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CHAPTER 1
The Lattice That Listened
The lattice did not hum when it was healthy. It listened. Rheji preferred it that way.
He stood barefoot on the warm stone of the eastern terrace, fingers hovering inches above a suspended grid of light. Overnight warmth still lingered in the living stone beneath his feet, while the morning breeze carried the faint scent of citrus blossoms climbing the lower terraces. The projection responded to his proximity—not with sound, but with subtle shifts in color. Gold threads deepened. Silver ones thinned. A faint pulse traveled outward in concentric ripples across the air between his hands.
He didn’t touch the lattice immediately. Instead, he listened with it.
The city’s morning harmony settled around him in layers. Transit tones rose from distant sky-bridges. Irrigation channels released soft resonance chimes as rooftop gardens awakened. Somewhere below, a baker rang the first bell of the day—not to announce fresh bread, but to mark the beginning of another shared cycle. None of it competed for attention. Every sound found its place.
Below him, Ishara Prime breathed.
Sky-bridges arced between vertical gardens and layered dwellings. Transit skimmers drifted silently along assigned corridors, their hulls reflecting morning light in shifting geometric patterns. Solar membranes unfolded along high towers like waking petals. The city did not roar.
It resonated.
Rheji smiled. Most people heard a beautiful city. He heard a healthy one. His fingertips brushed the edge of the projection with the casual familiarity of greeting an old friend. The lattice answered, ripples spreading through strands of gold and silver until the entire network settled into quiet equilibrium.
Almost.
Something near the eastern sector hesitated. A single thread tightened and released. Then folded back into perfect balance. Rheji frowned for only a heartbeat before the anomaly disappeared. Probably a synchronization delay.
He pinched two fingers together, and the lattice compressed, isolating a sector band.
“Node twelve is still overcompensating,” Mireya called from behind him.
He didn’t turn. “It’s not overcompensating. It’s anticipating.”
“That’s what I said yesterday.”
“And yesterday you were wrong.”
Mireya snorted softly and stepped beside him. Her sleeves were rolled back, forearms lined with interface glyphs that shimmered faintly as she adjusted the projection feed.
The grid shifted again.
“Royal audit team lands in two hours,” she said.
“Three,” he corrected.
“They moved it up.”
“Of course they did.”
He finally turned.
Mireya’s expression held a mixture of amusement and irritation she’d perfected sometime around the age she’d realized arguing with Rheji was rarely productive. “You sound thrilled.”
“I am,” he replied dryly. “Nothing stabilizes a cooperative district like ceremonial oversight.”
She chuckled. “Behave.”
“I always behave.”
“That is demonstrably false.” A laugh escaped her before she could stop it.
He smiled faintly and turned to look out over the city.
Morning sunlight spilled across the terraces below, washing over gardens, workshops, and homes that had grown together over generations instead of competing for height. People were beginning their days. Somewhere, someone was already repairing something. Somewhere else, children would soon race across the neighborhood skywalks on their way to lessons.
Rheji loved this hour. Before meetings. Before inspections. Before politics. For these few quiet minutes, Ishara Prime belonged only to itself.
Below the terrace, the Kade household stirred in layered rhythms. Their home had grown over time—not upward in sharp angles like the palace sectors, but outward in soft tiers that followed the slope of the land. Living walls threaded with nutrient vines framed broad windows that adjusted tint automatically as the sun climbed. Energy flowed through the house invisibly, stored in the stone foundation itself and shared across the neighborhood cooperative through the decentralized lattice Rheji and his siblings maintained.
“Rheji!” Torin’s voice echoed from inside. “If the Royal audit team sees the auxiliary relays in that state, they’ll assume we’ve abandoned maintenance protocol.”
A smile tugged at Rheji’s mouth. The city would always have one more system to optimize and his family would always find one more reason to tell him he was doing it wrong. “We haven’t abandoned it,” Rheji replied.
“You replaced it.”
“Yes.”
“That’s worse.”
With one last glance across the waking city, Rheji dismissed the projection with a flick of his wrist. The lattice collapsed into a thin band of light before dissolving into the terrace column as though it had never been there.
Only then did he turn toward home. “They’re inspecting resilience,” he said as he stepped inside. “Let them see resilience.”
