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CHAPTER ONE
BENEATH THE RUIN

The city was still roaring above them.

Not in words anymore. Not clearly. By the time the sound reached the buried levels beneath the museum, it had become a deep trembling pressure in the stone, a pulse moving through broken support beams, collapsed marble, and ruined foundation like the echo of a giant heart too large for the earth to hold.

Brian Midknight stood inside the temporary forward operations room built into the museum’s surviving west annex, one hand pressed against an old comm console as dust sifted from fresh cracks in the ceiling. The battle with Gorlath had ended only hours ago, but Buffalo had not calmed. The city was alive in a way it had never been before—searchlights crossing smoke, emergency sirens rising and falling through fractured avenues, survivors gathering in the streets in tears and disbelief.

But below that relief, something else had awakened.

A Sabers infiltration unit had entered the newly exposed underground structure beneath the museum. With Brian in the operations room were Dr. Courtright, stern and sharp-eyed despite the dried blood at his cuff; Dr. Tim Robbins, pale and exhausted, forced at last to face the collapse of everything he thought he knew; and Maxi, arms crossed, jaw tight, glaring at the signal grid as if anger alone could force coherence into the static.

The comms hissed.

Then Sergeant Nolan Vey’s voice cut through.

“We’re inside the lower breach. This is not museum substructure.”

Brian did not move. “Describe.”

A pause.

Then Vey spoke more slowly, more carefully, as if saying it wrong might wake something.

“Sir… this place is older than the museum. Older than any excavation records you showed us. We’ve got black stone architecture under the foundation. Not natural. Too precise.”

Dr. Robbins looked over sharply. “That’s impossible.”

“No,” Courtright murmured, never looking away from the monitor. “Only inconvenient.”

Static crackled. Then the helmet feed stabilized across the central display.

The team’s lights cut through a corridor that looked nothing like the ruins above. Broken concrete and torn steel gave way to smooth black walls that looked less constructed than grown. Veins of light ran through them in repeating triangular formations, each one carrying three radiant points.

White.

Silver.

Gold.

Robbins leaned forward. “What am I looking at?”

Brian answered before anyone else. “A system.”

The symbols repeated down the corridor, nested into the walls, floor, and archways overhead. They were not ornament. They were routework. Guidance channels. A geometry of resonance. A living architecture designed to direct force, consciousness, and containment in the same motion.

“Nova,” Courtright said quietly.

Maxi frowned. “What?”

Courtright did not blink. “White first. Then silver. Then gold. Three linked expression points. Nova, Pulsar, Photon. Not separate channels. A triune circulation.”

Robbins swallowed. “That’s in the shrine theories.”

“Theories,” Courtright said, “which are becoming history in real time.”

The unit moved deeper. The white-silver-gold currents intensified, as if drawing them forward. Buffalo shook overhead again, and even through layers of stone the tremor carried a frequency unlike ordinary collapse.

Brian felt it in his teeth.

That was when he understood what was wrong.

“It wasn’t just the battle,” he said.

No one answered.

Brian kept staring at the feed. “The city resonance spiked when Jello released Alex. Whatever tore through Buffalo… it didn’t stay topside. It hit this place too.”

Courtright’s expression darkened. “A sympathetic overload.”

Robbins looked at him. “Of the containment system?”

Courtright gave the smallest nod. “If these chambers were tuned to suppress power expression through harmonic balancing, then the city-wide resonance event could have cascaded through every containment field at once.”

Maxi muttered, “Meaning whatever they locked down here didn’t escape because someone opened the door.”

Brian’s eyes stayed fixed on the screen. “It escaped because the whole prison failed.”

And under the city, something ancient waited in full silence.

The corridor opened into a vast underground hall, and even through the shaking helmet cam the scale of it landed like a blow.

The containment wing stretched forward in a long black arc, lined on both sides with enormous recessed chambers. Their frames were made of a dark alloy so smooth and dense it reflected light like wet obsidian. Their doors were ringed with layered triangular seals, white, silver, and gold lines crossing over one another in interlocking arrays that still brightened and dimmed like a nervous system refusing to admit death.

There were at least nineteen chambers.

Eighteen of them were ruined.

“Stop there,” Brian said.

The unit halted. The camera panned across the first row.

Every chamber told the same story.

Transparent barriers had burst outward into the corridor. Alloy frames had been peeled away from the walls. Locking braces thicker than a man’s torso had been snapped, twisted, or driven through stone. One chamber door had blown so far across the hall that it remained buried nose-first in the opposite wall. Another had split along its frame, the layered seal mechanisms warped and opened like metal forced to flower under inhuman pressure.

Not breached from the outside.

Broken from within.

Dr. Robbins stared at the screen without blinking. “No charges. No directional debris pattern from entry. No excavation tools could do that.”

“No,” Brian said.

On the feed, one of the Sabers operators moved closer to two chambers whose identifiers still pulsed weakly through fractured overlays and shattered control glass.

E.1.0.1 — Lune

E.2.5.5 — Iori

The labels remained intact even though the chambers themselves had been destroyed.

Maxi leaned toward the screen. “Those two.”

Vey’s voice came low over comms. “These are worse than the others.”

The operator swept a light across E.1.0.1 — Lune.

The devastation was unnatural even by the standards of the hall. The interior walls had not merely been broken; they had been sheared into long crescent scoring patterns, as if something sharper than metal and wider than a human body had carved through containment alloy in sweeping arcs. The floor was veined with pale fractures filled with silvery residue that shimmered under the team’s lamps like frozen moonlight. Sections of the inner restraint lattice had been cut so cleanly they looked surgically removed, while others had been flash-frozen, split, and exploded outward in glittering shards.

The barrier had ruptured from the center.

The damage radiated outward in elegant, merciless lines.

Courtright spoke softly. “Controlled force. Fine-edged. Cold-spectrum output. That’s not random rage.”

The camera shifted to E.2.5.5 — Iori.

This chamber looked different.

Nothing in it had been sliced cleanly. It had been obliterated.

The rear wall bulged outward where repeated impacts from inside had hammered it like artillery. The floor had been cratered in overlapping bursts, and the alloy restraints had melted into warped black roots around sockets of fused gold and white residue. Burn patterns climbed the walls in violent branching streaks, with sections of the chamber glass transformed into bubbled slag. One restraint chair—or what had once been one—had been blasted apart so completely that only two magnetized anchor points still remained bolted to the floor.

Robbins whispered, “Dear God.”

Maxi’s face hardened. “Lune cut her way out. Iori detonated his.”

Brian said nothing.

Farther down the corridor the team’s lights found bodies.

Not whole bodies.

Pieces.

Dead Veil soldiers lay scattered between the broken chambers in states of destruction so severe the eye struggled to assemble them back into human form. One corpse had been pinned high against the wall by a splinter of its own armor, the torso opened in a diagonal wound so smooth it looked almost unreal—a Lune strike, Courtright thought immediately, something razor-fine and impossibly precise, cutting through tactical plating, bone, and organ without tearing the edges.

