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Chapter 1: Second

The combat specialization wing smelled like old sweat and new ambition.

The sweat was baked into the training hall's walls from years of students channeling at maximum output in a room designed to absorb it. The ambition was the sharp, clean-edged Flux output of twenty first-years who'd been told they were the best fighters in their cohort and who believed it because their meters confirmed it. The two smells mixed in the ventilation and produced something I catalogued alongside the other institutional smells I'd learned since enrollment: antiseptic (medical bay, avoided), detergent (dormitory sheets, comfortable), broth (Doss's shop, essential), jasmine (Suki's hair on my pillow, category pending).

Twenty students. The combat specialization track admitted the top performers from the semester's sparring assessments, combat scores, and practicals, weighted by Core grade in a ratio that the selection committee probably considered fair and that produced a cohort where I was the outlier by a margin visible from the doorway.

Fourteen A-grades. Four high-B. One peak-B who'd been a legitimate A-LOW during the selection window and whose meter had settled back by the time the paperwork processed. And me: B-HIGH, fourth in the year, the lowest-graded combat admission in the Academy's institutional memory. Keris had pulled that record from the archival database. Keris pulled records the way other people pulled weeds — reflexively and from every available surface.

The A-grades noticed. Eyes moved to the meter on my wrist, the reading was processed, the hierarchy adjusted. I was at the bottom. The bottom was familiar. I'd started the year at thirty-fourth out of forty-eight. The difference was that at thirty-fourth I'd been hiding. At twentieth-out-of-twenty in a combat specialization, I was hiding less.

And the hiding was getting harder. The Resonance cancellation mask ran at a constant ten percent processing cost. The Integration 3 sensing operated at background level whether I wanted it to or not. The gap between the B-HIGH on my wrist and the actual reserves in my channels was wide enough to park a transit car in. Every public training session was a performance calibrated to an audience that was now smaller, more attentive, and composed entirely of people whose Core grades gave them the Flux sensitivity to notice discrepancies.

A B-HIGH in a room full of A-grades. They looked at me and they evaluated and by their metrics I didn't belong here.

By my metrics, they were measuring the wrong thing. But the metrics were the system and the system was the world and the world was where I lived now.

The training hall was larger than the standard halls I'd used first semester. Denser grid panels, higher sensitivity, recording capability approaching what Hall 7's isolation-shielded setup could produce. Reinforced walls with layered Flux dampening — I could feel the dampening through my channels, a slight resistance at the room's edges where the wall material absorbed ambient energy instead of reflecting it. The ceiling was double-height, built for aerial channeling and vertical force projection. The grid floor's conductive channels were wider than the standard halls' panels, the patterns more complex, and the resonance feedback when I stepped onto them was sharper. The floor felt my output and I felt it feeling me and the resolution of the exchange was higher than anything outside Hall 7.

The students arranged themselves in the loose formation that combat-track cultivators defaulted to: highest grades at the front, descending backward. I stood at the back. I'd been standing at the back since Varn's first Compression class. The meter put me there and the meter was the meter.

Suki stood in the third row. First in the year. A-grade, clean. She'd crossed from B-peak to A during the semester break through a combination of the Inversion Compression techniques we'd developed together and the relentlessness that Suki applied to every metric she decided to own. Her braid was tight, her training clothes were fresh, and everything about the way she stood communicated what her ranking confirmed: the earning was ongoing.

The harmonic hummed between us. Permanent now, sustained by proximity and deepened by everything since. I could feel her through the connection — calm focus, and underneath it the low-frequency awareness that the harmonic transmitted whether she chose to or not. She was aware of me at the back of the room. Seventeen meters away. The awareness was warm and constant, the first thing I felt every morning before the alarm and the last thing every night after the door locked.

She didn't look back. The harmonic handled the looking.

The instructor came in at 8:00 AM through the rear access corridor. No preamble. No greeting. She walked in and twenty students were expected to be ready.

Commander Ashara Rynn. A-HIGH. Former Guild combat operative, recruited to lead the specialization program. Her service record contained more redacted entries than visible ones. Twelve years of field operations, four commendations, and whatever lived behind the redaction marks.

She was tall. Straight, efficient, every joint aligned. Silver-blonde hair cropped close for function. Her face carried the weathering that outdoor Flux exposure produced: fine lines around the eyes from squinting against energy glare, a tan uneven in the way that field work created. Her Core burned in my Integration 3 sensing at a dense, controlled A-HIGH that was qualitatively different from the student A-grades. Theirs were bright. Rynn's was compressed. Same output, higher density, tighter frequency. A Core conditioned by operational use into a tool rather than a measurement.

She stood at the front and her eyes moved across the formation in a four-second sweep. Direct Flux-sense read, her A-HIGH Resonance extending through the room and touching each student's channels. I felt the probe reach the front row and move backward, student by student, arriving and departing in under a quarter-second per person.

The probe reached me.

My cancellation mask was active. Had been since I woke up — baseline function, like the sensing, like the Compression loop. Inverse of the synthetic signature, null zone reading biological.

Rynn's probe hit the mask and the mask held. Standard B-HIGH reading.

But biological channels accepted an A-grade sweep passively. The energy passed through, was read, moved on. My mask generated a counterfrequency. The resistance was invisible in the output but present in the interaction. Her probe encountered something that pushed rather than yielded, and a twelve-year Guild veteran was calibrated to notice the difference.

Her sweep lingered on me. Then moved on. Completed.

She didn't comment. Her face gave nothing.

"Combat specialization is not an extension of your first-semester training," she said. Efficient, direct. "Your first semester taught you to channel, to compress, to produce output. My program teaches you to fight. Owning a weapon versus knowing how to use one. Most of you own a weapon. Some of you know how to use it. By the end of this semester, all of you will know or you'll transfer to a specialization that doesn't require it."

She let the statement settle. Twenty students in a quiet room.

"Your first exercise is an assessment. I need to see what you can do before I can determine what you need to learn." She looked at me. Directly. Unwavering. "Vasik. Step forward."

I stepped forward. The formation parted. Nineteen students watched the B-HIGH walk through the A-grades. She'd picked the lowest-graded student first.

"Your specialization trial last semester included a match against a third-year student," Rynn said. "You won. The match is in your file. The third-year's name is Dorran. He's agreed to a rematch." She gestured toward the rear corridor. "Dorran."

He walked in. Tall, A-LOW, clean technique. I remembered him from the trial. Thorough enough to be predictable. He'd lost in front of an evaluation panel and the loss was in his file and that was probably why he'd agreed to the rematch. Third-years didn't spar first-years for fun.

His Core read A-LOW, unchanged. Standard pre-shaped biological channels: combat meridians wider than sensory, the asymmetry that made biological cultivators powerful in their primary band and limited outside it. Through Integration 3, beneath his detection threshold, I read him. Focused. Determined. He wanted to prove the loss was situational.

"Standard sparring rules," Rynn said. "Full-power channeling. No frequency restrictions. The match ends when I call it." She stepped back. The grid floor activated beneath us. "Begin."

Dorran opened with the same right-hand strike from the trial. A-grade power, channeled through his primary combat meridians with the efficiency of years of repetition. Fast, clean, arriving at a frequency I'd already mapped during our first fight.

Six weeks of Integration 3 had changed the math.

Last time, my sensing had been limited to contact range. Now I could read Flux intention in his channels before the technique manifested. The energy routing that preceded a strike. The channel loading that preceded a block. The micro-adjustments in Core output that signaled which frequency he was about to use. His body telegraphed every action through his own infrastructure, and six weeks of expanded sensing meant I read the telegraph before the message sent.

I saw the right-hand strike building three-tenths of a second before it launched. The channel loading in his right arm, the Core routing output to the combat meridians, the frequency attuning to the offensive band. Enough time to step, rotate, and let his fist pass through where my chest had been.

He hit air. I was beside him. My counter-strike was already loaded: five-pathway delivery through the non-standard channels my uniform architecture provided, arriving at his exposed flank at a density the grid recorded as mid-A.

Mid-A. From a B-HIGH meter.

His barrier caught the counter-strike. Held — barely. A-LOW absorbing mid-A with visible strain, the barrier flickering at the impact point where the density exceeded what his channel walls could cleanly distribute. He adjusted. Rotated. Good instincts — he didn't retreat after the failed opening the way most students would. He closed distance instead, trying to get inside the range where my sensing advantage mattered less and his physical conditioning mattered more.

He threw a combination. Two strikes and a feint, the left hand drawing a premature block to open a gap for the real right. Standard Academy combination, well-drilled, the kind of technique that worked against opponents who read visually.

I read through his channels. The energy routing to his left was a fraction of the routing to his right. The feint was broadcast three-tenths of a second before the real strike committed. I ignored the left entirely, stepped into the right, and blocked it with a frequency-modulated barrier — defensive band on contact, shifting to sensor mid-impact. The shift happened faster than his channels could register. His strike hit a wall that was already reading him.

The sensor pulse mapped his architecture through the contact. Under two seconds of sustained block, I had his full layout. Barrier configuration, fourteen primary channels with standard pre-shaping, six secondary pathways in developmental stages. The junction points where his meridians converged — three in the upper body, two in the lower — and the stress tolerances at each convergence. His weakest point was the left thoracic junction, where a secondary pathway from his Integration 1 development had grown at a slightly narrower gauge than the primary meridians it connected. The gauge differential created a bottleneck. A strike at the right frequency and density would overload the bottleneck and cascade the disruption through his connected channels.

I hit the junction. Calibrated — enough to penetrate cleanly, not enough to injure. The Flux entered through the convergence, bypassed his barrier because the barrier's frequency didn't cover the junction's specific band, and a concussive pulse to his central channel cluster dropped his defense. He stumbled back two steps. His channels flickered as the cascade disrupted the connected pathways and his Core scrambled to re-route.

Last time, the match had been close. This time, under thirty seconds.

"Hold," Rynn said.

I stepped back. Dorran stood there with his barrier down, channels reconfiguring. Not hurt. Recalibrating. He looked at me and whatever he was processing produced a nod — not concession but acknowledgment that the old math didn't work anymore.

"Thank you, Dorran," Rynn said. "You can go."

He left through the rear corridor. Rynn looked at me. Gave nothing.

"Return to formation."

I returned. The attention in the room had changed. Combat-track cultivators recognized capability, and what they'd seen didn't match the meter on my wrist.

Rynn ran the remaining assessments. Each student against a calibrated third-year opponent, the matchups scaled to grade. I stood in the back row and watched through Integration 3, mapping every fight.

The first A-grade, a woman named Torelli with sharp footwork and a single-frequency offensive style, fought her third-year to a draw. Her striking was fast but one-dimensional — every technique ran through the same two combat meridians, and a prepared opponent could read the output band after the first exchange. Rynn noted it on her tablet.

Tallis fought next. Peak-B, ranked second. His technique was clean and hard in the way that family investment produced: each movement trained since childhood, each strike carrying the accumulated efficiency of private tutors and cultivation camps. His third-year was a peak-B as well, and the match was competitive — two minutes of exchanged strikes, barrier tests, the careful probing of opponents who respected each other's output. Tallis won on a combination that exploited a timing gap in the third-year's barrier transition. Clean. Professional. Nothing anomalous. His combat score would read exactly what his meter predicted, and the consistency was both his strength and his ceiling.

Keris fought her third-year with an economy that compressed the match into ninety seconds. She didn't overpower — she outmaneuvered. Three feints that drew her opponent's barrier to the wrong quadrant, followed by a precisely targeted strike to an exposed junction that I could tell she'd mapped through her own B-grade sensing during the feint exchanges. She used her opponent's defensive reactions as a scanning tool, forcing him to reveal his architecture through response patterns. The technique was strategic rather than powerful, and it worked.

Rynn's tablet notation after Keris's fight was longer than anyone else's except mine. I couldn't read the screen from the back row, but the scratch of the stylus lasted four seconds.

Suki fought last. Rynn had saved the first-ranked student for the final assessment, and the third-year matched against her was an A-MID — the highest-graded opponent of the day. The fight was the best of the session. Suki's A-grade output was clean and precise, her Inversion Compression driving a density that the third-year's A-MID couldn't quite match despite the grade advantage. She used the reflective barrier she'd developed from my frequency modulation work — a technique that deflected incoming strikes at altered angles rather than absorbing them. The third-year's attacks came back at him from unexpected vectors. He adjusted. She adjusted faster. The harmonic between us pulsed as she fought, and I could feel her focus through the connection — the analytical engine running combat calculations in real time, each decision precise, each strike informed by the same pattern-recognition that made her the best student in the year.

She won in two minutes and ten seconds. The grid recorded her output at clean A, consistent with her meter.

The assessments concluded. Rynn at the front, twenty fights on her tablet.

"Adequate," she said. No inflection. The word covered the best and the worst equally. "Training assignments tomorrow. Combat pairs assigned from today's data. Pairings will not be by grade."

She looked at Suki. Then at me.

"Pressler. Vasik. You two are harmonized."

A shift in the room. Harmonization was documented — two cultivators whose channels synced through sustained training, producing a standing wave that amplified combined output. Rare in first-years. Detectable by anyone with B-grade sensing or above, which meant everyone in the room could feel it now that Rynn had named it.

"The harmonic between you is strong," Rynn continued. "Consistent with sustained paired training over several months. The wave carries a combined frequency I can read from across the room. That's an asset in paired combat. It's also a vulnerability. If an opponent reads the frequency, they can predict your coordination pattern. If they disrupt the harmonic, they split your combined capability and the individual output drops by a factor that increases with the harmonic's strength."

She was telling us to learn to defend it.

"Paired training will be part of the curriculum. Pressler and Vasik, pre-assigned as combat partners for the duration. The rest of you, pairs tomorrow." She set the tablet down. "Dismissed."

The formation broke. Students filtered toward the exits. I moved with them.

"Vasik."

Rynn's voice. I stopped. Suki paused at the door — through the harmonic, the question: stay or go? I sent back: go. She went. The door closed. Rynn and me and the grid floor's residual glow.

She stood at the terminal. Not looking at the tablet. Looking at me. Twelve feet away, her A-HIGH Resonance pressing against my masking. Not probing. Present.

"Your meter says B-HIGH," she said.

"It does."

"Your output against Dorran peaked at mid-A. The grid recorded it. Mid-A from a B-HIGH Core is not something the grade system explains."

"Late manifestation. The growth curve is atypical."

She repeated the words without question inflection. Filing them. "Your technique portfolio includes a combat sensing methodology, a multi-pathway strike delivery system, and a frequency-modulated barrier that shifts between bands on contact. None of these are in the first-year curriculum. None in the second-year curriculum. The sensing methodology is classified Guild reconnaissance tradecraft that my division spent twelve years developing."

I said nothing. The alternatives were a lie she'd detect or a truth I couldn't share with a woman I'd met four hours ago.

Three seconds.

"I'm not going to ask what you are," she said. "I'm going to train you as if you are what you appear to be and let the training reveal the rest." She picked up the tablet. "Your file has three instructor flags from first semester. Varn, Drell, and Breck all noted anomalous capability. I've read the notes carefully. I'm adding a fourth: the output discrepancy and the technique portfolio. My note goes in my personal file, not the general record."

Her personal file. Not the general record that the Academy, the Guild, and Korvane could access through the warrant process.

"0800 tomorrow," she said. "The real training starts."

I left. The corridor was bright with morning light. Suki was leaning against the wall with her arms crossed and her braid over one shoulder.

"She kept you back," Suki said.

"She kept me back."

"The output data. The grid recorded mid-A."

"She noticed."

"Of course she noticed. Twelve-year Guild veteran, classified operational experience. She caught the masking during the sweep, the output discrepancy during the fight, and the harmonic from across the room." Suki pushed off the wall. Fell into step beside me. "What did she say?"

"She's not going to ask what I am. She's going to train me and let the training reveal it."

"Smart. Smarter than Breck or Drell. They documented and flagged. Rynn is containing and observing." A beat. "Field-command methodology. You don't report an anomaly until you've assessed whether it's useful. Useful gets secured."

"She's deciding if I'm useful."

"She's deciding if you're useful." Suki's hand found mine. The Flux bridge opened and the harmonic deepened. Her fingers laced through mine — full strength, no ambiguity. "She'll decide you're useful. Everyone does."

"That's not as reassuring as you think it is."

"It's not meant to be reassuring. It's meant to be accurate."

We walked to the cafeteria. The meter on my wrist read B-HIGH. The reserves were beyond what it could show. Integration 3 mapped the campus in continuous detail: every Core, every frequency, every signature in the buildings and grounds. The twenty students I'd just spent a morning assessing were distributed across the campus, their channel architectures filed in my memory alongside the combat data from their fights. I knew their strengths. I knew their weaknesses. I knew the junction points where their meridians converged and the stress tolerances at each convergence. If I fought any of them tomorrow, I'd win. Not because my grade was higher — on paper, it was lower. Because I'd already read their bodies and they hadn't read mine and the asymmetry was everything.

I ate breakfast. Rice, protein, the sweet carbonated drink. The cafeteria was loud and full. Wen at the table. Sera. Two students from the combat track who'd watched the Dorran fight and were recalibrating accordingly — their glances had the quality of people updating a model they'd been confident about five hours ago. Keris was at the adjacent table. Positioned. Present.

Petra was in the food line. She caught my eye. Raised one finger. Friday. The scan. The scars and the channels and the hands that asked before they touched.

I ate my rice and felt the campus and carried two women's frequencies in channels that had no bias and the morning was warm and the semester was beginning and the meter was wrong and the training was coming and the door to my room still locked from the inside.




Chapter 2: Healer

Petra was in the training hall on Monday morning and the training hall was not the medical bay and the difference mattered.

I'd been going to her for four months. Every injury, every scan, every Friday afternoon in the curtained alcove with my shirt off and her hands on my channels and the healing frequency running between us at the register that meant safety. The medical bay was her territory. The antiseptic, the equipment hum, the stool she sat on while she read my body through Resonance. I went to Petra. Petra was where the bay was.

Now Petra was where the combat was.

The medical division assigned embedded medics to each specialization track. Standard practice — a clinical rotation student attached to the training program for the semester, present for every session to handle injuries and document the physical toll of advanced cultivation training. Petra had been assigned to Combat. Whether she'd requested it or the assignment was coincidental, she didn't say and I didn't ask because asking would have implied that her professional placement was personal and Petra did not mix the two in public even when the two had been mixed in private since the first scan she kept off the Academy's records.

She set up her station at the hall's east wall. Portable diagnostic kit, tablet, a fold-out table with field medical supplies. The setup was efficient and took her four minutes. She wore the clinical uniform — white top, Academy crest on the shoulder — and her auburn hair was pinned back and her composure was in place and she was ten meters from the grid floor where Suki was about to put her hands on my shoulders for a partnered channeling drill.

Rynn started the session with paired exercises. Channeling alignment — the same drills Suki and I had been running since Hall 7, adapted for Rynn's methodology. More aggressive output targets. Higher sustained density. Rynn wanted the pairs operating at eighty percent for the full drill, not the sixty percent that first-semester practicals had used. The difference meant the Flux output in the room was thick enough that the grid floor stayed lit for the entire session, the panels glowing with the combined energy of ten working pairs.

Suki stood behind me. Palms on my shoulders. The Flux bridge opened and the harmonic surged with contact, and the room's ambient field shifted as our combined output pushed into the space around us. Her hands corrected my right shoulder alignment — a precise frequency adjustment through the bridge that optimized my defensive band, the same correction she'd been making for months, her fingers pressing into the muscle with the familiarity of someone who knew this body's infrastructure from the inside.

I could feel Petra watching. Not through Integration 3 — I didn't need to read her channels for this. She was ten meters away with a clear sightline and her job was to observe the training for injury risk and Suki's hands were on my shoulders and the harmonic was humming at a volume that any B-grade could feel and Petra was a C-grade healer with specialist Resonance sensitivity. The harmonic between me and Suki was not subtle.

She'd known about Suki since the beginning. Felt the combat frequency in my channels during every scan. Named it — loud and persistent. Told me she wasn't competing. Said the words and meant them and the meaning held.

But knowing about Suki's hands and watching Suki's hands were different inputs.

The drill ran for forty minutes. Sustained channeling alignment at eighty percent, Rynn walking the pairs and correcting form through direct Flux-sense assessment. When she reached us, she placed her hand on Suki's shoulder — reading the pair from the outside, feeling the combined output, the harmonic's multiplication factor, the way our channels synced and produced more together than the sum of individual parts. Rynn held the contact for six seconds. The standard was two.

"Your sync ratio is higher than any pair I've evaluated at this institution," she said. Flat. Data, not praise. "The multiplication factor is approximately 2.3. Standard combat pairs produce 1.4 at best. Document how you achieved this. I want the methodology."

She moved on. Suki's fingers tightened on my shoulders. Through the harmonic: satisfaction, bright and sharp, the particular pleasure she took in being told she'd produced something unprecedented. Suki collected records the way Keris collected paper trails. Being the best was not a goal for her. It was a resting state.

The second hour was sparring rotation. Pairs against pairs, three-minute rounds, full power. The intensity jump from first-semester sparring was immediate. A-grade output at full power in an enclosed space produced concussive Flux pressure that the grid panels absorbed but the air didn't. My ears popped during the second round. The pressure was physical, not just energetic — the ambient density in the room was higher than anything outside a Flux anomaly site, and twenty students producing A-grade combat output simultaneously was its own kind of anomaly.

Injuries started at the ninety-minute mark. A student named Carro — A-LOW, fast but thin-channeled — took a strike to the forearm that overloaded his defensive barrier and burned the channels underneath. Channel burns were the combat specialization's signature injury: too much Flux through too-narrow pathways, the energy scorching the channel walls the way electrical current burned undersized wiring. Carro's forearm seized, the muscles locking as the burned channels spasmed.

Petra crossed the hall in four seconds. Her hands on the forearm, Resonance activating before she'd fully stopped moving. I watched from across the room — not just visually but through Integration 3, the sensing giving me a view of what her Resonance was doing inside Carro's channels at a resolution that no one else in the room could match.

She was fast. The diagnostic probe entered his channels, identified the three burned meridians, assessed the damage depth — all in the first second. Then the healing frequency engaged. Not a general wash but targeted, three precise pulses aimed at the specific channel sections where the burn damage was worst. Each pulse carried a frequency calibrated to the injured tissue's Resonance signature, the energy matched to the damage the way a key matches a lock. The burned channel walls cooled. The spasming stopped. The Flux flow through the forearm resumed.

Three minutes. Carro flexed his wrist, tested the range, and was back in the rotation.

Rynn watched the treatment from across the hall. She'd been watching Petra since the setup — the evaluative attention of a commander assessing support staff.

"Calloway," Rynn said, after the repair. "Response time and treatment were excellent. Your diagnostic speed suggests specialist training beyond the standard rotation."

"I have a specialist certification in atypical channel conditions," Petra said. "The certification includes advanced diagnostic protocols."

"Atypical channel conditions." Rynn glanced at me. Brief. Petra's face didn't change. The glance connected the specialist certification to the student whose channels were the most atypical in the building and the connection was not discussed.

The third hour produced a second injury — a paired sparring exchange where two A-grades overcommitted on simultaneous strikes and the crossing Flux streams produced a feedback shockwave that threw both students off their feet. One landed on the grid and bruised ribs. The other landed on the grid and cracked a wrist.

Petra handled both. The bruised ribs got a thirty-second Resonance stabilization and instructions to breathe shallowly for an hour. The cracked wrist got a two-minute targeted bone-density repair that I watched through Integration 3 with the focused attention of someone who'd had his own bones healed by those hands and who understood what the healing frequency felt like from the inside.

She was precise. Each hand position deliberate, each frequency shift calculated, the probe reading the injury and adjusting the healing output in real time the way she adjusted during my scans. The same hands. The same attention. Different bodies, same thoroughness.

I filed the observation and the filing produced the same sensation in my chest that watching Suki in combat produced — the awareness of competence, of someone being exactly what they were supposed to be, of capability expressed through practiced action. Suki fighting and Petra healing were the same category of beautiful in my processing and the category was: people who were very good at the thing they'd chosen to be.



Friday. The medical bay. 4:30 PM. The curtain drawn. Equipment at idle. Petra on her stool, me on the bed. Shirt off. Scars in the afternoon light.

Four months of this ritual. Her hands on my chest, the Resonance activating, the probe entering my channels with the low warm frequency that my body had learned to associate with her specifically. Every scan started with two seconds of tension as the old wiring fired — hands on chest, procedure, pain — and then the settling as the new wiring overrode it. Hands on chest. Petra. Safe.

She worked the first twenty minutes in silence. Methodical. Primary channels, Integration 3 pathways, the secondary meridian network from Integration 2. Each region mapped, data logged on the tablet propped against the equipment station. The stylus scratched when she recorded something. I'd learned to read the scratches over four months of Fridays — short for routine, long for something new, a pause before the scratch when she was deciding how to categorize what she'd found.

She paused. Long pause. Long scratch.

"Your channel walls are changing," she said.

"Changing how?"

Her hands shifted on my chest, the probe narrowing to focus on the thoracic meridians. "The walls are incorporating Flux into their structure. Not carrying it through the channel — absorbing it into the wall material itself. The density of the channel walls has increased twelve percent since my last scan."

Twelve percent. In two weeks. Biological channel walls didn't change density. They were structural — fixed infrastructure that carried Flux the way pipes carried water. The pipes didn't drink.

"The absorption is coming from your Inversion Compression loop," she said. "Every cycle pushes Flux through the channels. Some of the Flux — a fraction, maybe two or three percent per cycle — is being retained by the walls instead of returning to the Core. The retained Flux is integrating into the wall structure at a molecular level." She adjusted the probe, reading deeper into the wall composition. "The result is denser walls. Harder. And the density is increasing the channels' carrying capacity. The walls can handle more throughput now because the walls themselves are reinforced by the Flux they've been carrying."

"So the channels are upgrading themselves."

"The channels are upgrading themselves." She pulled the probe back and set both hands flat on my chest. Broader contact, the full-palm hold she used when she was reading the whole system instead of individual components. "And the upgrade is self-sustaining. Denser walls carry more Flux per cycle. More Flux per cycle means more absorption into the walls. More absorption means denser walls. It's a compounding loop."

"Like Inversion Compression."

"Like Inversion Compression applied to the plumbing instead of the energy. Your Compression technique makes the Flux denser. This process makes the channels that carry the Flux denser. Both loops are running simultaneously. Both are self-reinforcing. And there's no mechanism I can identify that would cause either loop to stop."

She was quiet for a moment. Her hands warm on my scars. The probe running at low power now, a background read rather than an active scan, her Resonance holding contact with my channels the way you'd hold a hand — present, not searching.

"I've been looking for a ceiling," she said. "Since the first scan. Every biological cultivator has one. Grade caps, throughput limits, the physical constraints of organic channel tissue. The channel walls reach a structural maximum and the growth plateaus. Every scan, I look for the inflection point where your curve starts to flatten."

She looked up. Green eyes. Freckles visible at this distance, close enough to count, her stool pulled tight to the bed.

"There's no ceiling, Renn. I've been looking for four months and there is no ceiling."

The words settled. The equipment hummed. The curtain swayed. My channels carried the Flux that Petra had just told me would never stop growing and the carrying was warm and the warmth was hers and the information was terrifying and the terror was also, in a way I couldn't articulate, something else. Something that sat in the space beside the Core where things that weren't Flux lived.

No ceiling. The channels would keep growing. The density would keep climbing. The Core that Jo Tannick built for a boy in a basement had no upper limit and the boy was sitting on a medical bed with a woman's hands on his chest and the woman had spent four months mapping the thing he was becoming and the thing had no end.

She started to pull her hands back. The scan was done. Data logged. Protocol complete.

I caught her hand.

Her fingers stopped mid-withdrawal. My hand around hers, holding it against my chest, against the longest scar, the line from collarbone to sternum. Prototype one. Age six. The scar that she'd read the history of through Resonance and traced with her thumb on a Friday four months ago when neither of us was pretending the tracing was medical.

The healing frequency activated at the contact. Involuntary — her Resonance responding to sustained touch the way the harmonic responded to Suki's proximity. Automatic. The low warm register running through the scar tissue, and the scar tissue responding because her amplification technique had taught it to respond, had awakened the rebuilt nerves that the synthetic Core had threaded through the damage.

Her pulse climbed. I felt it through the contact. Sixty-eight at rest. Seventy-two when I caught her hand. Rising.

"Not here," she said. Quiet. Her hand didn't pull away. Her fingers curled under mine, holding back, and the holding was the answer before the words. The medical bay had traffic. Students came through at all hours. The curtain was fabric, not a wall.

"My room," I said. "Tonight."

Seventy-eight. The green eyes doing what they did when the composure thinned — brighter, the color more vivid, the clinical steadiness giving way to something the clinic couldn't hold. She'd kissed me once, in my room, four weeks before the semester ended. She'd built bureaucratic shields and modified a scanner and risked her enrollment and her license and the kiss had been the thing that came after all of it, the personal truth the professional architecture had been protecting.

She hadn't been back to my room since.

"Bring water," she said. "The scan takes a while."

It wasn't going to be a scan.

She withdrew her hand. Picked up the tablet. Entered notes. The protocol resuming, the channel-wall data filed alongside four months of prior scans, the composure reassembling around the decision made in the two seconds between my hand catching hers and her hand holding back.

I put my shirt on. Left the medical bay. In the corridor, the air was cool on skin that held the residual warmth of her hands. The warmth was fading but the decision wasn't and the tonight was approaching through the hours of the afternoon and some things were not data.

Some things were just Petra saying yes with her hand curled under mine on a scar she'd read the history of and was choosing to touch again.

The door to my room locked from the inside. Tonight, the lock would matter for a different reason than safety.




