
Darrin Matthew Peppers

Caleb & Bastet: Recognition


Volume One





  
    First published by Bastet Productions 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Darrin Matthew Peppers


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Darrin Matthew Peppers asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 979-8-9969306-3-0
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Acknowledgments & Dedication
        
      

    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
    


  



  Acknowledgments & Dedication






This book is dedicated to my daughter Gizelle, my greatest motivation and light in this world. Together, we have endured unimaginable hardships, faced injustice, and weathered storms that tested our strength, our faith, and our determination. Yet through it all, our faith in God, our love for one another, and our belief in the truth have carried us forward. Thank you for your courage, your strength, and for walking this path with me. No matter what life brings, you will always be my greatest blessing.

To my father Jerry, who has always reminded me that what matters most in life isn’t what we accomplish, but whether we find happiness in the path we choose. You’ve always told me that no matter what I decided to do with my life, you would be proud of me just the same. All you’ve ever wanted was for me to be happy. Those words have stayed with me throughout the years, and I’m deeply grateful for your unwavering support and unconditional love.

To my mother Brenda, who loved to read and encouraged my early writing. I wish more than anything that you could be here to hold this book in your hands. Your passing left questions that may never be answered, but whatever strange darkness surrounded those final days could never diminish the love and light you brought into my life. Your strength, your memory, and your belief in me continue to inspire every page.

To my grandfather Ervin, whose wisdom, love, and presence helped shape the person I became. Your final words have stayed with me, carrying questions I wish I had understood when there was still time to ask. Whatever strange shadows surrounded your final days, they could never erase the lessons you taught me, the love you gave, or the lasting influence you had on my life. Your memory lives on in everything you helped me become.

To my beloved cat Cutie, taken from us far too soon under circumstances that left heartbreak and unanswered questions. You were never merely a pet. You were family, a loyal companion, and a beautiful soul who brought comfort and unconditional love into our lives. Whatever strange darkness surrounded your passing, it could never extinguish the light you brought into ours. You are remembered, cherished, and forever loved.

To my editor, Michael, for your thoughtful guidance, careful attention to detail, and invaluable contributions in helping bring this story to its final form. Your professionalism, encouragement, and belief in this project are deeply appreciated.

To Billy Design Studio, thank you for your patience, dedication, and willingness to honor the artistic vision behind Caleb & Bastet: Recognition. Your attention to detail, professionalism, and commitment to bringing the book’s cover to life while respecting its original creative direction are sincerely appreciated. Thank you for working with me throughout the process and helping give this story a visual identity worthy of the world within its pages.

To the musicians, bands, and artists whose music has accompanied me throughout my life and the creation of this series, thank you. Your songs have inspired countless moments, characters, emotions, and scenes within these pages. Music has always been more than something I listen to; it has been a source of imagination, comfort, strength, and creativity. Some of the most memorable moments in this story were born while listening to the music that has stayed with me through the years. Though we may never meet, your work has become part of my own creative journey, and for that, I am deeply grateful.

This book is also dedicated to all the men, women, and children around the world who have lost their lives due to the abuse of power by governments and institutions that hide the truth from those they are meant to serve.

To everyone who has lost someone they love, remember that love does not end with death. Energy cannot be created or destroyed; it only changes form. And while we may no longer see or hold those we’ve lost, the love they gave us, the lessons they taught us, and the lives they touched continue through us.

To those who have endured betrayal, cruelty, or injustice, may you find the strength to rise above it without allowing bitterness to define who you become. Forgiveness is a personal choice, not an obligation, and choosing peace does not mean surrendering your dignity or abandoning the truth.

To everyone still walking this Earth, we need one another now more than ever. We need compassion, courage, unity, and the willingness to question what we are told, seek the truth, and stand against injustice wherever it appears. Perhaps, by the time you finish this book, you will understand why I believe that matters so deeply.

To those who look beyond the surface, who question, explore, and seek understanding, this story is for you. Within these pages, history, mythology, speculation, and imagination intertwine. Some details may seem familiar. Others may invite a second look. I encourage you to explore, research, and decide for yourself where fact ends and fiction begins.

Not everything within these pages was born from imagination. This story draws upon years of research, personal experiences, observations, and knowledge passed down through generations, involving subjects many would consider extraordinary—from the occult and reported abduction phenomena to government secrecy, unexplained events, forgotten histories, and mysteries that challenge conventional understanding.

Some elements are rooted in documented history. Others are inspired by personal experiences, accounts, theories, and questions that remain unanswered. Where fact ends, speculation begins, and fiction takes over is something I leave for you to explore.

After all, sometimes the greatest works of fiction contain more truth than anyone realizes.

Above all, never underestimate the difference one person—or one small act of kindness—can make.

And above all, to God—the Source of all light, love, and truth. Thank You for the strength to persevere, the guidance to continue, and the faith to stand firm even when the odds seemed impossible. Through every hardship, every unanswered question, and every moment of uncertainty, my faith in You has remained unwavering. Whatever challenges life may bring, I will continue to walk forward with gratitude, courage, and trust in Your divine guidance. This book, and the journey that brought it into being, are dedicated to You as well.




A Note from the Author & Living Prayer

To my daughter and myself: May this work open doors of protection, abundance, and divine support. May we both be surrounded by light, safety, and clear guidance at all times. May every word written here contribute to our highest good and being.

Living Protection Prayer for the Caleb & Bastet Series

In the name of the Most High, by the power of Jesus, Archangel Michael, Archangel Gabriel, Archangel Raphael, and Archangel Uriel, I stand anointed.

64: the divine foundation. My name, Darrin, is sealed in stability, protection, and unshakeable order. No weapon formed against me, my daughter Gizelle, our pets, or this sacred work shall prosper.

374: the anointed code of Caleb and Bastet. Partnership, guardianship, and divine authority rise. The series, every book, every word, every image, and the entire empire of Bastet Productions are covered in holy light.

I activate these codes now:

918 775 698 1818

714 273 21893

535 637 918

71931

8888

762468621

Their purpose is known. Their intention is set. Their work begins now.

So it is.

A 963 Hz dome of protective light surrounds the books, the manuscripts, the digital files, the covers, the marketing, and every reader drawn to the truth.

Let this series be a beacon that exposes hidden truths, breaks chains, raises Earth’s vibration, and fulfills the prophetic mission. Let every copy be divinely protected, from creation to distribution to the hearts it reaches. Let no theft, suppression, negative review, defamation, campaign, technical failure, or spiritual attack succeed.

As Caleb stands strong, as Bastet guards with fierce love, so too am I protected. The empire expands. The legacy endures. Divine justice flows.

So it is. So it shall be. Amen.