Another Veil soldier had not been cut at all. He had been compressed inward, armor collapsed into the chest cavity as if hit by a localized blast wave. The helmet had fused to the skull. Gold-black scorching covered the remains. Nearby, an arm lay thirty feet away, the severed edge charred and crystalline.

“Iori,” Brian said.

The unit advanced another few yards.

More remains.

A pair of Veil soldiers near the center of the hall looked as if they had tried to fire on something and died before finishing the motion. One had both legs removed at the knee by crescent cuts so exact the body had dropped straight down where it stood. The other was spread across the floor in fragments surrounded by a circular blast stain, the flesh flash-burned, armor burst outward from internal pressure.

Hybrids were mixed among the dead.

The camera shook slightly when the first one came into full view.

It had once been humanoid, but now its elongated spine had been snapped in three places and forced backward through the torso. Its upper arms bore layered black grafting and Veil reinforcement bands, but the head was missing from the jaw up. Silver-white scoring covered the body in parallel lines, as though the creature had been filleted by bands of light moving too quickly to see.

Another hybrid was embedded halfway into a chamber frame, ribs exposed, one side of the body peeled open and frozen into a glassy sheen where the tissue had flash-cooled before shattering. Beyond it, a larger specimen with doubled shoulder joints and a split sternum had been reduced to carbonized ruin from the waist up. The floor beneath it was cratered and blackened with gold-thread residue.

Vey spoke again, more quietly now. “Looks like the Veil had people down here when it happened. Containment staff, retrieval teams, maybe kill squads.”

“Not staff,” Brian said. “Witnesses.”

Robbins tore his eyes from the screen. “You think they came down after the overload?”

“No,” Courtright said, voice flat. “I think they were already here when the resonance cascade hit. And when the chambers failed, they were standing closest to the doors.”

The camera moved farther down the hall.

One chamber was different.

Intact.

Its barrier still stood. Its frame remained fully sealed. The triangle on its door burned bright and complete—the white point pure as a star, the silver point rippling like moonlit water, the gold point deep and sovereign at the base.

Nothing inside was visible beyond a haze of reflected light.

But all four in the operations room felt it.

Pressure.

Presence.

Not the violence of the broken chambers.

Something worse.

Restraint.

“Do not open that under any circumstance,” Brian said immediately.

“We weren’t planning to,” Vey replied.

But even through the comm, Brian could hear that this was not confidence.

It was fear forced into the shape of discipline.

Because the sealed chamber did not feel empty.

It felt patient.

The unit advanced to the center of the containment wing, where the triangle currents converged around a collapsed machine mounted in a circular depression in the floor.

At first glance it looked like a power core.

At second glance, it looked like the broken heart of the entire prison system.

White current still flickered weakly through fractured conduits. Silver light pulsed in trembling waves beneath transparent filaments. Gold glowed in slow intermittent throbs deep inside the split center, like a sovereign heartbeat refusing extinction.

Rings of crystal and alloy had cracked apart around it, exposing mechanisms too refined to resemble modern engineering. There were no visible screws, no weld seams, no crude housings—every layer integrated seamlessly into the next with an elegance that made museum research labs look prehistoric.

Parks crouched beside it and began scanning.

The room in the operations annex went silent except for the hiss of static and the dying whisper of current from the machine.

Then Parks spoke.

“This was feeding the cells. Or regulating them. Maybe both.”

“Can you match it to the research caches?” Brian asked.

A few seconds passed.

Then came the answer he already expected.

“No match.”

Robbins looked at Courtright. “What does that mean?”

Courtright answered without taking his eyes off the screen. “It means the recent work in the museum was not the origin point.”

Parks confirmed it a second later. “Whatever the researchers were doing up top—whatever diagrams and resonance models they recovered—that was interpretive. Primitive. They weren’t building this. They were studying leftovers.”

Maxi exhaled through his nose. “So all that hidden research…”

Brian’s voice went flat. “Was humanity stumbling onto the edge of something it did not create.”

Robbins went visibly colder.

He had spent years circling strange materials, anomalous readings, old shrines, and half-buried records. But now the truth had shape. This underground structure did not belong to recent scientific ambition. It belonged to something far older than Buffalo’s modern history. Far older than Bailey. Far older than the teams who had been studying Lumis for decades without understanding what it truly was.

Parks adjusted the scanner again.

“Reading a collapse pattern in the suppression lattice,” he said. “Not an attack. A cascade overload. All chamber harmonics spiked at once.”

Brian’s eyes narrowed. “Because of the city resonance.”

“Yes, sir. Looks like a synchronized failure. Something external resonated through the system and pushed the containment fields past tolerance. The fields didn’t just go down—they inverted for a second.”

Robbins looked sick. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning,” Courtright said, “for a fraction of time the suppression system likely amplified the subjects instead of restraining them.”

No one spoke after that.

Because that explained the hall.

It explained why Lune had left cuts too perfect for panic.

Why Iori had left impacts and burst patterns like a storm trapped in a body.

Why the Veil dead looked less like casualties and more like matter caught inside the first second of release.

Then Vey’s voice came again.

“Sir… there’s another section.”

The feed opened into a larger chamber.

And every person in the operations room fell silent.

The chamber beyond was not a prison.

It was a revelation.

Black columns rose in perfect geometry around a central platform. The floor was laced with layered triangular channels carrying white, silver, and gold light through nested pathways that intersected like star maps translated into machinery. The walls curved upward into a vaulted dome carved with celestial arrays, spirals, and converging vectors. Silver threads moved through the walls like living current beneath skin. Gold pulsed from deep conduits in the floor. White points burned overhead in constellational clusters.

At the center stood the construct.

Massive.

Elegant.

Terrible.

A machine older than language as they knew it, but more advanced than anything in the modern world. It was built from dark alloy, crystal planes, suspended rings, and geometric cores in a design at once scientific, ceremonial, and royal. It looked less like a machine built for one purpose and more like a convergence device—a throne-engine, archive system, prison key, signal gate, and memory vault fused into one uncanny whole.

Dr. Robbins whispered before he could stop himself.

“My God.”

Courtright’s face hardened. “No. Not God.”

The camera zoomed slightly.

There—on the machine’s forward face—was the full triangle.

White.

Silver.

Gold.

Nova. Pulsar. Photon.

The symbol lit in sequence.

First the white point ignited with a burst of sharp radiance.

Then silver flooded out in smooth expanding rings.

Then gold rose through the center of the machine in deep sovereign light.

The entire chamber answered.

Every triangle in the walls ignited. Every floor channel awakened. The construct began humming at a frequency so low Brian felt it through the steel beneath his boots in the room above.

“Back them out,” Maxi snapped.