Chapter 3: Night

She knocked at 9 PM. Two taps, pause, third. The pattern she used at the medical bay alcove when the curtain was drawn and the scan was private. She'd carried the pattern from her space to mine and the carrying meant something — the ritual transplanted, the private thing brought across the campus in civilian clothes on a Friday evening.

I opened the door.

She wasn't wearing the clinical uniform. She wasn't wearing the grey sweater with the wide collar that I'd catalogued from three months of Friday visits. She was wearing a dark jacket over a white shirt with a neckline lower than anything I'd seen her in. The neckline showed collarbones. Below the collarbones, freckles.

I'd tracked Petra's freckles since the first healing session — the precise scatter across her nose and cheekbones, the count (estimations, since holding still and counting would have required a social fluency I didn't possess). The freckles stopped at her clinical uniform's collar. They'd always stopped there. The geography below the collar was unmapped.

It wasn't unmapped anymore. The freckles continued past the collarbones in a thinner distribution, smaller spots, trailing toward the upper curve of her chest where the shirt's fabric began. She'd chosen a shirt that showed the part of herself that the clinic kept covered.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

She stood in the doorway. Small — five-two, the top of her head at my chin. Auburn hair down, not pinned, falling in waves past her shoulders. The copper and gold caught the corridor light. She was holding a water bottle. The water I'd told her to bring. The scan that wasn't a scan.

I stepped back. She stepped in. I closed the door. The lock engaged and the sound of it — the click that meant the door was sealed from the inside — was the same sound it made every night when I was alone and every night when Suki was here and the sound was the same but the meaning had a new layer. The lock that meant safety. The lock that meant privacy. The lock that meant the woman in my room had come here for reasons that the medical bay's traffic and fabric curtain couldn't accommodate.

The room was small. Bed, desk, window, closet. Jo's jacket hanging beside my own. The Flux meter glowing on the desk — B-HIGH, the perpetual lie. The bedsheets were clean. I'd changed them after the Friday scan when I'd asked her to come. I'd changed them because the sheets smelled like Suki's jasmine shampoo and the changing felt necessary and then I'd stood in the room with fresh sheets and wondered if the changing was an erasure and whether the erasure was considerate or dishonest.

The room still smelled like jasmine. Faintly. The shampoo had seeped into the pillow foam over weeks of Suki sleeping beside me and the sheets were new but the pillow wasn't and the jasmine was there and Petra would notice because Petra noticed everything at the molecular level and her Resonance could read chemical traces the way her hands read channel architecture.

She noticed.

"Your room smells like her," Petra said.

"Is that a problem?"

She set the water bottle on the desk beside the meter. Took off her jacket. Hung it on the desk chair with a precision that was clinical even when nothing else about the evening was.

"It's a data point," she said. "I have my own data to contribute."

She sat on the bed. My bed. The narrow dormitory mattress that was too small for two people and that Suki and I had proven was exactly the right size if you didn't mind sleeping close. Petra sat on the edge with her hands in her lap and her spine straight and the composure in place and I could feel her pulse through the ambient Flux. Eighty-four. Elevated from her resting sixty-eight. The elevation had started in the corridor, climbing through the walk from her dormitory to mine, and the climb was continuing.

I sat beside her. The bed dipped. The distance between us was eight inches, which was closer than the medical bed and the stool but farther than the hands-on-chest of the scan. The gap was the space between the medical framework and whatever came next. Neither of us had crossed it yet.

"I don't have the stool," she said. Quiet. Looking at the gap. "Or the curtain. Or the equipment. I'm not — I'm in your room and I don't have any of the things that make me know what I'm doing."

"You know what you're doing."

"I know what I'm doing when I'm reading your channels. I know what I'm doing when I'm healing tissue damage. I know what I'm doing when I'm modifying scanner calibrations to protect someone I care about from being taken apart by a corporation." She looked at me. The green eyes, close. "I don't know what I'm doing when I'm sitting on a boy's bed in a shirt I bought yesterday."

She bought the shirt yesterday.

The information arrived and I processed it and the processing produced something in my chest cavity that wasn't Flux and wasn't the Core's baseline hum and wasn't any frequency I'd catalogued. She'd bought a shirt. Yesterday. For tonight. She'd gone to a shop and selected a neckline that showed more of herself than the clinical uniform and the grey sweater and she'd done it deliberately, for me, because tonight she wanted me to see the freckles below her collarbones.

"The shirt is good," I said. The words were inadequate. The analytical framework didn't have vocabulary for what the shirt meant and the inadequacy was the framework's limitation, not mine.

"The shirt is good." She almost laughed. The sound was small, caught between the composure and the thing underneath. "Thank you. That's — thank you."

The gap between us was eight inches. Then it was six. She'd shifted. Not toward me — she'd shifted her weight and the shift brought her closer the way adjustments in the medical bay brought her closer, incremental, professional, except nothing about the shift was professional because her hand was on the bed between us and her fingers were two inches from my thigh and her pulse was at ninety.

I put my hand on hers.

Her fingers opened under mine. The same response as the alcove — the holding back, the answer before the answer. The healing frequency activated at the contact. Involuntary. The low warm register running through her palm into my hand, through the channels in my forearm, up through the meridians to my chest where the synthetic Core received her frequency and responded with a pulse that was small and warm and automatic. The Core's version of a heartbeat quickening.

She felt the pulse. She always felt the pulse — her specialist Resonance read my Core's output the way eyes read expression, continuously, without effort.

"Your Core responds to this the same way it responds to her," she said. "I can feel the difference in frequency — hers is higher, sharper. The combat harmonic. Yours with me is lower. Warmer." She turned her hand under mine so our palms were touching. "Different frequency. Same magnitude."

Different frequency. Same magnitude. The channels carried both. The Core didn't rank. The architecture had no bias and no preference and the two women who occupied space in my system occupied it equally, at different registers, in channels that were wide enough for both because the channels were wide enough for everything.

"I'm going to touch you now," she said. "Not a scan."

"Okay."

"I need you to know the difference. When my hands are on your chest in the alcove, the Resonance is diagnostic. The frequency is calibrated for tissue reading. What I'm going to do now is different. The frequency is —" She stopped. Recalibrated. The clinical language reaching for something it wasn't designed to express. "I developed a variation of the healing technique. During the scans. During your scans, specifically. The standard amplification modifies nerve sensitivity to help patients tolerate invasive procedures. The variation I developed modifies nerve sensitivity in the opposite direction. It heightens instead of dampens."

She'd developed a technique. During my scans. A Resonance application that heightened nerve sensitivity, created specifically through months of contact with my scarred tissue and the synthetic channels underneath.

"I've never used it," she said. "On anyone. I developed it because the theory was interesting and the channel architecture was unique and your scar tissue has a Resonance response that I've never seen in any other patient." Her pulse was at ninety-six. "And because I wanted to know what it would feel like. On you."

She put her hand on my chest.

Not over the shirt. She reached for the hem and I understood and I pulled the shirt over my head and the scars were exposed in the dim light of the room. Thirty-seven lines. The longest from left collarbone to sternum. The shortest below my right hip, barely two inches, Prototype 31, installed and rejected within an hour. The map of twelve years drawn on my skin in surgical precision and scar tissue and the history of every failure that preceded the success that was sitting in this room with a woman who'd read every line through Resonance and was about to read them through touch.

Her palm settled over the longest scar. The contact was warm. Then the Resonance shifted.

The amplification technique activated. Not the diagnostic frequency. Not the healing register at its standard clinical calibration. Something new. The Resonance entered the scar tissue and the nerve pathways that the synthetic Core had rebuilt through the damage responded and the response was —

I inhaled. Sharply. The scar tissue, which I'd felt through Petra's standard healing as a warm numbness — present but muted, the rebuilt nerves functional but blunted compared to undamaged skin — came alive. The amplification opened the nerve pathways wider than their resting state. The scar under her palm went from muted to vivid, the sensitivity climbing past what unscarred skin could produce, the rebuilt neural architecture processing her touch at a resolution that exceeded biological baseline.

The scar felt more than skin. The damage, rebuilt by the Core, amplified by her technique, was more sensitive than the tissue it replaced.

"The nerves respond," she whispered. Her eyes were on her hand, on the scar, reading the Resonance feedback. "The synthetic Core rebuilt them with a higher neural density than the original tissue. They were dormant at standard sensitivity. The amplification wakes them up." She looked up. The green was brighter. The composure was thinning. "You feel more through the scars than through intact skin. The damage made you more sensitive, not less."

The damage made me more sensitive. The scars — the record of the lab, the lines that documented every prototype, every procedure, every time they opened me up and put something inside and it failed and they took it out and stitched me shut and the stitching became a scar and the scar became a number — the scars felt more. Under Petra's hands, with her technique, the twelve years of being cut open had produced a body that was more capable of feeling than the body that had never been cut.

The metaphor was not subtle. The metaphor was her hand on my oldest scar and the scar singing under her touch.

She kissed me.

Slow. Warm. The healing register humming through the contact, her lips carrying the frequency the way her hands carried it, and the kiss was nothing like Suki's. Suki kissed the way she fought — focused, precise, the harmonic surging with competitive intensity. Petra kissed the way she healed — thorough, patient, the frequency steady and sustained, the warmth building rather than spiking. The kiss was a long note held rather than a sharp chord struck.

Her other hand found a second scar. The one below my left ribs. Prototype 12. The amplification spread from her palm through the tissue and the second scar woke up like the first and the two points of heightened sensitivity on my torso were broadcasting through my channels at a register I'd never felt and the Core pulsed in response, a warm surge at the healing frequency, and the pulse traveled through the contact into Petra and she made a sound against my mouth. Small. Not clinical.

Her pulse was at a hundred and two. Her composure was frost in warm air — thinning, the professional surface going translucent, the thing underneath becoming visible. Her hands on my scars. Her mouth on mine. Her technique making the damage sing. Two people on a narrow bed with the door locked and the meter lying on the desk and the jasmine fading under something lighter, cleaner — her soap, her skin, the scent of Petra Calloway in civilian clothes in my room for the first time.

She pulled back from the kiss. Her hands stayed on my scars. The amplification stayed running. She looked at me from six inches away and the green eyes were bright and the composure was translucent and the question was in her face before she spoke it.

"Can I—" She stopped. Started again. "I want to take this off." Her fingers found the hem of her shirt. Not my shirt. Hers. She was asking permission the way she always asked permission. Before every touch. Before every scan. Before every contact that crossed the boundary between professional and personal. Petra Calloway asked.

"Yes."

She pulled the shirt over her head.

The freckles continued. Past the collarbones where I'd seen them at the doorway, past the upper chest where the shirt's neckline had given me a preview, the scatter of small copper spots trailed across her upper chest and over the curve of her breasts and faded along her stomach in a thinning distribution that I tracked the way I tracked channel architecture — mapping the geography, filing the data, except the data was not data. The data was Petra without a shirt and the analytical framework did not have a category for this and the absence of a category was itself a kind of feeling.

She was small. The word kept arriving and kept being correct. Small frame, narrow shoulders, the body of a woman who trained Resonance rather than combat — the musculature lean and precise rather than broad, the curves subtle, the proportions delicate. Her bra was white. Simple. Clinical, if clinical things could be beautiful, and on Petra they could.

She reached back and unclasped it. Let it fall. The freckles continued beneath.

I was looking at her the way she looked at scan results. The parallel was exact — I was seeing the full extent of something I'd only seen partially, discovering that the map extended past the borders I'd assumed, and the discovery was the same kind of revelation that her first scan of my channels had been. A new geography. An expansion of the known.

"Your heart rate is elevated," she said. The clinical register, barely holding. The ghost of a smile underneath.

"I'm aware of my own heart rate, Petra."

She almost laughed. The sound caught between the composure and the thing underneath. Then her hands went to my belt and the almost-laugh dissolved into focus and her fingers undid the buckle and the button and the zipper with the efficient, steady hands that undid medical fasteners fifty times a week.

We undressed each other the rest of the way. It was not smooth. The narrow bed, the height differential — she was small enough that reaching my waistband while we were both sitting meant she had to lean down and the leaning produced a geometry that required adjustment and the adjustment required moving and the moving on a dormitory mattress produced a creak that made her pause and look at the door and the looking was the reflex of a woman who was doing something private in a space that wasn't her shielded medical bay.

"The door is locked," I said.

"The door is locked." She breathed. Returned to the undressing.

When the clothes were gone — both of ours, piled on the floor beside the bed in a tangle that mixed her white shirt with my training pants — she was kneeling on the mattress beside me and I was lying back and the full length of my scars was exposed and the full length of her freckled body was exposed and the exposure was mutual and the mutuality was the thing that made it different from the lab. In the lab, I was exposed and they were clothed. Here, the exposure was shared. The vulnerability was shared. The skin was shared.

She put her hands on my chest. Both palms, flat, the way she started every scan. But her hands were trembling. The tremor was small — a frequency I could feel through the contact but couldn't see from a distance. The hands that didn't shake during scanner modifications and healing procedures and emergency medical interventions were shaking on my chest because the contact was not medical and the not-medical-ness was the thing that exceeded her training.

The amplification activated. The healing Resonance shifted to the nerve-heightening register and my scars responded and the sensation climbed and I inhaled and the inhale traveled through the Resonance back to her and she felt what her hands were doing to me and the feeling steadied her. The trembling decreased. The data was coming in — my responses, my channel activity, my body's reaction to her touch — and the data gave her something to work with. Something to read. The healer finding her footing through the act of healing, except the act was not healing.

Her hands moved down my torso. Slowly. Mapping. Each scar encountered and attended to — the amplification heightening the tissue, her palms reading the history while her touch wrote something new over it. Prototype 7 across the left ribs. Prototype 15 along the hip. Each scar singing under her technique, each line of damage remade into a line of sensitivity that exceeded what the original skin had felt.

The realization arrived mid-touch. Not as a thought. As a sensation that the framework couldn't reduce to data. Her hand was on the scar from Prototype 15 — the long diagonal across my left hip — and the amplification was running and the scar was alive and what the scar was feeling was good. Not informational. Not clinical. Not the processed awareness of nerve stimulation categorized and filed. Good. The word was small and inadequate and completely accurate. Her hand on the damage and the damage feeling good.

My body does this now. Not data. Not pain. This.

The shift was quiet. It didn't crash through the framework the way Suki's intensity crashed through it. It arrived softly. A recalibration rather than a collapse. The clinical observations in my internal narration — her pulse at one-oh-eight, the amplification at 3.2, the scar sensitivity at one-forty percent of baseline — didn't stop. They warmed. The measurements were still there but they were less important than the thing being measured. Her hand on my hip. The warmth. The good.

She straddled me. The movement was careful — she was light, the narrow bed required positioning, and she adjusted with the precise body awareness of someone who knew anatomy at the cellular level. Her knees on either side of my hips, her weight settling against me, the contact area expanding from hands to thighs to the press of her body against mine. The amplification radiated from every point of contact. My scars beneath her thighs. My chest beneath her palms. The healing frequency running through the entire surface where skin met skin, a sustained warmth that was not temperature but resonance, not heat but attention.

She was wet. I could feel it against me — the physical evidence of arousal that the Resonance confirmed at the frequency level, her body's preparation for what we were both approaching. She shifted her hips and the contact produced a friction that the amplification magnified and I made a sound that was not analytical.

"Is this—" she started.

"Yes."

She reached between us. Her hand found me, wrapped around me with the firm, knowing grip of a woman who had handled bodies professionally for years and who was handling one now with a different intent but the same steadiness. She positioned me. Adjusted the angle. The height differential and the narrow bed and the geometry required specificity and she was specific because specificity was who she was.

She lowered herself onto me. Slowly. The healing frequency traveled through the contact and the nerve heightening extended through the tissue and the sensation of entering her was warm and tight and amplified beyond anything the framework could process as numbers. The amplification made every millimeter of contact vivid. I could feel the details — the heat, the pressure, the way her body adjusted around me as she took me in, the muscles contracting and releasing as she settled. The scars on my hips where her thighs pressed were singing and the singing was part of the sensation and the sensation was whole-body and the whole body was feeling good and the good was real.

She exhaled. A controlled breath released in a way that was no longer fully controlled. Her eyes were open. Looking at me. The green bright, the composure translucent, the woman underneath visible through the surface.

"The Resonance feedback is—" she started to say, and then stopped, because the data she was reading through the contact — my body's response to being inside her, transmitted through the healing frequency at full resolution — exceeded what the clinical sentence could carry. She was feeling what I felt. Not through a harmonic like Suki's standing wave. Through the diagnostic channel, the healer's connection, the sustained Resonance contact that her specialty gave her. She felt the amplified sensation that her own technique was producing in my tissue, reflected back through the frequency, and the reflection doubled the input.

She began to move. Slow. The rhythm deliberate, controlled, the pace of someone who read her partner's responses through a channel more precise than any verbal communication and who adjusted based on what she read. Her hips rolled and the friction was amplified and I felt it and she felt me feeling it and the one-directional loop — her technique heightening my sensation, the Resonance carrying my response back to her — began to climb.

The framework tracked. Her pulse at one-sixteen. The amplification at 4.1. The feedback intensity at — the numbers were softening. Not disappearing. Softening. The edges of the measurements losing their precision, the data points blurring into the experience they described. Her pulse was fast. The amplification was high. She was warm and she was close and she was moving and the scars under her thighs and her palms were more alive than they had ever been and the aliveness was pleasure and the pleasure was real.

She moved faster. Her breathing changed — the controlled respiration breaking rhythm, the exhales carrying sounds that were not words. Her hands on my chest pressed harder. The amplification deepened with the pressure, the nerve sensitivity climbing, and I put my hands on her hips and the contact opened new channels of sensation — the freckled skin under my palms, the muscles working beneath, the warmth of her body against my hands.

She was reading me. Still reading. Even as her composure dissolved — the clinical register gone from her voice, the breathing involuntary, the movements less precisely controlled — the Resonance probe was running at low power through the contact. She felt the changes in my channels as climax approached. The dilation. The density increase. The Core beginning to build the pulse behind my sternum. She felt the pulse gathering and she adjusted her rhythm — not slowing, not speeding, but matching. Synchronizing her movement to the pulse's growth the way she synchronized healing frequency to tissue repair cycles.

Her forehead pressed against mine. Close enough that I could see the individual freckles and the green of each iris and the composure was fully gone and she was just Petra. Small and warm and wanting and the wanting was visible in every part of her — the flush on her chest, the brightness of her eyes, the way her body moved against mine with an urgency that her professional self would never have permitted and that her personal self was expressing with the full force of five months of restrained desire.

The framework failed. The numbers went. The measurements went. What remained was: her. The warmth. Her weight on me, light and present. The scars singing. Her breath against my mouth. Her eyes, green, open, seeing me the way she saw me during scans — completely, thoroughly — but without the clinical distance, without the diagnostic objectivity, without anything between her perception and the person she was perceiving. Seeing me. Just me. The scars and the Core and the body that had been a test site and was now inside her and was feeling good and was making her feel good and the making was the belief shift that Petra had identified months ago and that was completing now, here, in a narrow bed with a locked door.

The pulse released. Warm. Not the electric spike of Suki's harmonic but a surge at the healing register — the Core's involuntary response carried on Petra's own frequency, the warmth of it flooding through the contact into her channels and her body. I came inside her and the pulse traveled with the climax and she felt both — the physical and the energetic — through the Resonance that connected us.

She gasped. Her hips stilled. Her hands pressed flat against my chest and she held there, holding the pulse inside her channels the way she held healing energy — receiving it, reading it, understanding it. The pulse was warm. The pulse was the Core responding to being touched without pain by a person who knew every scar and chose to touch anyway. The pulse was the body's answer to the belief shift: yes. This is what I do now.

Her eyes were open. Full. The green so vivid it was almost a color that colors didn't include. The composure was gone and the eyes were unguarded and what was in them was not just pleasure or satisfaction or the post-clinical assessment of a successful procedure. What was in them was recognition. She had felt the Core respond. She had felt the pulse arrive through the Resonance at the healing frequency — her frequency — and the arrival confirmed something she had suspected since the first scan and hoped since the first kiss and known since the night she modified the scanner: the Core was not separate from him. The Core responded to being loved because the Core was him and he was being loved and the response was real.

"Oh," she said. Small. Her hands on my chest. The healing frequency activating at idle — automatic, involuntary, her body's default when the conscious controls were overwhelmed. The warmth spreading through the scars. Her warmth. Always hers.



Afterward, the bed was too narrow and exactly right.

She lay on my chest. Her head below my chin, her auburn hair spread across the scar lines, the copper and gold threads catching the light from the window where the campus lamps pushed through the curtain. Her body was small and light and warm and she fit against me in a way that was geometrically different from Suki — smaller frame, lighter weight, the curves settling into different positions against my torso. Where Suki occupied the bed as a presence, full-bodied and substantial, Petra occupied it as a precision — everything tucked, everything deliberate, even in the post-act stillness.

Her Resonance was at idle. The healing register humming at background level, the frequency running through the contact between her skin and mine. The scars under her cheek were still amplified — the technique's effects lingered, fading slowly, the neural pathways cooling from the heightened state but not yet returned to baseline. I could feel her weight on the sensitized tissue and the feeling was detailed and warm and I didn't want her to move.

Her finger traced a scar. The short one below my right pectoral. She traced it the way she read channel data — slowly, completely, from origin to terminus.

"Nine," she said.

"How do you know that?"

"The scar tissue tells me. The healing layers are compressed — the body didn't have time to fully repair between the installation wound and the rejection wound. Both events happened within hours." Her finger moved to the adjacent scar, three inches to the left. "This one is different. The healing is layered. Weeks of recovery. The tissue grew back in stages."

"Prototype 14. It partially integrated before rejecting. The removal was surgical. They took their time taking it out because they wanted to study why it had partially worked."

Her finger paused on the scar. The Resonance shifted — the diagnostic probe activating at low power, reading the tissue history through the contact. She was reading the scar the way she read my channels. The history written in the healing layers, the timeline of damage and repair encoded in the tissue architecture.

"How long?" she asked. "The partial integration. How long did it work?"

"Eleven days. Long enough that they thought it might hold. Long enough that I started to feel the channels activating. The first four days were — I could feel Flux moving. Not well. Not the way it moves now. Like hearing a sound through a wall. Muffled. But present." I stared at the ceiling. The memory was clinical, processed, filed alongside the other prototypes in the ordered sequence I'd maintained since childhood. The filing kept the memories containable. "Then it rejected. Day eleven. The rejection was gradual — the channels closing one by one over about six hours. They could have removed it faster but they left it in for the six hours so they could monitor the rejection cascade. The surgical removal was the next morning."

Petra's finger had stopped moving. Her hand was flat on the scar. The Resonance probe was still active, reading the tissue, reading the history. Her pulse was steady now — back down from the peaks of the preceding hour to a resting seventy, the post-sex return to baseline complicated by the emotional weight of what I was telling her.

"I want to know all of them," she said. "Every scar. Every number. Every story."

"That's a lot of Fridays."

"I have a lot of Fridays."

She said it simply. The composure was back — not the clinical composure, not the professional mask that she wore in the medical bay. A different composure. Warmer. The composure of a woman who'd just had sex with someone and was lying on his chest and was asking to hear the worst parts of his life and meant it when she said she had time.

She traced another scar. I told her the number. She read the tissue and told me things about the healing timeline that I hadn't known — the speed of the repair, the depth of the original incision, whether the surgical team had been careful or hurried. She could read the surgeons' competence in the way the tissue had been cut. Some scars were clean — precise incisions, sharp instruments, steady hands. Some were rough. The rough ones came from the later years, when the surgical team had been replaced and the replacements were less skilled or less careful or both.

She didn't cry. She'd cried once before — the single tear in the medical bay when I'd confirmed the procedures started at age six. Tonight she didn't cry. She listened and she traced and she read and the Resonance mapped the history through the tissue while I narrated it through the air and the two records — hers biological, mine verbal — assembled in parallel.

We lay there until 2 AM. Three hours of scars and numbers and stories told in the dark on a narrow bed with the campus quiet outside and the Flux meter on the desk reading B-HIGH and the door locked from the inside and two people sharing a history that one of them had lived and the other was learning through every available channel, hands and Resonance and ears and the sustained contact of a body against a body in a room that no longer smelled only like jasmine.

The room smelled like jasmine and soap. Two scents. The channels carried both.

She got up at 2:15. Dressed in the dark. The jacket over the shirt with the neckline she'd bought yesterday. She stood at the door, small and precise and warm and the composure was holding and the green eyes were steady and the freckles were in shadow.

"Next Friday," she said. "The actual scan."

"Next Friday. The actual scan."

The ghost. The smile that moved through her eyes and barely touched her mouth. "Tonight was better data."

She left. The door closed. The lock engaged. The room held two scents and the residual warmth of two Resonance registers — Suki's combat harmonic, integrated into the channel walls, and Petra's healing frequency, fresh and warm, settling into the Inversion Compression loop alongside it.

I lay in the dark and the Core hummed and the channels carried two frequencies and the two frequencies ran in parallel without interference and the architecture had no bias and the channels had no preference and the body that the lab had built for data and pain was lying in a bed that smelled like two women and the scars were still warm from being touched.

Two frequencies. One system. Room enough for both.




Chapter 4: Suki Knows

Hall 7. 5:30 AM. The isolation shielding hummed at idle. The grid floor was cold under my bare feet — the panels hadn't warmed yet, the residual Flux from last night's session long dissipated. Morning light came through the narrow windows near the ceiling in thin bars that striped the floor and the walls and Suki's face when she walked in.

She knew before she reached me.

The harmonic carried everything. It always carried everything — that was the point of it, the feature and the cost, the standing wave that transmitted emotional and physiological state with a fidelity that neither of us could censor. When Suki walked into the room, the harmonic read my channels the way her eyes read a grid terminal: fast, complete, without asking permission.

She stopped four meters away. The distance was wrong. Our morning sessions started with proximity — her hands on my shoulders, the Flux bridge opening, the paired warm-up that began every training day. Four meters was not proximity. Four meters was assessment range.

Her eyes were on my chest, but she wasn't looking at my chest. She was looking through it. Reading the channel architecture through the harmonic's diagnostic layer, the same way Petra read it through direct Resonance contact. Suki's resolution was lower — the harmonic was a blunt instrument compared to Petra's specialist probe — but the sensitivity was different. She wasn't reading the channels' structure. She was reading their contents. The frequencies they carried. The signatures integrated into the Inversion Compression loop.

She found Petra's healing register.

The frequency had been in my channels since the first kiss — a faint trace, the residual of Petra's Resonance from months of scans and the single intimate contact at the end of last semester. Faint. Background. The Flux equivalent of a perfume trace that lingered after someone left a room.

What was in my channels now was not faint. The healing register from Friday night was integrated at a depth that exceeded anything a scan or a kiss could produce. The frequency was woven into the Inversion Compression loop itself, running alongside Suki's combat harmonic as a parallel thread in the circulation. The two frequencies coexisted without interference — the channels had no bias, no preference — but the coexistence was visible to anyone reading the system, and the depth of the integration was unambiguous about what had produced it.

Sustained, deep-frequency, full-body contact. The Flux signature of sex.

"Last night," Suki said.

Not a question.

"Last night."

The harmonic carried her response before her face showed it. The emotional data arriving through the standing wave in layers: thin anger at the surface, fast and bright, the reflexive spike that the lizard brain produced regardless of the rules the rational brain had set. Underneath the anger, thicker, more structural: acceptance. She'd made the rules. Don't hide it. Don't lie. She'd said she wouldn't compete. She'd said she wouldn't ask me to choose. She'd said "make our own rules" and the rules were holding and the holding cost something every time.

Underneath the acceptance, at the deepest register the harmonic could carry: possessiveness. Fierce, old, rooted in the night she came to my room after the semester review and said "mine was first" and meant it as a permanent claim on the geography of my body and my history and the order in which I'd learned what it felt like to be touched by someone who wanted to touch me.

Mine was first. The claim hadn't diminished. The claim was structural. The claim was the harmonic itself — the standing wave that predated Petra, that had been humming between us since the paired Resonance exercise in Breck's class, that carried everything because it was everything and the everything was first and the firstness was not negotiable.

She stood at four meters and the harmonic carried all of it — the anger and the acceptance and the possessiveness — and I felt it and I didn't mask it and I didn't look away because the rules said don't hide it and I wasn't hiding it.

"Was it good for her?" she asked.

The question. Not "was it good for you" — she could read my answer through the harmonic, the frequency data painting the picture with resolution she didn't need me to narrate. She was asking about Petra.

"I think so. She was... thorough."

Suki's mouth twitched. Not a smile. The echo of one, the compression of several possible reactions into a single micro-expression. "Of course she was thorough. She probably mapped your entire nervous system in real time."

"She did."

"Of course she did." The four-meter gap held for two more seconds. Then Suki closed it. Three steps, deliberate, her training shoes on the cold grid. She stopped within arm's reach. Not touching. Close enough that the harmonic's amplitude doubled with proximity and the emotional data was flooding the connection at a volume that was almost physical.

"I made the rules," she said. "Don't hide it. Don't lie. Mine was first." She looked at me and the dark eyes were sharp and steady and the analytical engine was running underneath the emotion and the running was visible in the way her focus narrowed. "The rules hold. I don't take them back. I don't modify them. I said we'd make our own rules and the rules include this."

"Okay."

"I'm not done." She put her hand on my chest. Over the longest scar. The same contact point that Petra had used eight hours ago and the sameness was deliberate — Suki's palm covering the territory that Petra's palm had covered, the combat harmonic pressing into the scar tissue where the healing register still lingered. "The rules hold. But the rules cost something. They cost something every time and I pay the cost and I don't ask for a discount because asking for a discount would be asking you to be less than what you are and what you are includes this."