The interior of the Kade home carried the comforting scent of heated stone and fresh citrus fiber. Morning light filtered through living walls woven with flowering vines, casting shifting patterns across the kitchen floor. Interactive surfaces along the walls glowed softly with cooperative metrics—resource distribution, atmospheric balance, transit load. Somewhere deeper in the house, a kettle released a soft harmonic whistle as it reached temperature.
Rheji’s father stood at the central console reviewing overnight municipal requests, one hand wrapped around a cooling mug of tea. He had mastered the rare ability to read three reports at once while somehow remaining aware of everything happening in the room.
Their youngest sibling, Selah, occupied nearly half the floor. Drone components surrounded her in carefully organized chaos. A disassembled casing rested across her knees while tiny tools floated beside her on a localized magnetic field she had almost certainly modified without permission.
Rheji watched for a second before speaking. “If you leave that open,” he said, nodding toward the exposed core, “you’ll trigger the internal sweep.”
“It’s already triggered,” she replied without looking up.
He crouched beside her. “Of course it is.”
She continued adjusting a crystalline relay with exaggerated concentration. “I had it under control.”
“You’re holding the polarity regulator backwards.”
“I was testing whether you’d notice.”
“You were?”
“No.”
He reached past her, rotated the component exactly twelve degrees, and placed the tool back in her hand. “Now try.” The drone twitched. Its optical sensors brightened as a tiny rotor spun once before settling into a contented hum.
Selah looked at it. Then at Rheji. “I was about to do that.”
“Eventually.”
Torin walked through carrying a tray stacked with fresh citrus bread. “I give it thirty seconds before she claims she taught you everything you know.”
“I taught him patience,” Selah replied.
Torin laughed. “You must still be working on that lesson.”
Their father smiled into his tea without looking up from the console. The expression lasted less than a second.
From the adjoining kitchen, Mireya appeared carrying another steaming dish. She looked directly at Rheji. “You’re late.”
“I’m standing in the kitchen.”
“Exactly.” She set a plate in front of him before he could protest. “You don’t negotiate with inspections on an empty stomach.”
“I wasn’t planning to.”
“You weren’t planning to eat.”
“There is a difference.”
“There isn’t.” She slid another piece of bread onto his plate anyway.
Selah reached across the table and stole half of it. Rheji watched her. “Really?”
“You were calibrating.”
“So?”
“You weren’t using it.”
Torin didn’t miss a beat. “Legally, I think that makes it abandoned property.”
“Convenient law,” Rheji muttered.
“It benefits the people,” Selah said solemnly.
Their father finally lowered the report in his hands. “I seem to remember someone drafting that policy.”
Selah looked genuinely thoughtful. “That does sound like me.”
Laughter moved easily around the room. It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be. It was the comfortable laughter of people who had lived together long enough to know exactly where every joke would land.
Only after breakfast had begun did their father speak again.
“You’ll attend the inspection personally?” he asked Rheji.
“Yes. I’m heading there shortly to make sure everything is ready before the royal auditors arrive.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know.”
Silence passed between them.
They all understood what inspections meant. Public affirmation of unity. Private evaluation of compliance. Or perhaps something else entirely.
“The Princess requested this inspection,” Mireya added carefully.
That shifted the room slightly. Selah finally looked up from the drone.
“Personally?” Torin asked.
“Yes.”
Rheji’s expression didn’t change, but his focus sharpened.
“Why?” Selah asked.
“To learn more about cooperative architecture,” Mireya said.
“Or to verify we aren’t destabilizing the core grid,” Torin countered.
Their father’s voice remained steady.
“Or,” he said, “to demonstrate partnership.”
Rheji met his father’s gaze.
“Partnership requires trust.”
“Yes,” his father replied.
“And inspection?” Rheji asked.
“Requires visibility.”
His father let the words settle before adding, “People rarely trust what they are never allowed to see.”
Rheji exhaled slowly. Through the eastern window, palace spires shimmered in the distance. They rose from the city’s highest elevation—sleek, controlled, luminous. From that vantage point, sovereignty appeared seamless. From here, it felt negotiated.
“Is she known for inspections?” Selah asked casually.
Mireya shrugged. “She’s known for efficiency.”
“And ambition,” Torin added.
“And not settling down,” Selah chimed.
Their father cleared his throat lightly.