“Vey, withdraw,” Brian ordered.

No response.

On-screen, the floor changed.

The silver light beneath the transparent channels liquefied.

Not melted.

Liquefied.

It became a moving reflective substance with white sparks racing across its surface and gold burning through its depths. It rose through seams in the floor in smooth unbroken sheets, spreading fast around the operators’ boots.

They tried to move.

Too slow.

The liquid light surged up around their legs, waists, chests. It did not splash. It folded around them with intelligence. Their shouting came sharp over comms now.

“What is that—”

“It’s not water—”

“Move, move—”

The feed pitched sideways as one operator fell. Another screamed as the substance climbed over his face without spilling a drop. The chamber became a storm of white, silver, and gold reflection.

Then the audio changed drastically.

Not splashing.

Not choking.

Something worse.

The sound of people drowning in something that was not liquid.

Wet, but not wet. Like lungs trying to breathe inside a signal. Like minds going under before flesh did. Like consciousness being submerged in resonance.

Robbins stumbled backward from the console.

Maxi swore under his breath.

Courtright froze, eyes wide for the first time all night.

Brian seized the comm input so hard his knuckles whitened.

“Vey! Report! Vey!”

For a moment there was only static.

Then a final burst of sound tore through the speaker.

Screams.

Muffled.

Convulsing.

Drowning.

But not in water.

Then the signal died.

The screen went black.




CHAPTER TWO
FOURTEEN HOURS LATER

Fourteen hours after the Gorlath encounter, the city still had not slept.

And neither had the Sabers.

Above ground, Buffalo was still roaring in fragments—sirens, helicopter rotors, shouted reunions, distant cheering, the strange, fractured joy of a city that knew exactly how close it had come to annihilation. Below ground, under the museum, Sabers infiltration teams were still missing in the black vaults beneath the ruins, their last transmission ending in screams and drowning static from a machine no one yet understood. The discovery of the containment hall, the shattered chambers, the labeled cells—E.1.0.1 — Lune and E.2.5.5 — Iori—and the butchered remains of Veil soldiers and hybrids had already been sealed under the highest emergency classification.

But secrets that large never stayed quiet for long.

Inside the medical wing of the Sabers’ secured response facility, the walls hummed with overworked backup systems. Orderlies moved quickly through bright corridors. Diagnostic carts rolled past reinforced glass. Every few minutes a muffled cheer from the city outside reached the sealed interior like a reminder that while Buffalo was celebrating survival, the people tasked with understanding what survival had cost were only just beginning to see the shape of it.

In one recovery room, Jello, Alex, and Drew sat in light hospital gear, patched up, monitored, and very much awake.

The three of them looked like survivors.

Which was not the same thing as looking okay.

Drew sat on the edge of his bed with his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor with the particular stillness that meant his mind was moving too fast to show it. Alex sat upright, sharper than either of the boys, alert despite the bruising along her shoulders and the support wrap on one wrist. Jello leaned back against his pillow, one leg bent, eyes fixed somewhere beyond the room rather than inside it.

Outside, Buffalo was already talking about them.

About the Triad.

About the lights people had seen in the streets.

About the sky over the city.

About how the city itself had seemed to answer them during the fight.

Drew was the first to break the silence.

“You guys felt it too, right?”

Alex looked over. “The city?”

Drew nodded once. “Yeah. Like it wasn’t just us fighting in it. Like it was… with us.”

Jello didn’t answer.

He was seeing Iori smile again.

That easy smile.

That almost-friendly expression that somehow made everything worse. He could still hear Iori’s voice from the museum, still hear the way he spoke about secrets like they were toys meant to be broken open. Then Lune—her eyes, her calm, the unnatural stillness in her even when violence was seconds away. Both of them had felt wrong in a way brute force alone could never explain.

And now Brian’s words from earlier kept circling beneath the memory, even though Jello hadn’t been in the operations room to hear them firsthand. The sense of it still pressed against him through everything else: the city resonance, the overload, the old prison system beneath the museum, the idea that when Alex had been released and the city’s field surged, something below had answered.

Or failed. Or awakened.

Beneath that, another thread kept moving.

Chess pieces. Questions. Friends.

The weird crossing point where danger and familiarity had brushed against each other in his head even though that should have been inconceivable.

Drew noticed first.

“You good?”

Jello blinked once. “Yeah.”

Automatic. Meaningless.

But his thoughts were nowhere near the room.

His sister.

His mother.

Home.

The fact that they had come within inches of losing everything.

Then another thought struck so sharply it nearly pulled him upright.

The twins’ parents.

Still unaccounted for.

“Jello?”

He didn’t react.

“Jello,” Alex said again.

Still nothing.

Then louder—

“Jello. Jello. Earth to Jello. Nigel Reeves.”

That snapped him back hard.

He looked at her. “Huh?”

Alex narrowed her eyes. “Are you okay?”

Jello forced a small smile. “Yeah.”

Alex held the look a second longer.

Then she leaned in.

Closer.

Too close for a fake answer to survive.

Her voice dropped.

“You say that,” she murmured, “but you know I can feel you, right?”

Jello let out the faintest helpless huff of laughter. “Yeah. I kinda know.”

Drew looked between them, then down again.

That part still felt weird—the fact that the things between them were no longer only spoken. The bond now carried impression. Emotional undertow. Sensory bleed. Not mind-reading exactly. Something stranger than that. More intimate. Less controllable. Something none of them were ready to define.

For a moment none of them spoke.

Then Alex said softly, “I felt the city too.”

Jello looked at her.

She kept going, eyes drifting distant. “Not just noise. Not just people. It was like Buffalo was resonating. Fear, relief, grief, hope—everything moving through one field, and somehow we were inside it.”

Drew nodded immediately. “Yeah.”

Jello rubbed at his face. “Same.”

But even as he said it, another name kept moving under his thoughts like a current catching on stone.

Torean.

He didn’t know why it felt closer now.

Only that it did.

The door opened, and Dr. Courtright entered carrying a portable scan rig, his expression unreadable in the way only very tired, very intelligent people ever managed.

“How are we feeling?”

Drew shrugged. “Like we should feel terrible.”

Alex lifted one brow. “But weirdly don’t.”

Jello nodded. “Yeah. Same.”

Courtright set the scanner down and looked between them. “That,” he said dryly, “is exactly why I’m here.”

He ran the first series of scans in silence.

White light passed over skin, muscle, nerve pathways, and deeper energetic signatures that the medical systems had not been built to understand six months ago and now had no choice but to measure every night. Lumis readings crossed the screen in layered streams. Cellular activity maps sharpened. Neural conductivity grids lit up in patterns too symmetrical to be random.

Courtright studied the results.

Then studied them again.

“Well,” he said at last, “that’s not normal.”

Drew frowned. “Bad?”

Courtright looked at him. “Depends how attached you are to normal.”

He turned the screen toward them.