Her hand on the scar. The two frequencies in the tissue beneath — hers sharp and bright, Petra's warm and low. Both present. Both carried by channels that had no preference.

"Now show me what changed," she said.

The analytical engine. Underneath the emotion, always running. Suki processed the personal and then she processed the data because the personal and the data were not separate categories for her and never had been.

"Show you what?"

"Your channels. The integration depth. The frequency pattern. Whatever happened between you and Calloway last night changed your Flux architecture and I want to see how." She stepped back. Training distance. Her hands came off my chest and went to her starting position — the combat stance that began every session. "Inversion Compression. Full output. Ten cycles. Go."

I ran the Compression. Full output, no masking. The Core opened and the Flux poured through the channels and the Inversion Compression loop engaged — outward push, channel elasticity, the elastic return compressing the Flux denser than the outward cycle, each pass refining, each cycle producing more than the last.

The harmonic amplified the output as it always did. Suki's combat frequency synced with the Compression loop and the multiplication factor engaged and the grid floor lit beneath us as the combined output climbed.

But the output was different. The data was different. Suki was reading it in real time on the grid terminal, her eyes moving between me and the screen, and by the third cycle I could see the analytical engine accelerating. By the fifth cycle her eyebrows were drawn together. By the eighth she was standing completely still, the terminal forgotten, her sensing focused entirely on my channel architecture through the harmonic.

"Stop," she said.

I stopped. The Compression wound down. The residual Flux hummed in the air.

"Your baseline throughput has increased," she said. Slow. Choosing words carefully, which was unusual — Suki's default was dense paragraphs delivered at the speed of thought. Careful word selection meant the thought was significant enough to warrant precision. "Not by the amount that three weeks of training accounts for. The increase exceeds the projected growth curve by... I need to run the numbers, but by a significant margin. Twenty percent. Maybe more."

"The channel-wall densification—"

"The channel-wall densification accounts for approximately twelve percent of the increase. I've been tracking it. Twelve percent from the wall hardening, another three to four percent from the physical conditioning enhancing channel efficiency. That's fifteen to sixteen percent from training." She looked at the terminal. "The actual increase is twenty-two percent. The gap is six to seven percent, and the gap appeared overnight."

Overnight. Between the Friday evening scan and this morning's session. Between Petra's room and this room.

Suki's analytical engine arrived at the conclusion before she said it. I watched it happen — the calculation completing behind her eyes, the variables assembling, the model producing an output that was simultaneously a cultivation breakthrough and a personal vulnerability.

"The dual-frequency integration," she said. "You're carrying her healing register alongside my combat harmonic. The two frequencies are running in parallel through the Inversion Compression loop. The loop is refining both frequencies during every cycle, the same way it refines raw Flux. The refined frequencies are compounding — the healing register is optimizing the channel-wall repair process, making the densification faster. My combat frequency is optimizing the throughput capacity, making the channeling faster. The two frequencies are synergistic. They're not just coexisting in your channels. They're amplifying each other."

Two frequencies. Two women. Two registers running through the same system, each making the system better at carrying the other. The combat harmonic strengthened the channels that carried the healing register. The healing register repaired and hardened the channels that carried the combat harmonic. A loop within a loop. Inversion Compression operating at the relationship level.

"You get stronger from being loved," Suki said. Flat. The analytical delivery of a conclusion that was calculation and confession at the same time. "Sustained intimate Resonance contact integrates a partner's frequency into your Inversion Compression loop. The integrated frequency compounds with the existing loop and produces a throughput increase that exceeds training alone. Two sustained relationships produce two integrated frequencies that compound with each other synergistically." She paused. "The deeper the bond, the deeper the integration. The deeper the integration, the greater the throughput increase. Your Core is designed so that intimacy is literally a form of cultivation."

The silence held for four seconds. The grid floor glowing. The harmonic humming between us, carrying the weight of the conclusion.

"That's either the most beautiful thing I've ever heard," Suki said, "or the most terrifying."

"Which is it?"

She looked at me. The dark eyes. The sharp analytical focus and the thing underneath it that the focus served. "Both. It's both." She picked up her training stance. "Again. Ten cycles. Full output. I want the data from the full session before I update the model."

We trained. The session ran hot — Suki's emotional processing converting to Flux intensity, the combat frequency in the harmonic carrying the possessiveness and the acceptance and the fierce love that produced both. The combined output exceeded every previous session record. The grid logged numbers that would break her model and she'd rebuild the model by lunch and the rebuilt model would account for the new variable and the variable was: love compounds.

After the session, sitting on the grid floor, sweat cooling, the harmonic at its post-training amplitude.

"I need one thing," she said. Quiet. Not looking at me. Looking at the terminal, at the numbers, at the data that confirmed what her body had already told her. "One thing and I don't ask for anything else."

"What?"

"When the throughput data comes in. When you look at the model and you see two frequencies compounding. When the numbers show you that the healing register and the combat harmonic are both making you stronger." She looked at me. "Remember which frequency was there first. Remember which one built the channel that the other one runs through. Remember that the harmonic was here before the healing and the healing grows in soil that I planted."

Mine was first.

"I remember," I said.

"Good." She stood. Pulled me up. Her hand in mine, the grip that was full strength and no ambiguity. "Now let's go eat. I need protein and you need to shower. You smell like two different women and the cafeteria doesn't need that data."

We walked to the cafeteria. The harmonic humming between us. Two frequencies in my channels and one of them was first and the firstness was the foundation and the foundation held.




Chapter 5: Sensor

Three weeks in the combat specialization and my body was catching up with my Core.

The first semester had been an engine without a chassis. The synthetic Core produced output that my twelve-years-in-a-cell physique couldn't deliver. The Flux was there but the muscles weren't. The channels could carry A-grade density but the arms throwing the strikes had the mass of someone who'd never done a pushup that wasn't forced.

Rynn fixed that. Not with the patience of Varn or the silent assessment of Drell. Rynn fixed it the way a mechanic fixed a vehicle — identify the failing component, apply the correct solution, move on.

"Your channeling is exceptional and your body is inadequate," she said on day three. "The channeling doesn't need my attention. Your body does."

The program she built was specific to my deficiencies. Morning conditioning: sprints, resistance training with Flux-weighted loads, core stabilization. The Flux-weighted loads were training constructs — dense packets of compressed energy that you held against gravity using your channels rather than your muscles. The holding engaged both systems simultaneously. My channels did the Flux work. My shoulders and back did the structural work. Both improved.

Afternoon: combat drills. Rynn's methodology was professional, not academic. She didn't teach from the textbook. She taught from twelve years of field operations where the textbook's techniques met real conditions and the real conditions won. Her corrections were precise and contextual — she didn't say "your stance is wrong." She said "your stance is wrong for an indoor engagement against a single opponent with a barrier. If the room were larger, your stance would be appropriate. Adjust for the space."

She paired me with different partners every session. Tallis for three days straight during the first week — peak-B, hard technique, the kind of sparring that produced bruises and progress in equal measure. Torelli for two days in the second week — fast, single-frequency, the kind of opponent whose predictable offense made a good testing ground for defensive innovation. Keris for a full week — strategic, probing, the fights that felt like chess with concussive consequences.

Each partner was a dataset. My Integration 3 sensing mapped their architecture during the first exchange and the mapping informed every subsequent decision. By the third session with any partner, I knew their channels better than they did. I knew which junction points carried stress, which meridians had developmental bottlenecks, which frequency transitions were slow enough to exploit. The knowing was automatic. The Core processed combat data the way lungs processed air.

The physical conditioning worked. By the end of the second week, I could feel the difference in the mirror — the shoulders broader by a fraction, the chest filling out, the abdomen tighter. The change was small but measurable and the measuring was done by Petra during the Friday scan, her Resonance reading the muscle density changes with the same attention she gave the channel architecture.

"You're gaining mass," she said. Clinically. Her hands on my shoulders, the probe running through the deltoid tissue. "The Flux-weighted conditioning is building muscle density at an accelerated rate. Your channels are feeding the muscle tissue during recovery — the Flux circulation is enhancing the protein synthesis."

"The Core is feeding the muscles?"

"The Core feeds everything. The Inversion Compression loop delivers refined Flux to every tissue in your body during every cycle. The muscles are benefiting the same way the channel walls are benefiting. Denser. Harder. More efficient." She made a note. "At this rate, your physical conditioning will match a lifelong cultivator's within two months. Your body is catching up."

The chassis catching the engine. Petra said it with data. Rynn said it with training. Both of them were right.



The sensor field happened in the third week.

It started as an accident. A sparring session against two opponents simultaneously — Rynn's escalation from paired to group combat scenarios. Tallis and a student named Vor, both peak-B, attacking from opposite sides. The exercise was designed to force multi-directional awareness, to break the habit of focusing on a single threat.

I was tracking Tallis through Integration 3 when Vor attacked from behind. I felt the attack building in Vor's channels three-tenths of a second before the strike launched — the same predictive sensing I used in every fight. But the sensing came from behind me. From a direction I wasn't facing, couldn't see, had no visual input for. The Integration 3 frequencies read Vor's channel loading through my back, through the ambient Flux in the air between us, the way sonar reads objects through water.

I sidestepped. Vor's strike hit air. Tallis's follow-up arrived a half-second later and I blocked it because the sensing had already read both attacks as a coordinated sequence and the sequence's timing was mapped before the first strike missed.

The spar continued. I won in under a minute. But the method of winning was different from anything I'd done before. The sensing wasn't passive detection anymore. It wasn't reading an opponent's channels through line-of-sight or contact. It was a field — a sphere of diagnostic Flux extending from my body in every direction, continuous, active, mapping everything within its range. Attacks from behind, from above, from below. Channel loading, frequency shifts, Flux intention. Everything within the sphere was data and the data was live and the Core processed it in real time without conscious input.

The sensor field. Active three-dimensional combat awareness at a range of approximately eight meters.

I tested it during the afternoon session. Expanded the field deliberately. Eight meters to ten. Ten to twelve. The expansion cost processing capacity — each additional meter of range required the Core to map more ambient Flux data, more channel signatures, more environmental variables. At twelve meters, I could feel the Flux infrastructure in the walls, the grid floor's response patterns, the ventilation system's energy signature. At fifteen meters, I started picking up signatures from the adjacent training hall. Students I couldn't see, behind a reinforced wall, their Core outputs readable through the building's Flux conduit network.

The expansion stopped at fifteen meters because the data volume exceeded what I could process during active combat. The sensing could reach further — Integration 3's passive range extended across the campus. But the sensor field wasn't passive detection. It was active diagnostic mapping in real time, and real time processing had limits even for a synthetic Core with distributed channels.

Eight meters was combat-practical. Fifteen was surveillance-practical. I filed the distinction.

Rynn saw the sensor field on day four of the third week. She'd been running a blind-targeting exercise: students channeling with their eyes closed, using Flux sense alone to locate and strike training constructs positioned at random intervals around the hall. The exercise was designed to develop the rudimentary combat sensing that A-grade cultivators used in low-visibility conditions.

I closed my eyes and the sensor field activated and every construct in the room was a bright point in the three-dimensional map my channels were building. Twenty-seven constructs. I knew their positions, their densities, their energy signatures. I struck all twenty-seven in sequence without opening my eyes. The strikes were precise — targeted at the constructs' central mass, calibrated for the density of each one individually, delivered through multi-pathway channeling that let me hit constructs in opposite directions with less than a second between impacts.

The room was quiet when I finished. I opened my eyes. Rynn was standing six meters away. Her face had changed.

In three weeks of daily training, I'd seen Rynn's face in two states: professional neutral and marginally less professional neutral. The face I was looking at now was neither. The silver-blonde eyebrows were raised by a millimeter. The jaw was set. The eyes were focused on me with an intensity that exceeded her standard assessment and entered a territory I'd seen before — in Breck's face when I produced four frequency bands, in Drell's face when my combat scores exceeded my grade. The expression that arrived when someone's model of what a student could do collided with what a student was doing.

"That technique," Rynn said. "Where did you learn it?"

"I developed it. During the blind-targeting exercise. The sensing extends in a sphere. I can read channels, constructs, infrastructure — anything with a Flux signature within approximately eight meters during active combat. Fifteen meters at rest."

She processed. Three seconds. Rynn's processing was fast and her face returned to neutral before the processing completed, the control reasserting.

"You developed a combat sensing methodology that the Guild's elite reconnaissance division uses," she said. "The methodology is called the Diagnostic Sphere. My division spent twelve years creating it. The technique is classified at the operational level and restricted to field-certified reconnaissance operatives." She paused. "You developed it in three weeks."

"I didn't know it existed."

"I know you didn't." She looked at the destroyed constructs. The grid floor was still recording the impact data — twenty-seven strikes, twenty-seven hits, zero misses, delivered without visual contact. "The Diagnostic Sphere that my division developed operates at a maximum range of six meters and requires sustained conscious focus. Your version has a combat range of eight meters and appears to run at background level." She picked up her tablet. "I'm documenting this in my file. Not the general record."

She walked away. The documentation scratched on her tablet for twelve seconds. Longer than any previous note.

Rynn was protecting me. Three instructor flags from first semester — Varn, Drell, Breck — had noted my anomalies and filed them in the standard record where the Academy and the Guild and Korvane could access them. Rynn noted my anomalies and filed them in a folder that only she could open. The difference was a wall between my capabilities and the people who wanted to use them for purposes that weren't mine.



The meter shifted at the end of the third week.

Not during training. During sleep. I woke at 3 AM to Suki's weight beside me and the meter on the desk glowing in the dark and the reading was different. The green numerals had been B-HIGH since enrollment. Four months of B-HIGH, the perpetual undercount, the meter calibrated for biological Cores and consistently misreading the synthetic output.

A-LOW.

The reading sat on the meter like a sentence on a page. A-LOW. The grade that fourteen of my combat specialization cohort carried. The grade that Suki had reached during the break. The grade that, in the system's terms, meant I belonged in the room I'd been training in for three weeks.

The grade was still wrong. The actual reserves were beyond A-LOW by a margin that Jo's data chip hadn't provided metrics for because the chip's projections hadn't anticipated Integration 3 maturing this fast. But the meter had moved. The baseline output had climbed past whatever threshold separated B from A and the climb was permanent because the channel walls were denser and the Inversion Compression was running higher and the growth curve hadn't flattened and Petra had said there was no ceiling and the ceiling's absence was visible now on the device strapped to my wrist.

Suki stirred. Her hand found the meter in the dark — she'd been sleeping with her arm across my chest and her fingers near the wrist, a positioning that was partly affection and partly the unconscious monitoring of a woman whose analytical engine processed data even while she slept.

"A-LOW," she murmured. Half asleep. "Took long enough."

"The meter's still wrong."

"The meter's always wrong. But it's less wrong now." She pressed her face into my shoulder. The harmonic was at its lowest operational level — the sleep register, warm, steady, the connection humming at the frequency that two bodies sharing a narrow bed produced when both were at rest. "Go back to sleep. I'll update the model in the morning."

I went back to sleep. The meter glowed A-LOW in the dark room and the woman beside me was already recalculating in her dreams and the campus was quiet and the channels were growing and the number on my wrist was closer to the truth by one grade and farther from it by everything else.



We trained in Hall 7 every evening. The isolation shielding sealed, the grid floor recording, the room that belonged to us the way Doss's shop belonged to Sundays.

The evening sessions ran different from Rynn's daytime program. Rynn trained my body and my combat technique. Hall 7 trained my output. Full Inversion Compression, no masking, the Core at capacity. Suki matched me push for push — her A-grade output climbing to meet mine, the harmonic's multiplication factor turning two individuals into a combined force that the grid recorded at numbers neither of us could produce alone.

The multiplication was increasing. 2.3x at the start of the semester. By the third week, 2.6x. The growth tracked two variables: the depth of the harmonic (which deepened with sustained proximity, sustained training, and sustained intimacy — the three inputs that strengthened the standing wave) and the density of my Inversion Compression output (which climbed with every cycle as the channel walls hardened and the throughput capacity expanded).

Suki tracked the numbers. She tracked everything. After each session, she'd sit on the grid floor with her tablet and the recording data and the analytical engine would run and the model would update and she'd tell me things about my own capabilities that I hadn't noticed because I was inside the system and she was observing it from the outside.

"Your frequency modulation speed has increased fourteen percent since the semester started," she said during the third week. The grid floor was warm beneath us, the residual Flux from the session still dissipating. Her braid was loose — it came undone during the high-output sessions, the tie failing against the physics of a woman fighting at A-grade intensity. The black hair was across her shoulders and her dark eyes were on the tablet and she was beautiful in the particular way that Suki was beautiful when she was working: fully focused, fully present, the attention that she gave to Flux data identical in quality to the attention she gave to everything she cared about. "The transition from defensive to offensive band takes you eleven milliseconds. Last month it was thirteen. The improvement correlates with the channel-wall densification — denser walls transmit frequency changes faster."

"Eleven milliseconds. Is that fast?"

"For context: the Guild's benchmark for elite combat operatives is nine milliseconds. Rynn's personal transition speed, based on my observation of her demonstrations, is approximately eight. You'll reach nine within a month at the current improvement rate." She set the tablet down. "You'll reach eight within two. And then you'll pass it, because the improvement rate is accelerating and Rynn's isn't."

The implications sat in the air between us. I was approaching Guild elite benchmarks in frequency modulation. The sensor field already exceeded the Guild's Diagnostic Sphere in range and efficiency. The Inversion Compression produced density that an A-HIGH couldn't match. Each capability was individually exceptional. Together, they described someone who was outgrowing the Academy's ability to train him.

"The harmonic is getting stronger too," Suki said. Quieter. The analytical register shifting to something that was still analytical but also personal. "The multiplication factor at 2.6 means our combined output is equivalent to a low-S-grade pair. Two first-year students producing S-grade combined output. That's not in the literature because it doesn't happen."

"It happens with us."

"It happens with us." She looked at me. The tablet on the floor, the data processed, the model updated, and underneath the model and the data was the woman who'd sat at my table on day six because my channels were interesting and who'd stayed because the interesting had become something the analytical engine couldn't fully classify.

She stood. Pulled me up from the grid floor. The height difference — she was medium height, I was taller by a few inches, but the difference compressed when she stepped close and put her hands on my chest the way she did after sessions, the palm-flat contact that read my channels and also just touched me because the two things were the same thing for Suki. Reading and touching. Data and desire. The same act in the same hands.

"The resonance is bleeding into the physical," she said. Her voice was low. The harmonic was loud between us — the post-session amplitude, the standing wave charged by an hour of full-output training, carrying mutual awareness at a volume that made the air between us dense. "I can feel you through the harmonic even when we're not touching. In my room. Two hundred meters away. Your frequency in my channels like a second pulse."

"Is that a problem?"

"It's a feature." Her hands slid from my chest to my shoulders. Her grip tightened. She pulled and I stepped forward and the distance closed and her mouth was close and the harmonic was carrying everything — the session's exertion, the data's implications, the thing that lived underneath the analytical engine and that the engine served rather than contained. "The harmonic is making me stronger. The sustained resonance is conditioning my channels the way your Inversion Compression conditions yours. My output is climbing faster than my individual training accounts for. You are literally making me better."

She kissed me. Not like the first kiss in Hall 7 during the first semester — clumsy, uncertain, two people figuring out the transition from training partners to something else. This kiss was practiced. Weeks of practice. The focus and precision she applied to Inversion Compression applied to this, and the application was devastating because Suki Pressler at full focus was a force that didn't have a grade rating.

The session ended in my room. The door locked. The harmonic at full amplitude, the narrow bed, the jasmine and the sweat and the grid data on her tablet recording numbers that confirmed what the kiss had stated: we were beyond the system's ability to measure and the beyond was where we lived now.




Chapter 6: New Student

The transfer arrived on a Tuesday.

Rynn introduced him at the start of the morning session. "Lian Crowe. B-grade. Transferring from Northfall Academy. Their combat program downsized this semester and Crowe requested reassignment. He'll be joining the specialization track effective immediately."

Lian Crowe stood at the front of the hall beside Rynn and he was unremarkable. Medium height, lean build, brown hair cut practical and short. His face was pleasant and forgettable — the kind of face that blended into a cafeteria line or a transit platform without producing any memory of having been there. His training clothes were clean and generic. His meter read B-MID. His posture was correct without being rigid, relaxed without being sloppy.

Unremarkable. Completely, deliberately, professionally unremarkable.

My Integration 3 sensing read him automatically. Background-level scan, the same passive mapping I ran on every new person who entered my range. The scan should have returned a standard B-grade Flux profile — channel architecture, Core output, frequency range, the biological fingerprint that every cultivator wore like a face.

The scan returned something wrong.

Lian Crowe's Flux signature was flat. Not flat in the way that a low-grade cultivator's signature was flat — the natural low-amplitude output of a small Core. Flat in the way that a signal was flat when it had been filtered. The peaks and valleys of normal Flux modulation — the tiny fluctuations that every biological Core produced, the energetic equivalent of a heartbeat's variation — were absent. His signature was a straight line. Uniform. Consistent. The kind of consistency that required active maintenance because biological systems didn't produce straight lines. Biological systems produced variation. Lian Crowe's signature had been scrubbed of variation.

A dampened signal.

I filed the observation. Rynn assigned Lian to a pair for the day's exercises. He slotted into the rotation without disrupting the existing dynamics. His sparring was competent — clean B-grade technique, nothing exceptional, nothing deficient. He followed instructions. He introduced himself to the students near him during breaks. He asked normal questions about the curriculum.

I watched him through two hours of training. The sensor field — running at background level, eight meters, continuous — tracked his channel activity during every drill. The dampening held steady. Whatever technique he was using to filter his signature, it was sustained without visible effort, without the micro-fluctuations that would indicate conscious maintenance. Either the dampening was extraordinarily well-practiced or it was being produced by external equipment.

Neither option was reassuring.

The session ended. Students filtered toward the exits. I walked out beside Suki, the harmonic carrying the conversation that didn't need words. She'd been watching too. She always watched.

"The new transfer," she said, once we were in the corridor. Low volume. The corridor had traffic — other specialization tracks releasing at the same time.

"You noticed."

"His output is uniform. Biological Cores don't produce uniform output. The micro-fluctuations are a baseline characteristic of organic Flux generation. Removing them requires either sustained conscious suppression or a dampening device." She paused. "A dampened signature isn't conclusive. Some cultivators develop suppression techniques for legitimate reasons — privacy, medical conditions, cultural practice. But it's also exactly what a corporate operative would use to mask their actual grade and channel architecture."

"The timing."

"The timing." Suki didn't need me to elaborate. An off-cycle transfer arriving weeks after Korvane's operatives were turned away from the campus, weeks after the "we know you're there" message, weeks after the warrant review entered its final phase. The timing was a correlation that might not be causation but that the analytical engine flagged with urgency.

"We monitor," I said. "No confrontation. No avoidance. Integration 3 at background level. Track his movements and his Flux patterns and let the data accumulate."

"Agreed. And I'll map his combat technique during the sparring rotations. If he's suppressing his grade, his technique will be miscalibrated — trained for a higher output than he's displaying. The gap between technique quality and displayed grade is diagnostic."

We agreed. Monitor. Track. Let the data tell us what the dampened signature was hiding.



Keris found me in the library that evening.

The library was quieter than the cafeteria and the quietness was why I used it — the ambient Flux density was lower, the Integration 3 sensing was less cluttered by nearby signatures, and the tables were spaced far enough apart that a conversation at low volume was private without requiring the isolation shielding of Hall 7. Keris sat down across from me with her tablet and a cup of something that smelled like the herbal tea that the southern districts produced and that she drank the way Doss drank broth — as a ritual rather than a preference.

"The transfer," she said.

"You noticed."

"I noticed an off-cycle transfer into a specialization track that doesn't accept off-cycle transfers." She opened her tablet. "Combat specialization enrollment is locked after the second week of each semester. The lock is a departmental policy, not an Academy policy — it exists because Commander Rynn's training methodology is sequential and adding students after the sequence has started disrupts the progression. The policy has been in place since Rynn joined the faculty."

"So how did Crowe get admitted?"

"The admission required a departmental override. The override was authorized by the Academy's administrative office, not by Rynn. The authorization paperwork cites a 'reciprocal enrollment agreement' between Aurelius and Northfall Academy — a provision that allows students displaced by program closures to transfer without standard enrollment restrictions."

"Is the reciprocal agreement real?"

"The agreement exists. It was signed three years ago. It's been used twice before, both times for students transferring into non-combat specializations." Keris sipped her tea. The gesture was measured, unhurried. "Off-cycle transfers leave paper trails. Approval documents, administrative correspondence, enrollment verification from the originating institution. I've requested copies of Crowe's trail through the Aldane family's administrative contacts."

"You can access Academy administrative documents through your family?"

"I can access anything that passes through Guild-adjacent institutional channels. The Aldane family has three generations of Guild service. The service includes administrative relationships that produce access. The access is not secret — it's the natural consequence of institutional proximity maintained over decades." She looked at me. Dark eyes, direct, the assessment that was always running. "The paper trail will tell us whether Crowe's transfer is legitimate or manufactured. If the enrollment verification from Northfall is genuine, the transfer is probably what it appears to be. If the verification is constructed — if it references administrative contacts that don't exist or program closures that didn't happen — then the transfer is a cover."

Keris's role was changing. Last semester she'd been a political shield — the Aldane name positioned between me and institutional exposure, the family's legal apparatus deployed to delay warrants and challenge procedures. The shield was still there. But the shield was expanding into something more active. Not just blocking threats but identifying them. Not just positioning the family name but using the family's intelligence network to gather information that my sensing and Suki's analysis couldn't reach.

Suki could read Lian's Flux architecture through observation. I could read his emotional state and channel activity through Integration 3. Neither of us could read his paperwork. Keris could.

"How long for the paper trail?" I asked.

"Three days. My contact at the administrative office processes document requests on a seventy-two-hour cycle. By Friday, I'll know whether Northfall Academy's combat program actually downsized this semester."

She finished her tea. Stood. Gathered her tablet.

"One more thing," she said. She paused, the tablet held against her chest, the posture straight, the composure holding whatever lived underneath it. "The Aldane family's involvement in your protection is not cost-free. My family invests in relationships that produce returns. The return on your protection has been, to date, the political value of association with an anomalous student whose capabilities attract institutional attention. That value increases as your capabilities increase."

"You're telling me the alliance has a price."

"I'm telling you the alliance has a structure. Understanding the structure makes the alliance stronger, not weaker." She looked at me and the assessment gaze softened by a fraction — not warmth, exactly, but the reduction of distance. "I'm also telling you that the structure is not the only reason I'm standing in a library on a Tuesday evening pulling administrative records for a student I could very easily choose not to be associated with."

She left. The library was quiet. The herbal tea scent lingered at the table.

Keris's admission — the acknowledgment that the alliance was personal as well as strategic — was not new information. She'd told me as much during the corridor conversation months ago, when she'd offered patience and I'd seen the interest behind the offer. What was new was the directness. Keris didn't waste words. The words she'd spent meant the personal investment was growing at a rate that her strategic framework was adjusting to accommodate.

I filed it. Alongside the dampened signature and the paper trail and the timing that might not be coincidence. The data accumulated.



Three days later, Keris sat down across from me at breakfast with her tablet and no tea.

"Northfall Academy's combat program did not downsize this semester," she said. Low volume. Suki was beside me, close enough to hear. "The program is running at full capacity with twenty-two enrolled students. No students have been displaced. No reciprocal transfer agreements have been activated this academic year."

"The enrollment verification—"

"Fabricated. The administrative contact listed on Crowe's transfer paperwork is a real person at Northfall — a junior registrar. But the registrar's communication log shows no outgoing correspondence to Aurelius regarding a transfer. The paperwork was generated using Northfall's administrative formatting and the registrar's credentials, but the registrar didn't produce it."

Fabricated credentials. A manufactured transfer. A dampened Flux signature. The correlation solidified into something harder than coincidence.

Suki's analytical engine had been running since Keris sat down. "The fabrication quality is high. Institutional formatting, real credentials, a cover story that references an actual provision in an actual agreement. This isn't improvised. This is professional — corporate-level document construction with access to inter-Academy administrative systems."

"Korvane has a signals intelligence division," I said. "The same division that sent the 'we know you're there' message. They have the capability to fabricate institutional documents."

"They have the capability," Keris confirmed. "And the motive. The warrant review is approaching its final phase. A successfully embedded operative gathering capability data would strengthen the warrant application significantly."

The three of us at the cafeteria table. Suki with her analytical engine. Keris with her paper trail. Me with the Integration 3 sensing that had read Lian Crowe's dampened signature on sight and that was currently running a passive track on his location — east wing, second floor, the dormitory corridor, his Flux signature a flat line moving through the campus like a gap in the background noise.

Three people. Three capabilities. Sensing, analysis, institutional intelligence. The protection network that had been building since Suki sat at my table on day six and Keris offered patience at the Ashmark anomaly site was operating now as a coordinated system.

"We continue monitoring," Suki said. "No confrontation. We know the transfer is manufactured. We don't know Crowe's full mission parameters or his reporting schedule or how much data he's already collected. Confrontation tips our hand and gives him a reason to accelerate his timeline."

"Agreed," Keris said.

"Agreed," I said.

Petra needed to know. She wasn't at the table — the medical bay's morning schedule started early — but the information was relevant to her specifically. If Lian was mapping my protection network, Petra's role as the person who'd modified the scanner and maintained the specialist oversight protocol made her a target for investigation.

I found her during her lunch break in the medical bay. The curtained alcove. The stool, the equipment, the clinical territory that was hers.