“Focus.”
Rheji moved toward the central doorway. The living wall parted automatically, revealing the lower terrace pathway leading toward the cooperative hub.
He paused. The air carried layered resonance—steady, balanced. Healthy.
“She doesn’t inspect failing districts,” Mireya said quietly behind him.
“No,” Rheji agreed.
“She inspects important ones.”
He didn’t answer that. Instead, he stepped out into the light.
The cooperative hub sat at the convergence point of three district energy bands. Its architecture blended organic curvature with embedded crystalline processors, a place where Ka’Leth’s living infrastructure seemed to gather itself before flowing outward again. Sweeping arches of pale composite stone curved around embedded crystalline processors that pulsed beneath the surface like a slow heartbeat. Public data panels shimmered in open air, citizens passing through them with subtle gestures that adjusted transit routes, resource allocations, or neighborhood preferences before dissolving back into transparent light.
Rheji crossed the plaza at an easy pace, the familiar rhythm of the district settling around him almost as naturally as breathing.
“Morning, Rheji.”
He lifted a hand without breaking stride.
A maintenance apprentice leaned halfway over a suspended support beam, tightening a resonance brace above the central walkway.
“You’re favoring the left stabilizer,” Rheji called.
The apprentice frowned. “I tightened that one.”
“The other left.”
A pause, then metal clicked overhead. “… Well.”
Laughter drifted up from workers below. “One day,” the apprentice called back, “I’m going to catch you being wrong.”
Rheji smiled. “You’ll have to tighten the stabilizer first.” The laughter followed him across the plaza.
Near one of the public gardens, two horticultural engineers stood knee-deep in flowering resonance vines, engaged in what appeared to be an unusually passionate debate over bloom frequencies.
“It’s the soil composition.”
“It’s absolutely not the soil.”
“It’s always the soil.” Rheji walked between them. “The irrigation pulse is six seconds too long.”
Both engineers blinked. One quietly adjusted the control interface. The vines immediately shifted, their blossoms brightening as tiny currents of harmonic light rippled through the leaves. “… Huh.” Without another word, they resumed arguing.
An elderly woman intercepted Rheji before he reached the main canopy. “You.” He stopped. She pressed a warm parcel wrapped in woven citrus fiber into his hands. “I made too much.”
“You say that every week.”
“I do.”
He looked at the package. Still warm. Fresh bread. He sighed in theatrical defeat. “I appreciate your honesty.”
“I appreciate that you’ll actually eat lunch today.”
Before he could answer, she was already walking away, waving absently over one shoulder. “You tell your mother I said hello.”
“I will.”
“You won’t.”
“… Probably not.” She laughed without turning around.
Rheji couldn’t help smiling. Above it all, the city resonated. Balanced. Alive and healthy. He reached the base of the central canopy just as movement high above the district caught his attention. Royal skimmers. Tiny silver shapes descended through the morning light along precisely defined approach lanes, their polished hulls reflecting the city beneath them.
“They’re early,” Torin muttered, over their coms link.
“They always are.” Rheji replied.
The first skimmer settled onto the receiving platform without the slightest sound. Its seamless surface flowed apart at invisible joints, reforming into a graceful entry ramp.
Royal guards stepped out first.
Uniform. Controlled. Observant.
Just in time to avoid the royal formalities the diagnostic band around Rheji’s wrist pulsed—soft light, then a stutter, then a thin, irritated chirp like a bird that didn’t want to be awake.
He held his forearm up, squinting against the sunlight bouncing off the trade corridor’s glass canopy. Below the canopy, the Outer Corridor breathed the way it always did vendors calling in warm, lazy rhythms, freight skimmers gliding along magnet rails, the scent of spiced oil and sweet citrus drifting out of a food stall that had no business being that good this far from the capital.
A good place. A loud place. A place where nothing was supposed to flicker.
But the band flickered again.
“Something is up with the node heading to check it out while you all handle introductions. You can send the audit team to the node I’ll meet them there” Rheji relayed to Torin,
Rheji’s thumb slid over the band’s interface, and the air above his palm cascading into layers of harmonic graphs and resonance equations that rotated slowly through the air. Each frequency shimmered in its own color, weaving together into a living map of Node Twelve beneath the platform. The cooperative node rested deep below his feet, hidden beneath living stone and structural crystal.
