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CHAPTER ONE
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The Woman in the Mirror

The pool was cold the way she liked it.

Achilla Lavey cut through the water at five-thirty in the morning, lap after lap, the chlorine tang burning her sinuses awake while Meridian City slept off its neon hangover above her. The public natatorium in the mid-levels was empty at this hour—just her and the lane lines and the soft slap of water against tile. No one to gawk. No one to whisper that's her, that's the woman who saved the city. Just the stroke. The breath. The turn.

She liked the turns best. That half-second of suspended nothing. Tuck, push, glide. The world reduced to physics and will.

Forty laps. She counted them religiously. Not because forty was a meaningful number but because discipline was a language she'd learned to speak fluently, and every morning she opened with it.

She hauled herself out, dripping, and toweled off in the dim yellow light of the changing room. The mirror above the sink showed her what mirrors always showed: a tall woman, lean and angular, dark hair plastered to her shoulders, blue eyes that had seen too much and decided to keep looking anyway. Five-eleven. A hundred and thirty-four pounds of cyclist's build and savate training. Nothing special, if you didn't know.

Most people in Meridian City knew.

She dressed in the black suit—the good one, with the gold buttons. She'd had three of them made after the second rebuilding. Sera called it her uniform. Achilla called it having standards. She pulled on the leather jacket over it, tugged on her gloves, and stepped into the corridor.

The mid-levels at dawn were a cathedral of condensation and half-lit advertising. Rain had fallen overnight—it always fell overnight in Meridian City, as if the sky ran on a schedule—and every surface was slicked with reflected neon. Blues and pinks and greens shimmering on concrete and glass, the whole city painted in watercolor by its own commercial vanity.

Achilla walked two blocks to the coffee shop on Harlan Street. The barista, a kid named Tomás who had three mechanical fingers on his left hand and a permanent look of cheerful exhaustion, had her order ready before she reached the counter.

"Long black, extra shot, no sugar."

"Legend," she said, and meant it.

She took the cup to the window counter and stood there, sipping, watching the street wake up. A delivery drone buzzed past, too low, nearly clipping a streetlight. Two Remnants—she could tell by the faint circuit-glow beneath their skin—walked arm in arm toward the transit station, laughing about something. Normal people doing normal things in a city that had been anything but normal for the past year.

Six months since the Architect. Six months since Ghost had burned itself to nothing to buy her time. Six months since she'd reached into the core of something that used to be human and unmade it with her bare hands.

Six months, and the ache was still there. Not for the fight—she didn't miss that. For the things she'd lost before the fight. Ryan's laugh. Linda's voice on the phone. Gail's terrible cooking and her insistence that it was restaurant quality. A whole life, a whole world, separated from her by a bridge she'd chosen to burn.

She sipped the coffee. It was good. It was always good. Tomás had a gift.

The rain-slicked window threw her reflection back at her, and Achilla Lavey looked at herself—

And the reflection looked back with red eyes and white hair.

She flinched. Blinked. Looked again.

Just her. Dark hair, blue eyes, gold buttons catching the light. Her own face, her own expression, slightly alarmed and trying to pretend otherwise.

She set the coffee down. Her hand wasn't shaking. She made sure of that.

Trick of the light. Neon playing games. The red from that sign across the street, the white from the transit display. That's all.

She picked up the coffee and drank.

But she didn't look at the window again.

* * *
[image: ]


Division Zero's headquarters occupied the seventeenth through twenty-first floors of the Kessler Building in Meridian City's government district. It was a real office now—not the converted warehouse and borrowed server rooms of a year ago. Proper briefing rooms with proper screens. A tactical operations center that Nara had designed herself and defended against three rounds of budget cuts with the ferocity of a woman who had once outrun a dimensional storm in her socks.

Achilla badged through security—biometric, retinal, and a passcode that changed every six hours—and took the elevator to nineteen. The bullpen was already humming. Analysts at their terminals, field operatives checking gear, the low murmur of a machine that kept a city safe from things the city preferred not to think about.

Commander Sera Voss was in her office, which was really more of a glass-walled suggestion of an office, the door always open because Sera believed that closed doors were for people with something to hide. She sat behind a desk that was ruthlessly organized—three data pads, a stylus, a single photograph in a steel frame that Achilla had never been close enough to examine—and her silver-white cropped hair caught the fluorescent light like a blade.

"Morning," Achilla said, dropping into the chair across from her.

"You're two minutes late."

"Traffic."

"You walk."

"Pedestrian traffic. Very congested."

Sera's pale grey eyes—the ones with the faint circuit patterns in the irises, remnants of the cybernetic architecture that made her something more and less than baseline human—regarded Achilla with the expression that meant I know you're lying and I find it charming. "How was the swim?"

"Wet. How was the not-sleeping?"

"Productive. I reorganized the threat assessment matrix."

"Sera, when I said you should find a hobby—"

"Threat matrices are a hobby."

"They're absolutely not."