"They sent someone," I said. "A Korvane operative. Fabricated transfer, dampened signature, embedded in the combat specialization."

Petra listened. Her face was still. The composure was in place — the clinical composure, the professional version, the one she wore when information was arriving that required processing before response. She listened to the transfer data, the paper trail, the dampened signature, the timeline correlation. She listened without interrupting.

When I finished, she was quiet for four seconds. Then her jaw set. The composure didn't crack — it hardened. The difference between composure thinning (what happened in intimate moments) and composure calcifying (what happened when the thing she was protecting was threatened).

"They sent someone inside my Academy," she said. Her voice was low and even. "Inside the institution where I protect my patients. Inside the medical bay's catchment." She looked at her tablet — the patient database, the scan records, the files that contained my channel architecture mapped at a resolution no external scanner could match. "If this operative accesses my medical database, I will know. I have monitoring protocols on every file associated with your treatment. Any access attempt — any query, any download, any viewing — triggers a timestamp and a terminal identification."

She'd built surveillance into the medical records system. She'd been thinking about this possibility since she first decided to keep my scans off the Academy's official records. She'd built the monitoring not because she expected an operative but because she expected threat, and she'd prepared before the threat materialized.

Petra Calloway. Five-foot-two. Freckles. Green eyes. Hands that asked before they touched and a security apparatus embedded in the institution's medical database and a jaw that set like a door locking.

"What do you need from me?" I asked.

"Continue your scans on schedule. Don't change your behavior around the operative — any behavioral change is data he can use. And—" She paused. The calcified composure softened by one degree. "Be careful. The warrant timeline is weeks away. If the operative is here to accelerate it, the acceleration could produce a confrontation before Keris's legal challenge is ready."

"I'll be careful."

"You'll be careful." The echo. The way she repeated things I said — not questioning, confirming. Recording my commitment the way she recorded scan data, with the intent to hold me to it later. "Friday. Same time. The actual scan."

"The actual scan."

The ghost of the fifth smile. Or the sixth. The number was climbing and the climbing meant the composure was thinner and the thing underneath was closer and the thing underneath was a woman who built security protocols into medical databases and kissed my scars and said Friday the way other people said I love you.




Chapter 7: Pattern

Two weeks of watching Lian Crowe.

The watching was passive. Integration 3 at background level, the sensor field running its continuous sweep, Lian's dampened signature tracked alongside the twenty-two other signatures I mapped every day — students, instructors, staff, the ambient Flux traffic of a campus that never fully went still. The tracking didn't require conscious attention. The Core processed the data automatically and flagged anomalies and the anomalies accumulated in the back of my awareness the way sediment accumulated at a river's edge — grain by grain, invisible in the moment, visible over time.

Lian was good at being unremarkable. Two weeks confirmed it. He trained at B-grade — clean, competent, the mid-range performance that drew neither attention nor suspicion. He socialized at the edges of groups without joining them. He sat in the cafeteria at Sera's table — Sera, who collected people the way Suki collected data, without discrimination — and he asked about the curriculum and he laughed at the right moments and he contributed nothing to conversations that wasn't prompted.

I sat three tables away and tracked the conversations through the sensor field's emotional-modulation reading. Lian's Flux signature during social interactions was flat. Controlled. Every other student at Sera's table produced micro-fluctuations during conversation — the natural modulations of engagement, amusement, boredom, the emotional weather that biological Flux carried whether the person chose to broadcast or not. Lian's modulation was uniform. The emotional weather was absent. He was participating in social interaction without experiencing social interaction, the way a recording device could be present in a room without being part of the room.

The forgettability was the tell. Two weeks of cafeteria observation and I couldn't recall a single unsolicited opinion he'd offered, a single personal detail he'd volunteered, a single moment where his behavior wasn't a response to someone else's initiative. Lian Crowe didn't generate social data. He received it.

Suki mapped his combat technique during the sparring rotations and her findings confirmed the suspicion. "His technique is miscalibrated," she said. Thursday evening, Hall 7, post-session. She was reviewing her observation notes on the tablet while I ran Inversion Compression at sixty percent. "His footwork is trained for higher output than he's displaying. The stance width, the weight distribution, the rotation mechanics — they're all calibrated for A-grade force generation. He's using A-grade technique at B-grade power."

"Can you isolate where the training came from?"

"Academy technique has institutional signatures. Each Academy teaches slightly different stance variations, different transition sequences, different emphasis patterns. Northfall's signature is in his technique — the broad-stance defensive posture they favor, the emphasis on lateral movement. But underneath the Northfall layer, there's a second training layer. Tighter stance. More compact transitions. The efficiency pattern is consistent with professional conditioning — Guild field training or corporate security training. Not academic."

"Corporate security."

"Corporate security." She set the tablet down. "He was trained by Korvane's security division and then given an overlay of Northfall Academy technique to mask the professional conditioning. The overlay is good. It would fool anyone who wasn't specifically analyzing his movement patterns across multiple sessions. Two weeks of focused attention is what it took to see through it."

Two layers. The professional underneath, the academic on top. The same architecture as his Flux signature — the real signal dampened beneath a filtered surface.



I confirmed him at 3 AM on a Thursday.

The confirmation came from a pattern I'd been tracking since the first week: Lian's dampening fluctuated. During the day, the filtered signature was rock-steady — the flat line, the uniform output, the professional containment. During training, the containment held even under the exertion of combat drills. A B-grade maintaining a dampening technique through A-grade intensity sparring would show strain. Lian showed none. The absence of strain was its own data point — either the dampening required no effort (which meant external equipment) or the operative's processing capacity exceeded what his grade suggested (which meant the grade was suppressed).

At night, the dampening relaxed.

The relaxation was subtle. I found it during the second week — lying in bed at 2 AM, Suki asleep beside me, the harmonic at its sleep register, my eyes closed and the sensor field extended at surveillance range through the dormitory walls. The nighttime campus was a different landscape than the daytime campus. The two hundred signatures dropped to their resting baselines, the ambient Flux output declining to a murmur, the noise floor low enough that fine-grained readings became possible at ranges where the daytime noise would drown them.

Lian's room was four doors down. Two hundred meters through the dormitory's corridor infrastructure. At 2 AM, his dampened signature softened. The flat line developed gentle fluctuations. The filtered uniformity gave way to the natural micro-modulations that biological Flux generation produced during deep sleep. Not a full drop — the dampening didn't fail entirely. But the edges blurred. The signal that was a straight line during the day became a wavy line between 2 and 4 AM.

I tracked the fluctuation for five consecutive nights. Each night, the same pattern. The same 2-to-4 AM window. The same softening of the dampening during the deepest phase of sleep, when conscious control systems went dormant and the body's maintenance processes took over and the professional discipline that held the signal flat during waking hours gave way to the biological reality underneath.

The wavy line was enough.

Integration 3 read the leaked frequencies through two hundred meters of dormitory walls. The sensing resolution at that range was coarse — I couldn't map individual channel architecture from my bed. But I could read the frequency spectrum. The frequencies that leaked through the relaxed dampening were visible in the ambient Flux the way stars were visible when cloud cover thinned.

Lian's real signature contained frequencies that B-grade channels didn't produce. The output density was higher than B-MID by a significant margin — consistent with a high-B or low-A operating under sustained suppression. More importantly, the frequency spectrum included a band that I recognized.

I recognized it because I carried it in my own channels.

The frequency was synthetic. Not the biological Flux that organic Cores generated. A manufactured frequency — clean, precise, the specific tonal signature that synthetic channel modifications produced. The modifications weren't a full Core installation. They were the partial augmentations that Korvane's research division had developed for field operatives: targeted synthetic enhancements to specific meridians, boosting output and suppression capability beyond what the operative's biological grade could produce. Jo's data chip had included documentation on the augmentation program. The frequency signature was in the files. The match was exact.

Korvane Signals division. Confirmed.

Lian Crowe was a Korvane operative with synthetic channel augmentations, fabricated credentials, and a mission that two weeks of observation had made clear through the sheer consistency of his behavior: he was cataloguing me.

He attended every combat training session. His position in the hall rotated — different spot each day, never the same sightline twice, the deliberate variation that surveillance training produced. He was in the cafeteria when I ate. He was in the library when I studied. His dormitory was four rooms from mine — close enough for passive Flux sensing if he had equipment, far enough to avoid the social proximity that would require direct interaction.

He was building a file. My combat scores, my technique portfolio, my training partners, my social connections. The people I ate with. The woman whose hand I held walking between buildings. The healer who scanned me on Fridays. The Aldane family scion who sat at the adjacent table with her tablet and her tea.

He was mapping the protection network.



I brought the confirmation to the group on Friday. Suki's room — larger than mine, the scholarship allowance providing a double that she'd never had to share. The room was neat in the way that Suki's mind was neat: everything organized, everything in its place, the tablet docked at the desk, the training clothes folded on the shelf, the bed made with the military corners that her mother's district-22 discipline had instilled. The room smelled like jasmine shampoo and the particular clean scent of a space maintained by someone who treated physical order as the foundation for intellectual order.

The four of us: me, Suki, Petra, Keris. The door locked.

I laid out the data. The 2-4 AM signature fluctuation. The synthetic frequency match. The five-night tracking pattern. The surveillance positioning. Suki supplemented with the technique analysis — the A-grade professional conditioning beneath the Northfall overlay, the two-week observational methodology that had been required to detect it. Keris added the paper trail — the fabricated transfer documents, the nonexistent program downsizing, the administrative contact at Northfall whose credentials had been used without her knowledge.

Petra sat on Suki's desk chair and listened with the composure that had calcified since I'd told her about the operative two weeks ago. She didn't move while I talked. She didn't take notes. She processed. Her green eyes were on me and the green was the flat hard version — not the warm clinical green of the scan or the bright vivid green of the intimate moments. The green that meant something she protected was under threat and the protection was her function.

Keris had new information. She'd been running the Aldane intelligence network's signal-monitoring capability since the fabricated credentials confirmed the operative's identity. The network's monitoring operated at a level the Academy's institutional systems didn't reach — lower-district signal analysis, commercial-frequency interception, the intelligence infrastructure that three generations of Guild service had built and maintained.

"My family's intelligence network identified a communication pattern originating from the campus," she said. Her tablet displayed the analysis — frequency data, transmission timestamps, routing diagrams. "Encrypted burst transmissions on a commercial frequency, sent between midnight and 1 AM, three times per week. The transmissions route through a relay node in the industrial district and terminate at a receiving address registered to a shell company. The shell company's corporate registration links to a mid-level executive in Korvane's Signals division. His name is Harren Voss."

Lian's handler. A name attached to the shadow.

"The burst transmissions are Crowe's reports," Suki said. "Three times per week means he's filing data every two to three days. The data package is capability assessment — your training output, combat scores, technique observations. Each report builds the case file for the warrant upgrade."

"How much data has he collected?" Petra asked. The first words she'd spoken since the meeting started. The voice was the calcified version's voice — low, controlled, the clinical register hardened into something closer to operational.

"Six reports, assuming the schedule started when he arrived. The reports contain training data from the combat specialization sessions — your public performance. They don't contain scan data, medical records, or any information from the specialist oversight protocol." Suki looked at Petra. "Your database monitoring — has it triggered?"

"No. No access attempts on any file associated with Renn's treatment. Crowe hasn't touched the medical system."

"Then his data is incomplete. He has combat performance data but no channel architecture mapping, no Core analysis, no medical baseline. The combat data alone flags the output discrepancy — A-grade performance from an A-LOW meter — but it's not enough to prove a synthetic Core. The warrant upgrade requires medical evidence."

"Which means his next move is the medical data," I said.

"Which means his next move is the medical data," Suki confirmed.

Four people in a locked room. The protection network operating as a coordinated intelligence apparatus. Each person contributing what their capabilities produced: Renn's sensing, Suki's analysis, Keris's institutional intelligence, Petra's medical security. The apparatus facing a problem that had a name and a handler and a three-times-weekly reporting schedule and a mission aimed at the medical records that Petra had been guarding since the first scan she kept off the Academy's records.

"We have options," Keris said. Measured. "One: we expose Crowe to the administration. His fabricated credentials are sufficient grounds for expulsion. The exposure neutralizes the operative but doesn't prevent Korvane from sending another. Two: we allow Crowe to continue operating and control the information environment. Everything he observes supports the cover story. Three: we allow him to continue and feed him medical data that contradicts the synthetic hypothesis."

"Option three requires constructing false medical data and making it available to an operative who's looking for it," Petra said. "If the false data is detected as false, the detection proves there's something to hide. The risk exceeds the benefit."

"Option two," Suki said. "Control the environment. We know his surveillance patterns — positioning, schedule, sightlines. We calibrate Renn's public performance to match A-LOW. No anomalous spikes, no Integration 3 frequencies visible, no output exceeding what a late-manifestation A-LOW could produce. Crowe's reports describe a strong but explicable student. The data doesn't support a warrant upgrade."

"And the medical data?"

"We keep it locked. Petra's monitoring holds. If Crowe moves on the medical system, the monitoring catches it and we shift to option one — expose and expel."

Four agreements. The plan was containment: control the public performance, monitor the medical records, let Lian Crowe file reports describing a student who was interesting but not synthetic.

The meeting ended. Keris left first — the Aldane composure carrying her out with economy, her contribution delivered, the institutional machinery she'd built running without her physical presence. Petra left second, her hand touching my arm at the door — brief, warm, the healing frequency pulsing through the contact. The pulse was not a scan and not a healing. The pulse was a word in Petra's frequency vocabulary: I'm here.

Suki and I stood in her room. The door closed. The harmonic loud in the silence.

"You're going to have to perform below your capability in every public session," she said. "Every drill, every sparring rotation, every assessment. A-LOW. Consistent with the meter. Nothing above, nothing anomalous."

"I know."

"The suppression costs training time. Every session below capacity is a session not at capacity. The progression slows."

"I know."

She looked at me. "The progression can't slow too much. The warrant timeline is weeks away. When it arrives, we need you to be strong enough that the strength is a defense. The 'too valuable to give back' strategy doesn't work if we spend six weeks training at A-LOW."

"Hall 7. Every evening. Full output. The public sessions are the performance. Hall 7 is the real training."

"Hall 7 is the real training. And the real training runs harder than it's ever run. If you lose daytime progression to the containment protocol, we make it up at night."

The harmonic carried the determination. Hers and mine. The standing wave that was first and permanent and that would carry whatever came next.

Two frequencies. One operative. A performance that started tomorrow and lasted until the performance was no longer necessary.

The hiding was getting harder. But the people helping me hide were getting better.




Chapter 8: Depth

Integration 4 started on a Tuesday morning during a sparring drill and it started wrong.

I was paired with Tallis. Routine exercise — offensive/defensive rotation, full power, Rynn walking the pairs and correcting form. Tallis threw a combination and I blocked and the block was standard and the Flux flowing through my defensive channels was standard and then the Flux was not standard because the channel walls did something they had never done before.

The walls generated.

The Flux running through the thoracic meridians hit a density that the channel walls had been approaching for weeks — the hardening that Petra had tracked, the twelve-percent increase that had become eighteen and then twenty-four, the walls incorporating refined Flux into their structure with every Inversion Compression cycle. The density crossed a threshold. The wall material, saturated with absorbed Flux, began producing its own output. Not carrying Flux through the channel. Generating Flux from the channel.

The sensation was a second heartbeat. The Core behind my sternum was the primary generator — the synthetic engine that Jo Tannick had built and Prototype 37 had activated. Now the thoracic meridians were generating independently. A second source. Smaller than the Core but distributed across six major channels, each one adding its output to the primary circulation loop.

My defensive barrier against Tallis's combination tripled in density. The block that should have absorbed his A-grade strike at parity instead absorbed it and reflected the overflow back as a concussive pulse that staggered him two steps.

Tallis shook out his hands. "What was that?"

"I don't know."

I did know. Or I was beginning to know. The generation wasn't limited to the thoracic meridians. As the drill continued, I could feel it spreading — the channel walls throughout my body reaching the saturation threshold one region at a time. Arms. Legs. Abdominal meridians. Each region crossing the density limit and beginning to produce. By the end of the drill, fourteen major channels were generating independently. The combined output fed into the Inversion Compression loop and the loop refined the additional Flux and pushed it back through the channels and the channels absorbed more into their walls and the walls generated more.

A compounding loop within a compounding loop. The channel walls generating Flux that the Inversion Compression refined and returned to the channels that absorbed and generated more. Self-amplifying. No external input required.

The meter on my wrist flickered. A-LOW to A-MID for half a second before the masking compensated. The masking was struggling — the additional output from fourteen generating channels was straining the inverse cancellation technique's capacity to hide the total.

I clamped the masking tighter. Pulled the output down. The generating channels couldn't be stopped — the generation was a physical property of the wall material now, not a conscious technique — but the output could be suppressed by routing the generated Flux into the Inversion Compression loop's internal circulation rather than letting it radiate. The internal routing cost processing capacity. Another three percent of the Core's attention devoted to containment.

The containment protocol's budget was getting expensive. Ten percent for the cancellation mask. Three percent for the generation suppression. The public performance calibration against Lian's surveillance took another five percent of active attention during training sessions. Eighteen percent of my processing capacity spent on hiding.



The channel projection emerged two days later.

Hall 7. Evening session. Suki and I running paired Inversion Compression at full output, the isolation shielding containing the combined energy. The new generating channels were online and the additional output was significant — the Inversion Compression loop was running hotter than it ever had, the density climbing with each cycle as the generated Flux compounded with the Core's primary output.

During a paired combat drill — simultaneous offensive channeling, both of us striking a shared target construct — I pushed Flux through the harmonic bridge with the intent to increase our sync ratio. Standard paired-combat technique. My Flux entered Suki's channels through the bridge and adjusted her compression timing to match mine.

The adjustment worked. But it worked differently than it had before. The Integration 4 channels didn't just transmit Flux through the bridge. They projected. The frequency of my Flux, shaped by the generating channels' secondary output, entered Suki's meridians and actively modified her channel behavior. Her compression efficiency increased. Her defensive frequency band realigned. The adjustments were specific, targeted, produced by my channels reading hers through the bridge contact and generating corrective frequencies in real time.

I wasn't just syncing with her. I was tuning her.

The multiplication factor on the grid terminal jumped. 2.6x to 2.9x. Then 3.1x as I refined the projection, adjusting the corrective frequencies with more precision, reading Suki's channel responses and adapting.

Suki felt it. She stopped mid-strike. Her eyes widened — the analytical engine encountering data that exceeded the model's parameters.

"What are you doing?"

"Projecting. Into your channels. Adjusting your compression and defensive frequencies from outside."

"That's not — you can't channel into someone else's meridians and modify their operating parameters. The channels reject external modulation. Biological channels have immune responses that—"

"Mine aren't biological."

She processed. Fast. Her eyes narrowed as the model rebuilt around the new variable. "The generating channels. The wall material is producing output at a frequency that matches the target's channel resonance. The frequency matching bypasses the immune response because the projection reads as self-generated rather than external." She looked at the grid terminal. "3.1x. The projection is adding a thirty-percent efficiency increase to my channeling. From outside. Without my conscious participation."

"I can feel your channels through the bridge. The projection reads your architecture and generates corrective frequencies for each meridian individually. Your left thoracic is running slightly wide on the defensive band — three percent above optimal. The projection corrects for the variance."

"My left thoracic has been three percent wide since I was fourteen. That's a developmental artifact from an early training injury." She stared at me. "You just diagnosed and corrected a channel deficiency that I've been compensating for manually for four years. In three seconds. From outside."

We ran the drill again. The projection refined with each pass. By the fourth repetition, the multiplication factor hit 3.3x and Suki's output was cleaner than she'd ever produced individually — every channel optimized, every frequency aligned, the developmental artifacts and compensation patterns corrected by the projection's real-time adjustment.

She sat on the grid floor afterward and looked at the numbers on her tablet for a long time.

"This changes the paired combat model completely," she said. Quiet. The voice she used when the implications were large enough to require careful handling. "You can make any partner better. Not by a small margin — by a third. A thirty-percent efficiency increase applied to any cultivator you're in bridge contact with. The technique scales with the partner's grade. Apply it to an A-grade and you produce an A-grade-plus-thirty-percent. Apply it to an S-grade and you produce..." She trailed off. The math was the math.

"The projection doesn't just work in combat," I said.

She looked at me. The analytical engine parsed the statement. The parsing took one-point-five seconds, which was long for Suki, and the length meant the implication had arrived and the implication required processing that the analytical engine wasn't built for.

"You mean it works during—"

"The bridge is the bridge. The projection reads channels and adjusts frequencies. The channels don't know the difference between combat contact and other contact. The adjustment amplifies whatever the channels are doing. If they're doing combat, combat amplifies. If they're doing something else..."

Suki's cheeks flushed. The first time I'd seen the flush from something I'd said rather than something I'd done.

"We're testing that," she said. "Later. Definitely later."



Rynn saw the projection during Thursday's session. Paired combat drill — Suki and I against Tallis and Torelli. The drill was designed to test coordinated offense against a defensive pair. I ran the projection at a fraction of its capacity — enough to give Suki a ten-percent efficiency increase rather than the full thirty, the output calibrated for the containment protocol's performance ceiling.

Even at ten percent, the effect was visible. Our sync was too clean. The coordination too precise. Suki's strikes arrived at frequencies that complemented mine with a harmony that exceeded what the harmonic alone could produce. The harmonic was a standing wave — it synced emotional state and broad Flux output. The projection was specific — it tuned individual channels in real time.

Rynn watched from the sideline. After the drill, she walked to me. The silver-blonde face in its professional neutral, but the eyes active behind the mask.

"You're channeling into your partner during engagement," she said. Low volume. The other students were resetting for the next drill, out of earshot. "Not through the harmonic — through the contact bridge. You're modifying her compression parameters and frequency alignment in real time."

"Yes."

"That technique is theoretical. It appears in advanced cultivation research as a hypothetical application of distributed channel architecture. There is no documented case of a cultivator successfully projecting corrective frequencies into another cultivator's meridian system during combat."

"It works because my channels aren't pre-shaped. The projection reads the target's architecture and generates a matching frequency. Biological channels can't do that because their pre-shaping limits the frequency range."

She looked at me for four seconds. The longest sustained assessment she'd given me since the Dorran fight.

"My file," she said. "Not the record."

She walked away.



Friday. The medical bay. The curtained alcove. The ritual.

Petra's hands on my chest. The Resonance probe running through the Integration 4 changes — the generating channels, the wall density increase, the distributed processing architecture that was still stabilizing. Her stylus scratched on the tablet. Long scratches. Everything was new.

"The channel walls are generating independently," she said. "Fourteen major meridians producing secondary output. The combined secondary output is approximately thirty percent of the Core's primary production." She paused. The probe shifted, reading deeper into the generating mechanism. "The generation is permanent. The wall material has changed state. It won't revert."

"I know."

"Your total output — Core primary plus channel secondary — is equivalent to..." She ran the calculation. The probe held steady while the math happened behind her green eyes. "Mid-A. Your meter reads A-LOW. Your actual output is A-MID. And the generating channels are still stabilizing. As they mature, the secondary output will increase."

She mapped the changes for another ten minutes. Thorough. Complete. Each generating channel catalogued, each output level measured, the data logging on the tablet with the precision that she brought to everything her hands touched.

The probe found the projection pathways.

Her hands stopped moving. The Resonance, which had been running at diagnostic frequency, encountered the new architecture that connected my generating channels to the outward-facing meridians — the pathways that allowed the projection to reach outside my body and into another cultivator's system. She read them the way she read everything: from the inside, through sustained contact, at a resolution that no external instrument could match.

"You can project into other people's channels now," she said. Not a question. She'd felt the pathways and understood their function before I could explain. The specialist who'd been reading my architecture for five months didn't need narration. She read the hardware.

"The projection modifies another person's channel behavior. Frequency adjustment, compression optimization. I tested it with Suki during combat drills."

"I can feel the pathways. The outward-facing architecture — it's designed for transmission. Your channels read the target's system and generate corrective frequencies." Her hands were still on my chest. The scan was finished. The data was collected. Her hands were still there. "The projection works through contact. Physical contact opens the bridge and the projection reads and adjusts through the bridge."

"Yes."

Her pulse was climbing. I could feel it through the Resonance — the steady diagnostic frequency carrying her vital signs the way it always did, the data flowing both ways through the contact. Sixty-eight at rest. Seventy-four now. Rising.

"The amplification technique I use," she said. Her voice was the clinical register but the register was thinning. "Healing Resonance repurposed to heighten nerve sensitivity. It works on you because I adjust your channels from inside through sustained contact."

"I know how it works."

"Your projection works from outside." She looked at me. The green eyes holding the calculation — visible, rapid, the same speed that Suki's engine ran at but arriving at a different destination because the same data processed through a different mind produced different conclusions. "If you project into my channels while I'm running the amplification on you — the two techniques compound. I heighten your sensitivity while you adjust my frequency response. Bidirectional amplification. A feedback loop."

The proposal was framed clinically. Underneath the framing, her pulse was at eighty-two and climbing and her healing frequency had shifted by a fraction toward the warmer register she used when the professional boundary thinned and the thing underneath came closer to the surface.

Her hands hadn't moved from my chest. The scan was over. The data was collected. The hands were still there.

"We could test it," she said. The composure cracked by the width of a freckle. "Clinically."

"Clinically."

"For documentation purposes."

"Petra."

"Yes."

"Your heartbeat is at ninety-six."

"I'm aware of my own heartbeat, Renn."

The clinical framing held for another two seconds. Then it dissolved. Not suddenly — the way frost dissolves, the surface thinning until the thing underneath is visible through it rather than behind it. Her amplification technique activated. The Resonance shifted from the diagnostic frequency to the nerve-heightening register she'd used on my scars three weeks ago, the technique she'd developed during my scans, the frequency that made the rebuilt tissue sing.

The scars responded. The longest line from collarbone to sternum came alive under her palm — the sensitivity climbing past unscarred baseline, the rebuilt nerves opening, the damage-as-receptor that Petra's technique had discovered and that three weeks of intimacy had reinforced.

I activated the projection. Reached through the contact bridge into her channels. Her meridian system opened to my sensing — smaller than mine, C-grade architecture, the channels narrower but exquisitely tuned by years of Resonance specialization. I could feel her healing frequency from the inside now, the way she felt mine. The warmth. The precision. The care built into the frequency at the structural level.

I adjusted her frequency response. A small correction — a two-percent optimization of her primary Resonance channel's compression ratio. The adjustment was gentle. Exploratory.

She gasped. Small. Precise. A sound I'd never heard her make during a scan. Her channels had been tuned by someone else for the first time and her body recognized the difference between the diagnostic probe and this — because the intent behind the frequency was not clinical and her body knew it.

The compound effect engaged. Her amplification heightened my sensitivity. My projection adjusted her frequency response. Her adjusted frequency changed the quality of the amplification. The changed amplification heightened my sensitivity further. The feedback loop started.

Each pass denser. Each cycle returning more than it sent. The Inversion Compression metaphor made physical — the outward push, the elastic return, the compression building with each cycle. But this compression was sensation, not Flux. This compression was her hands on my scars and my projection in her channels and the loop climbing toward something that the clinical framing hadn't accounted for and that the professional boundary couldn't contain.

Her hair was coming loose. The pins that held the auburn waves behind her ears during scans — one had fallen, then another, the hair falling forward across her cheeks, obscuring and revealing the freckles as she moved. The displacement was the visual marker. The composure, releasing.

She slid off the stool. The movement was fluid — the precise repositioning of a woman who knew the geometry of this alcove the way she knew the geometry of a body's meridian system. The stool was between my knees now. She was between my knees. The height differential put her face level with my chest, with the scars, and her mouth was on the longest scar before I registered that she'd moved.

Her lips on the collarbone-to-sternum line. Prototype 1. Age six. The scar that she'd traced with her thumb and her fingertips and her diagnostic probe across five months of scans. The amplification technique was running and the scar tissue sang under her mouth the way it sang under her hands — louder, because her lips carried the Resonance at closer range and the nerve density in the rebuilt tissue was higher than she'd found anywhere else on my body and the sensitivity was devastating.

I inhaled. The analytical framework tracked the input: her pulse at one hundred and four through the Resonance, the amplification frequency at 4.7 on her proprietary scale, the feedback loop's compound rate climbing at approximately twelve percent per cycle. The tracking held. The framework was functioning.

She kissed down the scar. Slowly. Each centimeter a new data point, the scar tissue mapping under her mouth the way it mapped under her probe — reading and touching at the same time, because for Petra reading and touching had always been the same act. Her hands were on my ribs, the amplification radiating from her palms through the intercostal channels, and the compound effect of mouth and hands and amplification and projection produced a sensation density that exceeded anything the framework had processed.

I adjusted her frequency. The projection read her channels through the bridge of her palms on my skin and I tuned her primary Resonance channel — a three-percent compression optimization that amplified the warmth of her healing frequency. She felt the adjustment. Her mouth paused on my sternum. Her breath caught and then released and the release carried a sound that was not clinical.

The loop climbed. Her amplification responded to the projection adjustment by deepening — the nerve sensitivity in my scar tissue climbing another degree, the rebuilt pathways opening wider, the capacity for feeling expanding past what the previous cycle had contained. I felt more. She felt me feeling more through the Resonance. She adjusted her technique in response — not consciously, the way she adjusted healing procedures, but reflexively, the way a body adjusts to warmth by opening.

Her mouth moved lower. Past the sternum. Along the scar from Prototype 7, the diagonal line across my left ribs. The amplification followed her mouth, the nerve-heightening frequency traveling through the scar tissue ahead of the contact, preparing the nerves, opening the pathways, so that when her lips arrived the tissue was already singing and the touch was the confirmation of what the frequency had promised.