Most people never thought about it. They simply expected the lights to work. The transit rails to glide. The fountains to sing. Rheji preferred it that way.
He’d spent most of yesterday recalibrating the node after the previous storm drove fine mineral grit into the stabilizers. It had been meticulous work, but satisfying.
The node should have been content. Instead….
The harmonic line on the projection wavered, then dipped. Not enough for a blackout. Enough to make the node uneasy. Enough to make Rheji uneasy.
He lowered himself beside the access seam and rested his fingertips against the narrow line where polished living stone met the platform’s crystalline framework. The stone was warm, faintly vibrating like a pulse. Normally the resonance answered him immediately, but today it hesitated.
Rheji closed his eyes and everything else faded as he listened with his fingertips the way his father listened to a wall’s breathing before deciding where to cut. Rheji had learned years ago how to listen beneath the noise. Under the market noise of children laughing beyond the central gardens, mag-rails humming overhead, merchants bartering across the plaza, it all became surface noise as the city spoke beneath it.
The node’s familiar resonance flowed into his fingertips like an old friend’s voice, balanced and predictable. But the Rheji felt another measured and delicate rhythm threading itself through the node’s natural harmonics with almost elegant precision. This was foreign, most definitely not Ka’Leth or cooperative architecture.
Rheji opened one eye… “Of course,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “That’s adorable.”
Behind him, Ka’Leth’s Outer Corridor traffic rolled on exactly as before—laughter, bargaining, the metallic click of a vendor folding a display stand. None of them felt it yet. Why would they? The city hadn’t begun complaining yet.
Rheji shifted his tool kit closer with his boot and snapped a slim probe into the access seam. The probe disappeared into the platform with a soft thunk and immediately began feeding him data. His wristband flared brighter.
A warning overlay appeared, crisp and unblinking:
RESONANCE FIELD: EXTERNAL OVERLAY DETECTED.
SOURCE: UNKNOWN.
PRIORITY: HIGH.
He exhaled through his nose, the way he did when he wanted to stay calm and didn’t entirely trust himself to.
External overlays didn’t just happen. They were applied. Layered. Designed to shift a node’s harmonics without triggering the standard alarms that watched for brute-force sabotage. Whoever built it understood cooperative resonance architecture well enough to hide inside it instead of fighting against it. Which meant they knew how Rheji worked.
Or, more likely, they didn’t care who he was and assumed no one out here would notice until the lights went out. He rolled his shoulder, loosening the tension there, and started a manual scan. The projection above his hand rearranged into a rotating sphere of frequencies. The foreign rhythm wasn’t loud—it was clever. It hid inside the node’s natural resonance like a lie told in a familiar voice. He adjusted one parameter, then another. The false harmonic shifted away from him….only to slip neatly back into place. Almost playful.
The harmonic sphere rotated again. For less than half a heartbeat the foreign resonance exposed itself before folding neatly back beneath the cooperative’s signature. It wasn’t overpowering the node, it was impersonating it. “Come on,” he murmured. “Show me your teeth.”
A gust of wind slid down the corridor, bringing with it the faint ozone tang of high-grade engines. Not freight skimmers. Something cleaner. The sound arrived seconds later, soft and controlled. Something expensive enough to make the air smell like it had been polished. People noticed immediately, conversations slowed, merchants instinctively straightened displays. Had to be the royal skimmer.
Several engineers glanced toward the receiving platform. Rheji didn’t look up right away. He didn’t want to be distracted by the glitz and glitter of the royal skimmer when the city still needed his attention.
Rheji’s wristband chimed again. The false harmonic trembled but not from the scan, the overlay on the node trembled as if reacting to a new presence. He finally lifted his head.
The second royal skimmer settled onto the platform with impossible grace, its seamless hull unfolding into a gently descending entryway as though the machine itself had rehearsed the movement a thousand times. Royal guards stepped out first. Then she emerged.
She simply stepped from the skimmer as though she had every intention of arriving exactly when she meant to. Her coat carried the deep gray-blue of polished obsidian, subtle geometric patterns shifting across the fabric whenever the light caught it. Elegant without demanding attention. Which somehow made it impossible not to notice. She walked at an unhurried pace. Not because she wished to be admired.
Because she had never needed to hurry for anyone.
