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CHAPTER ONE

THE CIRCUS OF SHADOWS

Buffalo had always been a city of contradictions—industrial grit wrapped around pockets of unexpected beauty, rust-belt pragmatism shadowing whispers of the inexplicable. But lately, the whispers had grown louder. Strange lights flickered in abandoned warehouses. Shadows moved against the wind. And in the poorest neighborhoods, where Nigel—Jello to anyone who mattered—called home, the veil between the ordinary and the impossible had worn dangerously thin.

The last day of school should have tasted like freedom. Instead, it tasted like copper pennies and ozone, a metallic tang that clung to the back of Jello's throat as he stood outside the chain-link fence of his school. At fourteen, he'd learned to trust his instincts, and right now, every nerve in his body hummed with a frequency he couldn't name. The June air hung thick and humid, pressing against his dark skin like a warm, damp cloth. Sweat beaded at his temples, trickling down past sharp cheekbones that gave his face an angular, fox-like quality—all observation, all calculation.

"Yo, Jello! You coming or what?" Alexandria's voice cut through his reverie like a knife through silk. She stood ten feet away, hands on her hips, her short spiky black hair catching the afternoon sun in a way that made each strand look like a tiny antenna receiving signals from some cosmic frequency. Her rose-colored eyes—a genetic quirk that had earned her equal parts admiration and suspicion in their neighborhood—sparkled with the kind of mischief that usually preceded either adventure or disaster. At fifteen, she moved through the world like a dancer perpetually on the balls of her feet, ready to spring, ready to strike, ready for whatever came next.

Beside her, her twin brother Drew—Andrew on his birth certificate, but that formal name fit him about as well as a suit would fit a wolf—stood with the patient stillness of someone who'd learned early that rushing rarely improved outcomes. His caramel-toned skin glowed in the golden hour light, and his long, coarse hair, gathered in a messy bun at the crown of his head, had started to escape its confines in dark tendrils that framed his face. Where Alex was all kinetic energy and explosive potential, Drew was the eye of the storm, the calm center that held their trio together. His dark brown eyes, thoughtful and measuring, tracked the street with the same attention he brought to reading defenses on the football field.

"The circus," Alex continued, practically vibrating with excitement. "It's only here for three more days, and you know your mom's gonna have you on lockdown all summer doing chores and watching your little sister. This is it, Jello. This is our shot."

Jello felt the weight of his usual routine pulling at him—the familiar comfort of his bedroom, the glow of his gaming setup, the strategic puzzles that made sense in ways the real world often didn't. But something else pulled harder. That copper-penny taste. That electric hum in the air. The way the shadows seemed just a fraction too dark, too solid, as if they'd gained substance when no one was looking.

"Yeah," he heard himself say, his voice rougher than intended. "Yeah, let's do it."

Alex's grin could have lit the entire block. Drew's subtle nod of approval carried more weight than a thousand words. And just like that, Jello's summer—and his life—pivoted on an axis he couldn't yet see.

The circus had set up in an abandoned lot on the East Side, where factories had once belched smoke and prosperity before both evaporated like morning mist. Now, in the space between condemned buildings and cracked asphalt, a different kind of industry had taken root. The big top rose against the darkening sky like a fever dream made manifest—midnight blue canvas striped with deep crimson, the colors seeming to shift and breathe in the fading light.

By the time they arrived, the sun had surrendered to dusk, and the circus had transformed into something that existed in the liminal space between carnival and cathedral, between entertainment and ritual. Strings of lights crisscrossed overhead, not the cheerful yellow of normal bulbs but something stranger—a phosphorescent green-gold that made everything it touched look slightly unreal, slightly wrong, as if the world had been photographed with the wrong filter.

The music hit them first. Not the tinny, recorded calliope music of normal circuses, but something live and urgent—drums that pounded with a rhythm that matched Jello's suddenly racing heartbeat, brass instruments that wailed and soared like prayers or warnings, strings that wove through it all like silver thread through dark fabric. The sound didn't just fill the air; it seemed to reshape it, to make the very atmosphere dense and expectant.

"This is insane," Drew murmured, and Jello couldn't tell if he meant it as praise or concern. Probably both.

They paid their entrance fee to a woman whose face was painted in swirls of white and black, her smile too wide, her eyes too knowing. Her fingers, when she handed back their change, were cold as January ice despite the summer heat. She said nothing, but her gaze lingered on Jello for a heartbeat too long, and he felt that copper taste intensify until he had to swallow hard against it.

Inside the big top, the world transformed completely. The tent's interior stretched impossibly vast, far larger than its exterior dimensions should have allowed. Wooden bleachers rose in steep tiers around a central ring, and every seat seemed filled with faces that blurred together in the strange light—were there really that many people here, or were the shadows playing tricks, multiplying the crowd through some optical illusion?

The ring itself glowed with an inner fire. Not metaphorically—actual flames traced the circular boundary, low and controlled but unmistakably real, casting dancing shadows that climbed the canvas walls like living things with grasping fingers and hungry mouths. The fire's light was wrong, too—that same green-gold phosphorescence that made skin look alien and eyes look hollow.

Clowns swirled through the space in a riot of color and chaos. Their costumes were patchworks of crimson and purple, electric blue and acid green, patterns that hurt to look at directly, that seemed to writhe and shift when viewed peripherally. Their painted grins stretched impossibly wide, white teeth gleaming behind red lips that never quite moved naturally. They juggled objects that Jello couldn't quite focus on—were those balls or something else, something that squirmed?—and their laughter rang out in cascading peals that sounded almost like screaming if you listened too closely.

Balloons drifted upward, dozens of them, hundreds maybe, in colors that didn't quite exist in nature. They rose in lazy spirals toward the tent's peak, and where they touched the canvas, they seemed to pass through it, disappearing into whatever lay beyond. Bubbles followed—enormous, iridescent spheres that caught the firelight and fractured it into rainbow shards. They floated through the crowd, and when they popped, they released not air but a faint, sweet smell like overripe fruit and old flowers, like something beautiful in the first stages of decay.

The music swelled, drums pounding harder, brass crying out with reckless joy that bordered on mania. The crowd roared its approval, a sound that rolled through the tent like thunder, like an avalanche, like something vast waking from sleep. And then—

Silence.

Not gradual. Not a fade. The sound simply stopped, cut off as if someone had severed a cord. The sudden absence of noise was so complete, so absolute, that Jello could hear his own heartbeat, could hear the whisper of Alex's breath beside him, could hear the creak of the wooden bleachers settling and the distant hiss of the fire that ringed the performance space.

The pause stretched. One second. Two. Five. Ten. Time felt elastic, pliable, as if the tent itself had inhaled and was holding its breath, waiting for something, anticipating something that made the air thick and hard to breathe.

And then—the flash.

It came from nowhere and everywhere at once. A burst of light so intense, so surgical in its brightness, that it seemed to slice through reality itself. Pure white, searing, it painted everything in stark contrast—absolute light and absolute shadow with nothing in between. The flash lasted only milliseconds, a fraction of a heartbeat, but in that instant, Jello felt something fundamental shift.

