[image: cover-image, The Wolf and the Voice substack]
THE WOLF AND THE VOICE
A Novel of the StitchCount Saga
PREQUEL
 
 
 
 
 
© Copyright 2025 by Sal Riff
 
￼[image: image12.jpg]
Prologue: The Zero Sum
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The silence in the Black Tower was not empty; it was heavy.
It was a pressurized thing, calibrated to precisely 20 decibels—the exact volume of a human whisper—and pumped through the ventilation shafts along with the scrubbed, tasteless air.
Cynan Karto sat in the center of this silence, a spider in a web of light.
His office on the 80th floor of Helios Intelligence was a void carved out of the city’s glowing heart. The walls were matte-black alloy, designed to absorb radar, sound, and light.
The only illumination came from the curved bank of monitors that surrounded his desk like a fortress wall, bathing his face in a wash of shifting, code-blue luminescence.
He looked older than his forty-five years. The lines around his eyes were not wrinkles; they were geological strata, marking eras of sleeplessness and moral erosion. His hair was graying at the temples, a stark contrast to the severe black of his operative’s tunic.
He picked up his mug. It was black ceramic, chipped at the rim. The coffee inside was cold, bitter, and thick as oil.
He drank it anyway. He didn't drink for pleasure; he drank for function.
"Status," he murmured.
The room’s AI responded instantly, a disembodied female voice that sounded disturbingly like the woman who ran this tower.
"Sector 4 surveillance grid is active. Three anomalies detected in the Sump transit lines. Cross-referencing with known insurgent bio-prints."
"Flag the second anomaly," Karto said, his fingers dancing across the haptic interface of his desk without looking. "It’s a decoy. Check the thermal exhaust on the mag-lev maintenance hatch three blocks east. That’s where they are."
"Processing... Confirmed. Heat signature detected. Dispatching Containment Team."
Karto swiped the notification away. Another cell broken. Another debt collected.
He leaned back in his chair, the leather creaking—a sound that seemed violently loud in the quiet room. He rubbed his eyes.
The city of Helios Prime stretched out below him through the polarized window, a sprawling, infinite circuit board of white and gold lights. It was beautiful, in the way a microchip is beautiful. It was orderly. It was efficient.
It was a lie.
He checked the chrono on his display. 03:00.
The witching hour. The hour when the logic circuits of the city refreshed, and for a microsecond, the surveillance grid blinked.
It was time.
Karto reached into the bottom drawer of his desk. He bypassed the biometric lock with a sequence of keystrokes he had never written down, a rhythm his fingers remembered like a piano scale.
He pulled out a physical data-slate.
It was old tech. The casing was scratched, the screen prone to flickering. It wasn't connected to the Helios network. It was an air-gapped ghost, invisible to Director Thorpe, invisible to the system, invisible to the world.
He powered it on. The boot-up sequence was slow, a relic of a time before quantum processing.
A single file appeared on the screen. It had no name, only a date. Twenty years ago.
He pressed his thumb to the screen.
The image resolved. It was a holographic recording, grainy and low-resolution, filmed from a distance through a rain-streaked window.
A woman stood on a balcony.
She was not wearing the gray tunics of the populace or the white silk of the aristocracy. She wore a dress of deep, iridescent blue that seemed to ripple like water. Her back was to the camera, but Karto knew the curve of her neck, the way her shoulder blades moved beneath the fabric, better than he knew the back of his own hand.
She turned.
Valerie Vane.
Even through the grain of the recording, she hit him like a physical blow. Her face was a study in defiance and grace—high cheekbones, eyes that burned with a fierce, terrifying intelligence, and a mouth that was currently shaped into a laugh he could no longer hear.
She was holding a glass of wine, toasting the storm clouds gathering over the city. She looked fearless. She looked alive.
Karto traced the line of her jaw on the screen with a trembling finger.
"The account is balanced," he whispered to the ghost.
It was his ritual. His penance. Every night, at 03:00, he looked at her face to remind himself why he was a monster.
He remembered the smell of ozone and wet pavement. He remembered the sound of her sister’s voice—Tara, the firebrand, the chaos to Valerie's order. He remembered the deal he had made with the devil to keep Valerie breathing.
I erased you, he thought, the guilt a cold, familiar knife in his gut. I shipped you away to a rock where nothing happens.
He checked the sub-file attached to the image. It was a passive tracking log, pinging a remote transponder in the Outer Rim, several sectors away.
Subject: Citizen 8940. 
Status: Active. 
Location: Veridia. 
Vitals: Normal.
 