Her guards watched the crowd as their procession was moving through the corridor in a smooth, deliberate line. They moved like they’d been trained to make space without looking like they were taking it. Their armor wasn’t bulky; it was sculpted, matte-black with faint silver tracery that caught light only when they turned. Their eyes flicked across the crowd like they were reading a language no one else could see.
In their wake, people stepped aside, pretending they hadn’t.
And in the center of it, walking without haste as if the corridor had been built to carry her alone, she watched the city. Not the towers. Not the banners. The people. The architecture. The infrastructure. The places where decisions left fingerprints. Her gaze moved with remarkable efficiency. Cataloging. Evaluating.
Just… understanding the world around her.
She wasn’t tall in the way people bragged about. She was tall in the way statues were tall—because everything about her posture insisted you adjust your sense of scale. Her hair was pulled back tight, braided into a sleek crown that made her face look sharper. Her expression looked like it had been arranged carefully and then forgotten there. She scanned the corridor the way Rheji scanned frequencies: quickly, precisely, without apology.
Her gaze reached him and stopped. Not on his face at first. On the open access seam at his feet. On the projection flickering above his palm. On the probe he’d inserted into the platform.
Then her eyes met his. A fraction of a pause—just long enough to confirm that yes, she had decided he was relevant. She stepped closer. The guards shifted with her, a fluid tightening of the formation.
Rheji stood up slowly, wiping his hands on his pants out of habit. He didn’t make room by stepping back. He didn’t step forward either. He simply existed where he was. It was, he knew, an irritating thing to do around important people.
The woman’s gaze flicked to his wristband. “That node is under jurisdictional protection,” she said. Her voice was smooth, low, not loud—yet it reached him clearly through the corridor noise. Designed to be heard. Designed not to need repetition.
Rheji glanced down at his projection, then back at her. “So is the air. I’m still breathing it.”
One of the guards made a subtle sound—barely audible, but it had the sharpness of offense. A small shift of weight. A hand settling closer to a weapon that wasn’t visible but absolutely existed.
The woman didn’t react to the guard. Her eyes stayed on Rheji as if the guard had been a stray leaf that drifted past. “You’re interfering with an official inspection route,” she said.
Rheji tilted his head. “Is the inspection route allergic to tools?”
“I’m saying,” she replied, patient in the way of someone unused to needing patience, “that this platform is scheduled for review by the Crown Infrastructure Authority today.”
He let a beat pass, as though considering whether that should change physics. “You requested demonstration of decentralized resilience,” he said evenly.
“Yes.” Her voice was lower than he expected. Controlled, but not cold.
“You believe it insufficient?” he asked.
“I believe,” she replied calmly, “that resilience must survive pressure.” A faint murmur passed through nearby cooperative members.
Rheji held her gaze. “And you intend to apply it?”
“If necessary.” A pause lingered longer than protocol required. Wind lifted a single strand of hair near her temple. She didn’t brush it away. The woman stepped closer until the projection lit her face in pale blues and whites. The patterns reflected in her eyes, making them look almost luminous.
For the first time, Rheji caught the faintest trace of scent from her—something clean and sharp, like crushed leaves after rain. Not perfume. Something deliberate.
Her gaze tracked the foreign rhythm on the graph. “You’re cooperative,” she said, not a question.
Rheji blinked once. “I’m Rheji, actually. Cooperative is what I work for.” That got him his first real reaction. A pause, then the smallest lift at one corner of her mouth—so small it could’ve been a mistake. But it wasn’t. It was the kind of almost-smile that suggested she found him faintly amusing and hadn’t yet decided if that was a problem.
“You’re younger than I expected,” she said.
“You’re sharper than I expected,” he replied.
One of her guards shifted faintly. She did not. “Is that admiration?” she asked.
“Observation.”
“And what do you observe?”
“That you don’t visit districts that don’t matter.”
Something flickered in her eyes. “You assume motive.”
“You arrived early.”
“You were unprepared?”
“Never.”
The faintest curve touched her mouth. “Good.”
Silence lingered between them. Charged. Not hostile. Not warm. Something between challenge and recognition.
“What is your role here, Rheji,” she said, and his name sounded strange in her mouth—like she was tasting it for accuracy.