“Your injuries are healing at abnormal speed. Not reckless regeneration. Structured reinforcement. The Lumis in your systems has worked deeper into your physiology than before—muscle fiber density, cellular repair rate, neural conductivity, all elevated.”

Alex folded her arms. “So we’re better?”

“You’re altered,” Courtright said. “Better is a word people use right before they underestimate what comes next.”

He keyed through the comparative overlays.

“Drew. Jello. Both of you have moved significantly. But Alex…” He paused, eyes narrowing at her results. “Alex is different.”

“How different?” she asked.

Courtright enlarged the manifestation chart.

“If Jello and Drew are functioning around seventy-five percent integrated manifestation,” he said, “then you are showing something much closer to full active alignment.”

Drew stared. “A hundred?”

Courtright did not answer immediately.

Then: “Near enough.”

The room went still.

Jello looked from the screen to Alex. “What does that even mean?”

Courtright’s expression shifted from medical to explanatory.

“It means the three of you are not developing identically. The shrine didn’t simply awaken power. It awakened pattern. Structure. Relationship. You’re each expressing a different point of a larger configuration.”

He tapped the display and brought up a triangular graphic.

Three nodes. Three channels. Three resonant pathways.

“The triangle,” he said.

At that moment the door opened again and Dr. Robbins stepped in, carrying a tablet and looking like a man who had not stopped thinking once since the museum.

He picked up the thread immediately.

“The shrine didn’t just activate your Lumis,” he said. “It aligned you to a triadic system. A three-point architecture. Not symbolic only—functional.”

He pointed to the first node. “Nova. Initiation. Expansion. Ignition.”

Then the second. “Pulsar. Compression. Surge. Rhythmic force.”

Then the third. “Photon. Flow. Transmission. Directed radiance.”

Alex frowned slightly. “And us?”

Robbins looked at them carefully. “You’re not simple one-to-one labels. Not that neat. But you are participating in the same structure the shrine recognized.”

Courtright nodded. “Think of it this way. The shrine was not a random power source. It was an interface. It answered compatible resonance. It doesn’t just give. It identifies.”

As he said the word resonance, something cold moved through the room.

Not physically. Contextually.

Because that word did not belong only to the shrine anymore.

It belonged to the city.

To the museum.

To the black containment levels beneath it.

Robbins exhaled and glanced toward Courtright. “Brian sent the preliminary findings.”

Drew looked between them. “From downstairs?”

Neither doctor answered at once.

That silence was enough.

Jello sat forward slightly. “What happened?”

Courtright folded his arms. “Under the museum they found an older containment structure beneath the excavation zone. Not modern. Not built by anyone in current records. Multiple prison chambers. Most of them breached.”

Alex’s expression sharpened. “Breached how?”

“From the inside,” Robbins said.

That landed hard.

Drew straightened. “From the inside?”

Robbins nodded once. “The chambers were tied into a triune suppression network using the same white-silver-gold architecture we’ve seen in shrine systems. During the city-wide resonance event, when the release sequence rippled through Buffalo and the field spiked…” He glanced at Alex. “The containment structure appears to have overloaded.”

The room went silent.

Jello’s eyes narrowed. “Because of us?”

“Because of the event,” Courtright corrected carefully. “And yes, your emergence was part of that event.”

Robbins looked tired all the way through his bones. “Two of the broken chambers still had partial identifiers intact. E.1.0.1 — Lune. E.2.5.5 — Iori.”

For one full second, nobody moved.

Then Alex said, very quietly, “They were in chambers.”

“Contained,” Courtright said. “Suppressed. For an unknown length of time.”

Drew’s face changed. “And when the city surged—”

“They got out,” Robbins said.

Jello did not realize he was gripping the side of the bed until his hand began to hurt.

“Were there casualties?”

The doctors exchanged a look.

That was answer enough.

Courtright finally said, “Veil soldiers. Hybrids too. A significant number of them were found in the containment wing.”

Robbins’ voice grew flatter, more clinical, which somehow made it worse. “Some were cut apart with extraordinary precision. Others were hit with blast-level force at close range. It’s consistent with two separate power expressions—one controlled, edged, and cold-spectrum; the other compressive, explosive, and overwhelming.”

Lune.

Iori.

Jello stared at the floor.

The image formed without permission: chamber doors rupturing outward, old suppression systems inverting, Veil personnel close enough to witness the first second of release and dying before they understood what they were seeing.

Drew let out a slow breath. “So when we were fighting up top…”

“Something else woke up down below,” Alex finished.

No one contradicted her.

Robbins turned back to the triangle on the screen. “That’s why this matters. The system beneath the museum and the shrine appear to operate on the same triadic logic. Different functions. Same architecture. Same underlying language.”

Jello listened.

Really listened.

But halfway through Robbins’ explanation, the room began to thin around the edges.

Not visually. Internally.

The name rose again.

Torean.

Not as a theory.

As pressure.

As gravity.

Before he could stop himself, he interrupted.

“Who is Torean?”

Both doctors stopped.

Jello sat forward, eyes fixed on them now.

“The Eclipse Shrine mentioned Torean. We know he’s Cealum’s brother. Meredith’s too. Bristol’s. Elias too. But why is he so special?”

Courtright and Robbins exchanged a look.

Not surprise. Recognition.

Like they had expected this question and dreaded the exact moment it would finally arrive.

Courtright folded his arms.

“That,” he said quietly, “is a great question.”

The answer did not come all at once.

Not because the doctors wanted to hide it.

Because too much had shifted too quickly.

Instead, the conversation bent outward.

Sabers officers entered carrying tablets, emergency broadcast pulls, drone captures, rescue footage, tank feeds, civilian recordings, raw city surveillance fragments—anything that had made it through the night’s data storm. Messages were now reaching the facility faster than internal teams could catalog them. The city had seen too much. The city had decided too much.

The footage began to roll.

Buffalo in pieces.

Buffalo standing anyway.

The Triad in flashes of otherworldly light.

Crowds cheering in ruined streets.

People on rooftops waving handmade signs.

Families crying into phone cameras as they thanked children they had never met.

Firefighters speaking from intersections still lined with broken glass and pulverized concrete.

Medics, cops, transit workers, neighborhood volunteers, corner-store owners, people from blocks that had lost half their windows and still had enough heart left to look straight into cameras and say thank you.

Even survivors from the Bailey Incident appeared in one clipped reel, gathered near a temporary aid station, older now but unmistakably carrying the memory of that earlier terror. One man—the same loud, wildly animated guy from the meat-cleaver chaos during Bailey—stood in front of a folding table covered in grocery-store sheet cakes and shouted into the camera that if the city was still standing, then the kids deserved every cake in western New York.

That got a real laugh out of Drew.

Alex covered her mouth, smiling despite herself.

Even Jello smiled.

Only for a second, but it was real.

As the night deepened, the messages multiplied.

