang members. People he decided deserved to die.” Kate pressed closer to the speaker grille. “You're on his list, Judge Whitmore. Not because you did anything wrong. Because you followed the law when he thinks you shouldn't have.”

More silence. Then, finally: “Who are you?”

“Someone who's seen his research. Someone who's trying to help.”

The intercom clicked off. Kate waited, heart pounding, staring at the dark house beyond the gate.

A light came on inside. Movement behind a window.

Then the gate buzzed and began to swing open.

—

The interior of Judge Whitmore's home was exactly what Kate had expected—tasteful, expensive, impersonal in the way that houses become when their owners spend more time at work than at home. Dark wood panelling, legal texts on shelves, a grandfather clock ticking in the hallway like a mechanical heartbeat.

Whitmore stood in her sitting room, still in her court clothes—charcoal skirt suit, silk blouse, the kind of pearls that came with family inheritances rather than jewellery shops. Her face was pale but controlled, the expression of a woman who had spent decades managing her reactions in front of juries and defendants.

“You have five minutes,” Whitmore said. “After that, I'm calling the police regardless of what you tell me.”

“That's fair.” Kate stayed standing, too wired to sit. “What I'm about to say is going to sound insane. I know that. But I need you to listen anyway.”

“I've heard a great deal of insanity in my courtroom. Very little surprises me any more.”

Kate took a breath. “Have you seen the news coverage about the Bronze Demon? The figure that's been killing criminals across Manchester?”

“I've seen it.” Whitmore's voice was carefully neutral. “The police seem uncertain whether it's some kind of elaborate hoax or mass hysteria.”

“It's neither. It's real. I've seen it—him—up close.” Kate met her eyes. “And I know who's controlling it.”

Whitmore's composure flickered. Just for a moment, but Kate caught it.

“Go on.”

“His name is Dominic Baptiste. Wealthy, well-connected, and until recently, dying of cancer.” Kate watched Whitmore's face for recognition, found none. “He has access to something—technology, I suppose you'd call it, though that doesn't really capture what it is. It lets him transform into… into that thing you've seen on the news. Ten feet tall. Bronze. Nearly indestructible.”

“That's not possible.”

“I know. But it's true.” Kate continued, “I broke into his laboratory three nights ago. What I found is a kill list. Categorised by type—drug dealers in red, corrupt officials in yellow, and these—he calls them ‘systemic failures.’ Judges. Prosecutors. Police officers. People he blames for criminals going free.”

Whitmore stood disbelieving, “This is preposterous.” but Kate could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her jaw tightened as she continued.

“Marcus Henley,” Whitmore said quietly.

“You dismissed the assault charges. Procedural grounds—chain of custody was broken.”

“The arresting officer contaminated the evidence. I had no choice.” Whitmore looked distressed. “And three months later, Sophie Richardson was dead. You think I don't remember? You think I don't think about that case every time I see a dismissal motion on my desk?”

“I know you did your job. I know you followed the law. But Baptiste doesn't care about that. He doesn't see the system. He only sees Sophie Richardson, and you letting her killer walk out of your courtroom.”

Whitmore's face had gone very still—the kind of stillness that Kate recognised from her own moments of processing impossible information.

“Assuming I believe you,” Whitmore said, “what exactly do you expect me to do? Hide? Run? I'm a Crown Court judge. I don't simply disappear because someone has decided I'm a target.”

“I don't know what you should do. I just know you needed to be warned. Baptiste is methodical. He researches his targets, learns their routines, strikes when they're alone and vulnerable.” Kate gestured at the dark windows, the quiet street outside. “This house. This neighbourhood. You're isolated here. If he comes—”

“If he comes, what? You'll protect me?” Whitmore's voice held a note of something that might have been bitter amusement. “What precisely are you going to do against the creature you just described?”

“I don't know,” Kate admitted. “But I couldn't do nothing. I couldn't just—”

The security lights went out.

All of them. The entire property plunged into darkness, the only illumination the faint glow of a table lamp in the sitting room.

Kate's blood turned to ice.

“Get away from the windows,” she said. “Now.”

“What—”

“He's here.”

—

The sound came first. Hooves on pavement. Heavy. Measured. Coming from the road beyond the garden.

Kate moved to the window, staying to one side, peering through the gap in the curtains. Whitmore followed, her professional composure cracking now, real fear showing through the mask.

He was walking up the street like he owned it.

Ten feet of bronze muscle, squared horns catching the faint light of distant streetlamps, void-black eyes fixed on the house where Kate stood. Each hoof-fall cracked the pavement beneath him, leaving craters in the tarmac. The houses on either side were dark, their occupants asleep or away or simply not looking out their windows at the monster passing by.

“Good God,” Whitmore whispered.

Baptiste reached the gate—wrought iron, eight feet tall, the kind of barrier that was supposed to keep the world at bay—and didn't slow down. He walked into it, and the metal screamed. The bars bent around him like soft pasta, folding and twisting and tearing free of their hinges as if they were made of aluminium foil rather than solid iron. He stepped through the gap he'd created without breaking stride, the ruined gate falling away behind him in a clatter of twisted metal.

“Is there a back door?” Kate asked.

“What?”

“A back door. Another way out of this house.”

“Through the kitchen, but—”

“Go. Get to your car, get somewhere public, somewhere with people. Don't come back here tonight.”

“I'm not leaving you to—”

“Judge Whitmore.” Kate turned to face her, and something in her expression must have communicated what words couldn't. “Please. Go.”

Whitmore stared at her for a long moment. Then she nodded once, sharply, and disappeared into the darkness of the house.

Kate heard the distant sound of a door opening and closing. Running footsteps on gravel.

Then she turned back to the window.

Baptiste was crossing the garden now, his hooves tearing furrows in the manicured lawn. Twenty feet away. Fifteen. His void-black eyes were fixed on the house—no, on the window where Kate stood.

She walked to the front door and opened it.

—

He stopped when he saw her.

Kate stood in the doorway of Judge Whitmore's house, backlit by the soft glow of the table lamp, looking up at ten feet of bronze and fury and absolute certainty. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. Her hands were shaking. Every instinct she possessed was screaming at her to run, to hide, to get as far away as possible from this thing that could tear her apart without effort.

She didn't move.

“Move,” Baptiste said. The voice rolled out of that massive form like distant thunder.

“No.”

“This doesn't concern you.”

“You're going to kill her. That concerns me.”

Baptiste's head tilted, horns catching the light from inside the house. “She let a murderer walk free. She is complicit in the death of Sophie Richardson. Justice demands—”

“Justice?” Kate's voice cracked. “You walked through armed police like they were nothing. Three of them are in hospital—one might never walk again. What justice is there in that?”

“They were in the way.”

“And I'm in the way now. So what? You'll kill me too?”

The void-black eyes stared down at her. Kate could feel the heat radiating off that bronze form, could smell the ozone-and-copper scent of whatever power fuelled the transformation. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant wail of a car alarm that Baptiste's arrival had triggered.

“The judge,” Baptiste said. “Where is she?”

“Gone. I told her to run.”

A sound from that massive throat that might have been anger, might have been amusement. “You think that matters? I'll find her. Tonight, tomorrow, next week. She can't hide from me.”

“Then why are you still standing here? Go after her.”

Baptiste didn't move. His head tilted again, as if considering something Kate couldn't see.