“I keep the lights on,” he said. “Without turning the Terrace into a shrine to bureaucracy.”
The guard nearest her exhaled, a controlled sound. “Watch your tongue—”
The woman lifted two fingers without looking at him. The guard stopped mid-sentence, as if his voice had been switched off.
Rheji’s eyebrows rose. “That’s an impressive trick.”
Her eyes flicked to him. “It’s a basic one.”
“Still,” he said. “Effective.”
She studied him for another moment. There was something unsettling in the attention—like standing under a scanner that didn’t just see your face but measured your intent. “You maintain node twelve?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“You rerouted auxiliary pathways without sovereign authorization.”
“Yes.”
“That’s irregular.”
“That’s adaptive.”
“And if adaptive pathways destabilize the core?”
“They won’t.”
“You’re certain?”
He stepped half a pace closer—not aggressive. Confident. “If the core cannot withstand distributed fluctuation,” he said quietly, “then it was never stable.”
The words carried more than technical implication. Her gaze sharpened slightly. “You test boundaries often, Rheji?”
“Only when they’re artificial.”
A small exhale left her—not quite a laugh. “You’re dangerous.”
“Only to rigid systems.” The air between them tightened.
Then—She stepped forward, and doing something no one expected, she stepped off the inspection path and stood beside the open node. The guards exchanged the smallest glance. Rheji didn’t. He was too busy noticing that she hadn’t hesitated. “What is the nature of the overlay?” she asked.
Rheji knelt again, because it was easier to think near the node’s pulse, and because he refused to stand at attention for someone just because her entourage looked expensive. He adjusted the probe and pulled up a deeper diagnostic. The foreign rhythm sharpened into a layered braid of frequencies—elegant, nested, stealthy. “It’s not random interference,” he said. “It’s threaded. Whoever laid it knew how to hide it in the node’s baseline resonance.”
“That implies sabotage,” she said.
“That implies someone likes chaos,” Rheji replied, “or someone wants to make a very specific thing happen while everyone stares at a blackout.”
She studied the projection for several silent seconds, then pointed. “There.”
Rheji followed her finger, she was right. He looked at her, really looked at it. Without explanation, or prompting or even missing a single step, she’d found the same anomaly he’d been tracking. Interesting.
The woman’s gaze went distant for a fraction of a second—as if she’d just placed that sentence into a larger pattern. Then she looked back down at the projection. “How long until failure?”
“Depends,” Rheji said. “Do you want the honest answer or the answer that makes people in uniforms feel better?”
Her eyes lifted to his. “Try honest.”
He swallowed, feeling the node’s pulse beneath his knee like a warning heartbeat. “If it spikes again,” he said quietly, “it won’t fail gracefully. The stabilizers will compensate until they can’t, then you’ll get a cascade along the rail line. Not just lights. Transit. Cooling. Medical kiosks. Everything this corridor depends on.”
A ripple moved through the guards—not panic, but alertness, the way predators react to the scent of blood. The woman didn’t move. Her voice stayed steady. “And you noticed it before anyone else because?”
Rheji shrugged. “Because I was here. Because I care. Because I don’t like surprises that involve structural collapse.”
Her gaze held his. In that moment, with the corridor’s noise thinned and the guards’ attention sharpened around them, Rheji felt something click into place, this was not just your average auditor, there was something else about her. This was someone who was used to being obeyed and who had made a conscious decision not to demand it first.
The woman straightened. The projection’s light slid off her cheekbones. “Remove it,” she said.
Rheji looked up at her. “Sure. Just give me—”
A sharp ping cut him off. His wristband flashed crimson. The harmonic graph spiked. The foreign rhythm surged, suddenly louder, suddenly hungry, as if whatever had been hiding decided it was done being subtle.
Rheji’s breath caught. He snapped his hand down toward the node. “That’s not good.”
Suddenly the ground trembled. Not randomly. Not violently. But precisely beneath node twelve. The lattice projection flared in his peripheral interface. Silver threads sharpened into rigid lines. Gold pathways strained against sudden pressure. That wasn’t natural fluctuation. That was injection.
Azhara felt it too. Her posture shifted—subtle but immediate. “Is that your resilience?” she asked, voice suddenly edged.