Handwritten notes. Voice memos.

Recorded clips from people they had never met.

Children’s drawings showing the three of them in gold, silver, and blue marker beneath a sky full of stars.

Families asking if the “city guardians” were okay.

Street crews chanting Triad outside secured barricades until Sabers officers finally, reluctantly, started letting batches of the messages through.

Buffalo had felt them.

And now Buffalo was answering.

For a little while, the room became lighter.

Not healed, but human again.

And all through it, beneath every thanks, every cheer, every smile, Jello kept hearing the same unanswered name under everything else.

Torean.

Later, when traffic in the wing slowed and the doctors, officers, and visitors moved on, Jello was returned to his room.

The lights were dimmer there.

The quiet was worse.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling while the emotional noise of the day finally began catching up to him.

Iori.

Lune.

The fight.

The pressure of Gorlath.

The city resonance.

The underground vault.

The broken chambers labeled with names that should not have meant anything to him and somehow now meant far too much.

His mother.

His sister.

The strange bond between him, Alex, and Drew.

The uncanny feeling that pieces were sliding into place just outside his reach.

Then his Lumis shifted.

At first it was only a flicker beneath the skin of his arm, a blue-white current moving too fast through his veins.

Then it sharpened.

His chest tightened.

Not pain. Instability.

He sat halfway up, breathing slowly, and felt something inside the Lumis trying to press upward—not to hurt him, but to demand attention.

His thoughts began ordering themselves.

Fast. Cold. Precise.

That ruthless pattern-recognition mode of his—Sherlock-Holmes brain turned all the way up under pressure. Connections started locking together.

The shrine.

The triangle.

Cealum.

Bristol.

Why the city answered.

Why the underground mattered.

Why Lune and Iori had been caged under the museum.

Why Torean kept surfacing beneath everything else like the hidden center of a wheel.

Then the room softened.

A familiar presence appeared near the edge of the bed.

Kitsarai.

Not quite physical.

Not not physical either.

The strange little being tilted its head, bright-eyed and knowing in a way that only made Jello more irritated when he was trying to be serious.

He exhaled through his nose. “You always show up when things are getting weird.”

Kitsarai made a soft, amused sound and flicked its tail.

Against his will, Jello’s mood lifted slightly.

Just enough.

He lay back.

His breathing steadied.

His eyes closed.

And then the dream took him.

No.

Not a dream.

A memory-space.

He was walking.

The ground beneath him was not Buffalo.

It was a world at war.

He moved through it like a ghost—present but not present, able to see but unable to intervene. The sky above him was split with violent color. Distortion beasts tore through armies in grotesque forms, shrieking beneath clouds lit by fire, shadow, and celestial fracture. Mighty warriors met them in waves of radiant power, their strikes shaking whole fields. Lumis and distortion crashed together in storms that bent the air into spirals.

The scale of it dwarfed anything he had ever imagined.

This was the Cataclysm.

Not its aftermath.

The war itself.

He turned and saw Alba.

Vast in presence. Terrible in grief. Luminous with a force that made the battlefield itself seem to recoil around her.

Then Adonis, commanding his side with immense resolve, armies behind him like moving constellations of disciplined light.

Jello kept walking.

Or the memory kept carrying him.

At the center of a ravaged expanse he saw Meredith and Bristol—younger, powerful, and still somehow powerless before the scale of what the war had become. They were trying to stop something, trying to halt the collapse unfolding around them, but every strike in the battle only drove the world farther toward ruin.

Blow after blow after blow.

Then he saw Cealum.

Tears in his eyes.

Not weak.

Not broken.

Devastated.

Watching something with the unbearable stillness of someone who already knew the cost and could not stop it.

Jello followed his line of sight.

There—

A fourth figure.

And beside that figure was Kitsarai.

Not the Kitsarai from Jello’s room.

And yet the same.

Older somehow. Truer. Like the one beside Jello in the present was only an echo of what it had once been.

The figure turned slightly.

And Jello knew.

Torean.

Not from a face.

Not from proof.

From recognition so deep it bypassed thought.

The Kitsarai beside that figure looked toward Jello as though it could see him across time.

Then the Kitsarai near Jello appeared beside him inside the memory-space too—a copy and not a copy—urging him silently to look higher.

So he did.

Above the battlefield, a colossal ritual was forming.

A beam of light pierced the torn sky.

Gold and shadow spiraled around it in unearthly glittering currents, like a cosmic anomaly being forced into shape by grief, sacrifice, and law. It was beautiful. Horrifying. Final.

The whole war bent toward that moment.

Then everything flashed.

Jello found himself sitting in a white space.

No horizon.

No ceiling.

No sound.

Only whiteness.

He looked down at his own hands.

For the first time, he felt not just fear, not just confusion—

understanding trying to arrive.

Then the white space opened beneath him.

He was swallowed whole.

And he woke to alarms.

His eyes opened slowly in the dim medical room.

Red warning light pulsed across the walls.

His body was still.

His breathing was measured.

And somewhere beneath the fear, beneath the confusion, beneath the ache of everything he had seen, something new had settled into place.

Not a full answer, but a direction.

An understanding.

The beginning of one.




CHAPTER THREE
CORRECTIVE FORCE

The chamber was silent except for the low hum of resonance screens and the faint metallic hiss of veiled energy through the black conduits in the walls. Miro stood at the center of it all with his hands folded behind his back, unmoving, as if stillness itself were a form of control. He did not look like a man who merely commanded armies. He looked like the kind of figure old kingdoms would have mistaken for a war god before learning too late that gods were often less dangerous than strategists.

Tall, poised, and impossibly composed, Miro carried himself with the calm authority of a supreme field general who had never needed to prove his strength aloud. His dark coat hung from his frame like ceremonial armor reduced to function. Layered plating lined his shoulders and forearms in sleek black-metal bands, each contour fitted so precisely it looked forged around him rather than worn. Gold threading ran through the seams like dormant current, catching the faint light in disciplined lines.

At his hip rested his sword. Not decorative. Not symbolic. A commander’s blade—long, elegant, severe, with a narrow dark scabbard and a hilt wrapped in black and muted gold. It suggested rank, execution, and permanence. A weapon drawn rarely because the threat of it had usually been enough.

The resonance screens around him reflected the burning remains of Buffalo in fractured layers of light. Collapsed streets. Emergency routes. Museum ruins. Gorlath’s defeat. The Triad’s emergence. Containment failure beneath the city. Dead hybrids. Lost assets. Broken sequence.

Miro watched it all without expression. That was what made him frightening. Not rage. Precision. His face was composed in the way only the truly dangerous ever managed, every feature sharpened by restraint. His gaze moved slowly across the reports, measuring cost, error, deviation. He looked less like a man receiving bad news than a tactician examining a battlefield after lesser minds had ruined the arrangement.