She was thorough. The word that Suki had used — "of course she was thorough" — was precise. Petra's thoroughness was not speed. It was coverage. Every centimeter attended to. Every response read and incorporated. She was treating this the way she treated a complex healing procedure: systematic, attentive, the patient's responses guiding the practitioner's technique in real time. But the technique was not healing. The technique was her mouth on my scars and her hands on my ribs and the amplification turning every point of contact into a receptor that exceeded what unscarred skin could feel.

I was losing the framework. Her pulse at one-twelve. The loop at — I couldn't track the compound rate anymore. The numbers were still there but the processing that converted sensation to measurement was falling behind the sensation's rate of arrival. Each cycle delivered more data than the previous cycle and the processing queue was backing up and the backup meant the data was arriving unprocessed. Raw. Sensation without conversion.

Her hands moved to my waistband. The movement was deliberate — the same deliberate repositioning she'd used with the stool. Not hesitant. Decided. She undid the clasp. Drew down the zipper. Her fingers hooked the waistband and pulled and I lifted my hips and she took my pants and underwear down to my thighs with the efficient, practiced motion of a woman who undressed bodies for medical purposes and was now undressing one for a purpose that the medical training hadn't covered but the hands remembered.

She looked up at me. The green eyes were still assessing, still reading, the composure holding in her gaze even as it released everywhere else. The clinical attention applied to a different procedure. I was hard. The amplification and the loop and her mouth on my scars had done that before her hands reached my waistband, and she looked at me the way she looked at scan data — reading, evaluating, the professional focus redirected to new terrain.

"Tell me if the projection changes anything," she said. The clinical register. Thin as paper. The sentence was a doctor's sentence and the context was not a doctor's context and the gap between the language and the act was the gap where her desire lived.

She lowered her head. Her hand wrapped around the base, fingers warm from the amplification technique, the healing frequency running through the contact and heightening the nerve response before her mouth arrived. Then her mouth arrived. Her lips parted around me and the wet warmth enclosed me and the amplification traveled through the contact — through her lips, her tongue, the inside of her mouth — and every nerve ending in the tissue she touched responded at the heightened resolution her technique produced.

The sensation was immediate and absolute. The healing frequency entered through the contact and opened the nerve pathways the way it opened scar tissue — wider, more sensitive, the capacity for feeling expanding past baseline into territory that unassisted contact couldn't reach. Her tongue moved against the underside and the amplification made the movement enormous, each point of pressure a data point arriving at a volume that the framework scrambled to process. Her pulse at one-twelve. The compound rate at — I was losing the numbers.

I projected into her channels. Read her Resonance through the bridge of her hand on me. Her arousal was a frequency I hadn't encountered during the scans — warmer than the healing register, lower, a band she didn't use clinically because the band wasn't clinical. I tuned the frequency. A small adjustment. A two-percent amplification of the arousal band's compression ratio.

She moaned. Around me. The vibration traveled through her lips and tongue and the amplification magnified the vibration and the projection carried my response back to her and she felt what the vibration did to me and the feeling changed her and the change traveled back through the loop. Her mouth tightened. The suction increased. She took me deeper and the amplification extended through the contact and the nerve response climbed and the loop cycled faster.

The loop was climbing hard now. Each cycle shorter than the last. Each return denser. She was adjusting her rhythm to the loop — her head moving at a pace that entrained to the feedback cycle, the natural locking of two coupled systems climbing together. Her hand at the base matched the rhythm, the grip firm, the healing frequency running through her fingers and amplifying the sensitivity of everything she touched. Her other hand was on my thigh, the amplification radiating through the skin, the warmth spreading through the muscle and the channels underneath.

Her composure went in stages. The clinical register dropped first — the last coherent sentence she'd managed was "the feedback is — the frequency is —" and the sentence hadn't finished because the data she was trying to articulate arrived faster than the language could carry it. Her breathing went next — I could feel it against my skin, the controlled rhythm breaking, her breaths coming through her nose in intervals determined by the loop's cycle rather than by her will.

Her technique stayed. Even with the composure gone and the breathing ragged and the sounds she was making around me no longer anything close to clinical, the thoroughness remained. She was reading me. Still reading. The Resonance probe running at low power through the contact of her mouth and her hands, her healer's instinct mapping every response — the involuntary tension in my thighs, the way my hips shifted, the channel dilation that preceded climax — and adjusting pressure and depth and rhythm based on the data her body was collecting even as her conscious processing was submerged. She took me deeper when my channels dilated. Slowed when the feedback loop risked peaking too early. Faster when the cycle steadied. She was managing the approach the way she managed a complex healing sequence: reading the system, modulating the input, guiding the outcome toward the optimal result.

I couldn't track the loop anymore. The compound rate exceeded the framework's capacity and the framework stopped trying. What replaced the tracking was not incoherence. It was a narrowing. The wide-angle data collection — ambient temperature, equipment hum, curtain movement, pulse rates — collapsed into a focal point. The focal point was: her. Her mouth. The wet heat. The auburn hair falling across my thighs. The freckles on her cheekbones, flushed. Her hand around me, moving. The green of her eyes when she looked up. She looked up and the green was not clinical. The green was not assessing. The green was seeing me while her lips were around me, her hand working, the Resonance and the amplification and the loop all running through the contact of her mouth on my cock, and the looking was the thing that broke me because the looking said I see you and I know you and I know every scar and every number and I am here.

The Flux pulse built behind my sternum. The Core's involuntary response to significant input — the same pulse from the first kiss, from the first night, but denser now because Integration 4's generating channels added their output to the Core's primary surge. The pulse grew. The feedback loop fed it. Each cycle added density, compression, the accumulated sensation of every pass converted to Flux energy by a Core that didn't distinguish between physical input and cultivation input because the architecture had no bias.

The pulse released. Through the contact. Into her channels.

She received it.

The pulse carried the loop's full accumulation — my sensation compounded by her sensation compounded by my sensation of her sensation, doubled and redoubled through every cycle the loop had run, compressed to a density that Integration 4's generating channels amplified beyond anything the previous pulses had achieved. The energy entered her channels through the contact point and flooded her meridian system at the healing register and she felt all of it at once.

She pulled back. Not away — up. Her face coming up from my lap, the green eyes wide, the pupils blown, the freckles standing out against the flush on her cheeks. Her mouth was closed. Her hands were on my thighs and the hands were shaking — the same tremor that followed the scanner modification, the composure breaking after the act rather than during, except this time the tremor arrived during because the pulse had overwhelmed the after.

She held my gaze. Opened her mouth. Showed me — deliberate, unhurried, the clinical directness applied to an act that was not clinical. My come on her tongue, white against the pink, the evidence of what had just happened held up for inspection the way she held up scan results: here is the data. Here is what your body produced. Here is what I did.

She closed her mouth. Swallowed. The movement of her throat was small and visible and she didn't break eye contact and the not-breaking was the point. The composure was gone and what replaced it was not shyness or performance but a kind of frankness that was pure Petra — the woman who asked before she touched and who showed what she'd taken because the showing was honest and the honesty was how she loved.

The moment. Not the physical peak — the moment following it. The moment when she was holding the resonance of what the loop had built and the composure was fully absent and the green eyes were open and the expression on her face was not pleasure (though it contained pleasure) and not surprise (though it contained surprise). The expression was recognition. She had spent five months reading my body through Resonance. She had mapped every channel and every scar and every integration milestone. She had felt the Core's pulse during the first kiss and the first night and she had catalogued the pulse as a data point in her ongoing study of what the synthetic Core did.

Now she understood what the Core did. The Core responded to being known. The pulse was the response. The denser the knowing, the denser the pulse. And the knowing that she had just produced — mouth on scars, hands on skin, Resonance reading and amplification heightening and the loop compounding the whole of it — was the deepest knowing her body had ever conducted.

She understood. I could see the understanding arrive. The green eyes holding it.

"Oh," she said. Quiet. Five months of data and three weeks of intimacy in a single syllable. She had just received proof, through her own channels, that the Core she'd been studying was not a machine. It responded. It felt. It gave back.

Her hands were still shaking. She put them on my chest. Over the longest scar. The healing frequency activated — involuntary, automatic, her body defaulting to the register it knew best when the conscious controls were offline. The warmth spread through the scar tissue. The warmth was hers. The warmth had always been hers.

The tablet was on the floor. It had slid off the counter at some point neither of us had tracked. Petra picked it up from her stool, checked the screen. The diagnostic data from the scan was intact — the scan had completed before the rest happened. The clinical and the intimate, filed on the same device, by the same hands.

"The compound feedback loop is stable," she said. The clinical register was back. Thinner than before — the composure rebuilding over what the composure had contained, the walls going back up with the understanding that I'd watched them come down. "Bidirectional amplification through paired projection and healing Resonance. The technique has... applications."

"Applications."

"Medical applications. The feedback mechanism could be used for pain management, nerve rehabilitation, sensory restoration in patients with channel damage." She paused. The composure held. The eyes didn't — the green was still brighter than clinical, still vivid from what the clinical vocabulary was trying to cover. "Those are the applications I'll document."

"And the other applications?"

The smile. Not the ghost smile. The real one. The one that broke through the composure and the clinical register and the professional distance and arrived on her face with the full weight of a woman who had just claimed something and was not giving it back.

"The other applications are between us."

She scheduled the next Friday scan. Same time. Same alcove. The notation on her tablet read: Follow-up on Integration 4 channel projection. Extended session recommended.

Extended session. The clinical framing, maintained. The meaning underneath, not clinical at all.

I put my shirt on. Left the medical bay. The corridor air was cool on skin that held the residual warmth of her hands and the residual sensitivity of the amplification technique and the residual frequency of a loop that had built between two people and climbed to a height that the clinical framework couldn't measure and that my analytical framework had stopped trying to measure somewhere between the third cycle and the moment when the only data point was the green of her eyes.

Two people whose primary defense was precision. Both stripped of it. Both rebuilding. The rebuilding was itself the intimacy — letting someone see you put the walls back up meant they'd seen you without them.




Chapter 9: Exposure

Petra's message arrived at 11:42 PM on a Tuesday. Three words on my comm's encrypted channel: Medical bay. Now.

I was in Hall 7 with Suki. Post-session, the grid floor cooling, the isolation shielding at idle. Suki read the message over my shoulder and the harmonic carried her response — a sharpening, the analytical engine shifting from post-training processing to threat assessment in under a second.

"Go," she said. "I'll wait."

I went. The corridors between the training wing and the medical bay were empty at this hour — the campus population was dormitory-bound after 11 PM, the hallways lit by low-power Flux conduits that cast a blue-white glow on the composite floors. My Integration 3 sensing swept the route automatically. No signatures in the corridors. Two students in the east wing study room — their channel activity consistent with late-night studying, the low sustained output of cultivators running textbook exercises. A faculty member in the administrative office, working late, the signature unfamiliar, someone from the academic division rather than combat. Lian Crowe in his dormitory, four rooms from mine, his dampened signature a flat line in the ambient field. Sleeping or pretending to sleep — the dampening held its daytime consistency, which meant either he was awake and maintaining the technique or his equipment ran independently of his sleep state. Another data point for the file.

The walk took four minutes. Four minutes of corridor and stairwell and the particular emptiness of an institution after hours — the spaces designed for two hundred people occupied by one person and the one person's footsteps audible in the silence because the Flux infrastructure hummed at a different pitch at night when the daytime load was absent.

The medical bay was lit. Petra was at her workstation — not the curtained alcove but the primary terminal, the one connected to the Academy's medical records system. Her tablet was beside the terminal. Her face was the calcified composure, the hard version, the one she wore when something she protected was threatened.

"Someone accessed the equipment calibration logs," she said. No preamble. She turned the terminal screen toward me.

The display showed a system access log — timestamps, terminal identifications, file paths, user credentials. One entry was highlighted. 11:17 PM. Terminal: MEDBAY-AUX-3. File accessed: Equipment calibration baseline records, deep scanner subsection. User credentials: a student medical rotation access code.

"The calibration logs," I said. The calibration logs recorded the baseline parameters for every scanner in the medical bay, including the deep scanner that Petra had modified during the semester review to make my synthetic Core read as biological. The modification itself was buried in the scanner's internal firmware — not visible in the calibration logs. But the logs contained the baseline parameters, the settings the scanner was calibrated to, and from those parameters a knowledgeable analyst could infer the scanner's sensitivity range and detection thresholds. Could map what the scanner was calibrated to find and, by subtraction, what it was calibrated to miss.

"The calibration logs don't contain the modification," Petra said. She'd already run the analysis. "But they contain the baseline parameters I modified from. If someone compares the current baseline to the manufacturer's default — which is published in the scanner's technical documentation — they'll see that the biological variation window has been expanded. The expansion is the modification's footprint. It doesn't prove what I did, but it proves that someone changed the scanner's parameters to widen its acceptance range."

"And the access came from—"

"MEDBAY-AUX-3. Auxiliary terminal three. It's in the supply corridor behind the primary bay. The terminal has medical rotation access — any student assigned to a clinical rotation can use it." She pulled up a second log. "I cross-referenced the access timestamp with the badge entry log for the supply corridor. The badge used at 11:14 PM belongs to a combat specialization rotation student."

She didn't say the name. She didn't need to.

"Crowe," I said.

"Crowe." Her jaw was set. The calcified composure holding everything in place — the anger, the protective instinct, the cold assessment of a woman whose security protocols had just justified their existence. "He used his rotation badge to access the supply corridor, used the auxiliary terminal to pull the calibration logs, and he did it at a time when the medical bay was unoccupied. The access was targeted. He knew which files to pull."

"He's been briefed on what to look for. Korvane's intelligence package includes the scanner model and its capabilities. They know what a modified scanner would look like in the calibration baseline."

"Yes." She closed the access log. Opened her tablet. The screen showed a document — formatted, referenced, structured with the institutional precision that her medical training had drilled into every formal communication she produced. "I've drafted a medical privacy violation report. The calibration logs are protected medical infrastructure. Access by a non-authorized user — a combat rotation student accessing diagnostic equipment records outside their clinical scope — is a Category 2 privacy violation under the Academy's medical governance charter."

She'd drafted the report in twenty-five minutes. Between the access alert triggering and my arrival, she'd documented the violation, identified the responsible party, cross-referenced the badge logs, and prepared a formal complaint that would route through the administration's disciplinary system with the institutional weight of the medical division behind it.

Petra Calloway. The woman who built security protocols before the threat materialized and filed violation reports before the anger had time to become anything other than useful.

"The report goes to the Dean's office tomorrow morning," she said. "The violation is documented. The terminal identification is timestamped. The badge log confirms Crowe's physical presence. The evidence is sufficient for an administrative investigation."

"And if the investigation reveals why Crowe was looking at the calibration logs—"

"The investigation reveals that a student with fabricated credentials accessed restricted medical records without authorization. The investigation does not need to explain why the student accessed the records. The violation is the access, not the motive." She looked at me. The green eyes were steady — not the bright vivid green of the intimate moments but the flat, hard green of the protective ones. "The motive is our problem. The violation is the administration's problem. I'm giving the administration their problem."

Clean. Surgical. The violation separated from the secret, the institutional mechanism leveraged to remove the threat without exposing the thing the threat was aimed at.



The investigation took four days.

The Dean's office opened a disciplinary inquiry. The inquiry produced the evidence chain: badge access, terminal log, file identification. The inquiry also produced, through the standard background verification that disciplinary cases triggered, the fabricated credentials that Keris had already identified. The enrollment verification from Northfall Academy was checked. The verification didn't verify.

Lian Crowe was called to the Dean's office on Saturday morning. He didn't return to the dormitory.

The expulsion was quiet. The Academy didn't hold a hearing — the combination of unauthorized medical records access and fabricated enrollment documents was sufficient for immediate administrative removal under the Academy's disciplinary charter. No public announcement. No explanation distributed to the student body. One day Lian Crowe was in the combat specialization training hall. The next day his room was empty and his name was removed from the roster.

The whisper network noticed. The whisper network always noticed. By Saturday evening, three theories circulated: Crowe had been caught cheating on assessments, Crowe had been caught stealing medical supplies, Crowe had never been a real student at all. The third theory was closest and the closeness meant the whisper network was more observant than the administration preferred.

Keris ensured that the disciplinary documentation entered the Guild's regulatory file on Korvane BioSystems. The documentation didn't name Korvane — the Academy's investigation had identified Crowe as a fabricated identity without determining his employer. But the fabrication quality, the medical records targeting, and the timing relative to the pending warrant review created a paper trail that the Guild's regulatory division would eventually connect to Korvane's signals intelligence operations. The connection would be slow. Institutional processes were slow. But the paper existed and paper was permanent and Keris Aldane understood that permanent paper was more valuable than fast action.



The victory was temporary.

Lian Crowe was gone. His surveillance had ended. The operative who'd been cataloguing my capabilities for six weeks had been removed from the campus and his access to the medical infrastructure had been terminated.

But his intelligence reports had already been filed. Six weeks of observation. Eighteen burst transmissions to Harren Voss. The data package contained combat training output, sparring scores, technique observations, social network mapping, and whatever he'd managed to extract from the calibration logs before Petra's alert triggered. The data was in Korvane's system. The data could not be retrieved.

Rynn called me to her office the Monday after the expulsion. The office was small — a converted storage room adjacent to the training hall, furnished with a desk, two chairs, and the isolation shielding that she'd requisitioned from the facilities department during her first week. The shielding engaged when the door closed. The room was private in a way that few rooms on campus were — the shielding absorbed ambient Flux and eliminated the background signatures that the sensor field normally processed, creating a bubble of silence that was both operational security and something else. The something else was intimacy — two people in a small room with the world's noise removed, the conversation unable to hide behind the campus's ambient data flow.

She sat behind the desk. I sat in front of it. The A-HIGH Core on her side and the synthetic Core on mine and the shielding containing both. The desk between us was bare except for her tablet and a cup of the dark tea that she drank during office hours — the tea's scent was sharp and astringent, the opposite of Doss's broth, the drink of a woman who consumed things for function rather than pleasure.

"The operative's data package," she said. No preamble. Rynn didn't waste time on social architecture. "I've assessed what Crowe would have collected based on his observation access. Training output data from the combat specialization sessions. Your sparring scores and technique profiles. The output discrepancy between your meter reading and your actual performance. The social mapping — who you eat with, who you train with, the relationships that an intelligence analyst would identify as your support structure."

"The calibration logs."

"The calibration logs are circumstantial. They suggest the scanner's parameters were modified but they don't identify the modification's purpose or its author. A competent analyst can infer that someone widened the scanner's acceptance range, but the inference doesn't prove what the widening was hiding." She paused. "The combat data is the problem. The data package contains enough performance documentation to reclassify you. The current warrant designates you as a 'person of interest' — a classification that authorizes investigation but not extraction. The performance data supports a reclassification to 'high-value retrieval target.' The retrieval designation authorizes Korvane to deploy contracted operatives with physical extraction capability."

The words settled into the shielded room. Extraction. Not investigation. Not scanning. Physical removal from the Academy by force if necessary.

"The reclassification requires approval from Korvane's executive oversight board," Rynn continued. "The approval process takes approximately two weeks. The warrant review, which your ally's family counsel has been delaying, will complete in approximately the same timeframe. The two timelines converge."

Two weeks. The warrant and the reclassification arriving simultaneously. The legal authority to access my records and the operational authority to take me out of the Academy. Both landing at the same time because Korvane had been running both processes in parallel and the operative's data package had given them what they needed to close both.

"The next person they send won't be a student with a fake transcript," Rynn said. "The next person will be a combat operative with retrieval authorization. A-grade, minimum. Possibly a team. Equipped for suppression and containment." She looked at me and the field commander's assessment was in the look — the evaluation of an asset's readiness for a threat that exceeded training parameters. "I've filed a faculty objection to external retrieval operations on Academy grounds. The objection requires a faculty committee review before any external party can conduct physical operations on campus. The review process takes five to seven days."

"Buying time."

"Buying time. Five to seven days of additional delay before Korvane's operatives can legally enter the campus." She stood. Walked to the window. The training grounds were visible through the glass — students from the afternoon session running drills, the grid floor glowing with their combined output. "I'm also filing a request with the Guild's field division to assign an observer to the Academy during the warrant review period. The observer's presence creates a jurisdictional complication — any retrieval operation conducted in the presence of a Guild observer must comply with Guild operational protocols, which are more restrictive than the warrant's civilian provisions."

She was building walls. Legal walls, procedural walls, jurisdictional walls. Each one thin. Each one adding days to the timeline. The walls wouldn't hold forever. They were delay, not defense.

"Commander Rynn."

She turned from the window.

"Why are you doing this?"

The question landed between us. The shielded room held it. Rynn looked at me and the weathered face was still and the silver-blonde hair caught the light and the A-HIGH Core was compressed and controlled and the woman behind the compression took three seconds before she answered.

"Because I've spent twelve years in Guild field operations identifying assets and protecting them from people who want to use them for purposes that aren't the asset's," she said. "Because the Guild's reconnaissance division spent twelve years developing the Diagnostic Sphere and you developed a better version in three weeks and the version is yours, not Korvane's. Because you are my student and my student's capabilities are my responsibility." She sat back down. "And because the next time a combat operative comes through that gate, I want my student to be ready. Which means we train harder. Starting tomorrow."

The shielding disengaged. The door opened. The campus hummed around us.

Two weeks. The walls were thin and the time was short and the people coming would be stronger than a signals analyst with a fake transcript and the training that Rynn was promising would need to produce something the combat operatives hadn't prepared for.

The meter on my wrist read A-LOW. The meter was wrong. The wrongness was my best defense and also my biggest liability because the wrongness existed in Korvane's data now and the data was permanent and the permanence meant the hiding was ending.

Not ending yet. But ending.




Chapter 10: Threshold

Integration 4 stabilized in the week after Lian's expulsion.

The stabilization was measurable. Petra's Friday scan showed the generating channels reaching equilibrium — the fourteen active meridians producing consistent secondary output, the wall density leveling at a plateau that her probe read as thirty-six percent above biological maximum. The plateau wasn't a ceiling. It was a landing. The growth would continue, the walls would continue hardening, the output would continue climbing. But the initial surge of Integration 4's activation had settled into a steady state that the Inversion Compression loop could manage without the strain of the first weeks.

The channel projection solidified alongside it. What had been experimental during the first sessions with Suki became reliable — a tool I could deploy with precision, calibrate for intensity, and sustain for extended durations. The projection's effective range through physical contact was limited only by the contact itself. Through the harmonic bridge with Suki, the range extended to approximately three meters. Through ambient Flux, with no contact or bridge, I could project at a reduced capacity out to about one meter — enough to disrupt an opponent's channeling during close combat without the frequency-modulated barrier's contact requirement.

The sensor field expanded. The combat-practical range climbed from eight meters to twelve. The surveillance range climbed to two kilometers. At two kilometers, the resolution was coarse — I could detect Core signatures and estimate grades but couldn't map individual channel architecture. At building range, fifty to a hundred meters, I could map architecture through walls. The campus was transparent. Every student, every instructor, every staff member — their Cores readable, their emotional states inferable from the Flux modulation patterns that Integration 3's frequencies decoded.

The meter held at A-LOW. The actual capacity was solidly A-MID and climbing. The masking budget — cancellation mask, generation suppression, public performance calibration — ran at twenty percent of processing capacity, a tax on every waking moment.

Rynn trained me harder. Private sessions, after hours, in the outdoor training grounds behind the Academy where the open space and the natural Flux dispersal meant I could output at higher levels without the grid recording data. She fought me at seventy percent of her A-HIGH capacity. The fights were instructive — Rynn's technique was twelve years of Guild field experience distilled into combat mechanics that the curriculum didn't teach because the curriculum was academic and her technique was operational.

She taught me reading. Not channel reading — tactical reading. The assessment of a combat space in real time: sightlines, cover positions, ambient Flux density variations, structural weaknesses in the environment that could be exploited or avoided. The training hall was a controlled space. The real world was not controlled and the real world was where combat operatives would find me if the walls Rynn was building didn't hold.

"The operatives will read your output first," she said, during a session where she'd pushed me to sixty percent and the outdoor grid couldn't record the discrepancy because there was no outdoor grid. "They'll assess your grade through direct sensing and calibrate their approach based on the assessment. If you read A-LOW, they deploy A-grade suppression. If you read higher, they deploy higher. The masking is your first defense — it determines what they bring."

"And if the masking fails?"

"If the masking fails, they discover what you are. The discovery changes the tactical calculation from extraction to containment. Containment means they stop trying to suppress your output and start trying to survive it." She looked at me across the training ground. The silver-blonde hair. The weathered face. "I am training you to ensure that if containment becomes necessary, you are the one who determines how it ends."



Friday evening. My room. The narrow bed, the desk, the closet with two jackets. The door locked.

Three people in a room built for one.

The dinner was Suki's idea. "We need to coordinate," she'd said, with the analytical directness that made organizational proposals sound like tactical briefings. "Rynn's timeline is two weeks. The warrant and the reclassification converging. The three of us — four, with Keris — are the protection network and the protection network hasn't operated in the same room since the expulsion briefing."

The three of us. She meant herself, Petra, and me. Not Keris — Keris operated at institutional range, her contribution delivered through paper trails and administrative contacts, her presence in the network structural rather than personal. The three of us was the personal network. The two women who shared my channels and the man whose channels they shared.

Petra arrived first. She brought the medical data — the Integration 4 scan results, the projection capability assessment, the channel-wall density measurements. She sat on the desk chair and arranged the data on her tablet with the clinical precision she applied to everything, the files organized in the sequence she'd present them, each data point accessible. She was wearing the grey sweater — not the clinical uniform, not the shirt she'd bought for the first night. The grey sweater was the middle ground, the casual professional garment she wore when the context was neither fully medical nor fully personal. She'd chosen it for this meeting the way she chose everything: deliberately, with awareness of what the choice communicated.

She looked at the bed. At the pillow. The jasmine scent was present. Her Resonance — running at the background level that five months of contact had made automatic — would be reading the chemical traces. She didn't comment. Her composure held. The composure was the professional version, the version that acknowledged the personal without being disrupted by it.

Suki arrived second. She brought cafeteria takeout — rice, protein, the sweet carbonated drink — in containers balanced on her forearm with the physical confidence that combat training produced even in non-combat contexts. She was in training clothes, her braid tight from the afternoon session, the dark eyes assessing the room in a single sweep that catalogued everything: Petra on the desk chair, the medical data on the tablet, the grey sweater. The sweep took half a second. The analytical engine processing the other woman's choices with the same speed it processed combat data.

She sat on the bed. My bed. The bed that smelled like jasmine because she slept here three nights a week and that Petra's Resonance could confirm had recently contained Petra's healing frequency at intimate resolution. Suki sat on it without hesitation. The bed was hers — not exclusively, but first. The sitting was the claim expressed through the casual assumption of territory.

The two women in my room. Together. The harmonic humming between me and Suki. The healing register running between me and Petra at background level. Both frequencies present in my channels simultaneously, both women able to sense the other's frequency through me, and both of them knowing the other could sense it.

The silence lasted four seconds. The four seconds contained a negotiation that happened entirely through Flux.

Suki opened. "The combat harmonic is at 2.7 multiplied right now. The multiplier increases with proximity to Renn. When you're in the room, Calloway, the harmonic's baseline shifts — the healing register in his channels modulates the combat frequency and the modulation changes the multiplier calculation."

Clinical. Analytical. Suki opening with data because data was her native language and the data gave them a framework for the conversation that the personal dimensions made difficult.

Petra responded in kind. "I can sense the combat harmonic in his channels when you're not here. The frequency is persistent — it's integrated into his Inversion Compression loop at a structural level. The integration is deeper than I expected. Deeper than the healing register, actually. The combat frequency was there first and the architecture grew around it."

Mine was first. Petra had just confirmed it through medical data. The combat harmonic was deeper, more structural, more integrated — because it had been there longer and the channels had incorporated it more thoroughly. The healing register was newer, shallower, growing but not yet as deep.

Suki heard the confirmation. Through the harmonic, I felt the response — the possessiveness settling into its confirmed position, the data validating the claim that she'd made with words and was now validated with Resonance diagnostics.

"I can sense her frequency in your channels when she's not here," Suki said. To me, but for Petra. "The healing register. It's integrated into the Compression loop alongside the combat harmonic. The two frequencies are running in parallel."

"I can sense yours too," Petra said. "The combat harmonic is... loud."

"Loud is the word." Suki opened a rice container. Handed one to Petra. The gesture was practical — here is food, eat — and the practicality was the Suki equivalent of an olive branch. Not warmth. Functionality. We are in the same room and the room contains food and I am acknowledging that we are both here.

Petra took the container. "Thank you."

They ate. I ate. The three of us in a room that was too small for three people, eating cafeteria rice, the two frequencies running through my channels in parallel and both women aware of both and the awareness producing not conflict but a cautious, mutual recognition. They were both here. They were both staying. The channels carried both and the carrying was not a competition because the channels had no bias and no preference and the architecture supported what the architecture supported.

"The dual-frequency compounding," Suki said, between bites. The analytical engine unable to stay offline for an entire meal. "The throughput increase from carrying both registers is measurable. Twenty-two percent above training-only projections. The synergy is real and it's growing."

"The channel-wall hardening accelerated after the healing register integrated," Petra said. "The healing frequency optimizes the repair process. Your combat harmonic optimizes the throughput. The two frequencies are feeding different systems and both systems are growing faster because of it."

They were talking about me in the third person. In my room. While eating my rice. The conversation was clinical and the clinical framing was the mechanism that allowed the conversation to happen — two women discussing a shared investment in the vocabulary of their respective expertise, the emotional dimensions present but contained by the professional architecture the way Flux was contained by channel walls.