“That’s not us,” he said sharply. The tremor deepened—localized, focused. Node twelve flickered. A harmonic spike rippled outward in concentric rings. Too clean. Too patterned. Not failure. Calibration. Rheji dropped to one knee, palm pressing against the stone. The lattice burst into projection around them.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “What did you just do?”
“I didn’t—” Rheji started, then cursed under his breath as the stabilizer readouts began to jitter.
“I didn’t do anything except exist near it. Someone’s triggering it remotely.”
“Someone’s injecting through dormant relay clusters,” Mireya shouted from the hub console.
“That cluster was decommissioned,” Torin yelled.
“It was,” Rheji replied. “Past tense.”
Her guards snapped into motion—hands rising, scanning the crowd, eyes turning into weapons. The corridor, oblivious for one more heartbeat, kept moving. And beneath Rheji’s knee, the node’s pulse quickened like an animal waking up angry. He looked up at the woman in the midnight coat, meeting her eyes. “Get back,” he said, voice low and sharp now, the humor stripped away.
Azhara stepped closer instead of retreating. Her guards tensed. “Radiance,” one warned quietly.
“Stand down,” she said. The silver filaments along her collar flared faintly. Sovereign resonance signature activating. “I’m not in the habit of retreating,” she directed to Rheji.
Rheji’s mouth tightened. “Then you’re about to develop a new habit.” The platform vibrated—small, then stronger. A vendor’s glass jars rattled. The air filled with the faintest metallic whine, rising in pitch. Rheji lunged for the access seam, fingers flying over his interface, trying to clamp the resonance field before it tore itself—and everything above it—apart.
The harmonic sphere above Rheji’s palm fractured into jagged shards of light. The node’s pulse surged. Rheji felt it collide with the lattice. Different architecture. Centralized. Focused. Command-based. The tremor sharpened beneath their feet. A small fracture traced along the hub’s outer inlay. Not structural collapse. Signal demonstration. Someone wanted this seen.
“You’re not destabilizing us,” Azhara said evenly, as if addressing the ground itself. “You’re testing.”
Rheji glanced up at her. “You feel that too?”
“Yes.”
Another pulse stronger. And beneath the harmonic distortion—A pattern. Almost like a signature. Deliberate. Rheji adjusted his hand position, redirecting distributed pathways outward. Gold threads expanded like branching roots, absorbing the spike.
Azhara raised her hand slightly, silver resonance stabilizing the central seam. For one suspended second—Gold and silver overlapped. The tremor paused. The lattice screamed in layered frequencies.
Then—A sound like glass inhaling.
The air compressed with a low, warping whummm that made the fine hairs along Rheji’s arms rise. The stone beneath his knee shuddered. The stabilizers beneath the platform screamed in frequencies too high for the market crowd to register yet—but Rheji felt it in his teeth.
He slammed his hand down onto the interface. “Manual override!” he barked at his wristband.
The band flared, projecting emergency sigils that spiraled over the access seam, trying to suffocate the foreign overlay. For half a second, it worked.
Then the overlay bit back. Above them, three cargo skimmers drifting along the mag-rail twitched mid-glide. Rheji’s head snapped up. They weren’t large vessels—just sleek transport units, their hulls stamped with trade insignias. Common. Forgettable. But the insignias peeled away like dissolving ink. Underneath, the metal was wrong.
Too smooth. Too seamless. A seam along the underside irised open. Inside, light gathered—dense, blue-white, folding in on itself like a star collapsing. “Down!” Rheji shouted.
The first blast didn’t explode outward. It punched downward. A focused column of compressed plasma struck the platform twenty paces away, slicing through canopy glass and living stone in one vicious line. The impact didn’t roar—it cracked, like the sky had snapped a bone.
The canopy above them spiderwebbed, then liquefied into a rain of glowing fragments. The market’s noise shattered into screams. Heat washed over Rheji’s back. The platform lurched, gravity stabilizers flickering as the resonance node beneath them howled in protest.
The woman did not scream. She pivoted. In one fluid motion, she seized the wrist of the nearest guard and shoved him toward the crowd. “Shield perimeter!” she commanded, her voice cutting clean through the chaos.
The guards moved instantly. Their armor lit along the silver tracery, projecting curved energy barriers that flared translucent gold as debris slammed against them. One guard fired a pulse toward the nearest drone; the blast deflected off an unseen field and ricocheted into a vendor stall, sending a fountain of metal and fabric skyward. “Your Highness—” a guard started.