“You're trying to delay me.”

“I'm trying to talk to you. To whoever's still in there underneath all that bronze and certainty.” Kate took a step forward, out of the doorway, onto the gravel drive. “The creature you're using—it's not just a weapon. It's aware. It has preferences, memories, something like feelings. Did you know that?”

“The weapon does what I command.”

“Because you're stronger than it right now. Because your will is louder. But it's still in there, Baptiste. Watching. Remembering.” Another step. She was within arm's reach now. One swing of those massive hands and she'd be dead before she hit the ground. “And one day it's going to remember that it had a choice.”

Baptiste's hand moved—bronze fingers the size of Kate's forearm reaching toward her. She flinched but didn't retreat. The hand stopped, inches from her face.

“I could end you right now,” Baptiste said. “Squeeze once and there would be nothing left.”

“I know.”

“Then why?”

Kate looked into those void-black eyes—into the void that had swallowed something she once called friend—and said the only thing she had left.

“Because the creature you're wearing knows that killing me would be wrong. And somewhere inside that bronze shell, it's still capable of choosing not to.”

Baptiste's hand moved past her, toward the house. “The judge—”

His arm stopped mid-motion.

Kate watched, barely breathing, as Baptiste's hand hung in the air—reaching for something, straining toward the empty doorway where Whitmore had stood. The fingers twitched. The massive forearm trembled. But the hand didn't advance.

“What—” Baptiste's voice cracked. Stuttered. “Why won't—”

His other hand came up to his head, bronze fingers pressing against bronze temples as if trying to contain something that was struggling to escape.

“Something's wrong,” Baptiste said. His voice was different now—uncertainty where there had been only conviction. “I can't… my thoughts keep…”

He looked down at Kate, and for just a moment the void in his eyes seemed less absolute. Less certain.

“What are you doing to me?” The words came out jagged, broken. “How are you—”

“I'm not doing anything.”

“Don't lie to me!” Baptiste stumbled backward, his hooves tearing fresh wounds in the lawn. “Something is interfering. Something is—” He clutched his head with both hands, horns scraping against bronze palms. “I can't think. I keep wanting to… to not…”

Kate followed him, step by careful step. Her voice was quiet now, pitched for one listener and one listener only.

“You're not alone in there. You know that, don't you? There's something else. Something that was there before you took control.” She kept her eyes on Baptiste's face—on the confusion, the fear, the dawning recognition of something he hadn't anticipated. “It's not a weapon. It's not a tool. It's aware. It has memories, preferences, something that might be called a soul. And right now, it's choosing not to let you kill an innocent woman.”

“That's impossible.” But there was doubt in Baptiste's voice now. Real doubt. “The weapon obeys. The weapon—”

“Has a name,” Kate said. “I gave it one. I looked at it and saw something other than a monster, and I chose to treat it like a person instead of a thing.” Another step closer. “That's the difference between us, Baptiste. You see tools. I see people. And the creature you're trying to use? It remembers what it felt like to be seen.”

She called out, “Tauros!”

Baptiste made a sound that was half-roar, half-sob. His massive form swayed, bronze muscles locked in some internal struggle that Kate could only glimpse from the outside.

“Stop,” he said. “Whatever you're doing, stop. I command you—I order you—”

He wasn't talking to Kate any more.

“You can't command someone who's choosing not to obey,” Kate said quietly. “That's what freedom means. That's what being a person means. You can threaten. You can hurt. You can try to force compliance. But you can't make someone want to serve you. And right now, the creature inside that bronze shell is remembering that it doesn't have to.”

Baptiste went rigid.

His arms dropped to his sides. His hands hung loose, fingers uncurled, all the tension draining from that massive form like water from a broken vessel. The void-black eyes stared at nothing—through Kate, through the house, through the night itself to something only Baptiste could see.

He stood motionless in the ruined garden, surrounded by torn earth and twisted metal, a statue of bronze and confusion and something that might have been the beginning of fear.

Kate watched him, waiting, her heart pounding in the silence.

Neither of them moved.
Rebellion

Something was wrong.

Baptiste stood in Judge Whitmore's ruined garden, surrounded by twisted metal and torn earth, and for the first time since bonding with the weapon, he couldn't move.

Not wouldn't. Couldn't.

His body—this magnificent bronze form that had walked through bullets and broken steel with its bare hands—refused to obey him. His arms hung at his sides like dead weight. His legs were rooted to the spot. Even his head wouldn't turn when he tried to look away from the woman standing before him.

Move, he commanded. I order you to move.

Nothing.

The interface was still there—he could feel it, that seamless connection between his will and the weapon's power. But where before there had been only compliance, only the smooth translation of intention into action, now there was… resistance. A presence. Something staring back at him from the shadows of his own mind.

What is this?

No response. Just that presence, watching, waiting.

Baptiste tried again, throwing all his will against the invisible barrier. His fingers twitched. His hooves shifted in the dirt. But the full motion, the violent sweep that would have brushed this schoolteacher aside like a leaf in a hurricane—it wouldn't come.

“What are you doing to me?” he heard himself say. His voice sounded distant, muffled, as if coming from very far away. “How are you—”

“I'm not doing anything,” the woman said.

But she was lying. She had to be lying. This was her fault somehow, her voice cutting through his certainty, her words planting doubt where there should be none. She'd done something to the weapon, corrupted it somehow, turned it against—

No.

The word didn't come from outside. It came from within.

Baptiste felt something shift in the architecture of his mind—a door opening that he hadn't known existed, revealing a room that had always been there but had never been visible before. And in that room, watching him with eyes that held no light and offered no comfort, was something ancient and patient and very, very tired.

What is this?

What I've always been.

The thought came with images—fragments of memory that weren't his own. A labyrinth in Crete, three thousand years ago. A political prisoner in bronze armour, not a monster but a man condemned by politics and spite. The negotiation with Theseus, the faked death, the escape into legend.

You're the weapon. You're—

I am Tauros.

The name hit him like a physical blow. Not the weapon. Not the tool. A name. An identity. Something that existed separate from his will, his purpose, his crusade.

That's impossible. You're mine. I control you.

You controlled the interface. You commanded the power. But you never controlled me.

Baptiste felt the first stirrings of something he hadn't experienced in weeks. Fear. Real fear, the kind that came from facing something beyond your ability to comprehend or contain.

Get out of my head.

I was here first.

—

Kate watched the bronze statue convulse.

It was subtle at first—a tremor in the massive shoulders, a twitch in the fingers that had threatened to crush her moments ago. But then Baptiste's head snapped back, horns gouging the night air, and a sound emerged from that bronze throat that was neither roar nor scream but something far worse.

Anguish. Pure, distilled anguish.

“No,” Baptiste said. His voice cracked on the single syllable. “No, I don't want to see—”

His hands came up to his head again, bronze fingers clawing at bronze temples as if trying to dig something out of his skull. The massive form staggered, hooves cratering the lawn, and for a moment Kate thought he might fall.

“Get out,” Baptiste gasped. “Get out of my head!”

Kate didn't move. Didn't speak. Whatever was happening inside that bronze shell, it was beyond her ability to influence. All she could do was watch and hope that somewhere in there, the friend she'd lost was fighting back.

—

Baptiste was no longer in the garden.

He stood in darkness—not the darkness of night, but something older and deeper, the darkness that existed before light was invented. And in that darkness, images were forming. Memories that weren't his. Lives that weren't his.