Behind him, no one spoke. Not because silence had been ordered. Because his presence demanded it. He had that force certain ancient generals were said to possess—the ability to make an entire room feel ranked beneath them without ever raising their voice. Yet what set Miro apart was not physical intimidation. It was intellect. Everything about him suggested combat was only one language he happened to speak fluently. The more dangerous one was inevitability.

One screen shifted.

SOLIVAR: FAILED

Another followed.

TITAN DEPLOYMENT: LOST

Another.

HYBRID ASSET RECOVERY: UNSUCCESSFUL

Then:

BUFFALO EVENT: CONTAINMENT BREACH CONFIRMED

At that, the faintest change passed through him. Not anger. Something colder. Failure, to Miro, was not offensive because it was costly. It was offensive because it was inelegant.

His thoughts moved with the same measured cruelty as his gaze.

Solivar failed because he confused force for certainty.

The Titan failed because brute scale has always been the religion of the unimaginative.

The hybrids failed because unstable tools eventually obey their nature.

His eyes settled on the last report—museum breach, ancient substructure exposed, prison network compromised, unidentified resonance escalation tied to the city-wide event.

Then to the supplemental marker beneath it.

TRIAD SURVIVAL CONFIRMED

A pause. Long enough to feel deliberate.

Inside, his mind advanced in perfect lines. The city should have broken. Instead, something had answered. Not merely the children. The city itself. That was the irritation. Not power. Pattern disruption.

Miro could account for strength. Strength was simple. Arithmetic with ego attached. But unpredictability born from resonance, convergence, from old systems waking at the wrong time in the wrong hands—that was contamination. A sequence moving outside its intended rails.

And at the center of that disturbance was the boy.

Jello.

Miro did not smile, but there was the faintest narrowing of his eyes, the closest thing he allowed himself to visible interest. The reports surrounding the boy did not align cleanly. His progression rate was wrong. His field interactions were wrong. His survival pattern was wrong. The data around him did not behave like an ordinary emergent variable. It bent adjacent outcomes. It accelerated linked awakenings. It disturbed structures that should have remained dormant.

That was what made him dangerous.

Not because he was strongest. Not yet.

But because his existence had begun altering the grammar of the board.

Behind that thought, another moved with razor clarity:

He is making the future untidy.

That, more than anything, was unacceptable.

One of the screens replayed aerial footage of Buffalo’s ruined skyline. Smoke. Fire. Searchlights. Sirens. The wounded geometry of a city that should have collapsed and did not.

Miro stood in silence for several seconds more, then spoke.

His voice was calm, low, immaculate.

“Failure,” he said, “is tolerable only when it teaches something worth the cost.”

No one answered.

His eyes remained on the city.

“Solivar taught me that vanity is still the fastest route to incompetence.”

A new report scrolled across the far screen. Containment IDs recovered from the underground hall:

E.1.0.1 — LUNE

E.2.5.5 — IORI

Both deceased.

Miro’s gaze did not change.

“Those two taught me that recovered assets remain liabilities, no matter how interesting their output.”

He turned then, not quickly, but with the effortless authority of a man who never needed sudden movement to seize control of a room. The dark coat shifted behind him in a smooth sweep. His hand brushed once against the hilt of his sword—not gripping it, only acknowledging its place.

When he faced the chamber fully, the atmosphere hardened.

“This does not stop the plan,” he said.

His gaze moved across the room, cutting through everyone present with equal indifference.

“It clarifies it.”

The chamber remained still after Miro’s last words. Not relaxed. Never that. Only held.

Miro turned back toward the central resonance display, where Buffalo still burned in fractured projection.

Behind him, the chamber doors opened.

No one announced the arrival. They didn’t need to.

Veyrix entered without hurry.

He was built like a man shaped for finishing wars after subtler people had failed to prevent them. Tall even among elites, broad across the shoulders, and wrapped in layered dark armor that looked less ceremonial than predatory, Veyrix carried the kind of physical presence that made other soldiers instinctively straighten. The plates along his chest and arms were etched with faint rift-line scoring, silver-black channels that caught the chamber’s dim light in jagged seams. At his back was a weapon too large to be mistaken for display: a long executioner’s blade, brutal in width but refined in contour, resting in a sheath of blackened metal and resonance clasps. Not crude. Worse than crude. Deliberate.

His face was stern and unreadable in the way of men who had learned long ago that expression was wasted motion. A pale scar crossed one side of his jaw and vanished beneath the high collar of his armor. His eyes did not carry ambition. Only function.

Bristol watched him from across the chamber and said nothing. But her mind moved at once.

So that’s where the promotion lands.

Not surprise. Escalation.

Solivar fails. The hybrids die. The Titan breaks. And now he sends a blade instead of a planner.

Her gaze shifted briefly toward Miro.

That kid must have him more uneasy than he wants anyone to know.

No one looking at Miro would have called him unsettled. That was exactly why Bristol knew he was. Miro only refined the board when something had begun moving beyond his preferred sequence.

Veyrix stopped several paces away and dropped to one knee.

“My lord.”

Miro did not turn immediately. He let the silence settle first.

Then, at last:

“Rise, Veyrix.”

The Rift Executioner stood.

Miro faced him fully now, hands again folded behind his back.

“Solivar’s failure,” Miro said, “is unacceptable.”

Veyrix did not flinch.

“Yes, my lord.”

“The Titan operation ended in waste. Hybrid recovery ended in waste. Buffalo became spectacle.” Miro’s eyes flicked once toward the suspended image of the city. “I do not tolerate spectacle when I have paid for outcome.”

Bristol kept her face smooth.

There it is, she thought. Not anger. Accounting.

Miro took one slow step forward.

“Force has been tried. Terror has been tried. Improvisation has, predictably, disgraced itself.” His gaze settled on Veyrix with surgical calm. “So I am promoting competence.”

The chamber grew even quieter.

Veyrix bowed his head once. “I will justify the decision.”

“I am aware,” Miro said.

Bristol felt her jaw tighten almost imperceptibly.

Of course he chose him.

Because when Miro wants certainty, he sends someone with no need to understand what he is destroying.

Miro moved a hand, and one of the resonance screens shifted. The image of Buffalo vanished, replaced by an artifact rendering suspended in black light.

A vessel. Ancient. Severe in design. Its surface was lined with solar grooves and radiant inscriptions that seemed to hold heat even in projection. Gold-white contours ringed its form in elegant patterns like imprisoned sunrise.

The Sunfire Pot.

Veyrix’s eyes lifted to it. Bristol’s pulse changed once.

“Your first assignment,” Miro said, “is to track down the Sunfire Pot.”

The words entered the room like a blade laid on stone.

Bristol’s thoughts sharpened instantly.

The Pot? Now?

Then he thinks Buffalo accelerated more than the field reports admit.

He’s not just correcting failure. He’s reinforcing the next stage.