“Evacuate the civilians,” she snapped. “Now.”
Rheji barely registered the title. He was staring at the second drone. It dipped lower, aligning with the platform’s centerline—directly above the access seam. “They’re targeting the node,” he said, already moving.
The stabilizer readouts on his wristband went critical. If the node ruptured under that plasma column, the entire corridor’s mag-rail would cascade. Skimmers would fall. Cooling grids would fail. The Outer Terraces would choke. He grabbed the woman’s arm. “Move.”
Her head snapped toward him, eyes blazing—not frightened. Furious. “Release me,” she said.
The second blast struck. This one hit closer. The platform convulsed. A fissure tore through the stone two strides from where she stood, splitting the decorative inlay like brittle bone. The ground dipped. For one sickening instant, gravity stuttered. Up became sideways, sideways became nowhere.
Rheji didn’t ask again. He yanked her toward the maintenance seam just as the third drone discharged. The beam punched through the canopy directly above them. Glass vaporized into a blinding spray of incandescent dust. The heat seared across his shoulders. Something heavy slammed into his back, knocking the breath from his lungs.
He twisted, shielding her with his body as they hit the platform. The stone beneath them gave way. Not entirely—just enough. The access seam he’d opened minutes ago fractured under the pressure. The panel split down the center and dropped inward like a trapdoor.
Rheji’s hand shot out blindly, fingers catching the inner rung of the maintenance ladder embedded along the conduit wall. His other arm locked around her waist. They fell, but not far.
The ladder jolted his shoulder nearly out of socket. Pain flared white-hot down his arm. The Princess collided against his chest, the impact sharp and solid. Above them, the platform roared as plasma chewed through its surface.
For half a heartbeat, they hung suspended in a narrow shaft lit by emergency strips that pulsed crimson. Dust and glowing debris rained past them.
“Unhand me,” she said through clenched teeth, bracing one boot against the conduit wall to steady herself.
“You’re welcome,” Rheji shot back, dragging them both down another rung as a section of platform disintegrated overhead.
The shaft shuddered. The resonance core below them wailed, a rising, metallic shriek as its containment field strained against the foreign overlay. Another tremor rippled through the conduit.
She twisted in his grip—not panicked. Testing. “I can descend without assistance,” she said.
“Then descend,” he replied. “But do it now.” For the first time, their faces were inches apart—lit in violent red, breath hot with dust and ionized air. Up close, he could see the fine geometric pattern woven into her coat—threads that subtly redirected heat, shimmering faintly as debris struck above.
Her gaze locked onto his. Assessing. Calculating. Then she released his arm deliberately and dropped the next three rungs in controlled, precise movements.
Rheji followed, jaw tight. Above them, the shaft entrance imploded with a deafening crack as another plasma column struck. The ladder vibrated violently. A rain of sparks cascaded down like furious stars. Halfway down the conduit, the stabilizers failed entirely.
The sensation was immediate. Weight vanished. For one nauseating second, they were suspended in nothing—their bodies lifting from the ladder as gravity flickered out. Tools, fragments of stone, glowing dust—all floated around them in eerie, silent suspension.
Then gravity snapped back—sideways. Rheji slammed into the conduit wall, shoulder first. The Princess hit opposite him with a sharp grunt, catching herself with impossible grace, one hand gripping a ladder rung even as the world tilted. “Your node is collapsing,” she said evenly, as if discussing weather.
“It’s not my node,” he gritted, hauling himself upright against the sideways pull. “It’s everyone’s.”
Another shockwave ripped through the shaft. Below them, a surge of light flared—too bright, too unstable. The resonance core was about to breach containment. Rheji met her eyes again. “Can you run?” he asked.
Her chin lifted a fraction. “I was trained to survive,” she said.
“Good,” he replied. Because the conduit floor beneath them just began to glow.
The glow wasn’t light. It was a warning. A thin, violent seam of white traced the circular edge of the resonance chamber below, spidering outward in branching veins. The air inside the shaft thickened, metallic and hot, laced with the sharp tang of ionized coolant. The hum of the core warped into something feral—no longer harmonic, but straining, like a beast chewing its own cage.
Rheji dropped the remaining
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