The light didn't just illuminate him; it penetrated him. He felt it pass through his eyes, through his skull, reaching into spaces inside him that he hadn't known existed. It was like a door swinging open in a house he'd lived in his whole life, revealing a room he'd never seen, filled with furniture he didn't recognize but somehow knew intimately. His skin prickled with sudden heat, then cold, then something else entirely—a sensation like his body was remembering something it had never learned.

When the glare faded—and it faded as abruptly as it had appeared—the circus continued as if nothing had happened. The music surged back to life. The crowd cheered and laughed. Clowns tumbled and juggled. Acrobats swung from trapezes that appeared and disappeared in the shifting light. But Jello stood frozen, his hands trembling, a tremor traveling down his spine like electricity seeking ground.

"Did you see that?" he whispered, but his voice was lost in the renewed cacophony.

Alex was leaning forward, completely absorbed in a fire-breather who was painting the air with streams of green flame. Drew was watching the acrobats with the analytical gaze of someone mentally cataloging their techniques. Neither of them had reacted to the flash. Neither of them had felt what Jello felt—that sense of a door opening, of something vast and patient turning its attention toward him.

He tried to anchor himself to the spectacle, to lose himself in the wonder and strangeness of it all. But the echo of that flash lingered behind his eyes, an afterimage that wouldn't fade. And beneath the music and laughter, beneath the smell of popcorn and that sweet decay, he could taste copper and ozone, stronger now, almost overwhelming.

The circus continued its performance, but Jello barely saw it. He was too busy trying to understand what had just happened, too busy feeling the new weight of something inside him, something that pulsed in time with his heartbeat, something that felt like power and danger and destiny all wrapped together.

When the final act concluded—a ringmaster in a coat that seemed to be made of liquid shadow, bowing deeply while the crowd erupted in applause—Jello felt almost relieved. The tent suddenly felt too small, too hot, too full of eyes that might or might not be watching him specifically.

They filed out with the crowd, emerging into the night air that felt shockingly cool and clean after the tent's thick atmosphere. The city stretched around them, familiar and strange all at once. Streetlights cast their normal yellow glow, but after the circus's phosphorescent illumination, even ordinary light looked somehow suspect.

"That was incredible," Alex breathed, her eyes still wide with wonder. "Did you see that last trick with the—"

"We should head home," Drew interrupted, his voice carrying an edge that made both Jello and Alex look at him sharply. He was staring down the street, his body tense in a way that had nothing to do with the circus they'd just left.

Jello followed his gaze and felt his stomach drop. The shadows between the streetlights seemed darker than they should be, thicker somehow, and in them he could swear he saw movement—shapes that never fully resolved, only intention.

"Yeah," Jello agreed, his voice tight. "Let's go."

They started walking, their earlier excitement curdling into unease. The night wrapped around them like a living thing, and with every step, Jello felt more certain that the circus hadn't been entertainment. It had been an invitation. Or maybe a warning.

And he had answered it, whether he'd meant to or not.

 


CHAPTER TWO

COLLISION

The streets of Buffalo's East Side at night were a study in contrasts—pools of sickly yellow streetlight separated by gulfs of shadow, the occasional neon sign bleeding color into the darkness like wounds that wouldn't close. Jello, Alex, and Drew walked in a loose triangle, their footsteps echoing off brick walls and broken pavement, their breath visible in the suddenly cool air despite the summer heat that should have lingered.

The twins—so close they finished each other's sentences—kept up a steady stream of chatter about the circus, their voices bright and animated. But Jello heard the forced quality in their enthusiasm, saw the way Drew's eyes kept scanning their surroundings, and noticed how Alex's hands had curled into loose fists at her sides. They'd all felt it, that shift in the air, that sense of the world tilting slightly off its axis.

The girl appeared without warning.

One moment, the street ahead was empty except for the usual urban detritus—crumpled newspapers, broken bottles, the skeletal remains of a shopping cart. The next, she was there, sprinting toward them with desperate speed, a bag clutched against her chest like it held something vital.

She was small, slight, maybe Jello's age, with long black hair that streamed behind her like a banner. Even in the poor light, Jello could see the terror etched into her features, the way her eyes—were they green? they seemed to glow faintly in the darkness—darted behind her as if tracking pursuers only she could see.

She wasn't watching where she was going. Or maybe she was watching too many things at once. Either way, she collided with Alexandria with the force of a small car, the impact producing a sound like a thunderclap in the quiet street.

Alex went down hard. Her body folded around the impact point, breath exploding from her lungs in a sharp gasp that was half surprise, half pain. She hit the pavement with her shoulder, rolled, came up on her knees with blood streaming from her nose—a bright red line that looked black in the streetlight, that dripped onto the concrete in fat drops that seemed to sizzle slightly where they landed.

The girl—and Jello got a better look at her now, saw the otherworldly quality of her features, the way her skin seemed to glow faintly with its own light, the strange symbols etched into the silver pendant at her throat—didn't stop. Didn't apologize. Didn't even slow down. She was up and moving in a blur of motion that seemed almost inhuman, her feet barely touching the ground as she accelerated away from them, the bag still clutched tight against her chest.

For a heartbeat, they all froze. Then Alex's face transformed, pain and shock giving way to pure, incandescent fury. Her rose-colored eyes blazed in the darkness, and when she surged to her feet, blood still streaming from her nose, she looked like something primal and dangerous, like a predator that had just been challenged.

"Oh, hell no," she snarled, and took off after the girl without another word.

Drew moved immediately, his longer legs eating up the distance as he followed his sister. Jello hesitated for only a second—his instincts screaming at him that this was a mistake, that they should let the strange girl go, that following her would lead them somewhere they didn't want to be—before his loyalty overrode his caution and he sprinted after them.

The chase carried them deeper into the East Side's industrial heart, past shuttered factories and abandoned warehouses, through alleys that stank of piss and rotting garbage and something else, something sweet and wrong that reminded Jello of the circus tent. The girl moved like liquid, like smoke, darting around obstacles with unnatural grace, never quite letting them catch up but never quite losing them either.

Was she leading them somewhere? The thought struck Jello with the force of revelation. This wasn't a chase—it was a procession, a parade, and they were following exactly where she wanted them to go.

"Alex!" he tried to shout, but his voice came out breathless and weak, lost in the sound of their pounding footsteps and ragged breathing. "Alex, wait!"

She didn't hear him. Or she heard and didn't care. Her focus had narrowed to a single point—the girl ahead of them, the girl who had bloodied her nose and then run, the girl who represented a challenge that Alex's fierce pride couldn't ignore.

The girl ducked into a building—an old textile factory, its windows broken teeth in a skull-like facade, its brick walls stained with decades of soot and rain and neglect. The door hung crooked on its hinges, and she slipped through the gap like water through fingers.

Alex followed without hesitation. Drew was right behind her. And Jello, his heart hammering against his ribs, his mouth dry with fear and that persistent copper taste, brought up the rear.

Inside, the building was a cathedral of decay. The ceiling soared overhead, lost in shadows that the faint moonlight through broken windows couldn't penetrate. Rusted machinery hulked in the darkness like sleeping monsters. The floor was a treacherous landscape of rotted boards and gaping holes, of debris and standing water that reflected the moonlight in oily rainbows.

The air tasted of rust and mold and something else—that sweet decay smell from the circus, stronger here, almost overwhelming. Jello's eyes watered from it, and he had to breathe through his mouth to keep from gagging.