She was alive. She was planting corn, or fixing hydroponic pumps, or teaching children to read. She forgot who she was. She forgot the songs she used to sing that made the Citadels weep. She forgot the revolution she led.
And she didn't remember him.
That was the price. That was the line item in the ledger that kept him awake for twenty years.
A chime on his main console shattered the moment.
PRIORITY ALERT: DIRECTOR THORPE
Karto slammed the old data-slate face down, sliding it back into the drawer with a fluid, guilty speed. He locked it. He composed his face, smoothing the grief into the flat, unreadable mask of the Senior Operative.
"Open channel," he said.
The face of Director Elsbeth Thorpe appeared on his main screen. She was immaculate, as always, her white uniform crisp, her silver hair pulled back so tight it pulled the skin of her face into a permanent expression of disdain.
"Operative Karto," she said. Her voice was ice water. "You are awake."
"The city doesn't sleep, Director. Neither do I."
"Good. We have a situation in Sector 7. A discrepancy in the shipping manifests. It looks like the work of the Crimson Coil."
"I'll look into it," Karto said.
"See that you do. And Karto?"
"Director?"
Thorpe leaned closer to the camera. Her eyes, sharp and predatory, seemed to bore through the screen, searching his office for secrets.
"You look tired," she said softly. "You spend too much time looking at the past. It’s inefficient."
Karto’s pulse didn't jump. His heart rate remained a steady, flat line. He had trained it to lie.
"I don't look at the past, Director," he lied smoothly. "I look for patterns."
"Keep looking," she said. "But remember who holds the pen."
The screen went black.
Karto sat in the silence. He could still feel the heat of the old data-slate through the wood of the desk.
He wasn't looking for patterns. He was looking for a way out.
He stood up and walked to the window. He looked down at the city he helped enslave, at the lights that represented millions of lives he had cataloged, weighed, and judged.
Somewhere, out in the dark, Tara Vane’s ghost was screaming for revenge. Somewhere, on a farm world, Valerie Vane was sleeping a dreamless sleep.
And here, in the tower, the Accountant was waiting.
"One day," he whispered to the reflection in the glass. "One day, the math will change."
He turned back to his desk. He had work to do. He had to hunt a smuggler in Sector 7.
He didn't know yet that the smuggler in Sector 7 wasn't just a glitch. It was the past, circling back to settle the score.
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Chapter 1: The Eye of Helios
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The city of Helios Prime did not breathe; it vibrated.
It was a tremor you felt in your teeth, a low-frequency hum generated by the trillion-watt fusion reactors deep in the mantle, the magnetic rails of the transit web, and the collective, anxious heartbeat of forty billion citizens stacked in layers of steel and glass.
Cynan Karto felt it through the soles of his boots. He felt it in the tips of his fingers as they hovered over the obsidian interface of his workstation.
He was twenty-five years old, but in the blue-washed twilight of the Surveillance Floor, he looked like a ghost who had died of exhaustion.
"Target acquired," he whispered.
He didn't speak to anyone. He rarely did. In the Black Tower, speech was an inefficiency. Data was the only language that mattered.
On his primary monitor, a grain of rice in a sandstorm resolved into a face.
It was a boy. Seventeen, maybe eighteen. He was huddled in the maintenance crawlspace of a Sector 4 atmospheric processor, clutching a satchel to his chest. The thermal scan showed his body heat flaring red against the cold blue of the machinery—a frantic, terrified pulse.
Karto didn't know the boy's name. The system just tagged him as Anomaly 99-Delta.
Suspected of carrying unauthorized pamphlets. Poetry, maybe. Or a manifesto. It didn't matter. In Helios, unauthorized thought was a contagion.
Karto watched the boy shiver. He adjusted the gain on the audio feed, filtering out the roar of the turbines until he could hear the boy’s breathing. It was ragged, wet sobs.
"Mom," the boy whispered to the damp metal wall. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."