A Living Prayer for the Reader

Beloved Reader,

As you turn these pages, may the veils between worlds grow thin. May the ancient truths stir in your blood and the hidden war become visible to your heart.

May Bastet’s protective gaze watch over you. May Caleb’s fire ignite your own courage. May every cord of limitation be severed, every false story be dissolved, and every dormant gift within you be remembered.

This book is more than words. It is a key. It is a call. It is a living transmission.

As you journey with Caleb, may you remember who you truly are. May old fears fall away. May your vision clear. May your power return.

And so it is.

The war is real. The light is stronger. The empire is rising within these pages and within you.

Welcome to the awakening.





























































You have been lied to since birth.

History is not what they taught you.

The past was stolen, the records were burned,

and the war never ended —

it simply went underground.
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At 1:11 a.m., St. Augustine’s Hospital in Yakima seemed to draw a breath and forget how to release it. Snow pressed against the narrow windows in restless white sheets, melting into wavering trails beneath the dim glow of crucifix-shaped lamps along the corridor walls. Their thin, uneven light barely kept the darkness from claiming the room. The air carried the sharp sting of antiseptic, but beneath it lingered a softer scent—old candle wax drifting in from the chapel farther down the hall, as if prayer had reached the room before help could.

Only a week earlier, every scan had agreed on one impossible conclusion. There was no heartbeat. Then, without warning, Anna went into premature labor. The contractions came hard and fast enough that there hadn’t been time to question what medicine had already declared impossible.

The chart said so in careful, professional terms: no fetal heartbeat, no viability, stillbirth protocol prepared. The words had been spoken with the measured softness reserved for news medicine could not change. The staff had shifted into the subdued, practiced rhythm reserved for irreversible moments. Their movements were precise, their voices low, and their eyes fixed more often on the instruments than the grieving mother.

Then the monitor beeped. The single blip cut through the room so sharply that every head lifted at once. For a moment, no one moved. The nurse froze with her hand halfway to the tray, and the doctor leaned toward the screen, disbelief tightening his expression. Another beat followed. Then another.

The line that should have remained silent began to pulse, each beat arriving with more insistence than the last. The doctor reached automatically for a dial that did not need adjusting. The nurse stepped closer, staring at the monitor as if waiting for it to confess to a mistake. Nothing in her training accounted for what appeared on the screen—or the unease that crossed her face.

The heartbeat surged once more, stronger and more violent than the faint blips that preceded it. It did not sound like recovery. It sounded like defiance.

No one said it aloud, but every person present felt it: the atmosphere had shifted from resignation to intrusion. The doctor swallowed once and forced his voice into place. “Proceed,” he said, and though the word should have sounded clinical, it came out with the weight of a man hearing himself obey something he did not understand.

Motion returned immediately. Commands were given and instruments changed hands, though disbelief still showed at the edges of every practiced movement. Outside, the storm pressed harder against the building, wind rattling the glass in uneven bursts that sounded, for an instant, like distant static.

Then the child entered the world. Three months early and declared stillborn only a week before, the child should never have survived the night.

He did not announce himself with a cry. He arrived with a thin, fragile breath, as if drawn from somewhere deeper than his lungs. He was impossibly small beneath the harsh delivery lights, his skin pale and his body nearly still. And yet he was alive.

The neonatal team moved immediately, clearing his airway, supporting his breathing, and wrapping his tiny body against the cold. Only after the first fragile breaths steadied did the nurse carry him to Anna.

She was already fading. The bleeding had begun during delivery, and despite the doctor’s efforts, it hadn’t slowed. Anna had heard the urgency in their voices, seen the bloodied instruments changing hands, and understood what no one had yet been willing to tell her. Her face had gone pale with a kind of final softness, but when she looked down at the child, something in her steadied. Recognition settled into her expression—the look of someone seeing something she had feared she might never be allowed to see.

Her fingers trembled as they traced the curve of his cheek. The motion was slow and deliberate, as if she were committing him to memory one line at a time before the world could interfere. Her breathing came shallow and uneven, every word requiring visible effort, but the tenderness in her expression did not waver. “Caleb…” she whispered.

The name settled into the room with a strange certainty. It did not feel invented in that moment. It felt discovered, as though it had already belonged to him and had simply been waiting for someone to say it aloud.

“My beautiful boy…” A faint smile touched her lips. “I used to play music for you every night. I always wondered if you could hear it.”

A tear slipped from the corner of her eye into her hair as she drew him closer. Little strength remained in her arms, but she held him with the quiet desperation of someone trying to make time hesitate.

“I wish I could see you grow up,” she said, her voice thinning at the edges. She stopped once to gather breath, then forced the rest through. “I wanted to know who you’d become.”

She pressed her lips to his forehead and stayed there long enough for the room to go still again around her. When she pulled back, her gaze searched his newborn face with a focus that seemed impossible under the circumstances. Her thumb brushed his cheek one last time. “Be strong, my boy.” Her fingers tightened, barely. “Fight for the light.”

The words left her as breath more than sound, yet the room seemed to hold them. The nurse lowered her eyes. The doctor, who had spent the last several minutes trying to reclaim the situation through procedure, stopped pretending that procedure meant anything at all.

“The hemorrhaging won’t stop,” the doctor said quietly. The words snapped everyone back into motion. The nurse reached for another tray as someone called for more blood.

Anna barely seemed to hear any of it. Her eyes found Ervin. “Dad…”

The word was little more than breath. He was already beside her. She looked down at Caleb one last time, then back at her father. “Take care of him.”

Ervin took her hand. “I will.”

She searched his face for one final heartbeat. Then she nodded. It was enough.

Her hand loosened quietly, like a tide slipping back into darkness. The monitor flattened into a continuous tone.

No one moved for a second that felt longer than it was. The nurse turned away, lifting a hand to her mouth. The doctor looked down at the chart, his pen hovering uselessly above the page.

Training returned before grief did.

The nurse stepped forward, then stopped. She looked at Ervin. He hadn’t moved.

Anna’s hand still rested against Caleb’s blanket, though the strength had already left it. Ervin lowered himself beside his daughter, his movements slow and deliberate.

One hand brushed the hair back from her forehead. He folded her hand gently between both of his. For a long moment, he said nothing. He simply looked at her, at the daughter he could not save. Then his eyes drifted to the child she had left in his care. One pair of eyes had closed upon the world for the last time. Another had only opened to it for the first, too new to understand that the first face he had known was already gone. For one brief, precious moment, a mother’s last glimpse of the world had been her child’s first glimpse of love.

The nurse finally spoke quietly. “Sir…”

He looked up.

“He’s barely two pounds.” She glanced toward the transport incubator waiting beside the bed. “We have to move him now.”

Ervin nodded once. He leaned down and kissed Anna’s forehead. “I’ll keep my promise.” He gently lifted Caleb from her arms. The child weighed almost nothing, warm and impossibly fragile against his hands.