"The compounding suggests that additional sustained Resonance relationships would produce additional throughput increases," Suki said. She said it flatly. The analytical delivery of a conclusion that had personal implications she was acknowledging by not acknowledging.

"Theoretically," Petra said. "The channel architecture is unbiased. It would integrate any sustained Resonance contact that met the depth threshold. But the depth threshold requires..." She paused. Chose her words with the clinical precision that was also, in this context, tact. "Sustained intimate contact. The casual Resonance interactions of training or healing don't reach the integration depth. The compounding effect requires the kind of frequency exchange that only occurs during prolonged physical intimacy."

They were talking about who else might sleep with me. In clinical terms. At dinner. In my room.

"That's a conversation for another time," Suki said. The sentence closing the topic with the firm efficiency of a woman who had established the data point and would return to it when the emotional processing was complete. "Tonight we coordinate the protection timeline."

The conversation shifted to the operational. Rynn's two-week projection. The warrant review. The reclassification. The defenses that were building and the gaps that remained. Suki contributed the tactical analysis. Petra contributed the medical intelligence — the scanner modification's vulnerability, the calibration log exposure, the countermeasures available if Korvane's next approach targeted the medical infrastructure. I contributed the Integration 4 capabilities — the expanded sensor field, the projection, the combat applications that Rynn was training into operational readiness.

The coordination was productive. The three of us, operating in the same room, produced a comprehensive threat assessment and response framework that none of us could have built alone. Suki's tactics, Petra's institutional knowledge, my capabilities. Three domains of expertise converging on a single problem.

The meeting ended at 10 PM. Petra stood first. Gathered her tablet. The clinical composure in place, the professional version, the one that held in public and in mixed company.

She touched my arm at the door. The brief contact, the healing frequency pulsing through. The touch that said everything the meeting hadn't said.

"Friday," she said.

"Friday."

She left. The door closed. Suki and I in my room. The harmonic at full amplitude with proximity, the standing wave carrying everything the evening had produced — the recognition, the coordination, the strange cautious peace of two women in a room acknowledging the architecture that contained them both.

"That was productive," Suki said.

"That was productive."

"She's smart. The medical database security, the institutional knowledge, the way she identified the calibration vulnerability before it could become an exposure." Suki looked at the door Petra had left through. The analytical engine processing the person it had just spent two hours working beside. "I don't like sharing. I've been clear about that. But the network functions better with her in it and the compounding effect is real and the tactical assessment we just built is better than anything I could build alone."

She looked at me. The dark eyes. The sharp focus and the thing underneath.

"The channels carry both," she said. "I've accepted that. What I haven't accepted is how much better both makes everything."

She stayed. The door locked. The narrow bed that was too small for two and exactly right.

In the morning, the campus was bright and the two weeks were counting down and the Integration 4 channels were stable and the sensor field was mapping the world around me at a range that would detect combat operatives before they reached the campus gate and the protection network had coordinated and the people around me were smart and fierce and loving in their different registers and the meter read A-LOW and the meter was wrong and the wrongness was shrinking because the truth was getting harder to contain.

Two frequencies. One system. Both running. Both growing. Both carrying more than they'd carried yesterday.




Chapter 11: Noodles

The broth had changed again.

Doss refined constantly. The noodle shop — GOOD NOODLE, half-lit, lower districts, the counter that seated four and the kitchen that seated one — produced a broth that evolved the way my channels evolved: incrementally, persistently, each iteration building on the last. This iteration had a deeper bass note. Something smoked. The seventeen components I'd identified last visit had become nineteen, the two new additions layered beneath the original profile in a register that changed the character of the broth without changing its identity.

I tasted the first bowl the way Petra ran a diagnostic — methodically, attentively, each layer parsed and catalogued. The base was still the bone stock that took fourteen hours to reduce. The acid component was still the fermented vegetable that Doss sourced from a vendor three districts south who grew the vegetables on a rooftop and fermented them in ceramic crocks that she'd inherited from her grandmother. The heat component was still the dried chili oil that Doss rendered himself in the kitchen at 4 AM because the rendering produced fumes that would drive customers away if he did it during operating hours. All present. All unchanged. The seventeen familiar notes holding steady while the two new ones wove beneath them.

Smoked salt. And something else — darker, more complex, a fermented note in the umami register that I couldn't identify. The unknown component bothered me the way an unresolved channel anomaly bothered me. Data I could detect but not categorize.

"What's the nineteenth component?" I asked.

Doss set the second bowl in front of me. He hadn't answered the first bowl's worth of silence, which was standard. Doss didn't speak during the first bowl. The first bowl was for eating. The second was for talking. The third was for listening. The fourth was for the things that needed to be said but couldn't be said directly, the information that arrived sideways through pauses and not-smiles and observations that landed five minutes after they were relevant.

"Black garlic," he said. "Fermented for forty days. The sugars caramelize during the fermentation and the Maillard compounds produce the dark note."

"Forty days."

"Forty days." He wiped the counter. The movement was economical — a single pass, left to right, the cloth folded once. "Some things take the time they take."

I ate the second bowl. The black garlic integrated with the smoked salt in a way that made the broth feel older, deeper, as if the fourteen-hour reduction had been running for weeks instead of overnight. The complexity was invisible at first taste. It arrived on the second and third bites, the way good cultivation technique arrived on the second and third cycles — the initial pass establishing the framework, the subsequent passes revealing what the framework contained.

Doss leaned against the counter. Arms crossed. The faded tattoos visible beneath the rolled sleeves, the ink blurred by years and sun and the particular wear that a life lived in the margins produced. His flat, dark eyes were on me and the evaluation was running — the assessment that Doss performed on every person who sat at his counter, calibrated by thirty years of building identities to a precision that rivaled Petra's diagnostic probe.

"You're heavier," he said.

"The conditioning program. Rynn's combat training includes Flux-weighted resistance work. The channels are feeding the muscle tissue during recovery."

"Not the weight." He shook his head. The distinction was important to him and he took the time to make it. "You're heavier. The way you sit. The way you walked in. Last month you walked in like someone checking whether the door would hold. Today you walked in like someone who knew the door was there."

The observation landed. Doss noticed things. He'd told me that once — "you notice things" — and the telling had been a recognition of shared capability. Doss noticed the way I noticed: continuously, at a resolution that most people didn't operate at, filing the observations in a system that was always running.

"The operative," he said. Not a question. Doss didn't ask questions when his intelligence network had already delivered the answers.

"Expelled. Medical privacy violation plus fabricated credentials. The Academy handled it through administrative channels."

"Administrative channels." The not-smile. Offered and retracted in the same motion, the compressed emotional expression that was Doss's version of commentary. "Clean."

"Clean."

"Clean means quiet. Quiet from a corporation means they're repositioning, not retreating. The operative was a probe. The probe returned data. The data informs the next move and the next move won't be a probe." He served the third bowl. I was still working on the second. The third arrived anyway because Doss's definition of enough was one bowl past what you thought you needed and the definition was not negotiable.

"Rynn says the data package is enough to reclassify me. High-value retrieval target. The reclassification authorizes combat operatives."

"The reclassification is one piece. The warrant is the other piece." Doss picked up the ladle. The stirring began — the even, baseline rhythm that meant he was delivering information rather than deciding whether to deliver it. "The warrant review finishes in two weeks. The Aldane counsel's delay ran its course. Good delay — bought time, established precedent, put the objection in the record. But delays end. The warrant will be approved."

"What does the full warrant authorize?"

"Records access. On-campus scan with Korvane equipment. And conditional retrieval authorization — if the scan confirms synthetic material, they can file for physical extraction within seventy-two hours." The stirring paused. Resumed. "The conditional authorization was the piece the Aldane counsel challenged. The challenge lost on appeal last week. The full package — records, scan, and conditional retrieval — will be granted."

Records, scan, retrieval. The complete apparatus. Not investigation but extraction, authorized by the Guild's judicial system and backed by the legal machinery that Korvane had been building since the anonymous message.

"The scan is the pivot point," Doss said. "If the scan reads clean, the retrieval authorization has no trigger. The warrant expires. Korvane files again, the Aldane counsel objects again, the cycle repeats. If the scan reads synthetic, the retrieval activates and seventy-two hours later they're at the Academy gate with authorization to take you."

"Petra modified the Academy's scanner. The modification won't transfer to Korvane's equipment."

"Then the scan is the fight. Everything before the scan is positioning. Everything after depends on what the scan finds." He set the ladle down. "Which means you need to be ready for a scanner that's designed to find what you are, built by the people who built you, calibrated to detect the specific material they put inside your chest."

The third bowl was getting cold. I ate it. The broth was extraordinary even at reduced temperature — the smoked salt and the black garlic holding their complexity against the cooling, the flavors deepening as the heat receded the way channel output deepened as the Inversion Compression cycled down.

"Jo would know what to do," Doss said.

The name landed in the shop's warm air. Doss had mentioned Jo before — the woman who'd paid him four years in advance, who'd planned the escape's every contingency, who'd given me the jacket and the chip and the address and walked away without looking back. The previous mentions had been historical. Past tense. Settled.

This mention was present tense. Jo would know. Not Jo knew.

"You've heard something," I said.

The stirring stopped. The rhythm breaking was the tell — the pause that meant Doss was deciding not whether to share but how much. The ladle rested against the pot's rim. The steam curled. Doss looked at me with the flat dark eyes and the evaluation running and the decision arriving.

"A contact in the southern districts passed a message three weeks ago," he said. "Unsigned. Unattributed. Routed through four intermediaries before it reached me. The routing was professional — each intermediary knew only the adjacent links, not the chain's origin or destination. The kind of routing that intelligence professionals use and that Jo Tannick would know because she spent eleven years inside a corporation that runs an intelligence division."

"What did the message say?"

"'The prototype data has a second layer. Tell him to look at the maintenance protocols.'"

Jo's data chip. The chip she'd pressed into my hand in the alley on the first night, alongside her jacket and this address. The chip contained Prototype 37's technical specifications, the installation records, the channel architecture projections, the Integration timeline estimates. I'd read every file. Multiple times. The files had informed every training decision since enrollment.

The maintenance protocols were a subsection of the technical files. Dry documentation: diagnostic frequency specifications for Core stability monitoring, repair procedures for channel damage, emergency shutdown sequences. Standard engineering reference material. I'd read the section once, filed it as contingency information, and hadn't returned to it because the contingency hadn't arisen. The protocols described procedures for a Core that was failing. My Core wasn't failing. It was growing.

"I've read the maintenance protocols," I said.

"Read them again." Doss picked up the ladle. The stirring resumed — even, baseline, the information delivered and the delivery complete. "Jo doesn't leave messages without purpose. If she says there's a second layer, there's a second layer. And if she left the layer hidden in the protocols rather than stating it directly, the hiding is intentional. The information is there for you to find when you need it."

"When I need it."

"When you need it." The not-smile. "You're sitting in my shop eating your third bowl and telling me about warrant timelines and combat operatives and a scan that determines whether a corporation gets to take you apart. I'd say you need it."

The fourth bowl arrived. I ate it. The smoked bass note and the black garlic working together in a way that made the whole broth deeper, richer, more complete. Doss watched me eat with the expression he always wore during the fourth bowl — the absence of expression that I'd learned was his version of contentment. Feeding someone he cared about. The primary expression of love in a vocabulary that didn't include the word.

"How is she?" he asked. He meant Suki. The question was personal, delivered with the economy that was his version of intimacy — three words that contained more care than most people expressed in paragraphs.

"She's first in the year. She's training harder than anyone in the specialization. She's analyzing my capability data at a resolution that exceeds what the Academy's instruments produce."

"That's how she is professionally. How is she?"

The counter. The broth. The man behind the stove who fed people and built identities and knew things and asked questions that cut through the professional layers to the personal ones underneath because the personal ones were the ones that mattered.

"She's mine," I said. The word was insufficient. The word was also exactly right. "She's mine and I'm hers and the harmonic carries everything and the everything is good."

"And the healer?"

"Also mine. Differently."

"Differently." He processed. The flat eyes filing the information in the category where he kept data about human dynamics — the category that thirty years of identity work had made extensive and precise. "Two women. Two frequencies. Your channels carry both."

"My channels carry both."

"Then your channels are smarter than most people." He wiped the counter. A single pass. The conversation settling into its end the way the broth settled into its bowl — complete, the flavors delivered, the complexity present for anyone who tasted carefully. "Come back next Sunday. I'm adjusting the smoked element. Needs another week."

I stood. The stool creaked. The shop was warm and dim and the broth's residual scent hung in the air. Outside, the lower districts were grey and loud and the transit station was four blocks east and the campus was across the city and the data chip was in my pocket and the maintenance protocols were in the chip and Jo Tannick's second layer was in the protocols and the reading was waiting.

I walked. The boots laced in one attempt. The jacket fit. The door behind me was not locked because it was a noodle shop, not a room, and the man behind the counter would be there next Sunday because Doss was always there and the always was the foundation and the foundation held.




Chapter 12: Layer

The maintenance protocols were forty-seven pages of engineering documentation.

I spread the files across my tablet at midnight, sitting at my desk with the campus quiet and the Integration 3 sensing at background level. The ambient signatures of sleeping students murmured in the Flux field — two hundred Core outputs running at their resting baselines, the low hum of a building full of cultivators whose channels cycled through maintenance patterns while their owners dreamed. Lian Crowe's flat signature was gone from the fourth room down the hall. The gap where his dampened signal had been was conspicuous in its absence, the way a missing tooth was conspicuous in a smile.

The protocols were organized in twelve sections. Diagnostic frequency specifications for Core stability monitoring. Repair procedures for channel damage events. Emergency shutdown sequences for catastrophic rejection scenarios. Thermal management protocols for the nerve-bridge interface. Channel wall integrity assessments. Integration milestone verification procedures. Each section was formatted in standard Korvane engineering notation — the dry, precise technical language that the corporation's bioengineering division used for internal documentation. I'd read the entire document once, in the first week after enrollment. Filed it as contingency information. Never returned because the Core hadn't failed and the contingencies hadn't arisen.

I started reading again. Slowly. The way Doss stirred broth — methodically, with the patience required to find what the surface didn't show.

Section one. General maintenance overview. Boilerplate. The language described the synthetic Core as "the installed device" and referred to me as "the host" and the dehumanizing terminology was familiar because I'd lived inside it for twelve years and the familiarity didn't sting anymore. The familiarity was just a frequency I recognized.

Section two. Diagnostic frequency specifications. A table of twenty-three frequency values — the specific Resonance frequencies that, when broadcast through the synthetic Core, would trigger diagnostic responses indicating stability, integrity, and integration status. Each value expressed in standard Flux measurement notation: decimal values in cycles per second, six significant digits.

The table was what Doss's message had pointed to. The diagnostic frequencies. I read each value. Read them again. Standard notation. Standard precision. Standard decimal format.

I sent the files to Suki. Text message: Doss received a message. Hidden layer in the maintenance protocols. Start with the diagnostic frequency table, section two.

Her response came in forty seconds: Already reading. Give me twenty minutes.

I gave her twenty minutes. Used the time to read the remaining sections — repair procedures, shutdown sequences, thermal management. The language was consistent throughout: dry, technical, formatted in the precise decimal notation that engineering standards required. Nothing anomalous in sections three through twelve. If the second layer was in the protocols, it was in section two. The diagnostic frequencies.

I returned to the table. Twenty-three values. Each between 200 and 1,400 cycles per second. Each expressed to six significant digits. The values were unremarkable. They fell within the standard frequency range for synthetic Resonance diagnostics. Any engineer reading the table would see diagnostic frequencies and nothing else.

I read the values a third time. Not for content. For structure. The way Suki read combat technique — looking past what the data said to how the data was built. The format. The notation. The decimal architecture.

The third pass caught it.

The primary Core stability diagnostic was listed as 847.293 cycles per second. A plausible frequency value. But the decimal structure had a property that I'd been trained to recognize — not by Korvane, not by the Academy, but by twelve years of living inside a system that used base-12 notation for its internal calculations because the synthetic Core's processing architecture was hexadecimal-adjacent and the engineering team had adopted base-12 as a compromise between human-readable decimal and machine-native hexadecimal.

847.293 in base-10 was a frequency. 847.293 in base-12 was a different number entirely.

I converted. The base-12 value 847 translated to base-10 as: (8 × 144) + (4 × 12) + 7 = 1,152 + 48 + 7 = 1,207. The decimal portion .293 in base-12 converted to: (2 × 1/12) + (9 × 1/144) + (3 × 1/1,728) = 0.1667 + 0.0625 + 0.0017 = 0.2309. The full converted value: 1,207.2309.

Not a frequency. A coordinate component. Latitude.

I converted the second value. The third. Each conversion produced a number that was not a diagnostic frequency but a data point in a geographic reference system. The pattern assembled: twenty-three values converting to eleven coordinate pairs, a date, and a time.

My comm buzzed. Suki: The frequency values are base-12. The decimal structure uses Korvane's internal notation standard — I found the standard referenced in the prototype specs, appendix C. Converting now. You?

Same. Coordinate pairs. Geographic reference.

Send me your conversions. I'll cross-reference against city grid.

I sent the conversions. She sent hers. They matched. Twenty-three base-12 values producing eleven coordinate pairs that resolved to a sequence of geographic waypoints across Renton's lower districts, terminating at a specific address in the industrial zone. The date: twenty-two days from now. The time: 2:00 PM.

A location. A date. A meeting point.

Jo Tannick had embedded a rendezvous in the maintenance protocols before she gave me the chip. Before the escape. Before she knew whether Prototype 37 would activate or whether I'd survive the night or whether Doss's identity would hold. She'd hidden a meeting point in the diagnostic frequencies of a technical document that only I would read, encoded in a notation that required specific knowledge of Korvane's internal engineering standards to detect. She'd set the date four months after the chip's creation because four months was her estimate for how long the identity would hold before the situation escalated to the point where the next step required her.

The waypoints were not random. They traced a route from the campus district to the industrial zone through the lower districts, each waypoint positioned at a transit junction or pedestrian intersection. The route avoided the commercial corridors where surveillance density was highest. The route avoided the Guild-monitored transit lines. The route was a path designed by someone who understood Renton's surveillance infrastructure and had mapped the gaps.

Suki's next message: Coordinates resolve to an address in industrial sector 7. Fabrication shop. Business registration: active, single proprietor, no corporate affiliation. The waypoint sequence is a surveillance-avoidance route. She planned the approach.

I walked to Suki's room. The corridors dark. Her door opened before I knocked — the harmonic broadcasting my approach. She was cross-legged on her bed, tablet in her lap, the dark hair loose around her shoulders, her eyes bright with the energy that solving a hard problem produced in her.

"She planned everything," Suki said. "The identity, the enrollment, the data chip, the hidden meeting. Contingencies for contingencies. The meeting date is calibrated to the escalation timeline — four months for the identity to attract attention, for Korvane to respond, for the situation to reach the point where the next step requires information that only she can provide."

"The situation has escalated exactly on schedule."

"Exactly on schedule." She set the tablet down. Looked at me with the analytical focus that was also, always, the personal focus — the two inseparable in Suki's processing. "We're going."

"We need the route verified. Keris has contacts in the industrial district."

"I'll brief her tomorrow. She doesn't need to know who. She needs to know where and when and that the route needs to be clean." Suki paused. The engine computing something adjacent to the logistics. "Jo Tannick designed you. Not Korvane. Her. She built Prototype 37 on principles that contradicted the corporation's approach — the first thirty-six tried to force synthetic systems to mimic biology. Jo built thirty-seven to work with the Hollow architecture. She's the only person alive who understands the Core's design intent from the engineering side."

"Petra understands the Core from the medical side."

"Petra understands what the Core does. Jo understands why. The design decisions. The architectural choices. The capabilities that were built in and the capabilities that emerged beyond the specifications." Her dark eyes were sharp. "Jo isn't a contact. She's the designer. And the designer has been monitoring her work and has decided that the product is ready for information that wasn't included in the original delivery."

The second layer. The hidden message wasn't the coordinates. The coordinates were the envelope. The second layer was whatever Jo would tell me when I arrived.

Twenty-two days. The warrant in fourteen. The meeting in twenty-two. The gap between the warrant's arrival and Jo's meeting was eight days. Eight days where the scan would have already happened and the outcome would be known and whatever Jo had to offer would arrive after the fight, not before it.

Unless the second layer in the protocols contained something else. Something that the coordinates pointed toward but that the protocols themselves already held. Information hidden in the forty-seven pages that I hadn't found yet because the frequency table was the obvious hiding place and the obvious hiding place might not be the only one.

"There might be more," I said. "The frequency table was one encoding method. If Jo used base-12 substitution in the diagnostic values, she could have used other encoding methods in other sections."

Suki's eyes brightened. The analytical engine engaging at the challenge level — the level that the standard curriculum bored her at and that my channels excited her at and that a hidden data layer in a forty-seven-page engineering document was perfectly calibrated to produce.

"Send me the full protocols," she said. "All forty-seven pages. I'll run a systematic encoding analysis across every numerical value in the document. Base-12, base-16, substitution ciphers, steganographic patterns. If there's another layer, the analysis will find it."

I sent the files. I went back to my room. The door locked. The campus quiet. The data chip on my desk beside the Flux meter, both glowing in the dark — the meter reading A-LOW, the chip holding secrets that the woman who'd saved me had hidden before she knew I'd survive long enough to find them.



Tuesday. Combat specialization. Rynn's afternoon session.

The frequency lock started as a question and became a weapon.

The question was: if the channel projection could optimize a partner's channeling by adjusting their frequencies, could the same projection constrain an opponent's channeling by locking their frequencies?

The answer took three seconds to discover.

Rynn's afternoon session was advanced technique development — individual work, each student developing their specialization's combat applications under her supervision. The session gave me room to experiment. I was paired with an A-LOW student named Grenn for sparring assessment. Grenn was competent. Clean technique, good frequency transitions, the kind of well-rounded combat cultivator that the A-grade track produced reliably. His strength was adaptability — he shifted between offensive and defensive bands mid-exchange, adjusting his approach to counter his opponent's. The adaptability made him difficult to predict. Each exchange produced a different frequency profile.

Adaptability required transitions. Transitions required the Core's output to shift from one frequency band to another. The shift took time — eleven to fifteen milliseconds for a trained A-grade, depending on the transition distance. During the shift, the channels were in flux. The old frequency was releasing. The new frequency was loading. The transition window was a vulnerability that most combat cultivators accepted as a physical constant. You couldn't attack during a transition because your own channels were shifting.

Unless you didn't need to shift. Unless your channels were unbiased and could operate at any frequency without transitioning. Unless you could project a containment field that held your opponent's channels at a single frequency, denying them the transitions that their combat strategy depended on.

The frequency lock engaged on the second exchange. Grenn threw an offensive combination — two strikes at the combat frequency, followed by a transition to the defensive band for his barrier. Standard sequence. The transition from offense to defense took him thirteen milliseconds. During the transition window, I projected.

The projection reached through the ambient Flux between us — the one-meter effective range for non-contact channeling that Integration 4 had established. The projection wrapped his primary combat meridians in a containment field. The field was simple: a standing wave at his current offensive frequency that reinforced the frequency in his channels from outside. The reinforcement prevented the transition. His channels tried to shift to the defensive band. The containment field held them at the offensive band. The shift failed.

Grenn's barrier didn't form. His channels were locked on offense. He couldn't defend.

My strike hit his undefended channels. A mid-A density impact to his central meridian cluster. Clean. Disabling. His Core scrambled to break the containment — pushing against the lock, trying to overwhelm the standing wave with raw output. The push failed because my generating channels were refreshing the lock continuously, the secondary output from fourteen active meridians sustaining the containment field at a rate that Grenn's A-LOW Core couldn't overcome.

Nine seconds. The sparring lasted nine seconds after the lock engaged. Grenn was on the grid floor, channels disrupted, confusion on his face.

"Hold," Rynn said.

I released the lock. Grenn's channels reconfigured slowly — the containment had stressed his transition architecture, the forced single-frequency operation leaving his switching mechanisms sluggish. He stood. Shook his hands. Looked at me with the expression of someone whose entire combat capability had been reduced to a single dimension without understanding how.

"What happened to my barrier?" he asked. Not accusatory. Confused.

"Channel interference," I said. The answer was true and incomplete and the incompleteness was necessary. The frequency lock's value depended on opponents not knowing it existed.

Rynn dismissed the class. Kept me. The shielded office. Door closed. Isolation engaged.

"Describe the mechanism," she said. No preamble.

I described it. The inverted projection. The standing wave containment. The frequency pinning. The continuous refresh from the generating channels. Rynn listened with the focused stillness of a woman cataloguing a weapon she hadn't seen before and assessing its operational implications.

"Control techniques," she said when I finished. "The most dangerous category in the Guild's combat taxonomy. The taxonomy has three categories: suppression techniques reduce an opponent's output. Disruption techniques destabilize an opponent's channeling. Control techniques constrain an opponent's capability without reducing it. You didn't make Grenn weaker. You made him unable to adapt. A fighter who can't adapt is a fighter whose every move is predictable, and a predictable opponent is a defeated opponent regardless of their grade."

"The lock works against any opponent whose Core output is lower than my projection's containment rate. Currently, that threshold is A-LOW."

"Currently." She let the word carry its own weight. The threshold would climb. The generating channels would mature. The containment rate would increase. The lock's effective ceiling would rise from A-LOW to A-MID to A-HIGH and beyond, because the growth curve had no ceiling and the techniques that rode the curve climbed with it. "As the generating channels develop, you'll be able to lock higher-grade opponents. The tactical applications scale with your growth."

"The lock also has a secondary application," I said. "If I can lock an opponent's frequency, I can redirect their output. The locked channels are still producing Flux at full power — the Flux is just constrained to one band. If I modify the containment field to include a routing component, the locked output can be channeled through my own system. The opponent's energy becomes my energy."

Rynn was quiet for five seconds. The longest silence she'd produced in my presence. The field commander running the scenario: an opponent attacks, their output is locked to a single frequency, the locked output is absorbed by the target, the attacker is simultaneously disarmed and feeding the person they're attacking.

"If you develop this further, it needs to happen outside the standard curriculum," she said. "The other students can't know this technique exists. The lock's value is entirely in its surprise application. An opponent who knows about the lock can prepare countermeasures — multi-frequency offset channeling, distributed Core output, amplitude-based lock-breaking. An opponent who doesn't know can't prepare for anything."

"Off-record training."

"Off-record training. My schedule. My curriculum. The outdoor grounds, after hours." She looked at me. The assessment gaze that had been running since the first day of the semester, the continuous evaluation of an asset whose parameters kept expanding past the evaluation's frame. "I've been training you as if you are what you appear to be. What you appear to be is something that the Guild's combat taxonomy doesn't have a classification for. The frequency lock, the sensor field, the channel projection — individually, each one is a technique that the Guild's elite operatives train for years to develop at lower effectiveness than you produce naturally. Together, they describe a capability set that the Guild would classify as a strategic asset."

Strategic. The word that meant: too important to lose. Too important to hand to a corporation. Too important to be covered by a standard warrant.

"The warrant arrives in two weeks," I said.

"The warrant arrives in two weeks. And when it arrives, the person it's aimed at will be capable of things that the warrant's parameters didn't account for." She leaned back in her chair. The silver-blonde hair. The weathered face. The controlled A-HIGH Core compressed behind twelve years of field discipline. "The training is working, Vasik. The question is whether the training will finish before the warrant does."

She dismissed me. The shielding disengaged. The corridor was bright with afternoon light and full of students who didn't know that the lowest-graded member of their combat specialization had just developed a technique that could pin any of them to a single frequency and drain their output through his own channels.

The meter read A-LOW. The lock worked against A-LOW. The lock would work against A-MID by next month. The lock would work against A-HIGH by the month after that.

The warrant arrived in two weeks. Jo's meeting was in twenty-two days. Suki's encoding analysis was running on forty-seven pages of hidden data. Rynn was building procedural walls and training me to fight behind them. Petra's monitoring held the medical records secure. Keris's intelligence network was tracking the institutional landscape.

The pieces were assembling. The picture they formed was not yet complete. But the picture had an outline and the outline was: when the warrant arrived, the person it was aimed at would not be the person the warrant described.

The warrant described a missing patient. A prototype. Corporate property.

The person the warrant would find was something else.




Chapter 13: Hall 7

The containment was eating me alive.

Twenty percent of processing capacity devoted to hiding. The cancellation mask at ten percent. The generation suppression at three percent. The public performance calibration — adjusting every output to match the A-LOW reading, monitoring every technique for capability leakage, maintaining the fiction that I was what the meter said in front of twenty combat-track students who were increasingly capable of sensing discrepancies — at seven percent. Twenty percent. Every waking hour. Every training session. Every meal, every corridor, every conversation conducted behind a wall that cost a fifth of everything I had.

The cost wasn't just processing. The cost was physical. The Flux that the containment consumed was Flux that wasn't circulating, wasn't refining, wasn't feeding the Inversion Compression loop. The growth curve that Petra tracked — the channel-wall densification, the Integration 4 maturation — was slowing. Not stopping. Slowing. The progression that should have been accelerating was being taxed by the performance I maintained for an audience that included an empty room where a Korvane operative had lived and a warrant that was two weeks from landing.

The containment was necessary. The containment was also a cage built from the inside, and I had spent twelve years in a cage built from the outside and the difference was supposed to matter but the pressure didn't know the difference.

Hall 7. 10 PM. The isolation shielding engaged with the low hum that I associated with privacy, with truth, with the only room on campus where nothing was contained. Suki was already inside. She'd arrived before me — she did that sometimes, arriving first so the shielding was warm when I walked in, the room prepared the way she prepared everything: deliberately, with forethought, the analytical mind anticipating the need before the need announced itself.