Karto’s hand froze.
This was the part they didn't tell you about in the Academy. They taught you pattern recognition. They taught you how to triangulate a signal bounce off a moving mag-lev. They didn't teach you what it felt like to hold a human life in your cursor, listening to it beg for its mother.
Do it, the logic of the tower whispered. He is a disruption. Balance the equation.
Karto looked around the Surveillance Floor. It was a cavernous, circular amphitheater, tiered like a lecture hall from hell. Hundreds of analysts sat in concentric rings, their faces illuminated by the glow of their screens.
It was silent, save for the click of keys and the hum of the air scrubbers. No one looked up. No one cared. They were gods of a paper universe, moving pieces on a board they would never touch.
Karto looked back at the screen. The boy was wiping his nose on his sleeve. He looked so small.
Just a kid, Karto thought. Just a scared kid who read the wrong book.
He could loop the footage. He could create a glitch, a thermal ghost that would send the Containment Team to the wrong sector. He could give the boy a five-minute head start.
His finger hovered over the LOOP command.
"Got something, Karto?"
The voice was a splash of ice water.
Karto didn't jump. He didn't flinch. He had learned, very early, that reaction was guilt. He slowly minimized the LOOP command and brought up the tactical grid.
He swiveled his chair.
Soren stood behind him.
Soren was what the Directorate called a "high-potential asset." He was handsome in a sharp, reptilian way, with hair that was always perfectly coiffed and a uniform that never seemed to wrinkle. He held a datapad like a scepter. He smiled, but it was a smile that didn't reach his eyes—it was just a baring of teeth.
"Just clearing noise," Karto said, his voice level. "Thermal exhaust vent acting up in Sector 4."
Soren leaned over Karto’s shoulder, invading his space. He smelled of expensive, synthetic cologne—a cloying scent of musk and ozone.
"Is that so?" Soren tapped Karto’s screen with a manicured nail, right over the heat signature of the boy. "Because that vent looks like it has a pulse. And it's crying."
Karto felt a cold knot tighten in his stomach. Soren had been watching his screen. He had been waiting.
"It's a vagrant," Karto said. "Low priority."
"Low priority?" Soren chuckled, a dry, dusty sound. "Director Thorpe has issued a Code Orange for all Sector 4 anomalies. She’s looking for a leak. And you found one."
Soren straightened up, looking around the room, making sure the other analysts were listening.
"Or were you going to let it drip, Karto? Like you did with the ration thieves last month?"
It was an accusation. A challenge. If Karto hesitated now, if he showed mercy, Soren would report him. Karto would be the one in the cell. Or worse—dissolved.
Karto looked at the screen. The boy was pulling a picture out of his pocket. A photograph of a woman.
I'm sorry, Karto thought. The apology was a silent scream in his head.
"Confirming target," Karto said loud enough for the room to hear. "Sector 4. Maintenance Shaft B. Sending coordinates to Containment."
He pressed the key.
On the screen, the door to the crawlspace blew inward. White-armored figures swarmed in. The boy screamed. He didn't fight; he just curled into a ball, clutching the photograph.
The feed cut to static.
"Efficient," Soren said, patting Karto on the shoulder. It felt like a brand. "See? That wasn't so hard. You just have to remember the math, Cynan. One minus one equals zero. Order restored."
Soren walked away, his boots clicking on the floor.
Karto sat in the blue light. He felt sick. He felt hollowed out, as if the Containment Team had breached his chest and taken something vital.
He picked up his black ceramic mug. The coffee was cold. He stared at his reflection in the dark liquid.
You are a monster, the reflection said. You just killed a child to save your desk job.
"It’s not a job," he whispered to the cup. "It’s a wall. We keep the wall standing."
He drank the coffee. It tasted like ash.
A chime on his console signaled a new data packet. Priority One. Encrypted.
FROM: DIRECTORATE COMMAND   
TO: ANALYST KARTO, C.   
SUBJECT: NEW ASSIGNMENT / HIGH VALUE TARGET
 