The nurse settled him into the transport incubator as its monitors and warming systems came alive. Ervin never took his eyes off his grandson. Together, they disappeared through the NICU doors. Behind them, Delivery Room Three fell silent.

In the NICU, the neonatal team worked quickly, transferring Caleb from the transport incubator and connecting him to monitors and oxygen while carefully regulated heat wrapped around a child who should never have survived the night. Ervin remained beside him throughout, never taking his eyes off his grandson.

One by one, the staff completed what they could and moved on to other patients. The door opened and closed behind them, leaving only the faint sounds of the hospital beyond it—distant footsteps, a cart rolling unevenly across tile, a voice speaking somewhere down the corridor.

Inside the room, the silence returned, changed by everything that had happened there.

Ervin stood near the incubator, his posture straight, his hands clasped behind his back. Discipline held his body steady while everything else adjusted. He had learned long ago that when a situation crossed into territory that could not be immediately understood, the worst thing a man could do was move too quickly.

The grief for his daughter remained present, sharp and unrelenting, but it no longer demanded expression. It had already begun to change, settling into something quieter and more controlled. He did not push it away. He let it sit where it was, contained and waiting. He turned his attention to the incubator.

Caleb lay beneath the soft amber glow of the heat lamp, his small frame surrounded by plastic and carefully regulated warmth. Up close, the fragility was undeniable. His skin still held that faint translucence, the look of something that had arrived before it was ready, and yet the rise and fall of his chest had steadied into a rhythm that no longer felt uncertain.

Alive.

The word formed in Ervin’s mind, but this time it did not feel like a contradiction. It felt like a fact that everything else would eventually have to adjust around.

Ervin stepped closer and rested his hand against the side of the incubator. The plastic was warm, controlled by the machine’s internal system, but beneath that manufactured heat, something else moved. At first, it registered only as a faint sensation—something too subtle to name—but within a second, it resolved into something unmistakable: a vibration.

It was too faint to feel like an ordinary physical force, yet it carried structure. It moved through the surface into his palm, up his arm, and settled behind his ribs like a second rhythm layered beneath his own heartbeat. It remained steady and controlled, as though it had been designed to exist exactly at that level. Ervin did not pull his hand away. He had felt something like it before.

The recognition came quietly, without warning, unfolding in the same way the sensation itself had—gradually, then all at once. The room around him did not disappear, but it shifted, his awareness moving through time as easily as it moved through space.

Nineteen forty-seven. Before Roswell became a story people told each other to feel clever. Before the truth was reshaped into something manageable. The Rainier Incident.

He had been younger then, though not inexperienced. The operation had not been official, at least not in any way that would survive documentation. The mountain had been quiet that day, unnaturally so, the kind of silence that suggested something had already passed through and changed the environment without leaving visible evidence behind.

He remembered the pressure first: the way the air had thickened until every breath required slightly more effort. Men who had been talking moments before stopped without knowing why. The security perimeter around the incident site held, but no one felt confident in what they were holding it against.

Ervin had stood at the back of the room then, just as he stood now: watching something that did not belong to the world he had been trained to understand. When it opened its eyes, it did not speak. It did not need to. The meaning came through anyway—not as sound, not as language, but as something placed directly into him, bypassing thought and memory entirely. It had not introduced itself. It had not explained anything. It had simply been there, and the understanding had followed. He had never been able to repeat it clearly. Only fragments remained, impressions that refused to settle completely into words.

Something about the soul—not whole, not free, not complete in the way it was meant to be. Something about containment—not a prison built from walls, but from systems, patterns, and cycles that did not break. Something about Earth—not as a home or a beginning, but as a boundary, a place where something entered and did not leave unchanged. A closed loop. A gate.

The understanding had settled deeper than anything he could consciously recall. It had stayed with him long after the operation ended, long after the reports were rewritten, long after the official version of events replaced what had actually happened.

That was the moment everything shifted. The understanding had cost him more than sleep: it had cost him certainty.

The world he returned to after Rainier looked the same, but he never trusted it again. Not the government. Not history. Not the stories people told themselves to feel safe.

Once you learned the cage existed, pretending otherwise became impossible. That was the moment he stopped believing the war was what they said it was. That was the moment Arcane began—not as an organization—not yet—but as a decision.

The memory receded slowly, not vanishing but folding back into place, leaving behind the same quiet certainty it had carried when it first arrived. Ervin blinked once and found himself back in the hospital room, his hand still pressed against the incubator, the vibration still present beneath his skin. It was stronger now; not louder, but more defined. He lifted his eyes toward the window.

Snow streaked across the glass in uneven lines, catching and bending the light from outside. For a moment, there was nothing beyond it but motion and darkness. Then the pattern shifted: a shape, perfectly circular, appeared above the roofline. It did not move with the storm. The wind bent around it, diverting in subtle ways that would have gone unnoticed by anyone not looking for them. Its edges shimmered faintly, not with light but with distortion, as though it occupied space differently from everything around it.

Ervin did not react outwardly. He simply watched. Recognition settled into him again, deeper this time. Not fear. Not surprise. Confirmation. He had been told, in fragments and coded language, that there would be a moment like this. Not a message that could be decoded, not coordinates that could be followed, but something that would be known when it was seen. He did not understand it then. He did not fully understand it now, but he understood enough.

The craft’s appearance above the hospital was no coincidence. The shape pulsed once, subtle enough to be missed by anyone not already focused on it. Then the storm closed over it. Gone.

Inside the room, the lights flickered briefly. Ervin’s hand tightened against the incubator. He looked down. Caleb’s fingers moved again, curling faintly against the blanket in what seemed like a response. His breathing remained steady, aligned with the rhythm that now filled the room. The vibration beneath everything settled into a steady cadence, threading through the space with quiet persistence.

He watched in silence as the incubator’s temperature display shifted by a fraction. The child’s fists loosened. Slowly, Ervin straightened. The grief remained, but it had changed. It had found direction.

Ervin shifted his stance, placing himself between the incubator and the door, a soldier’s instinct. A grandfather’s promise. Whatever had arrived that night—it had not come for the room. It had come for the boy.

Ervin kept one hand lightly against the incubator as he watched Caleb breathe. The rhythm had steadied to the point of being unnerving, each rise and fall measured with a precision that did not match the chaos of his arrival. He watched the pattern without moving.

It was not exact, which was what bothered him. If the rhythm had aligned perfectly with the sensation moving through the room, it might have felt mechanical, something he could reduce to function. Instead, it ran close to perfect, like a living thing adjusting itself to a field it recognized but did not yet fully understand. The slight imperfection made it harder to dismiss and easier to believe.