The girl stood in the center of the vast space, her chest heaving, the bag still clutched against her. In the better light—such as it was—Jello could see her more clearly. She was beautiful in an unsettling way, her features too perfect, too symmetrical, her skin that golden honey color that seemed to generate its own soft luminescence. Her black hair, shot through with hints of deep violet, fell past her shoulders in waves that moved as if underwater. And her eyes—definitely green, a vivid emerald that glowed with actual light—fixed on them with an expression that mixed fear, determination, and something that might have been apology.

"I'm sorry," she said, her voice surprisingly soft, surprisingly young. "I didn't mean to—I wasn't trying to—"

"You broke my nose!" Alex shouted, advancing on her with fists raised. Blood still streamed down her face, dripping from her chin, and in the moonlight, she looked feral, dangerous, magnificent.

"Alex, wait—" Drew started, reaching for her shoulder.

And then the world ended.

The sound came first—a crack like the earth splitting open, like thunder compressed into a single instant of pure destruction. The floor beneath them didn't just break; it disintegrated, rotted wood and rusted metal giving way all at once as if the building had been waiting for this moment, as if their combined weight had finally exceeded some critical threshold.

Jello felt the floor drop away beneath his feet. For a fraction of a second, he hung suspended in empty air, his mind blank with shock. Then gravity reasserted itself with vicious enthusiasm, and he was falling, tumbling through darkness and debris, his arms windmilling uselessly, his mouth open in a scream that wouldn't come.

He caught glimpses as he fell—Alex's face, eyes wide with terror; Drew reaching out, trying to grab something, anything; the strange girl, her expression oddly calm, almost resigned; and everywhere, that green light, that phosphorescent glow that seemed to be rising from below, reaching up to meet them like welcoming arms or grasping claws.

The impact, when it came, was softer than it should have been. Not soft—Jello still felt the air driven from his lungs, still felt pain explode through his shoulder and hip—but softer than falling two stories onto concrete should have felt. The green light was everywhere now, suffusing the air, making everything look underwater, making reality feel negotiable.

Dust filled the air, thick and choking. Jello coughed, gasped, tried to orient himself. He was lying on his back on a pile of debris, staring up at the hole they'd fallen through. Moonlight streamed down, looking pale and weak compared to the green glow that surrounded them.

"Alex?" he croaked. "Drew?"

Groans answered him from different directions. They were alive. That was something. But as the dust began to settle and Jello's eyes adjusted to the strange light, he realized that being alive might not be the blessing he'd initially thought.

They weren't in a basement. They were in something else entirely—a space that felt deliberately constructed, that radiated purpose and malice in equal measure. The walls were stone, not brick, carved with symbols that hurt to look at directly, that seemed to writhe and shift when viewed peripherally. The green light came from veins of something crystalline embedded in the stone, pulsing with a rhythm that matched Jello's heartbeat, that seemed to be responding to their presence.

And they weren't alone.

Figures moved in the shadows at the edge of the green light's reach—tall, robed, their faces hidden by deep hoods. They didn't rush forward. They didn't need to. They simply stood there, patient and implacable, waiting for the dust to settle, waiting for their prey to realize the trap had closed.

Jello tried to move and found his body unresponsive, shock and pain and something else—something in the air, some quality of the green light—making his limbs feel heavy and distant. He managed to turn his head enough to see Alex struggling to sit up, blood still streaming from her nose, her rose-colored eyes blazing with defiance even as her body refused to cooperate. Drew was on his hands and knees, shaking his head like a stunned boxer, his hair having come completely free of its bun and hanging around his face in a dark curtain.

And the girl—Kira, though Jello didn't know her name yet—stood in the center of the space, the bag still somehow clutched against her chest, her green eyes glowing brighter now, reflecting or generating the light around them. She looked at them with an expression of profound sorrow.

"I'm so sorry," she whispered again. "I tried to lead them away from you. I tried to—"

One of the robed figures stepped forward, and Kira's words cut off abruptly. The figure raised a hand, and the green light intensified until Jello had to close his eyes against it. When he opened them again, the world had shifted once more.

They were no longer in the chamber beneath the factory. They were somewhere else, somewhere deeper, somewhere that felt like it existed in the cracks between reality's floorboards. And as consciousness began to slip away, pulled under by whatever power suffused this place, Jello's last thought was that the circus hadn't been an invitation or a warning.

It had been an audition.

And apparently, they'd passed.

 


CHAPTER THREE

CAPTIVITY

Consciousness returned in fragments, like a shattered mirror being pieced back together.

First came sensation—cold stone against Jello’s cheek, the smell of damp earth mixed with something chemical, the distant drip of water marking time in the dark. Then came pain—a dull ache in his shoulder, a sharper throb in his hip, and beneath both, a deep chill that had less to do with temperature and more to do with the wrongness of this place.

Then came fear.

Jello opened his eyes.

Darkness surrounded him, broken only by a faint green glow pulsing somewhere beyond the bars in front of him. He was lying on the floor of a cell—there was no mistaking that—maybe ten feet wide, with rough stone walls and a ceiling swallowed by shadow. One wall was made entirely of iron bars, thick and old, faintly vibrating with a low hum that seemed to grow stronger the longer he stared at them. Beyond them stretched a narrow corridor lined with more cells and spaced pools of green light, each pulse beating through the silence like a warning.

He pushed himself up slowly, every muscle protesting. His clothes were torn, streaked with dust and dried blood. When he checked his pocket, his fingers closed around cool metal.

His multitool.

Whoever dragged them down here must have searched badly—or too quickly.

Either way, he still had it.

“Drew?” he called softly, his voice rough from dust and dehydration.

“Here.”

The answer came from the cell to his left.

Jello turned and saw Drew through the bars of the adjacent cell. He looked worse than Jello felt—lip split, face bruised, eyes shadowed with something deeper than pain. But he was awake. Alive.

That was enough.

“Alex?” Jello called, louder this time.

“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to kill you myself.”

Her voice came from farther down the corridor, sharp with pain and anger.

“My nose is definitely broken, I think I cracked a rib, and the second I get out of here, I’m breaking something on that glowing psycho.”

Relief hit Jello so hard it nearly made him laugh.

They were alive.

Separated. Hurt. Trapped.

But alive.

“Where are we?” Drew asked.

His voice was calm, but Jello could already hear the gears turning behind it—measuring, observing, trying to solve the room before panic had a chance to settle in.

“Underground,” Jello said.

He glanced at the walls, the corridor, the unnatural glow.

“Deep underground. This wasn’t built in a basement. Somebody made this on purpose.”

Another pulse of green light rolled through the corridor.

This time Jello saw more clearly.

Symbols had been carved into the stone walls—thin, deliberate markings that threaded between veins of green crystal embedded in the rock itself. The lines looked almost organized. Almost mechanical. Like circuitry carved into ancient stone.

“The girl,” Alex said, her words a little muffled. “Where is she?”

A soft voice answered from somewhere farther down, from what sounded like the women’s side of the holding area.

“My name is Kira.”

The name hung in the dark.

Jello felt something in him click faintly into place. Kira. It fit her somehow—that strange girl with the glowing eyes, the desperate run through the city, the look on her face like she’d already been running long before they ever saw her.