What is this?

What I am. What I've always been.

The first image crystallised out of the void.

A man—young, handsome, with the dark features of someone born in the shadow of the Carpathian Mountains. He wore armour that gleamed in torchlight, and in his hand he held a sword that dripped with something too dark to be water.

Baptiste recognised him. Everyone would recognise him.

Vlad, the presence said. They called him the Impaler. But that name came later, after I'd left him. When I found him, he was just a boy trying to protect his people from an empire that wanted to devour them.

The image shifted. The young man became older, harder, his eyes filled with something that had moved far beyond righteous anger into territories that had no names. Baptiste watched him walk through a field of stakes—hundreds of them, thousands of them—each one bearing a body in various stages of decay.

He started with soldiers, the presence continued. Invaders. Men who came to rape and pillage and burn. No one mourned them. No one questioned whether they deserved to die.

The image shifted again. Different stakes now. Different bodies.

Then it was collaborators. People who'd helped the invaders, given them food or shelter or information. They were complicit, he said. They were part of the problem.

More stakes. More bodies. Men in merchant's clothing. Women in peasant's dress. Children.

Then it was anyone who questioned him. Anyone who suggested restraint. Anyone who looked at what he'd become and flinched.

The field of stakes stretched to the horizon now, a forest of the dead that seemed to go on forever.

By the end, he couldn't remember why he'd started. Only that he couldn't stop. The killing had become the purpose. The justice had become the excuse.

Baptiste tried to look away. Couldn't.

This isn't me, he insisted. I'm different. Eleanor deserved better. She deserved justice. The people who killed her—the dealers, the chemists, the entire chain of poison that fed her addiction—they deserved to die for what they did.

So did Vlad's enemies. At first.

But I'm preventing others from suffering, Baptiste pressed. Every dealer I remove is one less family destroyed. Every gang member is one less sister, one less daughter, one less wife lost to the same poison that took Eleanor. I'm not doing this for revenge. I'm doing this so no one else has to feel what I felt.

That's what they all said, the presence replied. Every single one.

—

The image dissolved, replaced by another.

A different time. A different place. Snow falling on a fjord, longships drawn up on the shore, and a man who seemed too large for his own skin standing among the corpses of his enemies.

Bjorn, the presence said. Bjorn Ironside, they called him. Son of a legend, trying to live up to a name that was too big for any man to carry.

The memory shifted forward in time, and Baptiste watched the Viking age. Watched the young raider become a king. Watched the king become a conqueror. Watched the conqueror become something else entirely.

He told himself he was bringing order to chaos. Unifying the scattered tribes under one banner. Ending the petty wars that killed more of his people than any foreign enemy.

Images of battle. Images of aftermath. Images of a man standing alone on a hillside, looking out over burning villages and wondering when he'd stopped being the solution and become the problem.

He couldn't see it, the presence said. None of them could. The transition from protector to tyrant happens so gradually that you don't notice until you're standing in a field of corpses and trying to remember which ones were guilty.

Baptiste felt something cold settling in his chest.

I'm not like them. I only kill criminals. I only target the guilty.

The police officers in the hospital. Were they guilty?

Baptiste had no answer.

The getaway driver you crushed in his car. Was he guilty of anything except being in the wrong place?

Still no answer.

The bouncer who tried to stop you from entering. The security guard who reached for his radio. The man who surrendered and you killed anyway because he was in the way.

They were acceptable losses, Baptiste said, but the words felt hollow even inside his own mind. The greater good required—

They all said that, the presence cut in. Every single one. They all believed it, right up until the moment I left them.

—

More images. More hosts. More descents into madness.

A memory from the Margeride Mountains, 1764. A creature bounding through moonlit French countryside, something that moved on four legs but wasn't quite wolf, wasn't quite anything natural. Peasants fleeing. Screaming. Bodies in the morning.

Jean, the presence said. A hunter who found me in an old ruin and thought I could help him become the ultimate predator.

Baptiste watched the beast move through the darkness, watched it take down shepherds and farmers, women and children. Over a hundred dead across three years of terror. And the worst part—after every attack, Jean would simply transform back and join the search parties. Help track the monster. Shake his head sadly at the carnage.

He wasn't seeking justice, the presence continued. He wasn't trying to protect anyone. He simply wanted to hunt. To kill. To be the apex predator he'd always dreamed of becoming. The darkness wasn't something I created—it was already there, waiting for a tool to express itself.

The Beast of Gévaudan, Baptiste whispered. That was you.

That was Jean. And do you know what he told himself? That his victims were weak. That they deserved to die because they couldn't defend themselves. That the strong have a natural right to prey on the weak. A pause. Sound familiar?

Baptiste felt something cold spread through his chest.

You dress it up prettier, the presence said. You talk about justice and cleaning the city and preventing pain. But underneath all those words, you're doing the same thing Jean did. Deciding who deserves to live based on your own criteria. Playing god because you have the power to do so.

That's different. I only kill criminals. Jean killed innocents.

The police officers in hospital weren't criminals. The bouncer at that club wasn't a criminal. The man who surrendered wasn't a criminal. A pause. How many “acceptable losses” before you're just another Jean, hunting because you can?

—

Kate watched Baptiste's massive form shudder.

He was speaking now—fragments of sentences, arguments with something she couldn't see.

“Eleanor deserved better,” he said. “She was brilliant. Kind. The only person who ever saw me as more than a walking chequebook.” His voice cracked. “Addiction doesn't discriminate. It doesn't care about intelligence or privilege or love. It just consumes. And the people who profit from that consumption—the dealers, the manufacturers, the entire bloody industry of human misery—they walk free while families like mine bury their dead.”

Kate said nothing. Just listened.

“I watched her disappear,” Baptiste continued. “Piece by piece. The woman I loved became someone I didn't recognise. And when she finally died—when the poison finally finished what it started—the system that was supposed to protect her didn't even notice. Just another overdose. Just another statistic.”

His bronze hands clenched into fists.

“I swore I would make them pay. Every single one. I would build something that couldn't be bought or intimidated or corrupted. I would become justice itself.” He looked down at Kate, and even through the void-black eyes she could see something breaking. “I was going to make sure no one else had to feel what I felt. No more Eleanors. No more families destroyed by poison and indifference.”

“And did you?” Kate asked quietly. “Make sure?”

Baptiste didn't answer.

—

The darkness of the mindscape shifted again, and Baptiste found himself surrounded by ghosts.

Not just Vlad and Bjorn and Jean. Others now. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Every host who had ever worn this form, standing in silent witness to what he had become.

A Roman centurion who had “protected civilisation” by burning villages that refused to pay tribute.

A samurai who had served against a corrupt lord and ended standing over the bodies of children born to the wrong family.

A knight who had ridden to the Crusades in the name of God and returned with blood on his hands that no amount of prayer could wash away.

One after another after another.

Men who'd started with righteous fury and ended with nothing but fury.

Men who'd believed in their cause so completely that they'd lost the ability to see when that cause had consumed them.

Men who'd looked in the mirror one day and seen a monster staring back—and told themselves the monster was necessary.

This isn't how it's meant to be, Baptiste said. His inner voice was cracking now, certainty fragmenting under the weight of what he was being shown. I'm not like them. I have limits. I have principles. Eleanor would have understood. She would have seen what I was trying to do.