Veyrix looked at the projection with the focus of a man already converting orders into routes and kill thresholds.

“Do we have a current bearer?”

“We have trajectories,” Miro said. “We have echoes. We have the confidence that weaker minds are already moving toward it.”

Meaning: not enough certainty. Meaning: enough.

“The plan does not stop,” Miro continued. “Buffalo changed nothing essential. It merely revealed where additional pressure is required.” His eyes cooled another degree. “Extra insurance will now accompany every meaningful phase.”

Veyrix understood at once. “Redundant enforcement.”

“Correct.”

“Live recovery priority?”

“If feasible.”

That phrase hung in the air with all the mercy of a closing gate.

Bristol stared at the Sunfire Pot projection, trying to keep the tension out of her body.

He wouldn’t pull this forward unless he was compensating.

That boy really did unsettle the sequence.

Miro kept his attention on Veyrix.

“You will proceed without vanity,” he said. “Without improvisational appetite. Without the need to announce yourself. The last generation of failures confused violence with discipline. You will not.”

Veyrix inclined his head. “No, my lord.”

“Good.” Miro’s hand drifted briefly to the hilt of his sword again, resting there with the lazy certainty of a man who knew every weapon in the room belonged to his will before it belonged to its wielder. “The Pot must be secured before sentiment, curiosity, or coincidence interfere further.”

That line hit Bristol like a warning written directly for her.

Her fake smile almost formed. Almost. She killed it before it fully arrived.

Too late.

Miro’s gaze shifted once toward her.

He said nothing.

Which was worse.

Veyrix remained motionless, awaiting final terms. Miro let the silence stretch one beat longer, then spoke with immaculate finality.

“You are no longer operating as an execution arm.”

At that, even Bristol looked up.

“You are now operating as a corrective force.”

Veyrix bowed his head once more. “Understood.”

Something in the chamber seemed to settle around that title like iron cooling in a mold.

Across the room, Bristol kept her posture elegant and her breathing even.

If he’s assigning Veyrix to the Pot, then he expects resistance.

Or betrayal.

Or both.

And if he expects betrayal, then he’s already looking at me.

The projection of the Sunfire Pot burned in silence above them.

Miro finally turned his head slightly, enough for his profile to catch the dim gold of the chamber light.

“Prepare to depart,” he said.

Veyrix struck one fist lightly to his chest in acknowledgment, then turned with the smooth, efficient weight of a man who treated violence like administration.

As he moved toward the chamber doors, Bristol felt the decision rise in her before she could stop it. She could not let him go alone. She could not let Miro lock this down.

Not if the Pot touched the wrong hands first.

Not if the boy in Buffalo was truly what her fear kept whispering he might be.

By the time Veyrix reached the threshold, she already knew what she was going to say.

And Miro, without looking at her, seemed to know it too.

“Then I should go.”

Bristol stepped forward before the chamber doors could close behind Veyrix. Her voice was calm, her posture elegant, her expression controlled.

“The Sunfire Pot is not something you track like a weapon,” she said. “It responds to resonance, lineage, old systems. Veyrix is efficient, yes—but efficiency is not understanding. I am the better choice.”

Miro turned toward her slowly. That was always worse than anger. His eyes settled on her with the cold stillness of a man who had already solved her before she spoke.

“At last,” he said softly. “You speak.”

Bristol held his gaze. “I thought contribution was still permitted.”

“It is,” Miro replied. “But contribution is less impressive when desperation delivers it.”

The words landed cleanly.

He noticed. Of course he noticed.

Miro took a step closer, one hand resting near the hilt of his sword.

“You volunteered too quickly,” he said. “You heard Sunfire Pot and your breathing changed. Your shoulders tensed. Your smile arrived late and died halfway. By the time you spoke, your foot had already moved forward.”

Bristol said nothing.

Miro continued, voice low and precise.

“The dust on your shoes is ruin dust, not corridor ash. Your aura shifted when the Pot appeared, not when Veyrix was promoted. Which means your objection is not tactical.”

His eyes sharpened.

“It is personal.”

A pulse hit hard once in Bristol’s throat. She kept her chin high.

“Or perhaps I simply understand what is at stake.”

Miro gave the faintest hint of a smile.

“Yes,” he said. “That is the lie you prefer.”

The chamber went still.

“You are not asking for this mission because you trust your competence more than Veyrix’s,” Miro said. “You are asking because the Pot touches a possibility you have not confessed. You are afraid that if it reaches the wrong hands first, something—or someone—will be lost to you.”

Bristol’s stomach tightened.

Don’t think Jello. Don’t think Torean.

Miro saw enough in her face to confirm everything he needed.

“I cannot afford to have my plans corrupted by emotional connection,” he said. “The body announces attachment long before language builds a defense for it.”

Then he added, almost gently:

“Defying me is an achievement unobtainable by the likes of your insignificance.”

The sentence struck like glass.

Bristol did not look away.

Miro let the silence sit, then finished the execution.

“Your sister would be better suited. She does not show resonant weakness. She gets results.” A beat. “But she is required for a more urgent matter.”

Bristol’s jaw tightened.

“When have I failed you?” she asked.

Miro answered without pause.

“When you began wanting outcomes for reasons other than mine.”

At the far end of the chamber, Veyrix waited in silence.

Miro gave the order without looking at him.

“Proceed.”

Veyrix bowed once and left. The doors sealed behind him.

Bristol took one step forward.

“My lord—”

Miro raised a hand.

She fell silent instantly.

“You may plead your case,” he said, “if humiliation still seems useful to you.”

Bristol stood there, elegant and furious, while one thought burned beneath everything else:

If the Pot reaches the wrong hands, the path closes.

And if the path closes… so does he.

Far below Miro’s chamber, where strategy gave way to stone and silence, captivity waited with its old familiar patience.

The holding level never truly slept. It only dimmed. The corridor outside Elias and Kira’s cells smelled the way it always had—old metal, cold concrete, and rain that never quite reached the blocks outside, as if the whole place had spent years remembering weather it would never feel again. The lights overhead were weak tonight, pale and thin, humming in tired strips that left the corners bruised with shadow. Every few seconds one of them flickered, and the bars threw long black lines across the floor like the marks of a cage trying to redraw itself.

Elias sat on the low concrete bench in his cell, elbows on his knees, hands loosely clasped, staring at the floor with the stillness of someone listening far beyond the room. Across from him, separated by a narrow span of cold air and steel, Kira stood with one shoulder against the bars, the jade serpent pendant at her throat catching what little light existed and sending it back in stubborn green flashes.

They had been there long enough for time to lose shape. Long enough for footsteps in the hall to become a language. Long enough for captivity to start pretending it was routine.

The strange part was that the food had been good. Not prison-good. Actually good. Hot when it arrived. Seasoned. Real portions. The kind of meals that almost felt insulting, as if the Veil wanted comfort to soften the fact that comfort was taking place behind bars. It had worked for maybe five minutes. Then reality came back. Now the trays were gone. The warmth was gone. The silence had settled in again.