“I don’t care what your name is,” Alex snapped. “I care about why you led us into a trap.”

“I didn’t—” Kira’s voice broke. When she spoke again, it trembled with held-back tears. “I didn’t mean to. I was trying to get away from them. You got caught in it. I thought if I could lose you, you’d be safe, but they were tracking me, and when the floor collapsed—”

“Who’s tracking you?” Drew cut in, steady and direct. “Who are ‘they’?”

Silence followed.

Long enough to feel deliberate.

Then Kira spoke again, quieter this time, but steadier.

“I don’t know what they call themselves. I just call them the cult.” A rustle of fabric sounded against stone. “They’ve been hunting me for three years. Ever since I turned eleven. They want me because of this.”

“The pendant?” Jello asked.

“Yes.”

Her voice dropped.

“It’s been with me my whole life. When I was found as a baby, it was all I had. Me, the pendant, and a note in a language nobody could read.”

“Found?” Jello repeated.

“I was abandoned,” Kira said. “Left near that same factory. The people who took me in tried to protect me, but when the pendant started glowing on my eleventh birthday… the cult found me not long after.”

The green light pulsed again.

This time Jello saw it clearly.

The glow wasn’t only coming from the crystal-veined walls.

A softer light shone from Kira’s cell.

The pendant.

“What do they want with you?” Drew asked.

“I don’t know everything,” Kira said. “Only pieces. Bloodlines. Power. Some ritual. I’ve heard them say I have the right heritage for it.”

She hesitated.

“They need me alive. But I don’t think I’m all they’re looking for.”

The silence sharpened.

Then she forced the rest out.

“I think they were using me as bait. To draw out other people with abilities like mine.”

Like mine.

Like his.

Jello swallowed.

The copper taste at the back of his throat had gotten stronger. He thought of the circus. The flash. That strange door inside him cracking open for the first time. The feeling of his body becoming something looser, stranger, more fluid than flesh should have been.

“We need to get out of here,” Alex said. “Any ideas?”

Jello stood carefully and stepped toward the bars. The cell door was old iron, well-maintained despite its age. The lock was thick and ugly, built for keys, not improvisation. But the hinges—

“Drew,” he said quietly. “Check your door. The hinges.”

There was a pause. Then movement from the next cell.

“They’re rusted,” Drew said. “Not enough to fall apart. Enough to work on.”

Hope flickered.

“If we loosen them—”

“With what?” Alex cut in. “Our fingernails?”

Jello pulled the multitool from his pocket and held it up even though nobody could really see it in the dark.

“With this.”

A beat.

Then Alex let out a short breath that was almost a laugh.

“Okay,” she muttered. “Now I’m mad at the cult and embarrassed for them.”

For the next few hours—or what felt like hours in the underground dark—they worked.

Jello and Drew focused on the hinges of their cell doors, scraping away rust, prying at weakened points, working the old metal a fraction at a time. It was miserable work. Slow. Silent. Every scrape felt too loud. Every second carried the fear of footsteps returning.

Alex, unable to reach her own hinges properly from inside her cell, kept watch down the corridor, listening for movement, muttering under her breath whenever either of them made too much noise.

Kira did what she could from her cell.

She told them what little she knew of the place. Multiple chambers. Corridors below the factory. Green-lit rooms deeper in. People in robes. Symbols everywhere.

And the energy.

“It’s called aetheric energy,” she said at one point, her voice soft in the dark. “At least that’s what I heard one of them say. It’s old. Older than the city. Older than the people living on top of it now. The ones who knew this land first understood it. They knew it was powerful. Dangerous. The cult wants to use it.”

“For what?” Jello asked.

“I don’t know.”

He paused, flexing his cramped fingers around the multitool.

“And your pendant?”

“It’s connected,” Kira said. “A focus. Maybe a key. Whatever ritual they’re trying to complete… they can’t do it without it.”

The green light pulsed again.

Jello felt something answer inside him.

That same sensation from the circus.

The half-opened door.

The power waiting just beyond reach.

He forced himself back to the hinges.

Minutes blurred.

Metal flaked beneath the multitool’s edge.

Rust gave way.

Stone scraped skin from his knuckles.

Finally Drew’s voice came through the darkness, low and urgent.

“I think I’ve got the top hinge loose.”

“Wait,” Jello whispered. “Let me get mine. We move together.”

More scraping.

More pressure.

Then at last Jello felt the hinge shift beneath the tool.

Not much.

Enough.

“Okay,” he breathed. “On three.”

The corridor seemed to hold its breath with them.

“One… two… three.”

They slammed their weight into the weakened doors.

Metal shrieked against stone.

For one awful second, nothing happened.

Then both doors twisted violently on their damaged hinges and gave just enough for them to force through.

Jello hit the corridor first, heart hammering.

Drew came out a second later.

Neither of them spoke.

They moved straight to Alex’s cell.

Her hinges were in better shape, but now they had leverage, speed, and no reason to stay quiet. Between Jello’s multitool and Drew’s strength, the metal gave faster than before.

The door tore open.

Alex stepped out like something released from a cage, blood at her nose, eyes blazing.

“Took you long enough.”

“You’re welcome,” Drew muttered.

They moved to Kira’s cell next.

Jello reached the bars first and stopped.

In the green pulse, he could finally see her clearly.

She looked smaller somehow than she had in the chaos above. Fragile. Dirt streaked her face. Her dark hair clung messily around her shoulders. But her eyes still carried that same strange brightness. And hanging against her chest, glowing softly, was the pendant.

Jello worked quickly at the lock.

This one was smaller. Simpler.

A few tense seconds later, it clicked.

The cell opened.

Kira stepped out slowly, rubbing her wrists.

She looked at them with an expression full of guilt.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I tried to lead them away from you. I really did.”

Before anyone could answer, Drew stiffened.

“Wait.”

Everyone froze.

“What?” Alex asked.

Drew turned his head slightly, listening.

“There’s air moving.”

Jello felt it a second later too—a faint current brushing past from somewhere down the corridor. Subtle. Easy to miss. But real.

“A way out,” he said.

“Or a way deeper in,” Alex replied.

“Either one beats staying here,” Drew said.

They moved.

Fast. Quiet as they could manage.

The corridor twisted through the underground complex, the walls changing as they went—less like a prison, more like something ritualistic. The carved symbols grew denser. The green crystals in the walls glowed brighter. The air itself felt wrong, charged, almost alive.

Then they heard voices.

Chanting.

Distant at first.

Then closer.

Robed figures emerged from the far end of the corridor, their silhouettes warped by the pulsing green light.

This time Jello saw them clearly.

Not random kidnappers.

Not just fanatics.

Sorcerers.

Each one carried the same green-lit energy running through the walls. It crawled across their robes, their hands, their masks like liquid fire trapped beneath skin.

“Move!” Alex snapped.

They ran.

The corridor widened into a stone chamber and then narrowed again, the path ahead sloping upward. Cold air rushed toward them now in clearer waves.

They were close.

Behind them the chanting rose.

The green light brightened violently.

The stone floor beneath their feet shuddered.

“Oh no,” Kira whispered.

Cracks shot across the ground in a web of glowing green lines.