When he finally lifted his eyes toward the window again, the storm had turned the glass into a shifting wall of white and reflected shadow. For a moment, there was nothing there but weather and darkness. Then something interrupted the pattern so completely that it seemed less like an arrival than a reveal.

A cat stood on the narrow exterior ledge. Its coat was black. Snow clung to its shoulders and paws, yet the wind did not seem to touch it. It stood perfectly balanced on the narrow ledge as though gravity had simply agreed to leave it alone.

Its eyes, emerald green, caught the light next. They did not reflect light in the ordinary way, but held a bright, deliberate steadiness. The cat was not merely looking in his direction. It was looking at him. It tilted its head once. Then it blinked—slowly, deliberately, with a self-possession that would have been almost human if it had not seemed older than that.

Ervin narrowed his eyes slightly, not because he doubted what he was seeing, but because some part of him recognized the difference between an animal and a presence wearing one. Before he could move, the cat took a single step along the ledge and slipped beyond the edge of the window frame. Ervin moved to the glass without haste, scanning the ledge, the corner seams, and the shadowed edges of the sill. There was no movement along the wall and no shape below. Wherever the cat had gone, the storm had swallowed the route from view. There was only the glass, the snow, and the reflected image of a man old enough to know that impossibility was often nothing more than a word civilians used when they lacked the file clearance to describe a thing correctly. A faint metallic tap sounded overhead.

Ervin glanced toward the ceiling. “Raccoon…” he muttered. The sound came again: a slow scratching that drifted through the ventilation duct, followed by the soft scrape of metal shifting against metal. Then came silence.

Another scrape came from overhead.

A strained metallic pop echoed overhead as the vent cover shifted outward on one hinge.

Slowly, carefully, a tiny black nose appeared. It twitched once, then two emerald eyes peered cautiously into the room from the darkness beyond. The cat studied the distance to the floor with obvious concentration. Apparently satisfied, it disappeared back inside the duct. Ervin blinked.

A second later, the tip of a black tail emerged from the opening. Then the cat’s rear slowly backed into view. It was climbing down backwards or at least attempting to. Its two white hind paws searched the empty air below, feeling for a floor that remained several feet out of reach.

The little white paws began pedaling furiously, bicycling through empty space while the rest of the cat remained stubbornly lodged inside the vent. Scritch. Scrape. Pedal. Pedal. The tail lashed once in visible annoyance. The pedaling stopped, followed by a pause. Then came an even more determined burst of frantic bicycle legs accompanied by a thoroughly offended muffled sound somewhere inside the duct.

Ervin simply stared. For the first time that night, despite everything, he almost laughed.

Then gravity made the decision for the cat. She slipped free, dropping nearly seven feet, twisting neatly in midair before landing just a fraction off-balance. She corrected instantly.

She was fully grown, but unusually petite, the kind of cat people often mistook for a kitten. The overhead light caught the small white patch beneath her chin before she shook out her coat with slow, deliberate dignity, scattering tiny droplets of melting snow across the tile. Then she sat and lifted her chin. Through nothing more than absolute force of attitude, she transformed one of the least graceful entrances Ervin had ever witnessed into something that somehow looked entirely intentional. The indignity vanished, but the composure remained. She was regal once more.

As she turned and began walking toward the incubator, the overhead light caught something at her throat. Ervin’s attention shifted at once. A narrow band circled the cat’s neck, fitted with precision rather than comfort, simple enough at a distance to be mistaken for a collar but far too exact in its construction to belong in that category. At its center, resting precisely against the black fur above the small white patch on her chest, hung a pendant shaped like a small sistrum.

The metal was difficult to name. It carried the warmth of old copper and the richness of aged gold, etched with lines too precise to be decorative. In the shifting hospital light, they hinted at symbols—or circuitry—without remaining still long enough to be understood. The piece did not look ornamental, but functional. As she drew near the incubator, Ervin saw the slightest tremor pass through the pendant.

It did not jingle. It did not make a sound. It answered. The response matched the purr that began low in the cat’s chest as soon as she reached the child.

Ervin watched the necklace a moment longer than he intended. It was neither a tag nor a domestic affectation. If it was a device, it belonged to a category of engineering he had never been shown. If it was something else, then it came from a world where technology and symbol had never split into separate languages.

The cat stopped beside the incubator, studying the clear enclosure for a moment before leaping onto the sturdy counter beside it. She settled near the edge, her emerald eyes lowering toward Caleb through the transparent wall.

The change in the room was immediate, but not theatrical. Nothing flashed, nothing sparked, and no machine sounded an alarm. The shift was subtler than that and far more convincing. The regulated warmth of the incubator remained what it was, but the atmosphere around it settled into a coherence that had not existed moments before. Caleb’s breathing deepened. The harsh fragility of it softened into something more anchored, more certain. The monitors flickered once, then steadied. The cat leaned forward until her whiskers touched the edge of the incubator wall. The purr continued.

The tension that had filled the room began to loosen so gradually that Ervin noticed only once it was gone. It was not safety or peace, but something closer to equilibrium. The cat remained beside the incubator, her tail curling neatly around white paws that looked almost porcelain against the smooth countertop. Her eyes lowered slightly, but nothing in her posture suggested sleep or distraction. She was not watching the child in the passive way an animal might watch warmth or movement. She was guarding him.

Ervin studied the creature in silence, his gaze moving once from Caleb to the pendant at the cat’s throat and back again. He did not know what she was. He had suspected something would come. He simply had not expected it to arrive like this. What he knew was simpler and more useful than explanation. More completely than anything else in the room, she belonged here.

“Comedic entrance for a guardian,” he murmured at last, keeping his voice low enough that the words barely disturbed the air. “Noted.”

One ear flicked in his direction. The response was slight but deliberate enough to make him pause.

He let out a slow breath through his nose and gave the smallest nod, not in approval, but in acknowledgment. “All right,” he said quietly.

The word carried more weight than it should have, holding acceptance, recognition, and a decision that did not need to be spoken twice.

Outside, the storm struck the hospital windows. The building rattled, the lights hummed, and somewhere down the corridor, a phone rang. Inside the room, none of it seemed to matter any longer. Something had entered the space and taken its place within it, and for the first time since the monitor had gone flat, the air no longer felt like it was waiting for something to end.

It felt as though the room had finally recognized its purpose: the child, the guardian, and the man who would spend the rest of his life standing between them and the dark. Another change began to gather.

Ervin felt it before he could see it, a subtle shift in the air that had nothing to do with temperature or pressure. It felt more like alignment, as if something invisible had begun arranging the space into a configuration it recognized. The hum that had settled beneath everything since the child’s birth did not grow louder, but deepened, becoming more defined, more structured, like a second layer locking into place beneath the first.