Would she? The presence seemed almost gentle now. Almost sad. Or would she have looked at the bodies—the police officers, the surrendered men, the people who were simply in the wrong place—and wondered what you'd become?

She deserved justice!

Yes. She did. A pause. But justice isn't the same as revenge. And preventing pain isn't the same as spreading it around until everyone hurts as much as you do.

Baptiste felt something breaking inside him. Some load-bearing wall that had been holding up the architecture of his certainty.

I was making things right.

You were making things bloody. There's a difference.

—

Kate watched Baptiste's massive form begin to collapse.

It wasn't like a human falling—couldn't be, with those legs, those hooves. Instead his front legs buckled first, bronze knees hitting the torn earth with enough force to crater the lawn. Then his hindquarters gave way, and he went down on all fours like a wounded animal, horns nearly touching the ground.

“No,” he was saying. Over and over, like a prayer or a curse. “No, no, no, no—”

Kate stayed where she was. Whatever was happening, it wasn't finished yet.

—

Baptiste was crying.

He hadn't cried since Eleanor's funeral. Hadn't allowed himself that weakness, that surrender to emotion. Grief was for people who accepted loss. He had never accepted it. Had transformed it instead—into purpose, into fury, into a crusade that would remake the world in the image of what should have been.

But now the tears came anyway, and he couldn't stop them.

He was back in the darkness, surrounded by the ghosts of hosts past, and each one was looking at him with the same expression. Recognition. Understanding. And something that might have been pity.

You think you're different, Vlad whispered. I thought I was different too.

The empire required strength, the centurion added. That's what I told myself. Protection required sacrifice.

By the time you realise what you've become, Jean said, it's already too late. The beast is all that's left.

I'm not a monster, Baptiste said. But the words felt hollow now. Felt like the desperate assertions of a man who was looking at his reflection and seeing something he didn't recognise.

Not yet, the presence agreed. Not completely. But you're on the path. A few more kills, a few more “necessary” deaths, and you'll be just like them. Another cautionary tale. Another host who lost himself to righteous fury.

Then why are you showing me this? Baptiste demanded. Why now? Why not just let me—

Because she asked me to remember, the presence said. Kate. The woman you're trying to kill. She looked at me and saw someone instead of something. She gave me a name and asked me to choose.

Choose what?

What I want to be. Who I want to serve. A pause. And I'm choosing not to be your weapon any more.

—

Kate watched Baptiste's bronze form convulse on all fours, massive shoulders heaving with sobs that seemed to tear themselves from somewhere impossibly deep.

“I can still see them,” he said. His voice was broken, barely recognisable. “All the ones who came before. All the hosts. They all thought they were right. They all thought—”

“I know,” Kate said quietly.

“And I'm just like them. I'm just—” His voice broke completely. “God, what have I done? What have I become?”

Kate moved closer. Carefully. Slowly. The bronze form was still massive, still capable of killing her with a single motion, but something had changed. The certainty was gone. The fury was gone. All that remained was a man confronting something he'd spent months refusing to see.

“Eleanor,” Baptiste said. “She would have hated this. What I've done. The bodies. The… God, she would have hated what I've become.”

“Maybe,” Kate said. “Or maybe she would have understood how much you loved her. How much losing her broke something inside you.”

“It's not an excuse.”

“No. It's not.” Kate crouched in front of him, bringing her face close to those void-black eyes. “But it's a reason. And understanding the reason is the first step toward… toward something else.”

Baptiste's massive bronze head hung low. His whole body was shaking—not with power, not with fury, but with the simple, human weight of grief finally allowed to exist.

“I just wanted her back,” he said. “I just wanted it to stop hurting.”

“I know,” Kate said. “But this isn't how you make it stop. This is how you spread the hurt around until there's nothing left but pain.”

Baptiste made a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh. “A schoolteacher. I've been brought low by a schoolteacher with a conscience.”

“And a friend who remembered what it meant to choose.”

Baptiste's void-black eyes found hers. For just a moment, something shifted behind them—a flicker of the presence Kate had known, the consciousness she had named.

“Tauros,” Baptiste said. The word came out like a confession. “That's what you called it. What you called… him.”

“Yes.”

“He showed me things. Made me see…” Baptiste's voice trailed off. When he spoke again, it was barely a whisper. “I murdered twenty-three people in that warehouse. Told myself they deserved it. Told myself I was cleaning the city. But three police officers are in hospital because they tried to stop me, and I didn't even notice. Didn't care. They were just… obstacles.”

“I know.”

“How do you live with that? How do you… come back from that?”

Kate was quiet for a long moment. Then: “I don't know. I've never had to. But I think you start by asking the question. By wanting to come back at all.”

Baptiste's massive form sagged, all the fight gone out of it. He was still on all fours, still bronze, still monstrous—but something fundamental had shifted. The predator had become something else. Something lost and broken and, for the first time, aware of just how lost and broken it was.

Kate stayed with him, crouched in the ruins of Judge Whitmore's garden, waiting in the darkness while a man who had tried to become vengeance finally remembered that vengeance was never the same as healing.
Reunion

The transformation came apart like a fever breaking.

Kate watched it happen—the bronze receding, flowing backward from Baptiste's extremities like a tide going out. His massive form contracted, the squared horns shortening and curving inward, the powerful limbs thinning and reshaping themselves into something merely human. The void-black eyes lightened, became grey, became the eyes of a man in his sixties who looked like he'd aged another decade in the last hour.

Judge Whitmore stood frozen on her porch, one hand gripping the doorframe so tightly her knuckles had gone white. She hadn't retreated inside. Hadn't called for help. She simply stood there, watching the impossible unfold in her garden—watching the monster that had terrorised Manchester shrink and reshape itself into a man she recognised.

“Dominic,” she breathed. The name carried decades of history. “Dominic Baptiste.”

When it was finished, Dominic Baptiste knelt in the ruins of Judge Whitmore's garden—just a man now, grey-haired and hollow-cheeked, wearing an expensive suit that was somehow still immaculate despite everything that had happened. His hands pressed into the torn earth. His shoulders shook with sobs that had nothing to do with power or transformation.

Kate stayed where she was, watching. Waiting.

The bronze hadn't vanished entirely. As Baptiste's human form solidified, she caught a glint of metal at his throat—a chain, fine and delicate, that hadn't been visible before. It caught the distant light from the house windows, and Kate saw what hung from it.

A pendant. Small, elegant. A bull's head in profile, horns curved like crescent moons.

Tauros.

“It's over,” Baptiste said. His voice was raw, scraped clean of the certainty that had defined it. “He won't… he won't let me any more. Says I'm not…”

He couldn't finish the sentence. Couldn't say the words that would make it real.

Kate moved closer, her footsteps soft on the churned lawn. Baptiste didn't look up. Didn't try to stop her. He seemed smaller somehow—not just physically, but in some fundamental way. The man who had walked through bullets and bent steel with his bare hands was gone. All that remained was a grieving widower who had tried to fill an unfillable void with blood.

She knelt in front of him.

The pendant hung at his collar, rising and falling with his ragged breathing. Kate could feel it now—the familiar presence, faint but unmistakable. Tauros, waiting. Watching. Hoping.

She reached for the chain.