Karto rubbed his temples. He didn't want a new target. He wanted to go home to his small, empty apartment, turn off the lights, and sit in the dark until he couldn't hear the boy screaming anymore.
He opened the file.
A hologram materialized above his desk.
It was a woman.
She was standing on a stage, bathed in a spotlight that seemed to weave itself from pure stardust. She was wearing a gown of shimmering, silver fabric that moved like liquid mercury. Her arms were raised, her head thrown back in the ecstasy of a final note.
Even in the frozen hologram, she radiated a terrifying, blinding charisma. She was beautiful, yes—high cheekbones, skin like porcelain, dark hair cascading down her back—but it was more than that. It was the raw, exposed emotion on her face.
In a city of masks, she was naked.
Target: Valerie Vane.   
Occupation: Soprano / Performance Artist.   
Status: Beloved.
 
Karto frowned. "An opera singer?" he muttered. "Why is Intelligence looking at a singer?"
He scrolled down the file.
Suspected Sympathies: Outer Rim Separatists.   
Potential Contacts: Smuggling Ring 'The Rust-Runners'.   
Threat Level: Cultural Destabilization.
 
"Cultural destabilization," Karto read. "She sings too loud?"
He tapped the audio file attached to the hologram.
The sound filled his headset.
It was a voice that defied physics. It started low, a mournful cello note that vibrated in the base of his skull, then rose, climbing octaves with an effortless, crystalline purity.
It wasn't just sound; it was texture. It was velvet and ice. It was the feeling of falling in love and the feeling of a funeral, all wrapped in a single breath.
The Surveillance Floor vanished. The boy in the vent vanished. Soren vanished.
For ten seconds, Cynan Karto was not an analyst. He was not a monster. He was just a man, listening to an angel weep.
The track ended.
Silence rushed back in, louder and colder than before.
Karto sat there, stunned. His heart was beating a rhythm he didn't recognize.
"Well," a voice said.
Soren was back. He was leaning against the partition of Karto’s cubicle, watching him with a smirk.
"She’s something, isn't she? The Voice of Helios."
Karto pulled off his headset. "Why is she a target, Soren?"
"Because," Soren said, his eyes gleaming with petty malice, "nobody is that perfect. The Director thinks she's hiding something. A lover. A habit. A secret."
Soren leaned in close.
"They gave her to you, Karto, because you're the best at finding dirt in a clean room. You're going to peel her apart. You're going to watch her eat, sleep, and breathe. And you're going to find the rot."
Karto looked at the hologram of Valerie Vane. She looked triumphant. She looked untouchable.
"And if there is no rot?" Karto asked.
Soren laughed. "There’s always rot, Cynan. Look at your hands."
Soren walked away again, laughing to himself.
Karto looked at his hands. They were clean. Pale. Trembling slightly.
He looked back at Valerie.
"I'm sorry," he whispered to the glowing woman. It was the same apology he had given the boy.
He typed a command.
INITIATE SURVEILLANCE: LEVEL 5 (TOTAL IMMERSION).
The screens around him shifted. The map of the city disappeared.
In its place, a dozen windows opened into Valerie Vane’s life.
Camera 1: Her penthouse living room. 
Camera 2: Her dressing room. 
Camera 3: The view from her balcony. 
Biometric Feed: Heart rate 65. Stress levels moderate.
 
He was inside her world. He was the ghost in her walls.
On the main screen, the live feed from her penthouse showed Valerie Vane walking into the room. She looked tired. She pulled the pins from her hair, letting it fall. She kicked off her shoes.
She walked to the window and looked out at the city. She looked right at the camera hidden in the window frame.
She looked right at him.
Of course, she couldn't see him. She saw the city lights. She saw the reflection of her own face.
But Karto felt a jolt of electricity arc through him.
For the first time in his life, he didn't want to find the error. He didn't want to balance the equation.
He just wanted to watch.
"Hello, Valerie," he whispered.
And in the silence of the Black Tower, the ledger opened.
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Chapter 2: The Golden Cage
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The applause rolled over the stage like a physical wave, heavy and suffocating.
Valerie Vane stood at the center of the amphitheater, bathed in a spotlight so bright it bleached the color from her silver gown. She bowed her head, letting the sound wash over her. It was deafening. It was adoration.
It meant absolutely nothing.
She raised her head and smiled. It was a practiced, flawless expression, designed to project gratitude and grace to the ten thousand members of the Helios elite sitting in the velvet-lined tiers above her.
They were the Directorate, the Corporate Lords, the men and women who owned the sky. And for two hours, they had belonged to her.
The curtain began to fall, a massive sheet of crimson synth-silk dropping to sever the connection between the goddess and her worshippers.
The moment the silk touched the stage, Valerie’s smile vanished.
Her shoulders slumped. The terrifying charisma that had filled the arena evaporated, leaving behind a twenty-two-year-old woman who was desperately, bone-deep exhausted.
"Brilliant, Miss Vane. Absolutely brilliant."
Maxis, her manager, was waiting in the wings. He was a small, nervous man who wore suits that were slightly too expensive for his station. He held a datapad in one hand and a towel in the other.
Valerie took the towel and wiped the sweat from her neck.
"Did they like it, Maxis?" she asked, her voice lacking the crystalline resonance she used on stage. It was just a voice now. Flat. Tired.
"Like it? Valerie, they wept. Director Thorpe’s second-in-command was in Box Four. I saw him wipe his eyes during the second act." Maxis tapped his datapad frantically. "We are trending across all upper-tier networks. Engagement is up twelve percent."
Valerie kept walking toward her dressing room, her heels clicking on the permacrete floor.
"Twelve percent," she echoed hollowly. "How wonderful."
She pushed open the door to her dressing room. It was a sprawling suite, filled with white roses she hadn't asked for and bottles of champagne she wouldn't drink. It smelled overwhelmingly of synthetic jasmine.
"I need ten minutes, Maxis," she said, not turning around.
"Of course, of course. The after-party starts at midnight. You need to be seen, Valerie. The Sector 2 Governor is going to be there."
"Ten minutes."
She closed the door in his face and locked it.
The silence of the room wrapped around her. It wasn't true silence—the low-frequency hum of the city's fusion reactors was always there, vibrating in her teeth—but it was better than the noise of the crowd.
Valerie walked over to the vanity and stared at her reflection in the mirror surrounded by harsh, bright bulbs.
You are a fraud, she thought.
She reached up and began to pull the heavy, jeweled pins from her hair. She let the dark strands fall, shaking her head until her scalp stopped aching.
She loved the music. She truly did. When she sang, she felt connected to something ancient and raw, something that the sterile steel and glass of Helios couldn't touch. But the music had become a product. A sedative.
She was singing lullabies to the monsters while they devoured the city.
A soft chime interrupted her thoughts.
She glanced at her personal comm-link resting on the vanity. It was flashing a pale, urgent yellow.
Valerie’s heart skipped a beat. She snatched the device up. It wasn't a standard message on the Helios grid. It was an encrypted burst transmission, bouncing off three different unregistered satellites before landing on her device.
Only one person used that encryption.
She pressed her thumb to the screen to decrypt the text.
SENDER: T.V.
LOCATION: UNKNOWN (SECTOR 4 PROXIMITY)
 