He remained beside the incubator, his hand still resting lightly against the plastic, but his attention lifted. The feeling drew his eyes upward without effort, guiding his focus to the space directly above the child.

At first, there was nothing to see. Then the air wavered.

The distortion was subtle, almost easy to dismiss, like heat rising from a surface that should have been cool. But there was no heat source here, nothing in the room that could account for the effect. The space itself seemed to tighten, as though invisible lines were pulling inward toward a single point.

Ervin’s eyes narrowed. He did not move.

The distortion intensified, not expanding outward, but folding inward with quiet precision. It did not ripple or tear. It compressed, collapsing into itself in a way that suggested intention rather than reaction. Then something occupied the space. It did not descend or arrive in motion. It was simply there, suspended perfectly still above the incubator.

Ervin’s breath slowed.

The object held its position with absolute certainty, as though gravity had no authority over it. Its surface was black—deeper than shadow, absorbing the room’s dim light instead of reflecting it back. For a moment, it appeared smooth, almost featureless. Then the details resolved.

The shape was not a sphere. It was a head, a cat’s head: stylized, precise, and unmistakably intentional in its design, with clean, symmetrical contours that suggested engineering rather than biology. The ears rose in sharp, controlled angles, not soft or organic, but exact. The face was smooth and seamless, the material flowing without visible joints, as if it had been formed in a single piece rather than assembled.

Ervin remained still, studying the cat-shaped object.

He simply observed.

The surface shifted subtly, not moving in space but in depth. Beneath the obsidian exterior, faint patterns suggested layered structure, like something existed within it that did not fully belong to the outer shell. It did not look mechanical in any conventional sense. It looked constructed by something that understood design differently. Then the eyes opened, golden and alive with internal light rather than reflection.

Golden light moved beneath the surface in slow, deliberate currents, like distant stars shifting behind black glass. The effect was not bright, but it was impossible to ignore.

Ervin felt it in his chest immediately. The vibration changed—not stronger, but clearer, as if the presence above the child had completed something that had already begun. Bastet reacted at once.

Her eyes lifted fully to meet it. Her posture was unchanged, but her focus absolute. There was no tension in her body, no sign of threat or uncertainty. What passed between them was not curiosity but recognition. Her purr adjusted slightly, tightening into a more precise rhythm; the pendant at her throat responded in kind. The sistrum vibrated faintly, its motion now perfectly synchronized with the frequency settling into the room. The effect was immediate.

The space stabilized. The monitors held steady. Caleb’s breathing deepened again, each inhale stronger than the last, each exhale settling without strain. The fragile instability that had defined his first moments was gone, replaced by something anchored and deliberate.

The cat-shaped object did not move. It did not drift or rotate. But something in its surface shifted—a faint pulse of gold along the fine lines that traced its form, like energy moving through pathways too subtle to be called circuitry.

Recognition settled into Ervin. He did not know why the certainty arrived so suddenly, but it remained all the same. The object was not stabilizing the child. That had already happened. It was recognizing him.

For a moment, Ervin saw Anna exactly as he had left her. Then he pushed the memory aside and focused on the child. He stepped closer to the incubator, placing himself more firmly between the object and the door. The movement was instinctive, not defensive, but rooted in the same reflex that had guided him through every situation where the unknown carried consequence.

The object did not react. It did not acknowledge him the way it had Bastet. But neither did it ignore him. Its presence held, steady and deliberate.

Caleb’s fingers moved again, stronger this time, curling and releasing with a faint but unmistakable intention. His chest rose deeper, drawing in air with a strength that had not been there moments before. Alive… but more than alive.

Ervin studied the object carefully, his gaze moving across its form, its eyes, the subtle movement beneath its surface. He searched for something familiar, something he could anchor to experience or training, but nothing fit. He did not know exactly what it was. He only knew it matched stories he had spent decades trying to dismiss: stories of guardians, of visitors; stories that suddenly no longer felt like stories at all.

Outside, the storm surged again, wind striking the building with renewed force, but inside the room, the shift held steady. The space had changed, not in volume or light, but in structure. The object remained suspended above the child, silent, watching, and waiting.

For the first time since the night had begun, Ervin understood something he could not yet explain: this had not happened by accident. The child had been recognized by Bastet, by the object, and by something larger than either of them.

Whatever system had just answered Caleb’s arrival into the world, Ervin knew one thing with absolute certainty: it would not be the last answer.

The shift reached the room before the knock: a subtle pressure against the boundary that had formed around the incubator. It did not disrupt what had settled there, but it pressed against it with quiet intent, as though something outside had located the edge and was testing how firmly it held. The cat’s purr continued without interruption, and the steadier rhythm beneath it remained intact; but the atmosphere adjusted just enough for Ervin to notice.

Footsteps followed—measured, even, and deliberate. Whoever approached already knew where they were going and why. Ervin did not turn immediately. Instead, he shifted, placing himself more squarely between the incubator and the door, the movement small and controlled: the posture of a man who had already chosen his position.

The knock came once, light but final. “We’ll need a moment,” a voice said from the other side. Professional. Controlled. Familiar. Ervin said nothing.

The door opened only partway, just enough for two men in dark suits to be visible in the hallway. They did not step inside. Their bodies remained angled outward, their attention divided between the corridor and the room they had no authority to enter. Their posture and stillness identified them more clearly than their faces. CIA. Behind them stood two figures in black coats and clerical collars, their silhouettes framed by the colder hallway light. They wore the appearance of Vatican representatives with practiced precision. “We’ll take it from here,” the taller Priest said, his voice calm and unforced, carrying the kind of authority that did not need reinforcement.

“We have standing orders,” one of the agents replied.

“And you will have confirmation,” the Priest said, meeting the objection without friction. “We’ll close it properly.”

The exchange lasted only a second longer before the agents stepped aside. They did not lean in or attempt to see past the doorway. They held their position in the hallway, leaving the verification to the supposed Vatican representatives.

The Priest entered first, the second figure following behind him. The door closed, shutting the agents out in the hallway, and the pressure in the room shifted. Their movements were controlled, but the illusion they carried no longer held under direct observation.

Ervin watched them carefully, his attention settling not on what they appeared to be, but on what they actually were.

The Priest stopped a few steps inside, his gaze moving directly to Ervin. For a moment, nothing else occupied his attention. “I’m sorry about Anna, Ervin,” the Priest said, his voice low and steady. He paused, allowing the words to settle before adding with the quiet, dry warmth only an old friend would use, “Hell of a night. You lose a daughter, gain a grandson, and apparently the universe decides to make a personal appearance.”

The words carried weight without ceremony. They were not formal and not distant; they belonged to someone who understood exactly what had been lost and chose not to reduce it to procedure. Ervin held the Priest’s gaze and gave a slight nod. Nothing more was required.