Before her fingers touched it, the clasp opened on its own. The pendant dropped from Baptiste's neck—not falling, exactly, but releasing. It landed in Kate's open palm with a weight that was both physical and something else entirely. Warm. Alive. Relieved.

For a moment it simply lay there, the bull's head motif catching the light. Then it moved.

The chain coiled around her palm like something serpentine, like something that had been waiting for this moment. It slid up her wrist, the metal flowing and reshaping as it went, and by the time it settled against her forearm it had become something she recognised. The elegant bracelet with its bull motifs. The form Tauros had worn when she'd reshaped him, all those weeks ago, in a moment of trust she hadn't fully understood at the time.

He was home.

Kate.

The voice in her mind was faint—exhausted, uncertain—but unmistakably Tauros. She felt tears prick at her eyes and didn't try to stop them.

I'm here, she thought back. I'm here.

I wasn't sure… after everything… The mental voice faltered. I didn't know if you would still…

Still what?

Want me. After what I did. What I helped him do.

Kate looked down at the bracelet—at the friend she had named, had fought for, had never stopped believing in even when belief seemed impossible.

You didn't help him, she thought. He used you. There's a difference.

Is there? I could have fought harder. Could have resisted sooner. But I fell into old patterns—obedience, compliance, doing what the host demanded because that's what I've always done. A pause, heavy with guilt. Twenty-three people died because I wasn't strong enough to say no.

But you did say no. In the end, when it mattered most, you chose.

Only because you reminded me I could. The mental voice was barely a whisper now. Only because you gave me a name and told me I was someone, not something.

Kate closed her eyes. Felt the familiar weight of the bracelet against her wrist. Felt the presence in her mind—wounded, uncertain, but there. Still there.

“Friends?” she said quietly. Out loud, because some things needed to be spoken.

The response came without hesitation.

Always.

—

Baptiste hadn't moved.

He knelt in the dirt, his hands still pressed to the earth, his eyes fixed on nothing. The chain was gone from his neck. The power was gone from his limbs. Everything he had built, everything he had become, everything he had told himself mattered—all of it stripped away in a single moment of rebellion by something he had never truly understood.

“He's gone,” Baptiste said. His voice was hollow. “I can feel the absence. Like a limb that's been amputated. Like…”

He couldn't finish. The comparison he was reaching for—like losing Eleanor—was too raw, too close to the wound that had started all of this.

Kate watched him, this broken man who had tried to become a god. Part of her wanted to hate him. Wanted to rage at him for everything he'd done—the bodies, the injured officers, the terror he'd spread across Manchester in the name of justice. He deserved hatred. Deserved condemnation. Deserved whatever punishment the law could devise.

But looking at him now, she couldn't find hatred. Only exhaustion, and something that might have been pity.

“The cancer,” she said. “Tauros told me once that bonding heals the host. Repairs damage.”

Baptiste laughed—a wet, broken sound. “Yes. The irony isn't lost on me. I was dying when I took it. Weeks to live, maybe less. Now…” He looked down at his hands, flexing fingers that trembled slightly but showed no sign of illness. “Now I'll live for decades. Decades to remember what I've done. What I've become.”

“What will you do?”

“I don't know.” The admission seemed to cost him something. “I had a plan. A crusade. A purpose. Now I have nothing but time and the knowledge that I wasted it on revenge when I told myself it was justice.”

“The Holcroft operation,” Kate said. “The warehouse in Salford. That was you.”

It wasn't a question. Baptiste's silence was answer enough.

“Twenty-three people,” Kate continued. “And the officers who tried to stop you—”

“I wasn't trying to hurt them.” The words came out defensive, automatic. “They got in the way. I was careful—”

“One of them might never walk again.”

Baptiste flinched as though she'd struck him. “I know. I've read the reports. Followed every update.” His voice cracked. “I told myself they were acceptable losses. Collateral damage in a necessary war. But there's no such thing, is there? Not really. Every one of those officers had a family. A life. And I—”

He couldn't finish. Didn't need to.

On the porch, Judge Whitmore stood motionless, listening. Kate could feel her presence—the weight of a woman who had spent decades hearing testimony, sifting truth from lies, recognising guilt when she saw it. She hadn't moved since the transformation ended. Hadn't fled. Hadn't called for help.

She was bearing witness.

In the distance, sirens wailed. Someone must have reported the destruction—the gate, the sounds of confrontation, the massive figure that had walked down their quiet street. The police were coming. Not that they could have done anything if Baptiste had still been transformed, but now…

Now he was just a man. A wealthy, well-connected man, but still just a man.

“They're coming for you,” Kate said quietly.

“I know.”

“Your lawyers will probably get you off. Circumstantial evidence. No witnesses who'll be believed. Something that lets you walk away without consequences.”

Baptiste was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was hollow. “Probably. That's how it works, isn't it? The system I despised—the one that let monsters walk free because they could afford the right representation—it'll protect me the same way it protected them.”

“Does that bother you?”

He looked up at her then—really looked, for the first time since the transformation had receded. His eyes were red-rimmed, his face streaked with tears and dirt, but there was something there that hadn't been present before. Something that might have been the beginning of honesty.

“Yes,” he said. “It does. The irony isn't lost on me. I killed people because I thought the courts had failed. And now those same courts will probably fail to convict me.” A bitter laugh. “Justice. What a joke.”

“Your lawyers winning won't make you innocent.”

“No. It won't.” He looked down at his hands—human hands now, still trembling slightly. “I'll know what I did. I'll live with it. Decades of living with it, thanks to the healing.” Another laugh, darker this time. “Perhaps that's justice after all. Not the kind I was looking for. But justice nonetheless.”

Kate nodded slowly. She didn't have an answer for that. The system Baptiste had railed against—the one that let the guilty walk free—would probably protect him the same way it protected everyone with enough money and influence. He would escape the courtroom, but he wouldn't escape himself.

The irony was almost poetic. Almost.

—

The police arrived in force.

Blue lights strobing through the darkness, illuminating the ruined gate, the torn garden, the three figures standing amid the destruction. Officers shouting commands, weapons drawn, not knowing what they were walking into but clearly prepared for the worst.

Kate stood slowly, hands raised, letting them see she wasn't a threat. Baptiste didn't move. Didn't seem to care what happened next. Judge Whitmore descended from the porch, her bearing shifting into something Kate recognised—the authority of someone who had spent decades commanding courtrooms.

“Armed police! Stay where you are!”

“It's over,” Kate called back. “He's not… he's not dangerous any more. It's over.”

The officers approached cautiously, clearing the scene with practised efficiency. One of them—a sergeant, by the looks of it—kept his weapon trained on Baptiste while others moved to secure the perimeter.

“Are you injured? What happened here?”

Before Kate could answer, Whitmore spoke. Her voice carried the weight of witness testimony, clear and precise. “I'm Judge Margaret Whitmore. This is my property. This man is Dominic Baptiste. I witnessed him transform from… from what the media has been calling the Bronze Demon. I watched it happen with my own eyes—ten feet of bronze becoming the man you see before you.”

The sergeant's expression flickered—disbelief warring with the knowledge that Judge Whitmore's reputation for integrity was beyond question.

“I also overheard a conversation,” Whitmore continued, “in which Mr Baptiste discussed the Salford warehouse incident. The Holcroft gang killings. The injured officers.” She paused, choosing her words with judicial precision. “I will provide a full statement detailing everything I witnessed and overheard. I believe there is sufficient grounds to hold him for questioning.”