The Sump is boiling, Val. We lost three runners tonight. Containment swept the transit lines. They knew exactly where we were. Someone is bleeding us. 
 
Don't let them see you sweat. Keep singing. 
- T
 
Valerie gripped the edge of the vanity, her knuckles turning white.
Tara.
Her sister. Her brilliant, reckless, infuriating sister. While Valerie wore silk and sang for the Directorate, Tara wore Kevlar and ran contraband through the toxic slums of the Undercity. They were two halves of a fractured coin.
Valerie quickly typed a response, her fingers flying over the glass.
TO: T.V.
 
Get out of Sector 4. It's too hot. Tell the Rust-Runners to stand down for the week. I have enough credits to cover the shipment. Please, Tara. Don't be a hero.
 
She hit send. The message vanished, scrubbed instantly from her device's memory.
She closed her eyes and took a deep, trembling breath. The anxiety was a physical weight on her chest. Every time Tara went into the Sump, Valerie expected it to be the last time. She expected the knock on the door, the white-armored guards, the cold notification that her sister had been dissolved by the state.
Keep singing, Tara had said. Don't let them see you sweat.
Valerie opened her eyes. She looked at the mirror again.
Suddenly, a strange sensation prickled the back of her neck. It was the distinct, uncomfortable feeling of being watched.
She turned around, scanning the room. The white roses. The champagne. The velvet chaise lounge. The room was empty.
But the feeling persisted. It was heavy. Clinical.
She walked over to the massive floor-to-ceiling window that overlooked the city. Helios Prime stretched out before her, an infinite circuit board of white and gold lights. Down there, in the dark gaps between the lights, Tara was fighting for her life.
Valerie looked up at the window frame. She knew there were cameras. Maxis told her they were for her 'protection.'
For a long moment, she stared directly into the glass, right where she suspected the lens was hidden. She didn't smile. She didn't offer the goddess. She offered them the cold, hard defiance of a girl who had climbed out of the Sump and hadn't forgotten the smell of it.
Look at me, she thought, projecting the words into the silence of the room. I know what you are.
Somewhere in the city, the comm-link on her vanity chimed again.
Maxis was knocking on the door. "Five minutes, Valerie! The Governor's transport is waiting!"
Valerie took a final breath, smoothing the silver fabric of her gown. She locked the fear for her sister deep in a box inside her chest. She put the mask back on.
"I'm coming," she called out.
The Voice of Helios stepped back out into the light, unaware of the blue-lit room on the 80th floor, or the tired, graying analyst who was watching her every move.
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Chapter 3: A Calculated Treason
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Immersion surveillance was not just watching. It was drowning.
For three days, Cynan Karto had not left the Black Tower. He existed entirely within the digital perimeter of Valerie Vane’s life. He knew the precise temperature she kept her penthouse (a chilly 18 degrees Celsius). He knew the brand of synthetic tea she drank to soothe her vocal cords.
He knew that when she thought no one was looking, the glamorous, untouchable Voice of Helios chewed on her thumbnail like an anxious child.
On the main monitor of Karto’s workstation, Valerie was asleep.
The infrared camera in her bedroom painted her in soft hues of crimson and orange against the cold blue of the sheets. Her biometric feed hummed in the bottom corner of the screen.
SUBJECT: VALERIE VANE
HEART RATE: 52 BPM (RESTING)
STRESS CORTISOL: MODERATE-HIGH
 
"Even in your sleep, you're fighting," Karto murmured.
He rubbed his eyes, the gritty feeling of exhaustion scraping against his corneas. He reached for his black ceramic mug, taking a sip of coffee that had gone cold hours ago.
He was supposed to be building a profile of a cultural destabilizer. He was supposed to find the rot. Instead, he found a woman holding her breath in a room full of gold.
Suddenly, a sharp, piercing alarm shattered the quiet hum of his terminal.
The screen flashed a violent amber.
ALERT: UNAUTHORIZED FREQUENCY DETECTED
SOURCE: PENTHOUSE 4A (VANE, V.)
TYPE: ENCRYPTED BURST TRANSMISSION
 
