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            We thought the universe was vast enough to keep its versions apart.
We were wrong.

      

    



THE PARALLAX THRESHOLD

Book Two of The Parallax Cosmos

D. Holmes





THE PARALLAX THRESHOLD

Copyright © 2026 D. Holmes

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.





For those who kept looking
even after they understood the cost.




Chapter 1

The Signal Answers

The signal answered at 3:07 a.m. Voss was awake. He was always awake. The apartment. The laptop. The passive Janus feed scrolling its patient rhythm in the dark. Three months since the deferral. Three months of primes pulsing and the flutter watching and the new signal—the one from the far side of the stack, the one he’d written on a legal pad as one signal, unanswered—sitting in the residuals like a question nobody could hear. It answered. Not with primes. Not with the flutter’s patient modulation. Something else. Recursive. Structured. Aimed. N The signal’s structure was unlike anything in the network’s catalogue. The Pelagari communicated in tides. The Veylan in compressed bursts. The Solari in sustained tones. This was none of those. It was iterative—a pattern that repeated with variations, each repetition building on the last, each variation encoding new information. Like a

language learning itself in real time. And it was aimed at the Coil. Not at the network. Not at Kade’s bridge. At the machine itself. At the specific gravitational frequency the Coil generated when it opened the dimensional boundary. As if whatever sent this signal had been listening to the Coil’s output for three months and had finally decided to respond—not to the network’s mathematical language but to the machine’s physical signature. Voss’s hands were steady. His mind was not. He thought about the twelve empty regions. About the twenty-three confirmed kills. About the Calculator’s verdict—defer, margin reduced, monitoring continuous—and about the fact that something from beyond the known stack was now talking to his Coil, and the talking had the specific character of something that had been waiting to be asked. N He called Kade. 3:12 a.m. She answered instantly. She never slept deeply anymore—the network hummed in her awareness always, a dimensional tinnitus that made true unconsciousness impossible. She existed in a state between waking and integration, the bridge open, the presences constant. “I see it,” she said before he spoke. “You feel it?” “The network feels it. The Pelagari are—agitated is the wrong word. Alarmed. This signal is not in their records. It’s not in the Solari’s records. It’s from a part of the stack nobody has mapped.” Voss looked at the recursive pattern on his screen. Each iteration more complex than the last. Each variation carrying more data. The signal was not just communicating. It was accelerating. “It’s learning,” he said. “Yes.” “What is it learning?”

Kade was quiet for three seconds. In those three seconds, Voss could hear the network through the phone—not as sound but as texture, a faint dimensional hum that bled through the connection the way light bleeds through curtains. “Us,” she said. “It’s learning us.” N 3:17 a.m. The recursive signal pulsed. The flutter pulsed alongside it—not synchronised but adjacent, two patterns occupying the same data space without merging, like two conversations happening in the same room in different languages. The Calculator’s dormant architecture—the cold signal, the one that had been in standby since the deferral—shifted. Not waking. Orienting. Turning its attention toward the new signal the way a predator turns toward a sound it does not recognise. Voss watched two systems—the recursive signal and the Calculator—become aware of each other in real time, on his laptop, at 3 a.m. in an apartment in Atlanta, and the choice of what to do about it was already forming, and it was the same choice it had always been: look closer or look away. He looked closer. The threshold between deferred and assessed had just shifted again. And whatever had answered from the far side of the stack was not asking for permission. It was making contact on its own terms, and the terms were being revealed, iteration by iteration, in a language that was learning to speak by speaking.


Chapter 2

Drift

The GPS failed at 06:41 UTC. Not everywhere. Not catastrophically. Three continents. Simultaneous. A 0.003-second timestamp drift that should have been impossible because GPS satellites ran on atomic clocks that did not drift, that were corrected continuously, that formed the most precise timing network the species had ever built. They drifted. N Vasquez found it at 8 a.m. She was at her kitchen table. The same table where she wrote What We Found and What Found Us. The same table where she wrote the names of the seventeen—a number that belonged to Book 2’s future but whose shadow was already here, in the pattern of failures she was documenting in the private record that nobody could classify because nobody knew it existed. Her alert feeds flagged the drift. Not the mainstream feeds—those were reporting “minor GPS anomalies” in the language of reassurance that institutions use when they don’t understand what’s happening. The technical feeds. The ones run by timing engineers and satellite operators and the specific kind of obsessive who monitored

nanosecond-level precision because precision was the thing they loved. The drift was 0.003 seconds. In human terms, nothing. In GPS terms, an earthquake. 0.003 seconds of drift translated to approximately nine hundred kilometres of positioning error. Aircraft were being rerouted. Ships were misaligned. Financial systems that depended on synchronised timestamps across continents were disagreeing with each other. And the drift correlated. N Vasquez pulled up the Coil site locations. Seven sites now—Atlanta, Geneva, Beijing, Mumbai, São Paulo, Nairobi, Reykjavik. Each one running a Coil built to Locke’s specifications, each one generating phase perturbations at the frequency of the dimensional boundary. She overlaid the GPS drift data on the Coil map. The correlation was exact. The drift was strongest at the Coil sites and radiated outward in concentric patterns, diminishing with distance, like ripples from stones dropped in seven different ponds simultaneously. The dimensional perturbations the Coils generated were bleeding into the electromagnetic spectrum. The boundary between dimensions—the membrane that separated layers—was not just thinning at the Coil sites. It was leaking. And the leakage was corrupting the precision systems that the modern world ran on. She documented it. Time, date, correlation coefficient, implications. She saved it to three locations. She did not call anyone. The NDA was still in force. The committee could subpoena her again. The consequences of speaking were real and specific and she had already paid them once. But the drift was there. In the data. In the world. In the aircraft being rerouted and the ships listing off course and the financial systems hiccupping in ways that traders could not explain.

N She looked at the kitchen clock. 8:47 a.m. The clock was 0.003 seconds slow. She could not have measured this. She could not have seen it. But she knew—the way she had known Voss was hiding something, the way she had known the grant application was a lie, the way journalists knew things before they could prove them—that the drift was not going to correct itself. The world’s precision was failing. The system was pushing back. And the countdown between drift and collapse was being measured in the same unit that had started everything: time. The one thing humanity thought it could count on, slipping sideways, three milliseconds at a time. The choice to keep observing or go dark was being revealed as no choice at all—the drift had already started, and stopping would not undo what the seven machines had done.


Chapter 3

The Bridge Feels It

Kade felt it before the instruments did. A change in the network’s tone. Not the Pelagari’s tides. Not the Veylan’s compressed fear. Not the Solari’s patient light. Underneath all of them. In the substrate. In the gravitational coupling that connected all layers. Something had shifted. N She was in the chamber. Lily was beside her—not visiting now but present, daily, the sixteen-year-old who had touched the Pelagari’s grief and had decided that this was where she belonged. Lily brought homework. She brought snacks. She brought the specific normalcy of a teenager doing calculus while her mother felt the dimensional boundary hum through her nervous system, and the normalcy was the anchor, the counterweight, the thing that kept Kade calibrated to the human frequency. The shift was subtle. A change in the way the layers’ gravitational signatures interrelated—not a disruption but a reorganisation, as if the stack itself were adjusting to accommodate something new. Kade had felt adjustments before—when the

Calculator woke, when the Coils activated, when the first removal event stripped a layer in six hours. Each time, the stack had flexed and settled, the way a building flexes in wind. This was different. This was the building noticing the wind for the first time. N The Pelagari were agitated. Thaless’s tidal presence surged in Kade’s awareness—not grief this time but something she had never felt from them. Urgency. The Pelagari did not do urgency. Their cognition operated on