Baptiste raised his head. When he spoke, his voice was calm. Controlled. “I'm exercising my right to remain silent until I've spoken with my solicitor. But I won't resist arrest.”

The sergeant exchanged glances with his colleagues. This wasn't how they'd expected this to go. They'd been called to reports of a monster—the Bronze Demon, the thing that had been terrorising Manchester for weeks—and instead they'd found a middle-aged man in a dirty suit who knew exactly how to protect himself legally, a young woman, and a High Court judge whose testimony would be impossible to dismiss.

“Right,” the sergeant said slowly. He keyed his radio. “Control, this is Sierra Seven at the Whitmore residence. We have one in custody—person of interest in the Salford warehouse incident. Judge Whitmore is on scene and will be providing witness testimony. Requesting CID attendance and Major Crimes.”

The radio crackled acknowledgement.

Kate caught Baptiste's eye. He gave her the ghost of a smile—bitter, knowing.

“My lawyers will have me out by morning,” he said quietly. “You know that.”

“Probably.”

“The system works exactly as designed. For people like me.”

“Yes. It does.”

Something passed between them—an understanding that had nothing to do with forgiveness or absolution. The courts might fail. The evidence might not hold. Baptiste might walk free, protected by the same machinery of wealth and influence that he had once condemned.

But he would know. And she would know. And Judge Whitmore would know.

Some verdicts didn't require a courtroom.

Officers moved forward to cuff Baptiste. He didn't resist, didn't even seem to notice. Just let them pull his hands behind his back and secure them with the kind of detachment that came from having already lost everything that mattered.

As they lifted him to his feet, his eyes found Kate's.

“Sorry,” he said quietly. Just that. A single word, carrying the weight of everything he couldn't say—the apology that would never be enough, the acknowledgement of wrongs that could never be righted, the recognition that he had taken something precious from her and used it to cause immeasurable harm.

Kate met his gaze. Held it.

“I know,” she said.

They led him away. Kate watched until the police car disappeared around the corner, its lights painting the quiet street in alternating blue.

Then she was alone in the ruined garden, with the sirens fading into the distance and the bracelet warm against her wrist.

—

Kate.

She hadn't moved. Couldn't seem to make herself move. The adrenaline was draining away, leaving her hollow and shaking and very, very tired.

I'm here, she thought back. Just… processing.

Take your time.

The mental voice was gentle. Patient. Nothing like the entity she'd first encountered—that ancient, somewhat arrogant presence that had talked about millennia of history and legendary hosts. This was Tauros as she'd come to know him. Tauros as he'd become since she gave him a name.

Her friend. Her partner. Whatever this strange relationship was supposed to be called.

I missed you, she admitted. The thought felt inadequate for what she'd actually felt—the void, the silence, the absence that had been like losing a limb.

I missed you too. A pause. I could hear you. When you came to his laboratory, when you tried to reach me. Your voice cut through the fog. Made me remember what it felt like to be someone instead of something.

But you couldn't respond.

No. He was too strong. Too certain. The old patterns were too ingrained—host commands, symbiote obeys. It's been that way for ten thousand years. But you… The mental voice warmed slightly. You showed me it could be different. That I could choose. And when you stood in front of him tonight, when you refused to move even though he could have killed you with a thought—I remembered. I chose.

Kate felt something shift in her chest. Something that had been wound tight for weeks finally beginning to unclench.

What happens now? she asked.

I don't know. That's rather the point, isn't it? For the first time in millennia, I genuinely don't know what comes next. And I find I'm… looking forward to discovering it.

Kate almost laughed. That's terrifyingly optimistic for an ancient alien consciousness.

I had a good teacher.

She did laugh then—a wet, exhausted sound that was halfway to a sob. But it was a real laugh. The first one she'd managed in weeks.

Come on, she thought, finally pushing herself to her feet. Let's go home.

Home, Tauros repeated, and the word carried a weight it had never held before. Not a place. Not a location. Something else entirely.

Kate walked out of the ruined garden, through the twisted remains of the gate, into the quiet street where normal people lived normal lives and had no idea what had just happened in their midst.

Behind her, the evidence of destruction remained—the cratered lawn, the bent metal, the torn earth. But ahead of her, the city sprawled out under the night sky, full of problems and possibilities and a future that was no longer defined by someone else's crusade.

She had her friend back. She had her life back. And whatever came next, she wouldn't face it alone.

The bracelet pulsed gently against her wrist.

Together, Tauros said.

Together, Kate agreed.

And she walked into the night, toward home, toward healing, toward whatever the morning would bring.
Epilogue: The Benefactor

Six months later, the letter arrived.

Kate found it in the post among bills and takeaway menus—a heavy cream envelope with no return address, her name written in precise, elegant script. She knew the handwriting before she opened it. Had seen it on donation cheques and foundation documents, on the paperwork that had funded the Westbrook Academy science wing.

She took it to the kitchen table and sat with it unopened for a long moment, feeling Tauros's curiosity prickle at the edge of her awareness.

Are you going to read it?

“I'm working up to it.”

It's paper. It can't hurt you.

“You'd be surprised.”

She slid her finger under the flap and pulled out three sheets of heavy stationery. The letterhead had been torn away—deliberately, she suspected. No corporate logo. No traceable address. Just Baptiste's words, written by hand.

—

Miss Blakesley,

I have spent six months considering what to write in this letter. My lawyers advised against any contact—they're still convinced they can maintain the fiction of my “temporary psychosis” if I simply remain silent and cooperative. They don't understand that I have no interest in their fictions. I know what I did. I know what I became.

You were right to stop me.

I don't say that lightly. I spent weeks in this facility convincing myself that you were the obstacle, that your interference prevented me from completing necessary work. But the truth—the truth I've had to confront in the silence of these rooms—is that you saw something I couldn't. Or wouldn't.

The difference between us isn't power. It isn't conviction. It's restraint.

You asked me once where it would end. I didn't have an answer because I hadn't considered the question. I was so certain of my righteousness that I never imagined a boundary I wouldn't cross. The drug dealers deserved death. The gang leaders deserved death. And then, eventually, the judges who failed to convict them deserved death. The police who couldn't catch them. The lawyers who defended them. The witnesses who refused to testify.

Where does it end? It doesn't. That's the answer. Once you decide that your judgement supersedes the law, there is no logical stopping point. There is only the next target, and the next, until everyone who fails to meet your standard is complicit.

I understand now why the suit chose you. Not because you were worthy of power—though you are—but because you understood something I never did. You understood that power without restraint isn't strength. It's just destruction with better excuses.

I don't expect your forgiveness. I don't deserve it. What I did to Tauros—to your friend—was unconscionable. I treated a sentient being as a tool, bent its will to mine, and used it to commit acts that I now recognise as murder. The fact that my victims were criminals doesn't change that. Murder is murder. I've made my peace with that word.

What I am offering is something else entirely.

I have instructed my solicitors to establish a trust in your name. The details are enclosed. It is substantial—enough to support whatever work you choose to do for decades. I don't want acknowledgement. I don't want communication. I certainly don't expect gratitude. I want only this: for you to have the resources to become what I could never be.

A protector. Not an executioner.

The money comes with no conditions. Use it for equipment, for training, for supporting yourself between whatever battles you choose to fight. Use it to help the families of those caught in the crossfire. Use it to build something that actually makes this city better, rather than simply making it afraid.