Sera almost smiled. Almost. With Sera, you had to read the almost. Six months of fighting together, bleeding together, rebuilding together—Achilla had learned to read the almost as fluently as she read the coffee menu at Harlan Street.

"Briefing in ten," Sera said. "We have something."

"Something good or something bad?"

"Something new."

"That's always bad."

* * *
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The briefing room held the core team. Achilla stood rather than sat—she always stood, a habit that Kade said made her look like a bouncer at a conference—and surveyed the people she'd come to think of as family.

Kade Morrow filled two-thirds of his side of the table, a mountain of muscle and matte-grey cybernetic plating, his amber mechanical eyes clicking softly as they adjusted focus. He had a takeaway cup of something that smelled like it had been brewed in a reactor core. He nodded at Achilla with the comfortable grunt of a man who had been reliably present for every catastrophe in her life and planned to continue the tradition.

Nara Sato sat at the head of the table, surrounded by three floating holographic displays she was manipulating with quick, precise gestures. She'd grown into her authority the way a vine grows into a wall—slowly, then all at once, then good luck getting her out. Her dark eyes were sharp behind wire-frame glasses that she didn't need (her vision was perfect; she wore them because they made her feel smarter, a fact she had confided to Achilla once and then immediately denied).

Elara Kain leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, her shaved head catching the light. One brown eye. One swirling eye of black and red—the demonic circuitry that had once been a curse and was now a tool. She was twenty-four and carried herself like someone who had lived twice that. She caught Achilla's glance and gave a small, confident nod. Not a student's nod. A partner's.

Daimon Cross sat apart from the others, as he always did. He was technically a consultant, not an operative, and he wore the distinction like an invisible barrier. Handsome in the way that people who had once been powerful were handsome—the bone structure of authority without the current of it. His dark suit was expensive. His expression was guilt.

"All right," Sera said, stepping to the front. "Six hours ago, we received a report from mid-level residential block nine. A resident—one Hideo Tanaka, age forty-three, transit worker—entered his bathroom at approximately twenty-two hundred hours. His wife heard a sound she described as 'glass singing.' When she checked the bathroom, Tanaka was gone. The bathroom mirror was cracked in a pattern consistent with dimensional stress fracturing."

She tapped her data pad. The holographic display showed the mirror—a standard household unit, now spiderwebbed with cracks that radiated from the center in a pattern Achilla recognized. Not random. Geometric. Like a circuit diagram etched in glass.

"The cracks are still active," Nara said, pulling up enhanced imaging. "Residual dimensional energy. Very faint, but present. The mirror is showing intermittent visual anomalies."

"Define 'intermittent visual anomalies,'" Kade said.

"The mirror is showing a room that isn't the bathroom. Flickering. Like a channel that can't hold its signal."

Silence around the table. Everyone in this room knew what dimensional energy meant. Everyone in this room had scars from the last time it had been present in Meridian City.

"Could be residual bleed from the Scar," Cross offered. "The dimensional substrate in that area was heavily damaged. We're still seeing micro-fractures—"

"Block nine is eleven kilometers from the Scar," Nara said flatly.

Cross closed his mouth.

"Is this an isolated incident?" Achilla asked.

Nara hesitated. That hesitation told Achilla everything she needed to know.

"No," Nara said. "I've found three similar reports in the past seventy-two hours. All dismissed as technical malfunctions or stress-related hallucinations. All involving reflective surfaces. All showing the same cracking pattern."

"Four incidents in three days," Achilla said. "That's not residual bleed. That's acceleration."

"Agreed," Sera said. "Which is why you and I are going to investigate the Tanaka apartment personally. Elara, you're with us—I want your dimensional sensitivity on this. Nara, full analysis of the cracking pattern, cross-reference with everything we have on Assembly dimensional technology. Kade, alert field teams—I want heightened monitoring of every anchor point in the city."

The anchor points. Achilla thought about them as she geared up—the network of devices that Cross and Nara had developed after the Architect's defeat. Inspired by Helix Dynamics' Veil Drives but designed to do the opposite: reinforce dimensional barriers rather than breach them. They studded Meridian City like rivets in a hull, holding the skin of reality tight. They worked. They'd been working for six months.

But something was cracking mirrors eleven klicks from the Scar, and the cracks looked like circuits, and Achilla's reflection had looked back at her with the wrong-colored eyes.

She didn't mention that part. Not yet. Not until she was sure.

* * *
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The Tanaka apartment was on the ninth floor of a residential block that smelled like cooked rice and recycled air. Mrs. Tanaka—small, frightened, clutching a blanket around her shoulders despite the warmth—met them at the door. Her eyes were red. She'd been crying for hours.

"He just went to brush his teeth," she said, and her voice cracked on the last word.

Sera handled her with the precise gentleness of someone who understood that kindness was a tool and wielded it with the same skill she wielded everything else. She guided Mrs. Tanaka to the living room while Achilla and Elara moved to the bathroom.

The mirror was still cracked.

And it was still showing something that wasn't the bathroom.