“Run!” Jello shouted.

They lunged forward just as the floor gave way beneath them.

Stone collapsed.

Light exploded upward.

And as Jello dropped into the dark for the second time in what felt like the same endless nightmare, he felt that door inside him swing a little wider open.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

THE CHAMBER OF LIGHT

The fall seemed to last forever and no time at all. Jello tumbled through space that felt less like air and more like liquid, thick and resistant, the green light so intense now that he had to close his eyes against it. He could hear the others—Alex's sharp cry of pain, Drew's grunt of impact, Kira's whispered words in that unknown language—but they sounded distant, muffled, as if they were falling through different dimensions that only occasionally intersected.

When he finally hit bottom, the impact drove the breath from his lungs but didn't break any bones. He lay there for a moment, gasping like a fish on dry land, his body refusing to cooperate with his desperate commands to move, to get up, to run. The surface beneath him was smooth and cold, not stone but something else, something that hummed with barely contained energy.

Slowly, painfully, Jello opened his eyes.

The chamber they'd fallen into defied description. It was vast—cathedral vast, stadium vast.

No one spoke.

The chamber was too vast — too ancient — for words.

And then they saw it.

A ceiling so high it disappeared into darkness that even the pervasive green light couldn't penetrate. The walls were covered in those same symbols he'd seen in the cells, but here they were enormous, each one the size of a car, glowing with that aetheric energy and pulsing in complex patterns that suggested meaning, purpose, intention.

But it was the center of the chamber that captured and held Jello's attention, that made his breath catch and his heart stutter in his chest.

A capsule hung suspended in the air, maybe twenty feet off the ground, held in place by nothing visible—no chains, no cables, just empty air and reality-defying physics. The capsule itself was transparent, made of some material that looked like glass but couldn't be, because glass didn't glow from within, didn't pulse with that same green light that suffused everything in this underground complex.

And inside the capsule, floating in liquid that swirled with luminescent currents, was a boy.

He looked about Jello's age, maybe a year or two older, with features that were almost painfully beautiful—high cheekbones, a straight nose, lips that were full and perfectly shaped. But it was his hair that truly arrested attention: pure white, not the white of age but the white of fresh snow, of bleached bone, of things that had never known color. It floated around his head in the liquid like a halo, like a crown, like something alive and aware.

His eyes were closed, his expression serene, almost peaceful. But even unconscious, even suspended in that strange liquid, he radiated power. Jello could feel it from where he lay, a pressure against his skin, a weight in the air, a presence that made the hairs on his arms stand up and his mouth go dry.

"What..." Alex's voice came from somewhere to Jello's left, hoarse and shocked. "What the hell is that?"

Jello managed to sit up, his body protesting but functional. He could see the others now—Alex on her hands and knees, blood dripping from her nose again; Drew standing but swaying, one hand pressed against his head; and Kira, already on her feet, staring at the capsule with an expression that mixed recognition and horror.

"That's what they've been doing," Kira whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum of energy that filled the chamber. "That's why they needed me. He's the source. The wellspring. And they've been using him to—"

She cut off abruptly as figures emerged from the shadows at the chamber's edges. More robed cultists, dozens of them, forming a circle around the fallen prisoners. But these were different from the ones who'd pursued them through the corridors. These moved with authority, with confidence, with the bearing of people who knew they'd already won.

One stepped forward, and even through the deep hood, Jello could see eyes that glowed with the same green light as the capsule, as the symbols on the walls, as Kira's pendant. When he spoke, his voice was deep and resonant, carrying harmonics that made Jello's bones vibrate.

"You've saved us considerable trouble," the cultist said, and there was satisfaction in his tone, dark amusement. "We've been tracking the girl for months, waiting for the right moment to bring her here. But she proved... elusive. And then you three appeared, drawn by the circus, marked by the flash, carrying the potential we've been searching for. It was almost too perfect."

"The circus," Jello said, his voice rough. "That was you. That flash—"

"A test. A catalyst. We needed to know if any in the city carried the old blood, the potential to channel aetheric energy. Most humans are deaf and blind to it, but a few—a very few—have the capacity to perceive it, to use it. You, boy, are one of those few. We saw it the moment the flash touched you, saw the way your body responded, the way the energy recognized something in you."

Jello felt sick. The circus hadn't been random. The flash hadn't been an accident. Everything—from the moment they'd decided to go, from the moment that strange painted woman had looked at him too long—had been orchestrated, designed to identify and capture people like him.

"What do you want with us?" Drew asked, his voice steady despite the fear that Jello could see in his eyes.

The cultist gestured toward the capsule, toward the floating boy with the white hair. "Him. We want to wake him. He's been sleeping for three years, ever since we found him and realized what he was—a natural conduit for aetheric energy, a living battery that could power our rituals, our magic, our transformation of this city into something greater than it ever was. But he's too powerful. His mind retreated deep inside itself, and we haven't been able to reach him, to wake him, to make him cooperate."

"So you need us to do it," Kira said, her voice flat. "You need my pendant and their potential to create a resonance strong enough to pull him back to consciousness."

"Precisely. The girl understands." The cultist's satisfaction was palpable. "Your pendant is a key, forged centuries ago by those who first learned to channel aetheric energy. And these three—especially the boy with the quick mind and the adaptive body—they carry the spark that can ignite the connection. Together, you'll wake him. And once he's awake, once he's under our control, we'll have the power to reshape reality itself."

"And if we refuse?" Alex asked, though her tone suggested she already knew the answer.

"Then you'll die here, in the dark, and we'll find others. It might take years, but we're patient. We've been patient for centuries. We can wait a few more years if necessary." The cultist paused, then added, almost conversationally, "Though I should mention that the boy in the capsule—Elias is his name, though he doesn't remember it—he's suffering. Has been suffering for three years, trapped in a nightmare he can't wake from, his power being drained to fuel our work. If you help us wake him, at least his suffering ends. That's something, isn't it?"

Jello looked at the boy—Elias—floating in his prison of light and liquid. Even from this distance, even through the transparent walls of the capsule, he could see the subtle signs of distress: the way Elias's fingers twitched occasionally, the way his eyes moved beneath closed lids, the way his expression would sometimes shift from serenity to something that looked like pain or fear before smoothing out again.

He was suffering. And these cultists had been using him, draining him, keeping him trapped in a waking nightmare for three years.

Jello felt something shift inside him, that door swinging wider, and with it came a surge of anger so intense it made his vision blur. Not just anger at the cultists, though that was certainly part of it. Anger at the injustice of it all, at the casual cruelty, at the way these people treated others as tools, as resources, as things to be used and discarded.

"Okay," he heard himself say, his voice strange and distant. "We'll do it. We'll wake him."

"Jello, no—" Drew started, but Jello cut him off with a look.

"We'll wake him," Jello repeated, and this time there was something in his voice that made even the cultist take a step back. "But not for you. For him."

Before anyone could react, before the cultists could stop him or his friends could protest, Jello reached inside himself, reached for that door that had been standing ajar since the circus, and threw it wide open.

The sensation was indescribable. It was like diving into water that was also fire, like breathing air that was also light, like becoming something more and less than human all at once. His body shifted, changed, his flesh taking on a strange translucent quality, his bones becoming flexible, his entire form rippling like the surface of a pond disturbed by a stone.