The door sealed behind me. The shielding enclosed the room. The campus disappeared from my sensor field — the isolation material absorbed the ambient Flux and the two hundred sleeping signatures and the infrastructure hum and the world outside the walls went silent. Hall 7 was an island. Hall 7 was ours.

I dropped the mask.

The cancellation technique released. The generation suppression released. The performance calibration released. Twenty percent of processing capacity flooding back into the primary system like a dam breaking. The Core surged. The generating channels opened to full output. The Inversion Compression loop engaged at unrestricted capacity and the Flux density in the room climbed in a spike that the grid floor recorded as a vertical line on the output graph.

The room blazed. The grid panels lit beneath my feet, the Flux-conductive material responding to the output density, the blue-white glow climbing from the subtle shimmer of idle mode to the full radiance that only unrestricted channeling produced. The walls hummed. The shielding absorbed the bleed and held and the holding was the sound of containment transferred from my body to the room.

Everything I'd been carrying all day, every day, for weeks — out. The channels wide. The frequencies unmasked. The Integration 3 sensing blooming to its full range and finding nothing but Suki and the room and the shielding and the silence.

Suki stood in the field.

She'd felt it before. Partial releases during training sessions, calculated increases during the five-week push. But the harmonic was carrying the full output now — the unrestricted S-grade capacity pouring through the standing wave at a resolution that stripped away every layer of suppression and containment and delivered the raw signal to her channels.

She stood in it. Her braid tight, her training clothes loose, her feet bare on the lit grid floor. The loose tank top hung off one shoulder where the collar had stretched from years of training, and the grid's glow caught the exposed skin — the warm undertone that made her light complexion look like it held its own light source. Her training shorts stopped mid-thigh and the thighs were substantial, the muscle definition visible even at rest, the product of a decade of combat stances and lunges and the particular physical development that a lifetime of cultivation produced in a body that was already built generous. She was beautiful. The word arrived in my framework every time I looked at her and the word was inadequate every time and the inadequacy didn't stop the word from arriving. High cheekbones catching the blue-white glow. Almond-shaped dark eyes. Full mouth. The face that had looked across a cafeteria on day six and chosen my table and that I still hadn't developed a sufficient analytical category for because beauty was not data and the framework kept trying to make it data and the trying kept failing.

The harmonic hit her at full amplitude and her eyes changed. Not the analytical sharpness softening — the analytical sharpness intensifying. Widening. The expression of a woman whose model of what the harmonic could carry had just been exceeded by an order of magnitude and whose response to the excess was not retreat but engagement. The dark eyes bright. The jaw set. The body adjusting to an input that her A-grade channels had never processed.

"You've been holding that in all day," she said.

"Every day."

"Let go."

"I already let go."

"No." She walked toward me. Across the lit floor, through the Flux-dense air, the harmonic amplifying with every step of closed distance. Her bare feet on the glowing panels. Her hips moved with the natural sway that combat training paradoxically produced — the lateral stability work that built the obliques and glutes creating a movement pattern that was efficient and devastating and that I tracked with fifteen percent of my processing capacity every time she crossed a room because the tracking was involuntary and the involuntary nature of it was the point. The tank top's loose fabric shifted against her body as she moved. The curve of her waist into her hips. The fullness of her chest under the thin material. She was walking toward me through a room filled with S-grade Flux density and she was the most distracting thing in the room by a margin that the Flux couldn't compete with. "You let go of the mask. You haven't let go of you."

She was right. The containment was gone but the tension wasn't. The weeks of compression had left a residue — a tightness in the channels, a guarding reflex, the body's habit of holding back even when the reason for holding back had been removed. The cage was open but the muscles that had braced against the bars were still braced.

Suki stopped in front of me. Close enough that the harmonic was a physical thing between us — a wall of shared frequency that vibrated in the air, dense enough to feel on exposed skin. Her A-grade output was climbing to meet mine. The harmonic's multiplication factor engaging. The combined output of two cultivators at unrestricted capacity in a shielded room, the grid floor recording numbers that had never been recorded.

She put her hands on my chest. Over the scars. Both palms flat, pressing, the contact firm and deliberate. Not tracing the scars the way Petra traced them — reading each line, attending each history. Suki's hands covered the whole landscape. All of it. All of you. The grip that said mine and meant every scar and every channel and the body that contained them and the person who inhabited the body.

"Let go," she said again. The command was not about the mask. The command was about the thing behind the mask — the tension, the guarding, the reflex of a person who had spent his entire life containing himself because containment was survival and survival was the only mode the body knew.

Let go. Stop surviving. Start being.

The tension broke. Not gradually — all at once. The channels released. The guarding reflex collapsed. The Core's output, already at unrestricted capacity, found another level — the level that existed past the physical release of the mask, in the territory where the psychological containment lived. The territory where a boy who'd been held down and cut open for twelve years kept the part of himself that expected the holding and the cutting to resume.

The Flux pulse was enormous. The grid floor flared white. The shielding groaned. Suki's channels absorbed the pulse through the harmonic and her eyes went wide and then wider — not with pain or fear but with exhilaration. Her body processing an input that exceeded her grade's rated capacity by a margin that should have been overwhelming, and instead of overwhelming her the harmonic's multiplication converted the excess into amplification. She got stronger. His full output made her stronger.

"There you are," she said. Her voice was different. Lower. The analytical register present but riding on something underneath — a frequency that the analytical vocabulary didn't cover. Want. The word was simple and the thing was not simple and the thing was vibrating through the harmonic at a volume that censored nothing. She wanted him. She wanted him at this output, at this capacity, the real thing behind the mask and the tension and the performance. She wanted the version that the world couldn't see.

She kissed me. Not like the practiced kisses of the last weeks — the familiar, confident kisses of two people who'd learned each other's mouths and found the rhythm that worked. This kiss was harder. The harmonic pouring through the contact at unrestricted amplitude, carrying everything: the want, the competition, the possessiveness that had been running since she felt Petra's frequency in my channels and that was expressing itself now as intensity rather than anger. She wasn't kissing me to erase Petra. She was kissing me to exceed. To ensure that the frequency she left in my channels tonight was louder, denser, more structurally integrated than anything else the system carried.

Mine was first. Expressed through her mouth and her grip and the harmonic at full power.

Her hands moved from my chest to the hem of my shirt. She pulled it over my head in a single motion — efficient, no fumbling. She'd undressed me enough times that the mechanics were solved and the mechanics were not the point. The scars were exposed and the grid floor's glow painted them in blue-white light and Suki's hands returned to the exposed skin and the contact with bare scars sent the harmonic's amplitude to a level that made the air between us dense enough to taste.

I pulled her shirt off. The grid floor's glow painted her bare skin in blue-white and the skin was worth painting. The full figure underneath — not the suggestion of fullness that the loose training clothes provided but the actual architecture, revealed. Broad shoulders tapering to a waist that curved outward into hips that were substantial and round and that I'd been watching move through training halls for six months without ever once developing the ability to not watch. The muscles beneath the skin were defined without being sharp — the athletic definition of a cultivator layered under a softness that combat conditioning didn't eliminate because the softness was structural, was genetic, was Suki. Her stomach was flat with the faint lines of abdominal definition. Her skin was flushed from the Flux density in the air, the warm undertone deepening.

The athletic bra she wore for training was functional and tight, pressing her breasts flat for combat work. I unclasped it and the bra fell and her breasts were free and they were full and heavy and beautiful and the grid's blue-white light caught the curve of them and the dark nipples hardened in the Flux-dense air and the harmonic carried my response to her through the standing wave at a resolution that censored nothing. She felt what seeing her did to me. The feeling produced a sound in her throat — satisfaction and desire in equal measure. She knew she was beautiful and the harmonic had just confirmed it through a channel more honest than any mirror.

We undressed the rest standing. Her training shorts down her thighs — the thighs that drove lunges and held combat stances and that were strong and thick and that I watched in every sparring session with a focus that the analytical framework classified as tactical assessment and that was not tactical assessment. Her underwear — simple, dark, functional — joining the pile on the grid floor. She was naked and the grid floor painted her body in light and the light was blue-white and the body was warm-toned and the combination was unearthly. The curve of her hip into her waist. The fullness of her chest. The black hair in its failing braid against the skin of her shoulders. The full mouth. She stood in a training hall lit by the combined Flux output of two unrestricted cultivators and she looked like something the light had been invented to illuminate.

She pushed me. Both hands on my chest, the shove firm, deliberate, the combat-trained hip rotation that generated force in a strike applied to this context. I went back and down onto the grid floor. The panels were warm beneath my back — charged by the combined output, the conductive material holding the residual energy the way a sun-warmed surface held heat.

Suki followed me down. She straddled me with the same decisive efficiency she applied to a combat stance — weight positioned, thighs engaged, the body arranged for leverage and control. Her knees on either side of my hips, the insides of her thighs pressed against my waist, and the thighs were warm and strong and the skin was soft over the muscle and the contrast was Suki in a single tactile input: softness over strength, beauty over power. Her hands landed on my chest. Her black hair falling forward out of the braid that was losing its battle against the physics of movement. She was above me and the grid's glow was behind her and the light outlined her body — the full breasts, the waist, the curve of her hips, the shoulders — in blue-white and the outline was the most beautiful thing the grid floor had ever illuminated and the grid floor had been recording data for twenty years.

The braid. The tie holding on. The straight black hair straining against the elastic, strands pulling free and falling across her face and her shoulders. The braid was control. The braid coming undone was control releasing. I reached up and pulled the elastic free and the braid unraveled and the black hair cascaded over her shoulders and across my chest and the weight of it was warm and the smell was jasmine and the jasmine was the first scent I'd associated with wanting before I had the vocabulary for what wanting was.

Her hips pressed against mine. The contact through the harmonic at full amplitude was overwhelming. Not the gentle heightening of Petra's amplification. A cascade. My output hitting her channels through the contact. Her channels resonating. The resonance feeding back through the harmonic. The feedback arriving at S-grade resolution. My response amplifying. The amplified response hitting her again. Each cycle faster and denser than the last.

"The harmonic is—" she started, and her voice caught because the harmonic was carrying physical sensation at a resolution that exceeded what language could parallel-process. She felt what the contact did to me. I felt what the contact did to her. The doubled sensation fed back into the loop. The loop multiplied.

She reached between us. Her hand wrapping around me, firm, knowing, the grip that had no hesitation because Suki Pressler did not hesitate. She positioned. Guided. And sank down onto me with a controlled descent that was all combat precision — the core strength, the thigh muscles, the body-awareness of a woman who knew exactly how to use the instrument she'd been training her entire life.

The harmonic detonated.

The sensation of being inside her while the harmonic ran at full amplitude was not experience. It was immersion. What I felt, she felt through the standing wave. What she felt, I felt back. The loop doubled every sensation and the doubled sensation was itself doubled and the multiplication was exponential and the grid floor flared beneath us as the combined output spiked past every previous recording.

She rode me with the same intensity she brought to Inversion Compression. Each movement deliberate, each roll of her hips carrying combat-trained precision, the rhythm established and then accelerated the way a compression cycle accelerated — each pass building on the last, each return denser than the push. Her hands braced on my chest, palms flat over the scars, pressing with the grip that said mine, the full-handed claim on every scar and every channel and every frequency that the channels carried.

The Integration 3 frequencies added something that neither of us expected. The frequencies operated outside the biological spectrum. When the harmonic carried them through the contact, Suki's A-grade channels received a sensation input that her biology didn't have a category for. Not touch. Not temperature. Not pressure. A frequency of feeling that existed past what biological cultivation could produce, transmitted through a synthetic Core that was running at unrestricted output inside a woman whose channels had never processed anything beyond the biological range.

Her eyes went wide. "What is—I can't—" She couldn't categorize it. The analytical engine encountering unclassifiable input and the failure to classify producing not frustration but wonder. Something she'd never felt. Something no biological cultivator had felt. The newness was part of the intensity, and the intensity was part of the want, and the want was pouring through the harmonic at a volume that the shielding absorbed and the walls held and the room contained because the room was the only thing strong enough.

I sat up. Changed the angle. Her legs wrapping around my waist, her arms around my neck, the contact area maximizing — chest to chest, her breasts pressed against the scars, warm and full and soft against the hard tissue. The harmonic running through every point where skin met skin. I could see her face from inches away. The high cheekbones. The full mouth, swollen from kissing, parted. The dark eyes. Her skin was sheened with sweat and the sweat caught the grid's light and she was glowing — not metaphorically, the Flux output at this intensity was producing a visible luminescence on her sweat-damp skin, and the glow made her look like something more than human, something the cultivation system had produced at its peak, beauty and power and intelligence in a body that was pressing against mine and that I could feel through the harmonic at a resolution that included her heartbeat and her breathing and the heat of her skin and the particular way her body fit against mine. The grid floor was beneath us and the shielding was around us and the world was outside and inside was just this. Just her. The jasmine and the sweat and the black hair across my face and the dark eyes inches from mine, wide open, the analytical mask gone, the woman underneath looking at me with an expression that was fierce and wanting and unashamed and beautiful. The most beautiful thing I had ever seen and I was looking at her from close enough to count eyelashes and the looking was not enough and would never be enough.

She moved. I moved. The rhythm synced through the harmonic — no conscious coordination needed, the standing wave entraining both bodies to the same cycle, the same escalation, the same relentless climb. Each cycle denser. Each return carrying more than the push delivered. The Inversion Compression architecture applied to two bodies instead of one system, the outward push of contact, the elastic return of sensation, the compression of feeling building toward a threshold that the system was approaching at a speed that the channels couldn't contain.

The cascade built.

My generating channels — fourteen meridians producing secondary output — fired at full capacity. The Integration 4 distributed processing engaged across the entire body. The harmonic's multiplication factor at full, unrestricted output — not the suppressed 2.7x of daily campus life but the real number, the Hall 7 number — was already at 3.3x from weeks of evening training. It climbed past 4x with the feedback loop running at sexual intensity. The combined output of two cultivators at unrestricted capacity during a harmonic-amplified encounter exceeded anything the grid had recorded. The panels beneath us were blinding white. The shielding was audible — the hum climbing to a vibration that I could feel in the floor.

Suki's breathing was gone. Not controlled, not uncontrolled — gone. She was breathing in the gaps between the harmonic's cycles, the inhales and exhales slaved to the loop's rhythm, her body running on the energy the harmonic provided rather than the oxygen her lungs processed. Her thighs gripped my waist. Her nails pressed into my shoulders. Her mouth was open and the sounds she was making were not words and were not moans but something between — the vocalization of a body processing sensation beyond its rated capacity and finding that the capacity was expanding to meet the input because the harmonic was making her stronger and the stronger she got the more she could feel and the more she felt the louder the harmonic got.

The threshold arrived.

Every channel fired simultaneously. The cascade. The Core's primary output and the fourteen generating channels and the harmonic's multiplication and the feedback loop's accumulated compound — all releasing at once. The Flux pulse was not medium-intensity and warm like Petra's register. The Flux pulse was a detonation. The Core's involuntary response amplified by Integration 4's full distributed architecture, carried through the harmonic at S-grade density, arriving in Suki's channels through every point of contact simultaneously.

She came when the pulse hit her. The harmonic carried her climax back to me and the feedback completed the circuit and I came inside her and the combined release produced a Flux output that the grid recorded as a vertical spike exceeding the panel's measurement range. The panels couldn't quantify it. The number exceeded the scale.

The shielding held. The room held. The two bodies at the center of the output held each other and the holding was tight and fierce and the jasmine was in my face and the dark hair was everywhere and the grid floor was white beneath us and the air was dense enough to taste and the taste was Flux and sweat and her.



The grid floor cooled slowly. The residual Flux in the air dissipated over minutes rather than seconds — the density too high for the natural dispersal rate, the energy lingering the way heat lingered in stone. We lay on the warm panels. Side by side. Both breathing hard. The shielding still humming at elevated capacity, processing the bleed-off from the peak.

Suki was on her back. Her hair spread on the grid panels, black against the fading blue-white glow. Her eyes were on the ceiling. The analytical engine was already running — I could feel it through the harmonic, the particular hum of processing that accompanied her data analysis. Even now. Even naked on a training hall floor with the Flux residual thick enough to feel on her skin.

"The throughput data from that is going to break my model," she said.

"You're analyzing."

"The analytical engine doesn't shut off. It runs in parallel with everything else." She turned her head. The hair shifting on the panels. The dark eyes soft in the way they only got in this room, after this — the analytical sharpness still present but riding on something warmer, the post-sex version of Suki that was identical to the pre-sex version except for the warmth. The warmth was the addition. The warmth was the thing the sex produced that the training didn't. "Your output during the peak exceeded my previous maximum measurement by forty percent. The dual-frequency integration is compounding with the Integration 4 maturation. You're not growing. You're accelerating."

"Is that a clinical assessment?"

"It's a professional observation delivered while naked on a training hall floor. Take it however you want."

I took it. She rolled onto her side. Her hand found the longest scar — the collarbone to sternum line that Petra traced with tenderness and that Suki covered with her whole palm. The palm pressed flat. The grip that was full strength and no ambiguity and that said all of it.

"The harmonic carried the Integration 3 frequencies during the peak," she said. Her voice quieter now. Processing something that the analytical engine was handling more carefully than usual. "I felt something I've never felt. Not touch. Not Flux. Something else. A frequency that my channels don't have a category for." She looked at me. "Is that what the synthetic Core produces? The Integration 3 range?"

"The Integration 3 frequencies operate outside the biological spectrum. Your channels can receive them through the harmonic but your biology doesn't have a native classification for the input."

"It felt like—" She stopped. Started again. "It felt like knowing something without learning it. Like a piece of understanding arriving in my channels that my brain didn't produce. For a few seconds, I could feel the way you feel. Not what you feel — the way. The frequency of your perception." She was quiet for four seconds. "That's the most intimate thing that's ever happened to me and I've been having sex with you for months."

The harmonic carried the statement's weight. The vulnerability underneath the analysis. The woman who separated nothing — intellectual from physical, data from desire — telling me that the moment her biology couldn't classify was the closest she'd come to being fully inside another person's experience.

"I felt it too," I said. "Your frequency. The analytical processing — the engine running, the pattern recognition, the way you see data. For a few seconds I could feel how you think."

She looked at me. The dark eyes. The hair on the panels. The grid floor still warm beneath us.

"We're never doing that at less than full output again," she said.

We lay on the warm grid until midnight. Then she got up, dressed, retied the braid with the practiced efficiency that took her six seconds flat, and kissed me once more — brief, hard, the final claim — before we left Hall 7 and walked back to the dormitory through the dark campus.

The harmonic hummed between us. The shielding in the empty room powered down to idle. The grid floor's recording held the data — the vertical spike, the measurement-range exceedance, the numbers that would break Suki's model and that she'd rebuild by morning because Suki Pressler did not leave a broken model unrepaired.

The meter on my wrist read A-LOW. The meter had never been more wrong.




Chapter 14: Tannick

The industrial zone smelled like oil and old metal and the absence of Flux.

The absence was what I noticed first. The transit ride from the Academy district had carried us through progressively lower-Flux neighborhoods — the commercial corridors where the infrastructure was maintained quarterly, the residential blocks where it was maintained annually, the industrial zones where the conduits were original installations from decades ago and the energy they carried was thin and stale, the Flux equivalent of standing water. By the time we reached the sector 7 platform, my Integration 3 sensing was operating in a near-vacuum. The ambient Flux density was less than ten percent of the campus baseline. The sensor field's effective range contracted — combat-practical dropped from twelve meters to six, surveillance from two kilometers to four hundred meters. The sparse infrastructure gave me less data to work with and the less data produced a vulnerability that pressed against the training instincts Rynn had been building for weeks.

I didn't like it. The reduced sensing made me feel partially blind, the way the first days after the escape had felt — the city overwhelming and the channels trying to parse too much from too little. The comparison was uncomfortable because the comparison was accurate. Six months of Integration 3 development had made the sensor field a permanent fixture of my perception. Losing half its range was losing half my sight.

Suki walked beside me. She'd dressed civilian — the braid tight, the clothes unremarkable, the meter hidden under a long sleeve. Her A-grade output was suppressed to background level, the Flux presence of a pedestrian rather than a combat cultivator. She'd learned the suppression from observing my masking technique and her version was cruder — visible to Integration 3 sensing as a deliberate compression rather than a cancellation — but effective enough to avoid casual detection.

The route followed Jo's waypoints. Eleven coordinate pairs tracing a path through the lower districts that avoided commercial surveillance corridors, Guild-monitored transit junctions, and the high-traffic intersections where the pedestrian density made tracking difficult but the camera density made it unnecessary. Jo had mapped the gaps in Renton's monitoring infrastructure and threaded a route through them. Each waypoint was a decision point — a corner where the route turned, a crossing where the path shifted from one street to another, each turn chosen because the turn avoided a sightline that the surveillance system covered.

Keris had verified the route through her family's contacts. The fabrication shop in sector 7 was registered to a single proprietor — a woman named Lenne Oras, sixty-three, a machinist who manufactured custom components for industrial equipment. The registration was active. The shop had been operating for eleven years. Keris's contacts had confirmed that the shop was closed on the meeting date — a scheduled maintenance day. No employees present. No surveillance beyond the standard building security system, which was Flux-based and which I could sense and disable from thirty meters.

The industrial zone's streets were wide and grey and populated by freight vehicles and workers in heavy clothing and the occasional cultivator whose Core output registered at D or E, the low grades that the industrial economy employed for Flux-powered manufacturing equipment. Nobody looked at us. Two young people walking through an industrial district on an afternoon were unremarkable in the way that unremarkable things were invisible, and the invisibility was the route's purpose.

We reached the address at 1:47 PM. Thirteen minutes early. The fabrication shop was a single-story structure — corrugated metal walls, a heavy door with an industrial-grade Flux lock, narrow windows set high in the walls. The building's Flux infrastructure was minimal: a power conduit running from the district's main feed, a basic security circuit on the door and windows, and the ambient residual from years of Flux-powered manufacturing equipment operating inside.

I scanned the building from across the street. The security circuit was simple — a closed-loop alarm that would trigger if the door or windows were opened without a key-frequency deactivation. The lock was a standard industrial model, the kind that required a specific Flux frequency to disengage. The frequency was published in the manufacturer's specifications. I generated the frequency from eight meters away and the lock disengaged with a click that I heard through the ambient Flux before the sound reached my ears.

The door opened. We went in.

The interior was a workshop. Workbenches along two walls, tool racks, a lathe, a milling machine, bins of raw materials — metal stock, composite sheets, the industrial supplies of a machinist's trade. The air smelled like machine oil and metal dust and the cold, dry scent of a building that had been unoccupied for at least a day. A terminal sat on a desk near the rear wall, powered down. The overhead lighting was off. The only illumination came from the high windows, casting angular bars of grey light across the concrete floor.

No one was here. The meeting time was 2:00 PM and the shop was empty and the emptiness raised the question of whether Jo had intended to be here in person or whether the meeting was with something other than a person.

Suki closed the door behind us. Her eyes swept the room — the combat-trained assessment of a space's tactical properties, the exits and sightlines and cover positions. "If she's not coming in person, she left something. Check the infrastructure."

I extended the sensor field. In the Academy, the campus Flux infrastructure was a dense, complex network — conduits layered in the walls and floors, the grid panels, the shielding circuits, the web of energy distribution that powered the institution. The fabrication shop's infrastructure was thin by comparison. A single power conduit. The security circuit. The residual Flux saturation in the building's materials from years of operational use.

The residual was where I found it.

The building's walls had absorbed Flux from the manufacturing equipment over eleven years of operation. The absorption was passive — the same process that my channel walls underwent during the Inversion Compression loop, but at a much slower rate and at much lower density. The result was a faint Flux field embedded in the building's structure, a ghost of the energy that had once flowed through the machines.

The ghost had been written on.

Someone had encoded a data pattern into the building's residual Flux field. The encoding was at a frequency that standard sensing couldn't detect — below the biological Flux spectrum, in the band that Integration 3's extended range accessed and that no biological cultivator could read. The pattern was embedded in the wall material itself, distributed across the entire building, the data written into the Flux residual the way information was written into the magnetic field of a storage device.

Jo knew. She knew what Integration 3 would become. She knew the frequency range. She embedded the message at a frequency that only a synthetic Core at Integration 3 or higher could read because the message was meant for that Core and no other.

"There's a message," I said. "Encoded in the building's Flux residual. Integration 3 frequency band. It'll take me time to read."

"How much time?"

"The encoding is distributed across the entire building. I need to map the pattern and assemble the data. Maybe an hour."

Suki sat on a workbench. Tablet out. "I'll monitor the route. Read."

I read. The process was unlike any data retrieval I'd performed before. The message wasn't a file or a transmission. It was an architecture — the data embedded in the spatial distribution of Flux residual across the building's walls, floor, and ceiling. Each wall section contained a fragment. The fragments had to be read in sequence, the sequence determined by the frequency pattern that connected them. The assembly was like reading a book whose pages had been scattered across a room and whose page numbers were written in a language that only one reader could parse.

The message assembled over fifty-three minutes. Fragment by fragment, the data coalescing into coherent content. Technical. Dense. Written in a voice that I recognized — not from hearing it, because I'd only heard Jo speak once, in an alley on the first night. But the voice in the data had the same quality as the voice in the alley: precise, deliberate, organized around contingencies, the voice of a woman who planned for outcomes she couldn't guarantee.

The content:

First: Jo was alive. Operating independently under a different identity in a different city. Monitoring Renn through passive observation networks and contacts inside Korvane's information infrastructure — employees who, like her, had spent years inside the corporation and had reached the limit of what they could witness. The monitoring was not surveillance. It was guardianship. She was watching because she'd been watching since he was twelve and the watching didn't stop because the lab walls were no longer between them.

Second: Prototype 37 was not Korvane's design. The first thirty-six prototypes were Korvane's approach — synthetic systems engineered to mimic biological Core function, forcing the synthetic material to produce frequencies that matched the biological Flux spectrum. Biology rejected the imitation. Every prototype. Thirty-six times. Jo had been part of the engineering team for prototypes 18 through 36, and by prototype 24 she understood why the approach failed: the Hollow architecture wasn't designed for biological frequencies. The unbiased channels, the uniform pathways, the absence of pre-shaping — these weren't deficiencies. They were specifications for a different kind of energy processing. Korvane was trying to install a biological engine in a non-biological chassis. The chassis kept rejecting the engine because the chassis was built for a different engine.

Jo built a different engine. Prototype 37's Core didn't mimic biology. It was purely synthetic — producing frequencies in a band that the Hollow channels were built to carry. The Core didn't pretend to be biological. It operated in the frequency space that the unbiased channels were designed for and that the biological cultivation system had never accessed because biological Cores couldn't produce the frequencies.

The prototype worked because it was the right engine for the chassis.

Third: A warning. The Guild's Research Division had licensed Korvane's synthetic Core program under a compliance framework that gave the Guild regulatory oversight and data-sharing rights. The Guild and Korvane were not adversaries. They were partners. The Research Division's interest in Renn — in any student displaying anomalous capabilities that suggested non-biological cultivation — would produce the same outcome as Korvane's interest: containment, study, the institutional desire to understand the mechanism by opening the housing to examine the parts.

"The Guild licensed the program that built you. The Guild's Research Division receives quarterly reports on Korvane's prototype research. Your escape is in those reports. Your enrollment is in those reports — the Guild tracked you to an Academy before Korvane did. The Guild didn't intervene because intervention would have required disclosing the program's existence to the enforcement division, and the Research Division doesn't share with enforcement because enforcement would shut the program down. The Research Division wants the program to continue. The Research Division wants what the program produces. Avoid Research Division contact until we've spoken in person."

The warning sat in my channels alongside the data. The Guild — the institution that licensed cultivators, that regulated the grade system, that Keris's family had served for three generations — was Korvane's partner. The warrant process, the enforcement division, the legal apparatus that Keris had been manipulating to delay the retrieval authorization — all of it operated within a system where the Research Division already knew what I was and was waiting for the enforcement division to deliver me.

Fourth: A frequency specification. A diagnostic pattern — a specific sequence of Resonance frequencies that, when broadcast through the synthetic Core's internal architecture, triggered a self-scan. Not an external scan like Petra's probes or the Academy's deep scanner. An internal scan. The Core mapping itself from the inside, measuring its own output, its own density, its own capacity, with a precision that no external instrument could match because the measurement was being conducted by the thing being measured.

Jo's note, embedded in the frequency specification: "You need to know what you are before anyone else tries to measure it. Run the diagnostic. Know the number. Then decide who else gets to know."

Know the number. The actual capacity. Not the A-LOW that the meter showed. Not the A-MID that Petra's scans estimated. The real number. The thing behind the mask behind the mask.

The message ended. The last fragment dissolved from the wall residual as I read it — the data self-erasing, the Flux pattern dissipating into ambient noise once the reading was complete. The message was gone. The building's walls were just walls again.

Suki was watching me from the workbench. The tablet in her lap. She'd been monitoring the route and monitoring me simultaneously — the harmonic carrying my emotional state as I processed the message, the data arriving through the standing wave in fragments of tension, revelation, and fear.

"Tell me," she said.

I told her. All of it. Jo alive. The prototype's true design. The Guild Research Division's partnership with Korvane. The diagnostic frequency.

Suki processed. The analytical engine running at the speed that produced stillness in her body — no movement, no expression, the processing consuming everything. Thirty seconds of silence. Then:

"She built you," Suki said. "Not Korvane. Jo. Korvane built thirty-six failures because they were building the wrong thing. Jo built the right thing. You're her design. Her engine in their chassis." She looked at the walls where the message had been. "And the Guild Research Division is Korvane's partner. The enforcement division doesn't know because Research doesn't share. The enforcement apparatus that Keris has been leveraging operates independently of the research apparatus that already knows what you are."