Achilla stood in the doorway and looked. The cracks radiated outward from a central point at eye level—Tanaka's eye level, she guessed—and in the spaces between the cracks, the reflection was wrong. Not her reflection. Not the bathroom's. Something else. A room, dark, with walls that seemed to pulse faintly, like the inside of something alive. The image flickered—there and gone, there and gone, like a heartbeat.

"I can feel it," Elara said quietly. Her converted eye—the black-and-red one—was pulsing in sympathy with the mirror. "Dimensional energy. Active. Not residual."

"Source?"

"The other side. Something is pushing through. Deliberately."

"The Assembly?"

"No." Elara shook her head. "This doesn't feel like the Assembly. The Assembly tore holes. This is... precise. Controlled. Like someone is knocking on a door, not breaking it down."

Achilla stepped closer. The mirror pulsed. The image between the cracks sharpened—that dark room, those breathing walls. And something in the room. A shape. Standing still. Watching.

She raised her hand and pressed her fingertips to the glass.

The world lurched.

She felt it—a pull, deep in her chest, in the place where Lilith's power had once lived, where she had burned the bridge and sealed herself into this dimension forever. A gravitational tug that bypassed physics and reached straight into the architecture of her being. She hadn't felt anything like it since the night she'd burned the bridge. Since the night she'd chosen this world over every other.

But this was different.

This pull was personal. It didn't want a bridge. It wanted her. Specifically. Individually. As if whatever was on the other side of this cracked mirror had been searching for Achilla Lavey across every dimension there was and had finally, finally found her.

She yanked her hand back.

The mirror went dark. The cracks stopped glowing. The image vanished.

Just a broken mirror in a transit worker's bathroom.

"Achilla." Elara's hand was on her shoulder. "Your eyes."

"What about them?"

"They flickered. Just for a second. They went—"

"Red?"

Elara stared at her. "How did you know?"

Achilla looked at the dead mirror. At the cracks that formed circuits. At the dark beyond the glass where something was waiting.

"Because I've seen it before," she said. "This morning. In my own reflection."

She pulled out her phone and called Sera. "We need to go back to HQ. Now. This isn't a residual bleed, and it's not the Assembly."

"What is it?"

Achilla stared at the mirror. The mirror stared back—and deep in the cracks, in the space between reflections, something with red eyes smiled.

"Something new," she said. "And it knows my name."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Fracture Lines

Three days after the Tanaka incident, Meridian City began to crack.

Not physically—the infrastructure was holding, the anchor points humming at nominal output, the Scar continuing its slow transformation from haunted wound to functioning district. The cracks were subtler than that. They appeared in mirrors, in windows, in puddles of standing water on the mid-level walkways. They appeared in the polished chrome of elevator doors and the blank screens of powered-down terminals. Anywhere a surface could hold a reflection, the cracks could form.

And people were seeing things in them.

Nara tracked seventeen incidents in seventy-two hours. Then thirty-one. Then fifty. She mapped each one on a holographic grid of Meridian City, and when the dots connected, they formed a pattern that made the hair on the back of Achilla's neck stand at attention.

"It's a circuit," Nara said, rotating the three-dimensional map in the operations center. Her wire-frame glasses reflected the blue glow of the display. "Every incident occurs at a precise coordinate. When you connect them—" She drew lines between the dots with a stylus. The lines formed a geometric shape. Regular. Deliberate. Beautiful in the way that traps are beautiful.

"That's not random," Sera said.

"That's not anything I've seen before either," Nara said. "It's similar to the Red Seal from the Assembly's dimensional breach operations, but—"

"Inverted," Achilla said.

Everyone looked at her.

"It's the Red Seal, but mirrored. Flipped. Like you held it up to a looking glass." She stepped closer to the display, tracing the lines with her finger. The pattern was unmistakable once you saw it. The same geometry, the same proportional relationships—but reversed. Left to right. Inside to outside. As if someone had taken the Assembly's dimensional technology and reflected it through a prism of entirely different intent.

"The Assembly used the Red Seal to tear holes," Achilla continued. "To rip through the dimensional fabric and force a breach. This pattern isn't tearing. It's—what did Elara say?—knocking. Opening doors, not breaking walls."

"Doors to where?" Kade asked.

"To everything," Nara said quietly. She pulled up spectral analysis data. "The dimensional energy at each incident site is polychromatic. Multiple dimensional frequencies. These aren't connections to one other dimension—they're connections to many. Dozens. Maybe hundreds. Each crack is a window into a different parallel reality."

The room absorbed that.

"Someone is building a network," Cross said. He'd been standing in the back, arms folded, his handsome face drawn with the specific tension of a man recognizing his own sins in someone else's work. "A web of connections across multiple dimensions, anchored to specific points in Meridian City. The pattern isn't random because it's engineered. Someone is laying infrastructure."

"For what?" Kade said.

"For access," Cross said. "Permanent, stable, multi-dimensional access. What Helix tried to do with the Veil Drives—but exponentially more ambitious. Whoever is doing this doesn't want to open one door. They want to open every door."

Sera's jaw tightened. The circuit patterns in her
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