He was becoming jelly. Literally, impossibly, his body was transforming into a gelatinous substance that glowed with its own internal light, that moved according to rules that had nothing to do with normal physics. He could feel every molecule of himself, could control each individual cell, could reshape his form with nothing more than thought and will.

The cultists shouted, their voices rising in alarm, but Jello was already moving. His jelly-form flowed across the chamber floor like water, like mercury, impossibly fast and utterly unstoppable. He reached the base of the capsule and began to climb, his body adhering to the smooth surface, flowing upward with liquid grace.

Behind him, chaos erupted. The cultists were chanting, trying to stop him with their magic, but their spells slid off his transformed body like rain off glass. Alex and Drew, understanding what Jello was trying to do even if they didn't understand how, launched themselves at the nearest cultists, creating a distraction, buying time.

And Kira—Kira stood in the center of the chamber, her pendant blazing with light so intense it rivaled the capsule itself, and began to sing. Not words, exactly, but sounds that resonated with the symbols on the walls, with the aetheric energy that pulsed through everything, with something ancient and powerful that had been sleeping in her blood since birth.

Jello reached the top of the capsule and pressed his jelly-hands against its surface. The material was warm, almost hot, and it hummed with energy that made his transformed body vibrate in sympathy. He could feel Elias inside, could sense the boy's consciousness trapped in layers of sleep and nightmare, could feel the desperate, exhausted struggle to wake, to break free, to end the suffering.

"I'm here," Jello whispered, though he had no mouth to speak with, no lungs to breathe. "I'm here, and I'm going to get you out."

He pushed, not with physical force but with will, with intention, with that strange new power that flowed through his jelly-form. The capsule resisted, its walls designed to contain, to imprison, to hold. But Jello was persistent, and he was angry, and he was something the cultists hadn't anticipated—someone who could adapt, who could change, who could become whatever was necessary to achieve his goal.

The capsule began to crack. Hairline fractures appeared in its surface, spreading like a spider's web, glowing with that same green light. The liquid inside began to leak out, thick and viscous, dripping onto the chamber floor where it hissed and steamed.

And Elias's eyes opened.

They were the same emerald green as Kira's, as the aetheric energy, as the light that suffused this entire underground complex. But where Kira's eyes held fear and determination, Elias's held something else entirely—power, vast and ancient and barely contained, power that had been building for three years with nowhere to go, power that was about to be unleashed.

The capsule shattered. Not gradually, not piece by piece, but all at once, exploding outward in a shower of crystalline fragments that caught the light and threw it back in a thousand different directions. The liquid poured out in a wave, and Elias fell—

—and Jello caught him, his jelly-body cushioning the impact, absorbing the shock, keeping the white-haired boy safe even as they tumbled toward the chamber floor together.

They hit the ground in a tangle of limbs and transformed flesh, and for a moment, Jello felt their minds touch, felt Elias's consciousness brush against his own. It was like touching a live wire, like staring into the sun, like trying to hold an ocean in his hands. Elias was powerful—more powerful than Jello had imagined, more powerful than the cultists had realized, power that had been growing and building during his three years of imprisonment until it had become something that could reshape reality itself.

And in that moment of contact, Jello understood. Understood what the cultists wanted, what they'd been trying to do, and why it could never work. You couldn't control power like this. You couldn't cage it, couldn't direct it, couldn't use it as a tool. Power like this was alive, aware, and it chose its own path.

Elias chose to be free.

The chamber exploded with light—not green this time, but white, pure and clean and absolutely blinding. Jello felt his jelly-form solidify, felt himself becoming human again, felt the door inside him swing partially closed as the power that had transformed him retreated. He lay on the cold floor, gasping, his body his own again but forever changed by what he'd experienced.

Beside him, Elias stood. The white-haired boy was naked, his pale skin glowing with residual energy, his emerald eyes blazing with power and purpose. He looked at the cultists—who had frozen in place, their chanting cut off, their confidence shattered—and when he spoke, his voice carried harmonics that made the chamber itself resonate.

"You kept me prisoner," Elias said, and each word was a judgment, a condemnation. "You used me. Drained me. Hurt me. For three years, I suffered in darkness and nightmare, and you didn't care. You only cared about what I could give you, what you could take from me."

He raised his hands, and the aetheric energy responded, flowing toward him like iron filings to a magnet, like water finding its level, like something that had been waiting for this moment since the beginning of time.

"No more," Elias said. "No more suffering. No more imprisonment. No more you."

What happened next was beyond Jello's ability to fully comprehend. The cultists screamed, but their screams were cut short as the energy that had sustained them, that had given them their power, was ripped away. They collapsed like puppets with cut strings, their robes falling empty to the floor, their physical forms dissolving into shadows that faded and disappeared.

The symbols on the walls flared once, twice, then went dark. The green light that had suffused everything began to fade, replaced by normal darkness, by the absence of that oppressive, unnatural glow. And in the center of it all, Elias stood, breathing hard, his power slowly receding back inside him, his expression shifting from fury to exhaustion to something that might have been relief.

"Thank you," he said, looking at Jello with eyes that were still glowing but dimming, becoming more human, more normal. "Thank you for waking me. Thank you for freeing me."

Jello tried to respond, but his body had reached its limit. The transformation, the climb, the contact with Elias's vast power—it had all been too much. Darkness crept in at the edges of his vision, and the last thing he saw before consciousness fled was Kira rushing toward them, her pendant still glowing, her face a mixture of joy and concern.

Then nothing. Just darkness, and the distant sound of voices calling his name, and the feeling of being lifted, of being carried, of being taken somewhere safe.

When he woke again, everything would be different. But for now, he slept, and dreamed of doors opening, of power flowing, of a world that was stranger and more dangerous and more wonderful than he'd ever imagined.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

SANCTUARY

Consciousness returned slowly this time.

Not like the brutal snap of waking in a prison cell. Not like falling back into pain.

This was gentler.

Warmth touched Jello’s face first. Then softness beneath him. Clean fabric. Fresh air. The faint scent of lavender and sun-dried wood. Somewhere outside, birds called to one another through rustling leaves, and for one disorienting moment, it felt unreal that any of it could be real.

He opened his eyes.

A ceiling of old wooden planks stretched above him. Sunlight spilled through a nearby window, turning the dust in the air gold. He was lying in an actual bed, tucked beneath clean sheets, his head resting on a pillow that smelled faintly of herbs and soap.

For a few seconds he just stared.

The underground chamber felt like a nightmare now. The green light. The capsule. The cultists turning to shadows. Elias standing in the center of it all like something ancient and furious had finally remembered its name.

Then reality caught up with him.

“You’re awake.”

Jello turned his head.

Drew sat in a chair beside the bed, elbows on his knees, dark hair loose around his shoulders. He looked exhausted. There were shadows under his eyes, and his face still carried the fresh bruises from everything they had survived.

But he was smiling.

Relieved.

“Thank God,” Drew muttered. “You’ve been out almost a full day.”

Jello tried to speak and immediately winced at how dry his throat felt.

“Where…” He swallowed and tried again. “Where are we?”

“A farm,” Drew said. “About thirty miles outside Buffalo. Elias brought us here.”