Karto bolted upright, spilling cold coffee over his knuckles. His fingers slammed onto the haptic keyboard, killing the audible alarm before it could echo across the Surveillance Floor.
He checked the floor. Most of the other analysts were absorbed in their own screens. Soren was nowhere to be seen.
Karto dragged the amber alert to his secondary monitor. He isolated the signal. It wasn't an incoming message; it was the echo of an outgoing transmission.
Valerie, what did you do? he thought, his stomach twisting into a cold knot.
He ran a decryption algorithm, brute-forcing the packet headers. It took the Black Tower’s quantum processors exactly four seconds to shred the civilian-grade encryption Valerie had used in her dressing room.
The message materialized on his screen.
TO: T.V.
Get out of Sector 4. It's too hot. Tell the Rust-Runners to stand down for the week. I have enough credits to cover the shipment. Please, Tara. Don't be a hero.
 
Karto stopped breathing.
Tara. He knew the name. Every analyst in the Tower knew the name. Tara Vane was a ghost, a high-value target in the Undercity who had been bleeding Directorate supply lines for months.
And the Voice of Helios was funding her.
This was it. This was the treason Director Thorpe had been looking for. It was a silver bullet. If Karto flagged this message and sent it up the chain of command, Valerie Vane would be dragged out of her penthouse before dawn. She would disappear into the re-education camps, and Tara would be hunted down and executed.
Karto’s finger hovered over the SUBMIT TO DIRECTORATE key.
It was the math. It was the equation he had lived by for twenty years. One minus one equals zero. Order restored.
"Find something good, Cynan?"
The voice was a hiss of static in his ear.
Karto’s heart slammed against his ribs. He didn't turn around. He didn't need to. He could smell the ozone and expensive cologne. Soren was standing directly behind his chair.
"Just baseline telemetry," Karto lied, his voice terrifyingly calm. He kept his eyes locked on the primary monitor, where Valerie was still sleeping in infrared.
"Baseline?" Soren leaned over, his reflection appearing in the dark glass of the monitor. "I saw an amber flash from across the floor. You caught a transmission."
"A glitch," Karto said, his fingers resting lightly on the keyboard. "A bounce off a commercial satellite. It flagged as encrypted, but it was just corrupted data from the weather grid."
Soren chuckled. It was a nasty, knowing sound.
"You're losing your edge, old man," Soren whispered. "Or maybe you're just getting soft. Let me see the packet."
Soren reached past Karto, his manicured hand moving toward the terminal controls.
Time dilated.
If Soren touched the keyboard, he would pull up the secondary monitor’s cache. He would see the message. He would see Tara Vane’s name.
Cynan Karto had spent his entire life building the wall that kept Helios safe. He was a creature of the system, a loyal hound of the Directorate.
But as he looked at the infrared image of the sleeping woman—the woman who sang lullabies to monsters to protect her sister—the math finally broke.
Karto’s left hand shot out, intercepting Soren’s wrist. His grip was like a steel vise, fueled by adrenaline and a sudden, terrifying clarity.
Soren gasped, his eyes widening in shock. "What the hell are you doing, Karto? Let go."
"I said," Karto growled, his voice dropping to a deadly, gravelly register, "it was a glitch."
With his right hand, Karto bypassed the safety protocols on his terminal. He didn't just delete the intercepted message. Deleting it would leave a gap in the system log, a ghost that Internal Affairs would eventually hunt down.
Instead, he overwrote it.
He initiated a root-command sequence, his fingers flying in a blur.
> ACCESS LOG: ENCRYPTED TRANSMISSION 884-J
> OVERRIDE PROTOCOL: OMEGA-NINE
> INITIATING DATA-SWAP...
 
He pulled a random, mundane receipt from Valerie’s civilian file—an order for six dozen white roses from an upper-tier florist—and injected its data signature into the amber alert's time-stamp.
> DATA-SWAP COMPLETE. 
> NEW LOG ENTRY: COMMERCIAL TRANSACTION (FLORAL). 
> TRACE DELETED.
 