The Priest gave a faint, tired smirk. “Most grandfathers get cigars and congratulations. You get a snowstorm and visitors from upstairs.” His eyes moved, taking in the room in a single, controlled sweep. They paused on the incubator, then lifted to the object suspended above it. Something in his expression shifted—not surprise, but recognition, followed by quiet confirmation.

The Priest glanced up at the floating object and let out a low breath. “Well, that answers a few questions. Kid’s barely an hour old, and he’s already got premium celestial security.”

Behind him, the smaller figure leaned slightly, curiosity overriding restraint. “Can I have them?” he asked, his voice low and threaded with something that did not belong in the room. He tilted his head toward the agents waiting in the hallway. “Just for a little while?”

The cat’s ears flicked once, but her purr did not stop.

“Bobby,” the Priest said, the name landing flat and controlled.

Bobby stilled.

“You are bound,” the Priest continued, his tone calm but absolute. “You will behave.”

Bobby frowned, visibly weighing the limit.

“You’ll be compensated.”

A brief pause followed.

“Snacks?”

“Yes,” the Priest said. “Your favorite: Red Dye 40 drinks and snacks.”

Bobby’s grin returned instantly. “Deal.”

The reveal came without spectacle. The Priest lifted a hand and brushed his cheek, the liquid-crystal interface releasing its hold as the translated human form simply ceased to exist. Light slipped across the surface before resolving into the familiar, battle-worn face Ervin had known for decades. The broad-brimmed, weathered hat remained exactly where it had been, while the sleeve of the black clerical shirt settled naturally against his left forearm, exposing the old tattoo of a Chinese dragon coiled around the Earth, its claws gripping the globe, an image that had long since become as recognizable to Ervin as the man himself.

Bobby followed less carefully. His interface released with a brief shimmer, the liquid-crystal structure dissolving into shifting bands of light before revealing Bobby’s true proportions—a compact blue figure with pointed ears, tiny horns, round spectacles, and a grin that arrived far too quickly. The oversized clerical clothing, having existed only as part of the stabilized interface, disappeared with it as though it had never been there at all.

Barely three feet tall, Bobby adjusted his glasses. “Oh.” He reached into a pocket of his own little coat, one far too small to hold anything useful. “My hat.” He triumphantly pulled out a battered little brown pointed hat and jammed it onto his head.

The Priest didn’t even look at him. “Bobby.”

“What?”

“Take it off.”

“Why?”

“We’re putting the masks back on before we leave.”

Bobby blinked.

“The hat wasn’t part of the disguise.”

“Oh.”

The Priest reached over, plucked the little hat off Bobby’s head, and stuffed it back into the same impossible pocket. “There.”

“I liked my hat,” Bobby said.

“I know. You look like the worst garden gnome I’ve ever seen.”

Bobby smiled.

“I like garden gnomes.”

“I know you do.”

“They look happy.”

“They also don’t attract attention.”

Bobby considered that for a moment. “That’s smart.”

“It usually is.”

Bobby left the hat where it was.

The Priest studied the child, then the object suspended above the incubator. A faint smile touched the corner of his mouth. “We’re right on time.”

Ervin followed his gaze.

“So… it finally began.”

The Priest nodded once. “It has.”

A quiet moment passed.

Ervin kept his eyes on Caleb. “And now?”

The Priest’s expression settled into quiet certainty. “Now we make sure nothing interferes with it.”

Ervin glanced toward the closed door. “The CIA?… and the Vatican?”

The Priest nodded once.

“They came here expecting to confirm the death of an Indigo child. And if they discover he’s alive…”

“They’ll kill him.”

The room fell silent.

The Priest’s expression never changed. “Which is why they must leave here believing he died tonight.” He looked toward the incubator. “As far as they are concerned, Caleb Reinhart never survived his birth.”

Bobby leaned in closer, studying the incubator and the object hovering above it. “That thing’s new,” he muttered.

The Priest ignored him, his full attention on Ervin. “You understand what this is.” It was not a question.

The Priest squeezed Ervin’s shoulder once, firm and brotherly. “You’re not doing this alone, old man. Not this time.” The words carried more weight than comfort. They were a promise: whatever happened next, Caleb would not face it alone.

For a moment, the grief threatened to break through. Not because the promise solved anything, but because Ervin realized how badly he needed to hear it.

Ervin didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

“Then we’re aligned,” the Priest said.

A quiet moment passed between them—old friends who had seen too much to need many words. Then the Priest turned toward the doorway. “Arcane’s already moving.”

Ervin looked up. “How long?”

“By sunrise, this hospital will be locked down.” The Priest’s voice stayed calm. “Nothing gets near the boy tonight.”

Ervin gave the smallest nod.

The Priest turned and moved to the door, Bobby falling in behind him. Their masks settled back into place as they reached the threshold, distortion folding over them until they once again appeared as they had when they entered.

The door opened. The agents were still there. “All set?” one of them asked.

The Priest’s expression was neutral again, his voice returning to a clean, professional cadence. “Yes. Another Indigo child is deceased. You can close it.”

One of the agents nodded. “The Vatican will be pleased.”

The Priest held his gaze. “See that the report reaches the appropriate hands.”

“It will.”

The disguise had worked perfectly.

The agents never glanced toward the incubator, questioned the report, or realized the dead child they had come to verify still breathed only a few yards away. They moved away down the corridor.

The Priest stepped out, Bobby following, and the door closed behind them with a quiet, deliberate click.

For several seconds afterward, nothing moved except the steady rise and fall of Caleb’s chest and the low vibration of Bastet’s purr. The storm continued to press against the building, but its sound no longer felt immediate.

Ervin remained beside the incubator, his attention fixed on the child, Bastet, and the presence suspended above them. His grief had not lessened or receded simply because something else had entered the room. It remained sharp, present, and anchored in the same place it had been when he stepped forward to lift the child from her arms. What had changed was the way it moved through him. It no longer threatened to overwhelm him or pull him under. It had settled into something narrower and more focused, compressed into a form that held its shape and direction. He lowered his gaze to Caleb.

The child’s breathing had stabilized completely, each inhale drawing deeper, each exhale settling into a rhythm that no longer suggested struggle. The fragile irregularity of those first moments had disappeared, replaced by a pattern that felt guided rather than learned. His fingers moved again, small and deliberate, curling and releasing against the blanket with a faint but unmistakable intention. Ervin watched the motion for a moment, then lifted his eyes.

The cat remained beside the incubator, composed and still, her presence no longer unusual but essential. The pendant at her throat caught the overhead light as she shifted slightly, the etched metal responding in perfect synchronization with the purring that continued without interruption. It did not behave like an accessory or a marker. It behaved like part of a system that had already begun to engage.