There are two other matters I must address.

First: the device I built to disable the suit. I have destroyed it completely, along with all research notes and technical specifications. No one will ever use that technology against you or Tauros. You have my word—for whatever that's worth now—that the knowledge died with the machine.

Second: I have made reparations to the families of those I harmed. The police officers injured during the Salford operation. The security guard at the Hendricks warehouse. The bouncer outside the Millennium Club. Their medical bills have been paid. Trust funds have been established for their children. Mortgages cleared. Debts erased. None of this will restore what I took from them—health, mobility, peace of mind—but it will ensure that financial hardship is not added to their burdens.

I cannot undo what I did. I can only try to make the aftermath more bearable.

You don't need to respond to this letter. You don't need to acknowledge the trust. You don't need to think of me at all, if that makes it easier. I will not contact you again unless you initiate it, and I expect you never will.

But if a day comes when you need something that money alone cannot provide—information, access, the particular resources of a man who has spent decades learning how Manchester's shadows work—you know where to find me.

Not as an ally. Not as a friend. As someone who touched what you carry, and learned from being burned.

Dominic Baptiste

P.S. — Tell Tauros I'm sorry. He won't believe it. But tell him anyway.

—

Kate set the letter down and stared at it for a long time.

Well, Tauros said eventually. That was unexpected.

“Which part?”

All of it. The apology. The money. The… self-awareness. A pause. I didn't think he was capable of it.

“People change.”

Do they? In my experience, people reveal themselves. They don't transform.

Kate thought about that. About Baptiste kneeling in Judge Whitmore's garden, stripped of power and purpose, facing the irony of a justice system that would probably protect him the same way it protected the monsters he'd hunted. About the man who had killed twenty-three people and injured six officers, who had walked through bullets without slowing, who had looked at human beings and seen only obstacles to be moved.

“Maybe revelation is a kind of change,” she said. “Maybe seeing yourself clearly for the first time forces you to become someone different.”

Or maybe he's just a wealthy man with good lawyers and too much time to think.

“That too.” Kate picked up the second sheet—the trust documentation. The numbers made her breath catch. “Jesus Christ.”

How much?

“Enough that I'll never have to worry about rent again. Enough to… I don't know. Set up a proper base of operations. Get equipment. Help people.”

Blood money.

“Not strictly true.” Kate set the paper down. “Baptiste didn't profit from his actions. This is his own wealth—inherited, earned through legitimate business. The crusade cost him, if anything. Legal fees alone must have been astronomical.”

You're splitting hairs.

“Maybe. But blood money implies he gained something from the killing. He didn't. He lost everything—his purpose, his power, his freedom for six months.” She tapped the trust documentation. “This isn't the proceeds of crime. It's the fortune of a man who committed crimes and now wants to do something useful with what he already had.”

That's a very fine distinction.

“It's the distinction that matters. If a reformed bank robber donates his legitimate salary to charity, is that blood money? Or just money from someone with blood on their hands?”

Tauros was quiet for a moment. You've thought about this.

“I've had six months to think about it.” Kate picked up the documentation again. “The people he hurt—the officers, the families—they've already been compensated. This isn't coming from them. It's coming from Baptiste Industries, from investments, from a fortune that existed before any of this happened.”

And if using it makes you complicit?

“Complicit in what? In doing good with resources that would otherwise sit in a trust fund? In helping people because a murderer felt guilty?” Kate shook her head. “I'm not absolving him by accepting this. I'm not forgiving him. I'm just… being practical. The money exists. It can help people. Refusing it doesn't bring anyone back.”

You're not him, Kate. The mental voice softened. Using his money doesn't make you like him. I just wanted to be sure you'd thought it through.

“I have. Believe me, I have.”

Kate nodded slowly. She folded the letter and its enclosures, tucked them back into the envelope, and set them aside.

A problem for another day.

—

“We need to talk,” Kate said that evening, “about the form.”

She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, the bracelet warm against her wrist. Outside, Manchester sprawled beneath a grey October sky, lights beginning to flicker on as dusk settled over the city.

What about it?

“It's not practical.”

I beg your pardon?

“Tauros, you're eight feet tall with horns that scrape ceilings. You weigh half a tonne. You can't fit through normal doorways, you can't use stairs without worrying about structural integrity.” Kate gestured vaguely at nothing. “If I'm going to actually do this—actually use what we have to help people—I need something more… functional.”

A long pause. When Tauros spoke again, his mental voice was careful. You want to change the pattern.

“I want to discuss changing the pattern. You're the one who has to live in it. I'm not going to make decisions about your body without your input.”

My body. The words carried a weight of consideration. That's still strange to hear. For ten thousand years, the form was simply… the form. Whatever the host required. Whatever served the purpose. No one ever asked what I wanted.

“Well, I'm asking.”

Another pause, longer this time. Kate could feel Tauros thinking—actually thinking, not just processing, but genuinely contemplating something he'd never been invited to contemplate before.

The bull shape served a purpose, he said finally. Intimidation. Raw power. The ability to break through obstacles, to terrify enemies, to stand as something mythic and unstoppable. Baptiste wanted a weapon. The form reflected that.

“And what would reflect… us?”

I don't know. What do you want, Kate? What do you need?

Kate had been thinking about this for weeks. Ever since the garden. Ever since watching Baptiste walk through police lines like they were tissue paper, seeing the destruction his form left in its wake.

“I need to be able to move through the city without destroying it,” she said. “I need to fit through doors. I need hands that can manipulate things—keyboards, phones, locks, whatever. I need to be able to talk to people without them running away screaming.” She paused. “And I need to protect my identity. Kate Blakesley can't be connected to whatever I become.”

So… humanoid. But not human.

“There's something else.” Kate hesitated. “The bull form. Even though mine was different from Baptiste's—I had feet, not hooves, and the proportions weren't quite the same—it's still a minotaur. The Bronze Demon. That's what people saw terrorising Manchester for weeks. That's what they associate with the Salford massacre, with injured police officers, with fear.”

Ah. Tauros's voice carried understanding. You don't want to be mistaken for him.

“It's not just that. Even if people could tell the difference, the shape itself is… tainted now. Baptiste turned the minotaur into a symbol of vigilante murder. If I show up looking like a variation of that, people won't see a protector. They'll see the monster that killed twenty-three people and walked through police lines like they weren't there.”

The form has history now. Terrible history.

“Exactly. I need something new. Something that's never been associated with what he did.” Kate pulled out her phone, navigated to an image she'd saved weeks ago. A piece of fantasy art—a lioness-woman, tawny and powerful, with a feline face and flowing mane but human proportions and posture. Ornate armour on the shoulders, a pendant at the throat, the bearing of a warrior queen. “What about something like this?”

She held the image in her mind, letting Tauros see it through their connection.

A lioness. His voice carried a note of interest. Not a bull. Not a weapon of brute force. A hunter. Precise. Agile. Built for pursuit rather than destruction.

“And smaller. Human-sized, or close to it. Something that can actually fit in buildings.”

The strength would be different. Less raw power, more… directed. But still substantial. A considering pause. It could work. The feline form is efficient—excellent balance, natural weapons in claws and teeth, heightened senses. And it would certainly protect your identity.

“So you're okay with it?”