Karto released Soren’s wrist.
Soren stumbled back, rubbing his arm, his face flushed with anger. "You're insane. I'm reporting this to Thorpe. I'm telling her you're hiding data."
Karto slowly turned his chair around. He looked up at the younger analyst. The exhaustion was gone from his eyes, replaced by something cold, sharp, and infinitely dangerous.
"Report what, Soren?" Karto asked softly.
He tapped the screen. The log displayed a perfectly clean, perfectly innocent transaction for white roses. The message to the Rust-Runners was gone. Burned to ash in the digital wind.
"Are you going to tell the Director that you interrupted a Senior Analyst to investigate a flower delivery?" Karto tilted his head. "Do it. Let's see how much she appreciates your initiative."
Soren stared at the screen, his jaw working silently. He looked from the floral receipt to Karto’s unblinking eyes. He knew he had been outplayed, but he couldn't prove how.
"This isn't over, Cynan," Soren spat, backing away. "I'm watching you. You hear me? I'm watching you."
"Get in line," Karto whispered as Soren retreated into the shadows of the amphitheater.
Karto turned back to his terminal. His hands were shaking so hard he had to clasp them together in his lap.
He had just committed high treason. There was no going back. If Thorpe ever audited the raw data-stream, he was a dead man.
He looked at the main monitor. Valerie stirred in her sleep, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders.
"You owe me a new life, Valerie," Karto said to the empty room.
He reached into his bottom drawer and pulled out the old, air-gapped data-slate. The one that held the secrets of his past. The ledger was open, and the ink was bleeding.
The watcher had just become the shield.
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The Undercity did not have a horizon.
It was a vertical maze of pipes, pressure valves, and rusted gantries that blocked out the sky, turning the world into a claustrophobic tunnel of steam and shadows.
The air here was thicker than in the Spire, weighted down by humidity and the metallic tang of unrefined fusion exhaust. It tasted of old copper and desperation.
Valerie walked beside her sister, her boots splashing in the oily runoff that coated the street like a second skin. She kept her hood up, her face hidden deep within the cowl, but her eyes were wide, drinking in the chaotic tapestry of Sector 7.
This was the engine room of Helios.
It was where the clean energy that powered the Spire was born, churned out by massive, groaning fusion turbines that vibrated the very air, a constant, subsonic thrum that rattled in Valerie’s teeth.
The people here moved with a desperate, frantic energy, their faces smeared with grease, their hands calloused and scarred from a lifetime of keeping the lights on for people who would never know their names. They were the fuel, burning themselves out to keep the city bright.
Tara led her to a heavy, reinforced blast door set into the side of a decommissioned ventilation shaft. It looked abandoned, marked with a faded biohazard symbol and covered in layers of grime and graffiti.
To anyone else, it was just another piece of urban decay. To Tara, it was a sanctuary.
"Home sweet home," Tara muttered, pressing her palm against a hidden scanner disguised as a rivet.
The door hissed open with a grinding protest of metal on metal.
They stepped into a cavernous, repurposed maintenance bay. It smelled of ozone, old coffee, and high-voltage electronics—a sharp, electric scent that prickled the back of Valerie’s throat.
Valerie blinked, adjusting to the sudden brightness of the halogen work lights that hung from the ceiling in wire cages.
The space was a workshop of rebellion.
Crates of stolen medical supplies were stacked against one wall, their corporate logos scratched out. A disassembled surveillance drone lay on a workbench, its innards exposed like a dissected insect. Cables snaked across the floor like vines in a mechanical jungle.
It was a place of frantic industry, a hidden heart beating beneath the city's ribs.
"Felix!" Tara shouted, wincing as she leaned heavily against a crate, her hand pressing the rag to her side. "Get the kit. I’m leaking."
A boy popped his head out from behind a bank of humming servers.
He was young, barely twenty, with a mess of curly hair and thick, taped-together glasses that magnified his wide, anxious eyes. He wore a tech-vest covered in pockets, each one bulging with tools, wires, and data chips.
"Tara!" Felix scrambled over the debris, clutching a battered med-kit to his chest. He stopped dead when he saw Valerie standing in the doorway. His jaw dropped. "Is that... is that the Voice?"
"It’s my sister," Tara snapped, her patience fraying with the pain. She sat heavily on a crate, her breath hitching. "And she’s not signing autographs. Stitch me up before I bleed on the floor."
Felix nodded, his face flushing a deep crimson. He knelt beside Tara, his hands moving with surprising steadiness as he cut away the blood-soaked fabric of her jumpsuit, revealing the ugly gash in her side.
Valerie stood back, feeling useless and out of place.
She was an ornament in a machine shop, a porcelain doll in a room full of hammers. Her black bodysuit, designed for sleek thermal regulation and stage movement, looked ridiculous next to the heavy canvas and leather of the crew.
She crossed her arms, trying to make herself smaller, trying to hide the fact that she didn't belong here.
A shadow moved in the corner, detaching itself from the darkness.