Above the child, the object remained suspended in complete stillness. It did not draw attention to itself or attempt to assert itself. Its surface shifted subtly beneath the light, suggesting layered structure without revealing it. Ervin had seen advanced systems before—devices that operated at the limits of what could be explained—but this did not fit any category he trusted. It did not feel like something that had arrived unexpectedly. It felt like something that had arrived on schedule.

Ervin exhaled slowly, allowing the realization to settle without resistance. Too many elements had converged at once—the signal he had received, the shape above the hospital, the Priest and what moved behind his disguise, the cat, and now this. None had hesitated or questioned their placement. Each had arrived with the same quiet certainty. That was enough.

Ervin reached into his coat and withdrew the secure phone, his movements steady and deliberate. His thumb moved through the unmarked contacts with practiced familiarity until he found the number he had carried in memory for years. He paused only long enough to acknowledge what the call would set in motion, then pressed it. The line connected quickly. No greeting followed, only silence that carried expectation rather than uncertainty.

“It’s Reinhart,” he said, his voice low and controlled. “My grandson is alive.”

A brief pause answered him. “Understood.”

“Quiet custody,” he continued. “Fallon protocols. Orchard node first. Hide him. Stabilize him. Protect him until we understand what he is.”

Another pause followed, shorter this time. “Confirmed.”

Ervin looked toward the incubator. Caleb lay beneath the soft amber light, while Bastet remained close beside him and the mysterious cat-headed object hovered nearby, its obsidian surface catching the faint glow. Three unlikely companions, already bound by something Ervin could neither explain nor ignore.

“No one else touches this,” Ervin said.

There was a subtle shift on the other end of the line, the kind that suggested recalibration rather than surprise. “Understood.” The connection ended.

Ervin lowered the phone and returned it to his coat, his hand settling once more against the incubator as though the movement had completed something rather than interrupted it. His shoulders relaxed slightly, not from relief, but from alignment. The decision had already been made. The call had simply acknowledged it. He leaned slightly closer to the glass, his attention shifting from the child to the cat and the strange object hovering above him.

“We were told you might come,” he said quietly. “I just didn’t expect it to be like this.”

Then the object above the child responded with a subtle internal shift, the light within it moving with controlled precision before settling again. The cat’s eyes flicked toward Ervin briefly, then returned to the child, her purring tightening for a fraction of a second before resuming its steady rhythm. Ervin straightened, his gaze lingering on Caleb.

“You should’ve lived to see this,” he said, the words quiet and unforced, directed somewhere beyond the room.

The grief surfaced again without resistance, not because the pain had lessened, but because there was finally something left to protect. It moved through him and settled into something steadier, something he could carry without losing his footing.

He squared his stance between the incubator and the door. The movement was small, but it carried finality, a decision expressed through posture rather than words. Whatever had revealed itself that night—the Priest, the agents, the presence behind the masks, the circular craft above the hospital, and the cat-shaped object now hovering above the child—it had all pointed in the same direction.

Outside, wind struck the building in uneven bursts that rattled the glass, but it could not reach what had formed inside the room. The space held. Everything remained exactly where it was supposed to be. Ervin stood anchored between the child and whatever might come for him. He had seen what happened when decisions were made too late, when lines were drawn after the moment had already passed. Not this time. The world would believe the child had died, the people who needed to find him never would, and anyone who came for Caleb Reinhart would first have to come through Ervin.
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The Pattern Begins

Thirty Years Later

Present Day


The morning crowd at Pike Place Market moved the way it always did—dense, distracted, and self-contained, flowing in unpredictable currents that only looked chaotic from the outside. Tourists gathered near the fish stalls with phones raised, waiting for something to be thrown, while locals cut through them with practiced efficiency, stepping around bodies and conversations without ever appearing to slow down. The air carried the layered scent of saltwater, coffee, and hot oil, all of it sitting beneath the constant murmur of voices that never quite resolved into a single sound.

The movement wasn’t random, even if it looked that way. Vendors called out prices with practiced rhythm, hands moving without hesitation as fish were lifted, weighed, and wrapped. Someone laughed too loudly near the edge of the crowd, while a street musician shifted chords just off tempo, forcing the sound to fight its way through the noise instead of blending with it. The entire place operated on overlapping patterns, each one slightly out of sync with the next, creating a layered current that most people felt but never noticed.

Caleb noticed it—not the surface movement, but the gaps between its patterns. He moved through the crowd without breaking stride, watching the surrounding chaos thin toward the quieter storefronts.

The tailored blue suit helped him disappear into the morning business crowd. At a glance, he didn’t stand out, which was exactly the point. Lean build, controlled posture, and features sharp enough to register but neutral enough to disappear meant most people didn’t look twice. The fitted jacket reinforced it, giving him just enough presence to pass as someone with somewhere to be while discouraging anyone from asking where. His glasses softened the edge further, resting low on the bridge of his nose—not as an accessory, but as a necessary correction, even if the world behind them never quite resolved the way it did for everyone else. It never had.

Edges bled in ways they shouldn’t. Movement lingered where movement should have ended. Shapes existed just outside the boundaries of objects, attached to people, buildings, or sometimes nothing at all. Caleb had learned early that trying to focus on those distortions directly only made them worse. They sharpened when you stared at them, stretching into forms that demanded interpretation.

He refused to give them his full attention. He let the distortions sit in the periphery, where they belonged and where they were most honest.

A couple stood near the corner of the market, locked in an argument that didn’t need volume to carry. Their voices stayed low, but the tension between them was sharp enough to cut through everything else.

Caleb didn’t look at them directly, but something at the edge of his vision shifted anyway.

Two tall, emaciated figures clung to the couple like translucent shadows. At times, they looked vaguely human. At others, they looked like something that had only learned what a human was by watching from a distance. The creatures drifted closer as the argument sharpened, drawn toward the anger and rising emotion feeding them.

Dark translucent streams of light—like threads of smoke mixed with faint energy—began to siphon from the couple, flowing into the creatures’ forms. The figures grew slightly more solid as they fed, their hollow eyes flickering with quiet satisfaction.

Don’t stare, Bastet cautioned.

“A little late for that,” Caleb muttered, keeping his gaze at the edge of the scene.

Caleb watched from the corner of his eye. The streams pulsed stronger with every raised word, every sharp gesture. “You know,” Caleb muttered under his breath, “no matter how many times I see it, it always gets to me.”

Bastet’s voice slid into his thoughts, smooth and controlled. They feed on emotions. Always have. Archons.

“Most people never notice them,” Caleb muttered. “Probably for the best. Sometimes I envy them.”

The archons? Bastet asked.

“The people.”

For a moment, Caleb wondered what it would be like to walk through a crowd and only see a crowd. No distortions. No shadows. No things feeding in the corners of his vision. Just people.