Kira looked toward the far end of the corridor, then back at Elias. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

He didn’t answer right away. That was answer enough.

Something had been wrong ever since the city catastrophe. Not louder. Not brighter. Worse. As though something in the walls had started listening. The shrine, the beacon, the surge from the city—whatever had happened outside had been pressing through the holding level ever since in faint waves, subtle but too persistent to ignore.

Elias finally lifted his head. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Something changed.”

He looked past the bars, past the walls, past all of it. “I can feel them.”

Kira straightened a little. “Who?”

“Jello. Alex. Drew.”

He said their names like distant fires he could somehow still see.

“They’re growing.”

The words hung between them. Kira looked down at her pendant.

“I can’t feel them like that,” she admitted. “But lately…” Her fingers brushed the jade serpent once. “I keep thinking about Drew.”

For the briefest second, something gentler moved through Elias’s face.

Then Kira pushed off the bars. “We need to get out of here.”

Her voice came sharper now, more grounded.

Elias leaned back against the wall behind the bench. “And do what? Ask politely?”

She ignored that. “No, seriously. We need a way out. If the shrine is reacting and the city is reacting and they’re reacting, then staying here while Miro keeps moving pieces around is the same as helping him.”

So they did what trapped people always do when panic starts thinking for them. Count the guards. Watch who carries keys. Test the bars again even though they already knew better. Fake sickness. Start a fire. Use Lumis. Use anything.

Nothing held.

Then Kira frowned. A memory caught.

“When the Veil found us,” she said slowly, “it wasn’t random.”

Elias looked up.

Kira turned fully toward him now, working it out as she spoke. “At the shrine. It was the pendant first. It started reacting, then the whole place answered. And when everything hit me—my people, the visions, all of it—I lost control for a second.” Her jaw tightened. “That emotional spike… the pendant resonated harder. Like it lit a signal flare.”

The pendant gave a faint pulse against her throat, as if hearing itself named.

Kira’s eyes narrowed. “That’s how they found me. Not because I surrendered. Because I gave the shrine something to answer with.”

Elias said nothing.

She looked at him. “And then in Buffalo…”

His expression changed before she even finished. The memory was still alive in him. The screaming crowd. The Crimson Veil’s demand. Surrender the vessel called Elias.

Kira’s voice lowered. “You surrendered.”

Elias looked away. “People were dying.”

That was all he said. That was enough.

A hard silence stretched between them before footsteps entered the corridor. Both went still. Three Veil soldiers passed the cells in dark armor, boots striking concrete in slow measured beats. One paused near Kira’s bars for half a second too long. Then the patrol moved on.

Only when the sound had fully faded did Kira breathe again. Then she looked back at Elias.

“So how is that possible?”

He stared at the floor a moment longer, then said, “Like I told you back at the farm.”

His voice was low, but steady.

“We’re all connected.”

Kira stepped closer to the bars. “Connected how?”

“Through resonance. Through Lumis. Through all of it. Distance matters less than people think when the signal is strong enough.”

That landed in her all at once. The chamber. The farm. The pendant. The way he had found her before.

Her eyes widened. “Then we should try.”

Elias frowned. “Try what?”

“To communicate. Like you did with me.”

His expression shifted. “That was different.”

“How?”

He leaned his head back against the wall for a second. “Because I was different. Those three years in a conduit state…” He exhaled slowly. “It was like being a battery that got overcharged and never fully recovered. Back then I could do things I can’t do now.”

Kira folded her arms. “Like what?”

A tired half-smile touched one corner of his mouth. “Like teleport us out of here.”

That got the smallest breath of laughter out of her. “Okay,” she said. “Maybe not that.”

His smile faded. “I’m serious, Kira.”

“I know.”

The cells pressed in again—the bars, the stale air, the corridor that smelled like rain denied entry.

But Kira wasn’t done. She stepped closer still, fingers curling around the steel. “Maybe not escape. Not yet. But communication. You said you can feel Jello, Alex, and Drew, right?”

Elias didn’t answer. She took that as yes.

“Then reach for them.”

He looked at her like she had suggested he catch lightning with his bare hands. “It’s impossible.”

“Do it while you sleep.”

Now he just stared.

Kira held his gaze. “You said the strange stuff happens different when you’re not forcing it.”

“That is not a plan.”

“No,” she said. “But it’s something.”

Elias shook his head once. “It’s not going to work.”

Kira’s voice softened then. “But I found you that way.”

That stopped him. Really stopped him.

For a moment neither of them moved. Then she said, quieter now, “Think about it. If you sensed them from in here, even with Miro’s Veil up, then that means they’ve gotten stronger. All of them. Or at least one of them has.” Her fingers tightened around the bars. “Jello should be able to hear you.”

The holding level fell silent again after that. Not empty. Listening. Elias lowered his gaze, thinking. Kira said nothing more. Hope had finally found somewhere to stand between them, and both of them seemed to understand that speaking it twice might break it.

Farther down the corridor, beyond the reach of the weak overhead lights, Kaelith remained motionless.

He had heard enough.

By the time he entered Miro’s chamber, the resonance screens were still alive with Buffalo’s ruin—fractured streets, museum debris, broken chamber signatures, triadic signal scars spreading across the city map like stress lines in glass.

Miro stood with his back to the room, one hand folded behind him, the other resting lightly near the hilt of his sword.

Kaelith bowed his head.

“My lord.”

“Speak.”

“The prisoners have formed a theory,” Kaelith said. “The girl believes Elias may be able to reach the boy through resonance while asleep.”

For a moment, Miro said nothing.

Then, very softly:

“Of course she does.”

He turned just enough for one side of his face to catch the cold light from the screens.

“Not because she understands resonance,” he said, almost to himself. “Because desperation has finally arranged the correct question in front of her.”

Kaelith stayed silent.

Miro’s eyes moved across the city display, watching old data and new failure settle into place inside his mind.

“Elias senses the three from confinement,” he said. “Which means my Veil is no longer suppressing signal bleed at the threshold it once did. That alone would be irritating.” His gaze narrowed. “But the more useful detail is this: the girl reached the obvious conclusion despite having only fragments. That means the pattern is no longer subtle. It is maturing.”

Kaelith listened.

Miro continued, voice calm and surgical.

“Elias would not attempt a waking transmission. He lacks the confidence and the output. He knows that. Which means she suggested sleep because uncontrolled states have worked before.” His eyes shifted once. “Crude reasoning. Correct, but crude.”

He stepped toward the display, Buffalo’s light sliding over the black-gold lines of his coat.

“And if she arrived there, then Elias will arrive one step later, because he mistakes reluctance for caution and memory for limitation.” A pause. “He will try.”

Kaelith inclined his head. “Shall I
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