A man stepped into the light. He was massive, a mountain of muscle and scars that seemed to take up all the oxygen in the room. He wore a sleeveless tunic that revealed arms covered in tattoos—prison ink, marking time served in the orbital penal colonies.
His head was shaved, and his eyes were dark, unreadable pits set deep in a face that had seen too much violence.
"Ved," Tara grunted, seeing him. "Report."
Ved didn't speak immediately. He looked at Valerie. His gaze was heavy, assessing, stripping away the glamour and seeing only the threat underneath. He looked at her not with awe, but with deep, simmering suspicion.
He saw a liability wrapped in silk.
"The shipment is secure," Ved rumbled. His voice was deep, like stones grinding together in a rock crusher. "But the drones are swarming Sector 4. They're looking for blood. They know someone got hit."
"They won't find us," Tara said through gritted teeth as Felix applied a numbing gel to her wound. The smell of antiseptic cut through the ozone. "We're ghosts. We know the tunnels better than their algorithms do."
"Ghosts don't leave trails," Ved said, stepping closer. He walked over to Valerie, his boots heavy on the concrete. He loomed over her, smelling of engine oil, stale tobacco, and violence. "She does."
"She’s fine, Ved," Tara said sharply, wincing as Felix threaded a needle. "Back off."
Ved didn't back off. He leaned down, invading Valerie’s space, his face inches from hers.
"You smell like the Spire," he said, his voice a low growl. "Like perfume and lies. You smell like the people who put me in the cage."
Valerie felt a spike of fear, but she crushed it down.
She straightened her spine, lifting her chin. She looked up at him, channeling every ounce of stage presence she possessed, the same imperious grace she used to silence a heckler or command an audience.
She didn't flinch.
"And you smell like a man who judges people by their smell," she said coolly, her voice steady and clear. "Which is inefficient. And boring."
Ved blinked. He stared at her for a long second, searching for the crack in her facade. He didn't find it. A slow, grudging respect flickered in his eyes. He stepped back, giving her space.
"She has teeth," he muttered, turning back to Tara.
"She’s a Vane," Tara said with a tight grin, wincing as Felix activated the dermal stapler.
Chunk. Chunk.
The sound was brutal and final.
Valerie watched as the metal staples closed the wound in her sister's side. It was barbaric, primitive medicine. In the Spire, a nanite-spray would have healed this in seconds without a scar. Here, it was metal and pain. It was a physical record of the cost of their life.
"Why do you do this?" Valerie asked softly, looking around the room at the stolen crates, the weapons, the desperate hope. "Why risk it all for... antibiotics? For fuel filters?"
Tara pushed Felix’s hands away and sat up, testing the staples with a grimace. She looked at Valerie, her eyes hard and bright.
"Because they aren't just antibiotics, Val. They're a message."
Tara stood up, walking over to a map projected onto the peeling wall. It showed the Helios system, but it wasn't the clean, political map Valerie knew.
It was marked with angry red zones—quarantine sectors, mining colonies, labor camps. It was a map of suffering.
"The Directorate controls the supply chain," Tara said, tracing a line to the water-world of Pontus. "They decide who gets medicine, who gets fuel, who gets to eat. They use scarcity as a leash. They starve the outer rims to keep them obedient, and they flood the Spire to keep you complacent."
She turned to Valerie, her expression fierce.
"We cut the leash."
Tara pointed to Pontus on the map. It was a blue marble, swirling with endless oceans and storms.
"The Gala," Tara said. "Governor Sable’s annual masquerade. You're the headline act, right?"
"Yes," Valerie said, a cold knot forming in her stomach. "Next week. It's the highlight of the season."
"Perfect," Tara said. Her eyes were bright with a feverish intensity that scared Valerie more than Ved did. "Sable has a vault beneath the opera house. It’s supposed to be for art storage. A private collection for the elite. But our intel says he’s hoarding something else."
"What?"
"Refined Blue Algae," Felix piped up from the floor, adjusting his glasses and packing away his bloody tools. "High-density fuel. Extremely potent. Extremely illegal to hoard."
"Enough to power a colony generator for a year," Tara said. "Or... enough to build a bomb that could crack a tectonic plate."
"Sable is selling it to the off-world cartels," Ved added, his voice a rumble from the shadows. "While the people on the mining moons freeze to death because their reactors are empty."
Tara walked over to Valerie. She took her sister’s hands. Her grip was strong, calloused, and warm.
"We're going to take it, Val. We're going to steal the fuel right out from under his nose. And we need you."
"Me?" Valerie pulled back, her heart racing. "I’m a singer, Tara. I stand in the light. I don't... I don't steal. I don't know how to do this."
"You're the distraction," Tara said, squeezing her hands. "When you sing... the world stops. I've seen it. The guards watch you. The cameras watch you. Sable watches you. You paralyze them with beauty."
Tara smiled. It was a sharp, dangerous smile, full of reckless hope.
"You be the light, Val. Shine so bright they can't see anything else. And we'll be the shadow that moves while they're blinded."
Valerie looked at her sister. She looked at the map with its red zones of suffering. She looked at Ved, cleaning a heavy blaster in the corner with terrifying tenderness. She looked
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