“Brought us?”

Drew gave a tired half-shrug. “Teleported us, I think. One second we were in that chamber. Next second we were standing in a field staring at this house like idiots.”

Jello let that sit for a moment.

A farm.

A teleporting white-haired energy conduit.

An underground cult.

Somehow none of it sounded impossible anymore.

“How do you feel?” Drew asked.

Jello took inventory.

Everything hurt. Not sharply. Not dangerously. Just everywhere at once, like his whole body had been drained, wrung out, and barely stitched back together. It was deeper than soreness. Deeper than fatigue.

But he was whole.

Alive.

“Like I got hit by a truck,” he said. “But I’m here.”

Drew nodded once. “That’s enough.”

Something in his voice made Jello look at him more carefully.

There was fear there.

Leftover fear.

“When you transformed,” Drew said quietly, “when you climbed that capsule… I thought that was it. I thought the cult was going to kill you. Or that the energy would. Or that you’d just…” He stopped, jaw tightening. “You did it anyway.”

Jello looked down at his hands.

They looked normal.

Human.

Just hands.

But he could still remember the feeling of them becoming something else. Of his body loosening, reshaping, answering a command buried somewhere deeper than language.

“I didn’t really think,” he said after a moment.

“Yeah,” Drew muttered. “That’s what scared me.”

That actually pulled a weak laugh out of Jello.

He pushed himself upright carefully. His muscles protested, but they obeyed.

“Where are Alex and Kira?”

“Alex is downstairs arguing with Elias.”

“Of course she is.”

Drew’s mouth twitched. “Her nose is set. Ribs are wrapped. She’s in pain, but since pain and anger are basically her two favorite hobbies right now, she’s functioning.”

Jello huffed a laugh through his nose.

“And Kira?”

Drew’s expression dimmed slightly.

“Outside, I think. Quiet. More than usual.” He glanced toward the window. “I think everything that happened hit her harder than she’s letting on. Her pendant stopped glowing after Elias was freed. Ever since then she’s seemed… off. Like something went quiet inside her.”

Jello sat with that for a second.

Kira had spent years being hunted because of that pendant. If it really had gone still, maybe silence didn’t feel like peace.

Maybe it felt like loss.

He swung his legs over the edge of the bed.

Drew looked at him. “You probably shouldn’t be moving yet.”

“I’m moving.”

“Yeah, I noticed.”

Jello stood carefully.

His balance wavered once, then steadied.

He looked down at himself. Clean shirt. Clean pants. Different from his own, but close enough. Somebody had washed the dirt and dried blood off him. Somebody had made sure he woke up somewhere safe.

That thought felt stranger than everything else.

“Elias said you should rest,” Drew said, standing too. “Something about the transformation taking a toll on your body.”

“Elias says a lot, apparently.”

“He’s been waiting to talk to you.”

Jello looked over.

Drew hesitated, then added, “He said the two of you are connected now. That when you touched minds in the chamber, something permanent formed.”

Jello frowned.

“Connected how?”

“He says he can feel you.”

That should have sounded horrifying.

It didn’t.

Because Jello remembered it.

That split second in the chamber when their consciousnesses had brushed together. That warmth that wasn’t his. That uncanny sense of another presence inside the edges of his awareness.

Not invasive.

Not hostile.

Just there.

Real.

“Yeah,” Jello said quietly. “I think I felt him too.”

Drew studied him for a second, then nodded toward the door.

“Come on. Let’s go before Alex burns the kitchen down.”

They made their way downstairs slowly, Jello leaning on the wall once or twice more than he wanted to. The farmhouse felt old in the comforting way—wooden floors that creaked beneath each step, faded family photographs on the walls, the smell of bread and herbs and sunlight baked into everything.

It felt lived in.

Safe.

A kind of safety Jello hadn’t realized he missed until he stepped into it.

Voices drifted from the kitchen before they even reached it.

“—don’t care what you think is safest,” Alex snapped. “We have families. We have lives. People are probably losing their minds right now. We can’t just disappear out here and pretend that’s normal.”

“I’m not asking you to pretend anything is normal,” Elias replied.

His voice stayed calm, but there was weight behind it now. Not power exactly. Not the overwhelming force Jello had felt in the chamber. Something quieter. More human.

“I’m asking you to survive long enough to understand what happened.”

Jello stepped into the doorway.

Alex sat at the kitchen table with her arms folded, bruises along her face and a wrap around her ribs beneath a loose shirt. Her nose was swollen, but her eyes were sharp and burning as ever. Across from her, Elias stood by the window in borrowed clothes that hung slightly loose on his frame. Sunlight caught in his white hair and made it glow faintly around the edges.

Kira stood near the back door, silent, staring out through the glass with the stillness of someone listening for something that wasn’t there.

All three of them looked up when Jello entered.

Alex’s anger cracked first.

“Well, look who decided not to die.”

“Nice to see you too,” Jello said.

She pushed back her chair and stood, then stopped herself halfway to him like she’d remembered all at once that she was angry, relieved, and in pain at the same time.

So instead she settled for, “You look terrible.”

“Thanks.”

“That was a compliment.”

Drew moved past him into the kitchen. “See? Everybody’s healing beautifully.”

Elias’s attention stayed on Jello.

For a second neither of them spoke.

Then Elias crossed the room in three quick strides.

“You saved me,” he said.

No theatrics. No mystery. Just that.

Jello blinked. “Yeah. I guess.”

Elias stopped directly in front of him, emerald eyes studying his face with unsettling intensity.

“You risked everything for someone you didn’t know,” Elias said. “Someone who could have been dangerous. Someone who could have hurt you the moment I woke up. Why?”

Jello opened his mouth, then stopped.

The honest answer rose before he could shape anything smarter.

“Because it was wrong.”

The room went quiet.

Jello looked Elias in the eyes.

“What they were doing to you,” he said, “was wrong. And I couldn’t just stand there and let it keep happening.”

Something shifted in Elias’s expression.

Not shock.

Something softer.

Recognition, maybe.

“The bond,” Elias said quietly. “It formed because of that.”

Jello frowned. “The bond?”

Elias nodded once.

“The moment you touched the capsule. The moment you opened yourself to my energy to free me. Something connected.” He glanced down briefly, then back up. “I can feel you now. Your presence. Your emotional state. Not thoughts exactly. But close enough to know when something in you shifts.”

Jello stared at him.

Then, without really knowing why, he closed his eyes.

He reached inward.

Past the ache in his limbs. Past the fog in his head. Past the part of him still trying to insist that none of this should exist.

And there—

A warmth.

Faint, but unmistakable.

Something just beyond himself. Concern. Curiosity. A strange, steady calm.

Elias.

Jello’s eyes opened.

“I feel it.”

Alex blinked. “Okay, that’s not creepy at all.”

“It is a little creepy,” Drew said.

“A lot creepy,” Alex corrected.

But neither of them sounded joking enough to break the tension.

“What does it mean?” Jello asked.

Elias took a slow breath.

“It means what happens to one of us may echo in the other. If you’re in danger, I may feel it. If I’m injured, you may sense it. It isn’t mind-reading. It’s resonance—an aetheric connection.”

He paused, then added more quietly, “I didn’t mean for it to happen. But once contact was made, the bond formed automatically.”