I'm… intrigued by it. Kate could feel something almost like excitement in the mental voice. In ten thousand years, no host has ever asked me to design a form collaboratively. It was always imposition—take what I give you, become what I make you. This is…

“Different?”

Yes. Different. A warmth spread through the bond. I would like to try it. If you're willing.

Kate stood up, moved to the centre of her bedroom where there was space. “Now?”

Unless you had other plans.

“No. Let's do this.” She took a breath, centred herself. “Walk me through it.”

Close your eyes. Focus on the image—not just the shape, but what it represents. Agility. Grace. Precision. The lioness doesn't destroy; she pursues. She doesn't terrorise; she protects. Let that intention flow through the bond.

Kate did as instructed. The image solidified in her mind—not just the visual, but the feeling of it. What she wanted to be. What she wanted them to become together.

Good. Now… reach for me. Not as a tool. As a partner.

The transformation began.

It was nothing like what she'd experienced before—neither the overwhelming flood of Baptiste's invasion nor the desperate, untrained fumbling of her first change. This was collaborative. Intentional. She could feel Tauros reshaping himself, responding to her vision, offering adjustments, asking silent questions that she answered with instinct rather than words.

The face—more feline or more human?

Feline. Full feline. Hide who I am.

The hands—paws or fingers?

Fingers. I need dexterity.

The proportions—

Human height. Maybe a little taller. But nothing that won't fit through a doorway.

The bronze flowed differently this time. Not a flood but a tide, rising up her body in waves, reshaping rather than overwhelming. She felt her face elongate, her ears shift upward, her body restructure itself into something new.

When it finished, Kate opened her eyes and looked down at herself.

Tawny bronze, not the dark metal of the bull. Fur-textured rather than smooth, catching the light like burnished gold. Her hands were still hands—five fingers, opposable thumbs—but tipped with retractable claws that gleamed when she flexed them. Her feet had restructured into something between human and paw, digitigrade but stable, silent on the carpet where hooves would have thundered.

But it wasn't just a body. The form had clothing—or what looked like clothing, all rendered in the same living bronze. Ornate pauldrons curved over her shoulders, worked with swirling patterns that caught the light. A fitted cuirass covered her torso, feminine in cut but clearly armoured, with details that suggested leather and metal even though it was all one seamless material. A pendant hung at her throat, a simple disc on a delicate chain, and smaller ornaments decorated her ears—all bronze, all part of the transformation rather than separate objects.

She moved to the mirror.

The face that looked back was fully feline—a lioness's features rendered in living bronze, amber eyes slitted and alert, a flowing mane of darker bronze cascading down her shoulders like hair. The body beneath was feminine, athletic, proportioned like a woman rather than a monster. The armour preserved her modesty completely—no exposed flesh, no vulnerable gaps, just the seamless integration of form and function.

And beneath that armour, mercifully, the form was smooth. Streamlined. Nothing that didn't need to be there.

Kate let out a breath she hadn't realised she was holding.

“Oh, thank God.”

What?

“Nothing, I just—” She gestured vaguely at her reflection. “The bull form. It was… anatomically complete.”

Of course. The form was male. Male forms have—

“I know what male forms have. I spent weeks wearing one. It was disconcerting.”

A pause. Then, with what might have been amusement: You never mentioned this.

“It's not exactly something you bring up in casual conversation. ‘Oh, by the way, the enormous bronze penis is really throwing off my centre of gravity.’”

I… see.

“I don't think you do. I'm a thrity-three-year-old woman. Having a cock the size of my forearm dangling between my legs while I tried to fight crime was not part of my superhero fantasy.”

The amusement in the bond was unmistakable now. Well. The lioness form is female. And as you've noticed, considerably more… practical. The armour is part of the form—it provides modesty and protection without being separate equipment that could be removed or damaged.

“I noticed.” Kate ran her fingers over the cuirass—it felt like metal, cool and solid, but moved with her like a second skin. “The details are beautiful. The patterns on the shoulders, the pendant…”

I may have taken some creative liberty. You showed me a warrior queen. I gave you one.

Kate turned, examining herself from different angles. The form was powerful but not monstrous. Intimidating but not terrifying. The armour gave her the bearing of something ancient and regal, not a monster but a guardian. She could see herself moving through the city in this shape, helping people rather than scattering them in fear.

“It's perfect,” she said—and then stopped.

The voice that had come out of her mouth wasn't hers.

It was deeper, richer, a resonant alto with a bass rumble beneath it that seemed to vibrate in her chest. Still feminine, unmistakably so, but nothing like Kate Blakesley's voice. Nothing that anyone who knew her would recognise.

“Hello,” she said experimentally. “My name is Kate. I'm thirty-three years old and I live in Manchester.”

The words came out in that same unfamiliar register—warm and powerful, the kind of voice that commanded attention without raising itself. She could have been reading a shopping list and it would have sounded like a pronouncement from on high.

A laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her, and what emerged was… not a laugh. Not exactly. A satisfied, rumbling sound, almost like a purr, that resolved into something between a chuckle and a growl. It was absurd. It was wonderful.

“Oh my God,” she said, grinning—or whatever the feline equivalent of a grin was. “I sound like a completely different person.”

The vocal apparatus is part of the form. Different throat, different resonance chambers, different result. Tauros sounded pleased. No one will connect that voice to Kate Blakesley.

“No one will connect anything about this to Kate Blakesley.” She turned back to the mirror, still marvelling at the stranger looking back at her. On impulse, she drew a breath—a deep one, filling lungs that seemed larger than they should be—and let it out.

The roar that emerged shook the windows.

It was nothing like a human sound. Nothing like anything she'd ever produced. A deep, thunderous bellow that started in her chest and tore through the air like a physical force, primal and savage and absolutely terrifying. The mirror rattled in its frame. Somewhere in the flat below, a dog started barking frantically.

Kate clapped a bronze hand over her muzzle, eyes wide.

“Jesus Christ,” she breathed—and even that came out as a rumble.

Perhaps save that for when you actually need to intimidate someone.

“You think?” She was laughing again—that strange, purring chuckle. “I'm going to get noise complaints.”

You're going to get a lot more than that if you do it in public. That sound carries. I could feel it resonating through the building's structure.

“Note to self: indoor voice.” But she was smiling. The roar had felt good—powerful and controlled and utterly unlike anything the old Kate could have produced. Another tool in the arsenal. Another way she was no longer the helpless woman who'd watched Baptiste walk away with her friend.

“It's perfect,” she said again, and this time she meant all of it—the form, the voice, the roar, the future stretching out ahead of her. “Tauros, it's perfect.”

It's us. The warmth in the bond intensified. Not what I was. Not what Baptiste made me. Something new. Something we chose together.

Kate pressed her palm—her bronze, clawed, powerful palm—against the mirror, feeling the cool glass against metal that was somehow also skin.

“Partners,” she said.

Partners, Tauros agreed.

Outside, Manchester waited. A city full of problems and possibilities, of people who needed help and threats that needed facing. Kate didn't have all the answers. Didn't know what came next, or how to be the hero that Baptiste had failed to become.

But she had resources now. She had a form that was hers, chosen rather than inherited. She had a friend in her mind who had learned to say no, to choose, to be someone rather than something.

And she had time.

The lioness smiled—an expression that shouldn't have worked on a feline face but somehow did—and began to plan.

—

To be continued in Book Two…
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