Bastet was quiet for a moment, then spoke. I don’t.

“Why?”

They seem exhausting.

Caleb couldn’t really argue with that.

Caleb adjusted his path without breaking stride, stepping around the interaction before it could sharpen into something worse. The creatures didn’t notice him. They rarely did when stronger emotions were present.

You’re drifting again, Bastet said, carrying just enough amusement to be intentional.

“I’m walking through a market where people throw fish for entertainment.”

It’s culture, Bastet said.

“It’s seafood assault.”

Tourists seem to enjoy it.

“Tourists also stand in line for pumpkin spice.”

Exactly my point, Bastet replied.

Another familiar voice followed, quieter and steadier.

Adjust two feet left.

“Let me drift,” Caleb muttered.

You’re about to walk into someone.

“I’m not—”

He shifted half a step to the left, narrowly avoiding a man carrying coffee. The man pulled the cup closer to his chest and gave Caleb a long sideways look before continuing past.

“Talking to himself,” the man muttered to his friend.

His friend glanced at the CatPack riding against Caleb’s shoulders. “Maybe he’s special. Look—he’s got an emotional support cat.”

Caleb kept walking, calling back to the two men. “I can still hear you.”

Bastet’s amusement slipped through their bond. This is going exceptionally well.

“Not helping.”

I wasn’t trying to.

The EMS CatPack rested comfortably against his shoulders, its weight distributed so naturally it never pulled against his balance. Its deep red, reinforced body resembled an expensive, high-end pet carrier, with padded shoulder straps, rounded upper housing, and a sturdy gray lower section fitted with discreet storage compartments. To anyone watching, it looked like a professional, climate-controlled emotional support carrier, designed for comfort rather than attention. Nothing about it suggested the technology hidden beneath its quiet exterior.

A large, clear viewing dome was integrated into the upper front of the pack, its curved surface reflecting the movement of the market while giving Bastet an unobstructed view. She sat comfortably within the chamber, her emerald-green eyes steady and alert, the gold sistrum pendant at her throat catching the light in brief flashes. Beneath the dome, a fitted identification panel displayed BASTET in bold lettering, with EMOTIONAL SUPPORT ANIMAL printed below it. The markings looked official enough to discourage questions before they could form. To anyone else, it was a sophisticated pet carrier; to Caleb, it was something else entirely.

He turned off the main stretch of the market and toward a narrower storefront that most people passed without noticing: Running Elk’s Ellensburg Blue & Native Jewelry. The display window held polished stones, copperwork, and handcrafted pieces arranged with quiet intention.

Copper ran through the designs with deliberate precision, suggesting a purpose beyond decoration.

The door chimed softly as Caleb stepped inside, and the noise of the market cut off behind him with abrupt finality.

The air changed immediately. Whatever lingered at the edge of his vision outside didn’t cross with him. The space inside the shop held differently, cleaner in a way that wasn’t about air or light, but about what was no longer there. Less salt. Less movement. More earth.

A faint scent of sage lingered in the air, mingling with worked metal and the distinct trace of copper beneath it. The lighting shifted as well, warmer and more controlled, pulling the space inward and making it feel contained. Running Elk stood behind the counter. He didn’t look up right away.

“Late,” Elk said.

Caleb checked his watch without really checking it. “I’m on time.”

“You’re thinking about being on time,” Elk replied. “That’s not the same thing.”

Caleb smirked slightly as he stepped farther inside. “You always this philosophical, or is today special?”

Elk didn’t look up. “I’ve always been philosophical. You’re just late enough to notice.”

That earned Caleb a glance.

The cat’s purr shifted faintly, aligning with something deeper in the room that most people would never register.

Elk looked up. His gaze moved past Caleb’s face to the CatPack and held there for a fraction longer than usual. “Good,” he said quietly. “She’s steady.”

“She’s always steady,” Caleb replied.

Not always, Bastet corrected.

I’m trying to make you look good, Caleb replied internally.

I require no assistance.

Caleb ignored her.

Elk stepped out from behind the counter and moved toward the back of the shop without another word. Caleb followed, passing through a narrow corridor lined with stone, copper, and materials that felt older the farther in he went. The hum beneath everything became more noticeable here, not louder but more structured, like a signal that had been given room to exist.

Another archon lingered near the corridor leading toward the back of the shop, stopping well short of the copper-lined threshold. It wasn’t feeding on anyone. Instead, it stretched along the upper corner where the ceiling met the wall, thin and barely visible, like residue left behind by something that had already moved on. The copper hadn’t prevented it from wandering inside, but there was nothing here it could draw from. It remained motionless, watching without purpose.

Caleb didn’t stop.

You see it? Bastet asked.

I always see it.

You’re not reacting.

It’s not reacting to me.

Good.

Elk stopped in front of what appeared to be a solid wall. His hand pressed flat against the surface, and after a brief pause, a seam revealed itself—not opening in a mechanical way, but separating with a precision that suggested the system had been waiting for that exact input.

The elevator interior was compact and deliberate, clean lines with no wasted space. A narrow copper rail ran along the wall at human shoulder height, smooth and reinforced, clearly designed for something smaller to walk along. It extended toward the elevator doors, ending at the threshold with a precision that suggested it was meant to connect with something beyond. Caleb had noticed it the first time he’d come here. It wasn’t for humans.

The door closed behind them without a sound. The descent began immediately.

Music filled the space, low at first, then settled into something recognizable. Beethoven—Seventh Symphony—played through the system, the tones warmer, less sharp, as if the edges of each note had been rounded off without losing their precision.

Caleb didn’t look up, since it was always playing.

Caleb felt a downward pull in his chest before he registered it physically, one that didn’t quite match the movement of the elevator. The hum deepened slightly, threading beneath the cat’s purr in a way that made the two feel connected.

You feel that? Caleb asked internally.

I always feel it, Bastet replied.

The elevator continued its descent. Finally, it settled to a smooth stop. The doors parted soundlessly, revealing the facility beyond. The copper rail inside the elevator aligned perfectly with its counterpart outside, forming an uninterrupted walkway across the threshold. The CatPack’s entry hatch released with a soft click.

Bastet stepped out of the CatPack onto Caleb’s shoulder, then sprang lightly onto the copper rail. She crossed the threshold without breaking stride and immediately began her slow inspection of the facility as though checking that everything remained exactly where she had left it.

Caleb stepped out of the elevator and crossed the platform. A nearby armory caught his attention for a moment. Weapon racks, holsters, and training stations all seemed arranged slightly differently than he expected, as though the room had been built around a preference. The impression lingered just long enough to register before the larger facility pulled his attention elsewhere.

The copper railing continued seamlessly from the elevator into the facility, running along the











































































































































































































































































