“Because of what the cult called aetheric energy?” Jello asked.

“Yes.”

Jello hesitated.

“Do I still have it?”

Elias didn’t pretend not to understand.

“The ability to transform?” he asked.

Jello nodded.

“Yes,” Elias said. “It’s part of you now.”

The kitchen fell still again.

Jello said nothing.

So Elias continued.

“Aetheric energy doesn’t just touch the body,” he said. “That is the raw field—the ocean under everything. The cult measures it like a force. But once it moves through a living person, it takes shape. That living shape is Lumis.” His gaze shifted briefly to Drew and Alex. “Exposure of that intensity rewrites things. Your cells. Your nervous system. The way your body responds to stress, instinct, emotion. Not just yours. All of you.”

Alex straightened. “Hold on.”

Elias met her eyes.

“You’ve all changed,” he said. “What happened in that chamber wasn’t temporary. Whatever you were before—whatever normal was—you can’t fully go back to it now.”

That should have landed like a nightmare.

Maybe part of it did.

But Jello felt something else underneath it.

Not relief.

Not excitement.

Something stranger.

Recognition.

Like a puzzle piece sliding into place somewhere too deep for words.

He looked down at his hands again.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Just the undeniable sense that some hidden version of himself had finally stopped hiding.

“Okay,” Jello said.

Alex stared at him. “Okay?”

He looked up.

“If this is real, then sitting around pretending it isn’t won’t help.” He turned to Elias. “Teach us.”

Elias blinked once.

Jello took a step forward.

“Teach us what happened. Teach us what we are now. Teach us how to control it before something worse finds us.”

Drew’s face tightened, but not in disagreement.

More like he had wanted to say the same thing and hated that Jello got there first.

Alex looked from one of them to the other and exhaled sharply through her nose.

“I still hate this,” she said.

“That’s fair,” Jello replied.

Kira finally turned from the window.

Her pendant rested still against her chest.

No glow.

No pulse.

Just silver and silence.

“But he’s right,” she said softly. “If they came once, others will too.”

Elias looked at each of them in turn.

Then, slowly, he smiled.

Not the distant, almost unnatural expression he’d worn in the chamber.

Something warmer.

More human.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

The days that followed were not peaceful, exactly.

But they were safe.

Safe enough for bruises to begin fading. Safe enough for sleep to come without chains or chanting. Safe enough for the farmhouse to start feeling less like a hiding place and more like a pause between disasters.

Elias kept them busy.

Some of it was physical.

Short runs through the fields when their bodies allowed it. Balance drills in the barn. Controlled breathing exercises that felt stupid until they started noticing how much steadier their bodies became afterward.

But most of it was teaching.

One evening, as the sun dipped low and poured amber light across the converted training space behind the farmhouse, Elias called Jello, Drew, and Alex together.

The barn doors stood open, letting in cool evening air. Dust floated through the golden light like drifting ash.

Kira watched from the edge of the room, quiet, arms folded around herself.

“There’s something all of you need to understand,” Elias said.

He stood in the center of the open floor, calm as ever, but there was an undercurrent in his voice now—something weightier than explanation.

Jello shifted uneasily. “I thought you already explained it.”

“I explained the surface,” Elias said. “Aetheric energy is the ocean. Lumis is the shape the water takes when it moves through you.”

Alex leaned against a wooden support beam with one arm folded across her ribs. “So the cult keeps saying aetheric, and you keep saying Lumis.”

A faint smile touched Elias’s mouth, then vanished. “Because the cult studies the force. I’m trying to teach you the life it becomes.”

“Lumis,” he said, “is not just power.”

He lifted one hand.

A small thread of green-white light curled above his palm like smoke learning how to think.

“It is aetheric resonance—the raw field changed by emotion, identity, and the energy woven through reality itself.”

The thread split into several glowing branches.

“There are different manifestations,” Elias continued. “Different ways the energy expresses itself depending on the person carrying it.”

He glanced at Jello first.

“Your form is what would be called Fluid Lumis.”

Jello looked down at his hands instinctively.

Elias continued.

“Fluid Lumis is built on adaptability. The body becomes capable of restructuring itself—shifting between stable and unstable states, altering density, absorbing impact, changing shape. It is rare, difficult to master, and dangerous if driven by panic instead of control.”

Jello tried not to visibly react to how accurately that matched what he had felt in the chamber.

Elias then turned toward Alex and Drew.

“You two carry a different expression. Amplified Lumis.”

Drew straightened slightly.

Alex frowned. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning your bodies themselves become the channel,” Elias said. “Speed. Strength. Endurance. Reaction time. Physical output far beyond ordinary human limits.”

He paced slowly as he spoke, the threads of light shifting with his movement.

“In most cases, Amplified Lumis appears in individuals. But with twins, resonance behaves differently.” He looked between them. “Your energies answer each other. They synchronize. Under the right conditions, that connection can strengthen both of you beyond what either could reach alone.”

Drew’s expression darkened slightly.

“So we’re basically weapons now.”

“No,” Elias said.

The answer came sharp enough to stop the room.

“You are not weapons. You are people carrying power. What you become depends on whether you control it, or let it control you.”

The barn went quiet.

Even Alex didn’t interrupt that one.

Elias let the silence settle before continuing.

“There are other forms too,” he said, and the light above his hand shifted again, branching wider. “Elemental Lumis. Radiant Lumis. Umbral variations. Some people resonate with environmental forces. Some with light. Some with shadow. Some are born close to one expression and spend their whole lives there. Others…” His eyes flicked briefly toward Jello. “Others change when pressure forces them to.”

Jello swallowed.

“Why us?” Drew asked.

Elias looked at him.

“I don’t know all of it yet,” he said honestly. “But I know enough to say your combination is rare. Fluid Lumis. Twin amplification. Shared resonance. The cult did not bring you there by accident.”

Kira looked down at her pendant.

“And my pendant?”

Elias’s expression shifted.

“That is older than all of this,” he said. “A focus. A key. Something made to interact with the same raw field, but with far greater purpose than simple channeling.”

Kira’s fingers tightened around it instinctively.

“But it stopped,” she whispered. “When you woke up.”

“Maybe it changed,” Elias said. “That doesn’t mean it ended.”

She looked unconvinced, but she didn’t argue.

Jello stared at the glowing lines suspended over Elias’s hand.

“So what now?”

Elias lowered his hand.

The light vanished.

“Now,” he said, “you learn control before stress teaches it to you first.”

Alex pushed off the beam. “And if we don’t?”

Elias’s gaze held hers.

“Then the next time fear pulls power out of you,” he said, “it may not stop where you want it to.”

No one had a joke for that.

No one wanted one.

Training started immediately after.

At first it was simple.

Jello was taught not to transform, but to feel for the threshold—where panic became motion, where instinct became structure. Elias had him stand still and breathe until he could sense the strange looseness inside himself without triggering it.

Drew and Alex were put through mirrored movement drills. Footwork. Reaction patterns. Timed bursts across the barn floor. Elias watched for the moments when their rhythm accidentally aligned and pointed them out before either twin could dismiss them.

When they synchronized, even slightly, the air around them changed.

Not visibly.

Not yet.

But enough for
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