"Two systems inside the Guild. Enforcement and Research. Enforcement doesn't know about Research. Research doesn't share with Enforcement."

"Which means the procedural walls that Rynn and Keris are building only block Enforcement. Research can walk around the walls because Research operates through a different institutional channel." The engine computed. "The warrant is an Enforcement instrument. If Enforcement's scan reads clean — if the masking holds or if we find a way to beat Korvane's scanner — Enforcement closes the case. But Research doesn't need the warrant. Research already has the data. Research is waiting."

The fabrication shop was quiet. The grey light from the high windows shifting as the afternoon advanced. The machine oil smell. The workbenches and the lathe and the tools of a trade that had nothing to do with synthetic Cores or Guild politics or the twelve years that had built the thing sitting on a metal stool reading messages that a woman had encoded into walls before she knew whether the boy would survive long enough to read them.

"The diagnostic frequency," Suki said. "We run it tonight. Hall 7. I want the real number."

"Jo said to decide who gets to know."

"I get to know." Not a request. The flat statement of a woman who had decided that the data fell within her jurisdiction and whose jurisdiction was not negotiable. "Petra gets to know. Keris gets to know the number without the context — the number informs her institutional strategy without requiring her to understand the mechanism."

"And Rynn?"

Suki paused. The engine weighing the variable. "Rynn is training you toward operational readiness. The training is calibrated to your observed capability, not your actual capability. If Rynn knows the real number, the training calibration changes. The question is whether the change is safe."

"Rynn has been filing everything in her personal records. Not the general record."

"Rynn has been protecting you. But Rynn is a Guild operative. The Guild Research Division is Korvane's partner. If Research contacts Rynn — if Research approaches through the Guild's internal channels — does Rynn's protection hold?"

The question had no answer. Not yet. The answer required knowing Rynn at a depth that six weeks of combat training hadn't produced. The answer required knowing whether her protection was personal or institutional and whether the personal would override the institutional if the two conflicted.

We left the fabrication shop. I re-engaged the lock behind us. The industrial district's streets were grey and wide and the afternoon was cooling and the walk back to the transit station followed Jo's waypoints in reverse — each turn avoiding a camera, each crossing threading a gap in the surveillance infrastructure.

The transit ride was quiet. Suki beside me, her hand in mine, the harmonic carrying the weight of what we'd learned. The city passing outside the windows — the districts climbing in Flux density as we approached the Academy, the infrastructure thickening, the sensor field's range expanding with each block.

"She planned everything," Suki said. Quiet. Looking out the window. "Four months before the escape, she encoded a message in the walls of a fabrication shop in a frequency band that only a synthetic Core at Integration 3 could read. She couldn't have known that Integration 3 would develop. She planned for it anyway."

"Contingencies for contingencies."

"Contingencies for contingencies." Suki looked at me. The dark eyes. The analytical engine and the thing underneath it that the engine served. "She loves you. I know what love looks like when it's expressed through planning. My mother planned my cultivation education from the age of four. Jo planned your escape from the age of — however old you were when she decided. The planning is the love."

The transit carried us back to the Academy district. The campus was warm in the late afternoon light. The sensor field expanded to full range and the campus was transparent and the two hundred signatures were readable and the world was familiar and the familiar was a relief after the reduced sensing of the industrial zone.

The data chip was in my pocket. The diagnostic frequency was in my memory. The real number was waiting.




Chapter 15: Diagnostic

Hall 7. Midnight. The isolation shielding sealed and the campus silent and the grid floor cold beneath my bare feet.

Suki sat cross-legged at the terminal station against the east wall, her tablet synced to the grid's recording array. The terminal displayed real-time output data — the same readout she used during our training sessions, the numbers updating at sixty frames per second, the graph plotting density against time in a continuous wave. She'd modified the terminal's display range for tonight. The standard range — calibrated for A-grade maximums — had been manually expanded to three times its default ceiling.

"If the diagnostic produces output above A-HIGH, the standard range would clip the data," she'd said when she made the adjustment. "I want to see the actual peak."

"You think the peak will exceed A-HIGH?"

"I think the peak will exceed my ability to predict it, and I don't want to lose the data because the display wasn't ready." She'd looked at me. The dark eyes steady. The analytical engine running the same calculation it always ran: the gap between the known and the unknown, and the preparations required to measure the unknown without losing resolution. "Run the diagnostic."

Jo's frequency specification was in my memory. A seven-component Resonance pattern — seven frequencies broadcast simultaneously through the synthetic Core's internal architecture, each frequency targeting a different subsystem. The primary Core output. The channel density measurements. The Integration pathway mapping. The throughput capacity assessment. The frequency range evaluation. The generating channel output. The harmonic integration analysis.

Seven frequencies. Seven measurements. The Core scanning itself from the inside with a precision that no external instrument could approach because the measurement apparatus and the thing being measured were the same device.

I stood in the center of the grid floor. Dropped the masking. The cancellation technique released, the generation suppression released, the familiar surge of twenty percent processing capacity returning to the primary system. The Core opened. The grid floor lit beneath me.

I broadcast the diagnostic pattern.

The seven frequencies entered my channels simultaneously. The sensation was unlike any scan I'd experienced — not the external probe of Petra's Resonance or the Academy's deep scanner but an internal process, the Core reading its own architecture the way eyes read their own reflection. The frequencies traveled through every channel, every meridian, every generating pathway. Each frequency measured a different parameter and the measurements were conducted at the resolution of the hardware itself — molecular-level precision, the data points numbering in millions per second.

The Core hummed. The hum was deeper than usual — a bass note beneath the standard operating frequency, the sound of a system conducting a comprehensive self-evaluation. The hum resonated through my chest cavity, through the nerve-bridge socket, through the scar tissue that documented thirty-seven prototypes and the success that all thirty-six failures had produced.

The diagnostic ran for ninety-three seconds. During those ninety-three seconds, my Core's output climbed as the diagnostic frequencies stimulated the generating channels into full production. The grid floor brightened. The isolation shielding absorbed the bleed. The terminal at the east wall recorded data that Suki was watching arrive with an expression I'd never seen on her face.

The diagnostic completed. The seven frequencies disengaged. The Core returned to its standard operating mode. The data assembled.

The data assembled on the grid terminal in a format that was not the Academy's standard output display. Jo's diagnostic protocol included its own readout — a comprehensive profile that the terminal rendered in a layout I'd never seen before, the data organized by the Core's internal classification system rather than the Guild's grading framework. Output density. Channel capacity. Throughput rate. Frequency range. Growth trajectory.

Suki read the terminal. Her face went through a sequence: absorption — the initial data arriving, the numbers registering. Recalculation — the analytical engine checking the numbers against her model. Disbelief — the numbers exceeding the model's parameters. Recalculation again — the engine rebuilding the model to accommodate the new data, the rebuild requiring more time than any previous update because the data was further outside the model's range than anything she'd processed.

"That can't be right," she said.

"What does it say?"

She looked at the terminal. Looked at me. Looked at the terminal again. The recalculation was still running and the running was visible in the minute movements of her eyes, tracking between data points, cross-referencing, verifying. The analytical engine doing what it always did — processing data until the data produced a conclusion the engine was confident in. The process usually took under a second. This time it took four.

"Your Core's current operational capacity is equivalent to S-LOW," she said.

The words were quiet. Not because she was being careful with volume. Because the words were heavy enough that volume was unnecessary.

S-LOW. The grade that existed above A-HIGH, above A-MID, above A-LOW. The grade that the Guild's licensing framework reserved for cultivators whose output exceeded the A-grade ceiling — the biological maximum that the grade system's designers had assumed was the upper limit of human cultivation. The grade that fewer than one percent of the Guild's registered cultivators achieved.

My meter read A-LOW. My actual capacity was S-LOW. The gap between the reading and the reality was two full grades. Not a margin of error. Not a measurement discrepancy. Two complete grade levels separating what the meter showed and what the Core produced.

"The gap is two grades," Suki said. She was still reading the terminal. The recalculation still running. The data points still populating. "Your meter reads A-LOW. Your actual output — the Core's primary production plus the fourteen generating channels' secondary output — is S-LOW. The S-LOW classification puts you in the top fraction of a percent of all registered cultivators in the Guild system."

"And the growth curve?"

She pulled the projection. The diagnostic data included the Core's self-measured growth trajectory — the rate of output increase plotted over time, extrapolated forward based on the compounding loops that drove the growth. The channel-wall densification. The Inversion Compression refinement. The generating channels' maturation. Each loop feeding the others, each cycle producing more than the last.

The curve on the terminal was not a curve. It was an exponential. The line climbed at an accelerating rate, each time interval producing a larger output increase than the previous interval. The acceleration was self-reinforcing — the higher the output, the faster the channels grew, the faster the channels grew the higher the output. A feedback loop with no damping function. No plateau. No asymptote. The line climbed toward the top of the display and continued past it and the continuation was not a projection error. The continuation was the math.

"The ceiling doesn't exist," Suki said. Her voice had the quality it got when the data was significant enough to require precision and the precision was a container for the emotional response the data produced. "Jo designed the prototype without one. The channel architecture is self-reinforcing. The stronger you get, the faster you get stronger. It's exponential."

"How long until the output exceeds the Guild's documented range?"

"At the current acceleration rate — accounting for the channel-wall compounding, the Integration 4 generating channels, and the Inversion Compression refinement rate — approximately six months." She looked at me. "In six months, your Core's output will exceed any documented grade in the Guild's history. The grade system doesn't have a classification for what you'll be."

Six months. Half a year. The timeline of becoming something that the system couldn't name.

The diagnostic had produced a second dataset that I was still parsing. The internal scan had mapped not just the Core's output but the contents of the channels — what was running through them, what frequencies they carried, what energy sources were integrated into the Inversion Compression loop.

I found Suki's combat harmonic. Mapped in the diagnostic data as a persistent frequency integrated into the primary Compression loop at a structural level — deep, foundational, woven into the channel architecture the way rebar was woven into concrete. The harmonic wasn't a passenger. It was infrastructure. The Compression loop refined it with every cycle, the same way it refined raw Flux, and the refined harmonic produced a throughput increase that the diagnostic quantified at eleven percent.

I found Petra's healing register. Newer, shallower, but growing. Integrated into the Compression loop at a secondary level — present in the cycle, being refined, producing a throughput increase that the diagnostic quantified at seven percent. The healing register was optimizing the channel-wall repair process, accelerating the densification, the same way Suki's harmonic optimized the throughput capacity.

Eleven percent from Suki. Seven percent from Petra. Eighteen percent total throughput increase from the intimate bonds alone. Not from training. Not from cultivation technique. From love, processed through channels that had no bias and refined by a Compression loop that treated sustained Resonance contact the same way it treated every other energy input: as fuel.

"The dual-frequency harmonics," I said. "They're not just passengers in the system. The diagnostic shows them integrated into the Compression loop. The loop is refining them the same way it refines Flux. Suki's harmonic is producing an eleven-percent throughput increase. Petra's register is producing seven percent."

Suki was quiet. The number — eleven percent from her, seven from Petra, her contribution quantifiably larger — registered in the analytical engine and the engine processed it and the processing produced something that the harmonic carried to me at the frequency of satisfaction. Not petty satisfaction. The satisfaction of confirmation. Mine was first and mine was deeper and the diagnostic had proved it and the proof was eleven versus seven and the numbers didn't lie because the numbers were produced by the Core itself measuring its own contents.

"The intimate bonds are compounding your growth rate," she said. The analytical register holding steady over the satisfaction. "The refined harmonics feed the Compression loop. The Compression loop produces higher output. The higher output refines the harmonics more efficiently. The harmonics produce a larger throughput increase." She paused. "It's another loop. A relationship loop feeding the cultivation loop feeding the relationship loop. The more connected you are, the faster you evolve."

The more connected. The more loved. The channels that had been empty for twelve years — the Hollow channels, the dry riverbeds — were full now and the fullness was growing and the growth was fueled not just by Flux but by the frequencies of two women whose touch had become part of the architecture.

The meter on my wrist caught my eye. The green numerals had been reading A-LOW since the three-week mark. During the diagnostic — during the ninety-three seconds of unrestricted internal scanning — the output had climbed past the masking's containment threshold.

A-MID.

The reading sat on the meter's display. Permanent. The masking technique re-engaged but the baseline had shifted — the generating channels' full-production output during the diagnostic had pushed the resting output past the A-LOW ceiling. The meter couldn't ignore it. A-MID. The reading still two full grades below the reality but one grade closer than it had been five minutes ago.

Suki looked at the meter. Looked at the terminal where the S-LOW classification still glowed. The gap between A-MID and S-LOW was one-and-a-half grades. Still enormous. Still the difference between what the world saw and what the world would find if it ever looked closely enough.

"Jo said to decide who gets to know the number," I said.

"Petra gets to know. She's mapping your channels at the highest resolution available. Her data needs to be calibrated against the real number or her measurements are building on a false baseline." Suki stood. Walked to me. The grid floor was still bright beneath our feet, the residual energy from the diagnostic dissipating slowly. "Keris gets to know you're stronger than reported. She doesn't need the mechanism — the mechanism doesn't inform her institutional strategy. The number informs the strategy."

"And Rynn?"

The question that had followed us from the fabrication shop. The field commander who was training him, protecting him, filing data in her personal records. The Guild operative whose loyalty might run to the Guild's Research Division if Research came calling through internal channels.

"Not yet," Suki said. "Jo warned us about the Research Division. Rynn is Guild. Until we know where Rynn's loyalty falls if Research and Enforcement conflict, the number stays outside her file." She put her hand on my chest. Over the scars. The harmonic deepened with the contact — the eleven-percent thread humming in the architecture, confirmed, quantified, permanent. "The number is S-LOW. The number will be higher next month and higher the month after. The number has no ceiling. The designer built you without one."

She kissed me. Brief. Hard. The harmonic at full amplitude carrying the weight of the number and the exponential curve and the six-month horizon and the fact that the man she'd chosen to sit beside in a cafeteria was becoming something the grade system couldn't classify and the becoming was accelerating and the acceleration had no end.

We left Hall 7. The corridor was dark. The campus was quiet. The meter on my wrist glowed A-MID in the darkness.

A-MID. Closer to the truth by one grade. Further from it by everything else.




Chapter 16: Training

Rynn fought the way she spoke: without excess.

The outdoor training grounds behind the Academy were dark at 10 PM. No grid floor. No recording panels. No isolation shielding — the open air dispersed the Flux output naturally, the energy dissipating into the atmosphere at a rate that meant nothing was recorded and nothing lingered. The grounds were grass and packed earth and a low stone wall that bordered the Academy's property line, and the only light was the ambient glow from the campus buildings behind us and the faint luminescence of two Cores burning at combat intensity.

Rynn had cleared the grounds through a faculty scheduling request that listed the session as "advanced individual assessment, instructor-supervised." The listing was accurate. The listing did not mention that the assessment was off-record, that the instructor was fighting at eighty percent of her A-HIGH output, or that the student she was assessing had an actual capacity two grades above what any faculty file documented.

She came at me fast. A right-hand strike channeled through her primary combat meridians at eighty percent — which was A-MID, which was higher than any opponent I'd faced outside the harmonic-amplified sessions with Suki. The strike carried twelve years of field conditioning. The technique was not academic. The technique was what happened when an Academy-trained cultivator spent a decade in operational environments where clean form mattered less than efficiency and the efficiency was measured in whether you survived the engagement.

I read the strike through the sensor field. Three-tenths of a second of prediction. Stepped. Blocked. The frequency-modulated barrier caught her strike and shifted from defensive to sensor on impact, mapping her channel architecture through the contact.

Rynn's channels were not like the students' channels. The pre-shaping was there — biological, the standard combat-wider-than-sensory asymmetry — but the channels had been conditioned by sustained operational use into something harder, denser, more efficient than the Academic track produced. Her channel walls were naturally dense from years of high-output work. Her frequency transitions were fast — eight milliseconds, the benchmark she'd mentioned. Her defensive barriers layered in a cascading configuration that the curriculum didn't teach because the configuration required operational experience to calibrate.

She threw a combination. Three strikes, each at a different frequency, the transitions fast enough that the frequency changes arrived during the strikes rather than between them. The third strike shifted from offensive to a probe — a sensing component embedded in the combat technique, the same kind of dual-purpose channeling that I used but that I'd assumed was my innovation. Rynn had been doing it for twelve years.

I blocked the combination. Read the probe. Let the probe read me — at the masking's filtered level, not the true output. Her probe encountered the A-MID reading and processed it and the processing informed her next technique: a grappling approach, close range, designed to exploit a speed advantage that an A-MID opponent wouldn't have the reaction time to counter.

I had the reaction time. The sensor field read the grapple attempt before her channels committed. I sidestepped, countered with a junction-targeted strike, and the strike hit her left thoracic convergence at a calibrated intensity that disrupted her barrier without injury.

She reset. Three feet of distance. Her breathing even, controlled — the respiration of someone who'd been fighting at this intensity for longer than I'd been alive.

"Your reaction time exceeds your grade," she said. The observation was clinical. Not accusatory. Data.

"The sensor field. The prediction window is three-tenths of a second."

"The prediction window for my Diagnostic Sphere is two-tenths. Your window is longer but your processing is faster." She adjusted her stance. "Again."

We fought for forty minutes. Rynn at eighty percent, me at approximately sixty — the output ceiling that kept my techniques within the A-MID range while still providing real training resistance. The ceiling was frustrating. I was sparring against the best opponent I'd ever faced and I was doing it with forty percent of my capability locked behind the containment protocols. The training was valuable. The training would have been more valuable at full output.

But Rynn didn't know the real number. Rynn knew I was stronger than A-MID. She didn't know how much stronger. Until the Research Division question was resolved, the real number stayed behind the mask.

During the third rotation, I tested the frequency lock's evolution.

The lock as I'd used it against Grenn was a containment technique — pinning an opponent's output to a single frequency, preventing adaptation. The containment was powerful but static. The locked opponent couldn't transition, couldn't adapt, but they were still producing output at full power within the locked frequency. Their energy was constrained, not captured.

The evolution was: what if the containment field didn't just hold the frequency? What if it redirected it?

I locked Rynn's output during an exchange. Her right-hand strike at the combat frequency — I projected the containment field around her primary combat meridians, the standing wave holding her output at the offensive band. The lock engaged. Her barrier dropped. Standard lock behavior.

Then I modified the containment field. Added a routing component — a secondary projection layer that channeled the locked output away from her strike vector and into the ambient Flux between us. Her combat energy, constrained to a single frequency and redirected away from its intended target, bled into the air.

The energy entered my sensor field. The sensor field was active Flux in the ambient space around me. The redirected energy from Rynn's locked channels hit the sensor field and the sensor field didn't reject it — the field was composed of my own Flux, and my channels were unbiased, and the unbiased channels accepted external energy the same way they accepted internal energy. The redirected output entered my system.

The Inversion Compression loop caught the incoming energy. Processed it. Refined it. The refinement increased the density — Rynn's A-MID energy, already high-quality, was compressed through channels that operated at S-LOW capacity. The refined energy was denser than what Rynn had produced. My channels took her output, processed it through my system, and returned it as a higher-grade product.

I pushed the refined energy back. A counter-strike carrying Rynn's own Flux, processed through my Inversion Compression loop, arriving at a density that exceeded her original output.

The counter-strike hit her barrier. The barrier, already compromised by the frequency lock, couldn't handle the density. The barrier broke. Rynn stumbled back two steps — the first time she'd lost ground in any of our sessions.

She recovered in under a second. The field commander's reflexes engaging, the operational conditioning overriding the surprise. She reset her barrier. Released the lock — my generating channels' refresh rate was calibrated for A-LOW opponents, and Rynn's A-HIGH Core broke the containment through raw output within three seconds. But the three seconds had been enough to demonstrate the technique.

She stood there. Looking at me across the dark training grounds. The campus lights behind her. The grass between us. The night air carrying the residual of two cultivators' output in the particular scent that high-density Flux produced: metallic, sharp, the smell of energy that the atmosphere hadn't evolved to contain.

"You just turned my own Flux against me," she said. "Refined. At a higher density than my Core produces."

"The channels are unbiased. They don't discriminate between internally generated Flux and externally sourced Flux. Everything that enters the system gets processed through the Compression loop."

"Then anyone who attacks you is feeding you."

"Yes."

She was quiet. Ten seconds. The longest silence she'd produced in my presence. The field commander running the tactical scenario: a target whose channels absorb incoming energy. Suppress the target — the suppression energy enters the channels and becomes fuel. Attack the target — the combat energy enters the channels and becomes fuel. Overwhelm the target with volume — the volume enters the channels and the Compression loop refines it and the refined output exceeds the input.

"The retrieval operatives," she said. "A-grade combat cultivators with suppression equipment. If they try to suppress your output—"

"The suppression energy enters my channels. The Compression loop refines it. The suppression becomes fuel."

"They can't suppress you. They can't overpower you — their attacks feed you. They can't outrun you — the sensor field reads them before they move." She looked at the sky. The stars were visible beyond the campus lights, faint and distant. "I need to tell you something."

The tone changed. The training-session voice giving way to something with more weight. The voice of a commander delivering an intelligence briefing rather than a technique correction.

"The Guild's field division received an advisory from Korvane's legal team last week," she said. "The advisory contained a reclassification request for your retrieval file. The new classification is Priority Extraction."

Priority Extraction. The words were Guild terminology. I'd heard them in Rynn's training lectures — the operational classifications that the Guild used to categorize field targets. Standard Retrieval was the baseline: Guild-licensed contractors, civilian protocols, proportional force. Priority Extraction was the tier above: defense-contracted operatives, military-grade equipment, the authorization to use force that exceeded civilian proportional-response guidelines.

"The Priority designation authorizes Korvane to deploy their defense-contracted operatives," Rynn continued. "Not Guild-licensed contractors. Military-grade. The operatives are recruited from Guild field division veterans and corporate security specialists. They train at a level that exceeds the standard Academy combat track by a significant margin."

"How significant?"

"My level. The operatives Korvane deploys under Priority Extraction are trained to the same standard I was trained to. Some of them were trained by the same people who trained me." She looked at me. "They'll be A-grade minimum. Equipped with military-grade suppression technology. Operating under rules of engagement that prioritize target acquisition over proportional response."

The timeline compresses. The phrase arrived in my analytical framework and the framework processed it and the processing produced not data but the cold, tight feeling in the chest cavity that the framework classified as dread and that wasn't dread because dread was passive and what I felt was active. The feeling was: the fight is coming and the fight will be against people who are trained to take what they want and the training is the best that the system produces.

"When?" I asked.

"The reclassification was filed last week. Approval takes five to ten business days. The warrant review completes in approximately the same timeframe." She paused. "Both timelines converge within two weeks."

Two weeks. The warrant and the reclassification landing simultaneously. Legal authority and military-grade force arriving at the same moment because Korvane had been running both processes in parallel and the parallel was converging.

"The faculty objection and the Guild observer," I said. "The procedural walls."

"The procedural walls buy five to seven additional days once the warrant is granted. The reclassification, if approved, authorizes deployment regardless of the faculty review — Priority Extraction operates under Guild field division protocols, not Academy administrative protocols. The field division can override a faculty objection."

The procedural walls were thinner than I'd thought. The walls that Rynn had built to delay the confrontation could be bypassed by the Priority classification because Priority operated at a higher institutional level. The Academy was a civilian institution. Priority Extraction was a military-grade operation. The military outranked the civilian.

"Then the training needs to finish before the walls fall," I said.

Rynn looked at me across the dark training grounds. The weathered face, the silver-blonde hair, the controlled A-HIGH Core that had just been locked and redirected and overwhelmed by a student she'd been teaching for six weeks. She'd felt her own Flux turned against her. She'd felt the absorption technique take her output and return it denser. She knew — at the tactical level, at the operational level, at the level where field commanders assessed their assets — what I could do to an A-grade operative who tried to suppress my channels.

"The training is further along than you think," she said. "The absorption technique changes the tactical equation. Suppression becomes counterproductive. Direct combat becomes counterproductive. The operatives' standard approach — contain, suppress, extract — fails at every stage against a target whose channels convert incoming energy to fuel."

"What approach doesn't fail?"

"Ranged engagement. Staying outside your sensor field's detection range and using indirect methods — Flux-denial technology, environmental containment, approaches that don't require channeling energy toward you." She set her jaw. "I'm going to train you for ranged scenarios starting tomorrow. The absorption technique handles direct combat. We need to handle indirect."

She dismissed me. I walked back to the campus through the dark grounds. The grass was cool under my training shoes. The buildings were warm with light. The sensor field mapped the campus at full range — two kilometers, every signature, the sleeping Academy transparent around me.

Two weeks. The operatives coming. Military-grade, A-grade minimum, trained to Rynn's standard. Coming with suppression equipment and extraction protocols and the legal authority to take me.

And every technique they'd use to take me would feed the system they were trying to contain.

The absorption technique. The lock. The sensor field. The Inversion Compression loop at S-LOW capacity and climbing. The channels that had been empty for twelve years and were now so full that the fullness was unmeasurable by the instruments that the world used to measure and the world was coming to measure and the measurement would fail and the failure would be the fight.

The meter read A-MID. The meter was wrong. The wrongness was two grades deep and shrinking and the people who were coming had no idea how wrong the meter was and the not-knowing was the only advantage that mattered.




Chapter 17: Keris

The warrant arrived on a Monday.

Keris told me before the administration did. She was at the adjacent cafeteria table at 7:30 AM — the position she occupied every morning, the tablet and the tea and the straight posture and the dark skin and the close-cropped hair and the economy of everything about her — and her tablet received the notification at 7:32 and her eyes moved from the screen to me in a smooth transition that contained no surprise because Keris had been tracking the warrant's progress through the Guild's judicial system for weeks and the arrival was expected and the expectation had been prepared for.

She stood. Crossed the two-foot gap between her table and mine. Sat down beside Suki with the composed precision of someone occupying a chair she'd already decided to occupy before she stood up.

"The warrant was granted at 6:00 AM," she said. Low volume. The cafeteria was loud enough to cover the conversation from adjacent tables but not from the people at ours. Suki beside me. Wen across from us, eating, present but not part of the operational discussion. "Full authorization. Records access, on-campus scan with Korvane equipment, and conditional retrieval."

Suki's hand found mine under the table. The harmonic carried the response that her face didn't show — the sharp compression of the analytical engine shifting to threat-response mode, the warm constant of the connection tightening the way a muscle tightened before impact.

"I've filed an emergency appellate challenge," Keris continued. She'd opened the document on her tablet — the filing was visible, dense legal language, the Aldane family counsel's formal header at the top of the page. The document was twenty-three pages. She'd filed twenty-three pages before 7:30 AM on a Monday morning, which meant the document had been prepared in advance, waiting for the warrant's arrival, the legal response loaded and ready before the legal trigger was pulled. "The challenge targets the conditional retrieval authorization — the same provision my family's counsel contested during the initial review. The argument is proportional response: military-grade extraction of a student from a civilian educational institution exceeds the proportional response standard that the Guild's judicial framework requires for conditional authorizations."

"The appellate process," I said.

"Three weeks to adjudicate. The panel reviews the challenge, hears arguments from both parties, and issues a ruling. During the adjudication period, the retrieval provision is suspended pending review. Korvane can access records and conduct the scan, but they cannot execute a retrieval until the panel rules."

Three weeks. The appellate challenge buying time the same way every previous legal maneuver had bought time — not stopping the process but slowing it, each delay adding days to a timeline that was compressing from both ends.

"The panel composition matters," Keris said. She swiped to a second document on her tablet — a roster of the Guild's appellate judiciary, names and credentials listed in the institutional format that the Guild used for judicial appointments. "The appellate rotation assigns five judges to each panel. The assignment process is influenced by scheduling availability and judicial expertise, and the influence is shaped by the same institutional relationships that every Guild process is shaped by. My family has relationships with two of the five judges on the current rotation. Judge Aldren served with my grandfather in the Guild's regulatory division for twelve years. Judge Toma was mentored by my mother during her early career."

"You're saying you can influence the panel."

"I'm saying the Aldane family's relationships create the conditions for a fair hearing. The relationships don't guarantee a favorable ruling. They guarantee that the family's argument is heard by judges who respect the family's institutional credibility." She closed the tablet. "The likelihood of a favorable ruling is sixty to sixty-five percent. The proportional-response argument is legally sound. The precedent from the initial contest supports it."

"And if Korvane applies pressure through the Research Division?"

Keris looked at me. The assessment running. She didn't ask how I knew about the Research Division's connection to Korvane — the information had come from Jo's message, and Keris understood that my intelligence sources extended beyond what she had access to. She processed the variable.

"If the Research Division applies institutional pressure to the panel through internal Guild channels, the likelihood drops below fifty percent. The Research Division has institutional authority that the Aldane name doesn't override. Three generations of Guild service is significant political capital. The Research Division's mandate is older and broader." She paused. The assessment shifting from the institutional to something more personal. "Which is why the scan is the priority. If the scan reads clean, the appellate challenge is unnecessary. The conditional retrieval has no trigger. The judicial panel, the political dynamics, the Research Division — all of it becomes irrelevant."

"The scan must read clean."

"The scan must read clean."

The sentence sat on the cafeteria table. The operational conclusion. Everything — the three weeks of legal maneuvering, the appellate challenge, the Aldane family's judicial relationships — was a contingency for the outcome where the scan failed. If the scan succeeded, none of it was needed. If the scan failed, all of it might not be enough.

The cafeteria was loud around us. Students eating, talking, the morning rhythm of an Academy that didn't know two Korvane operatives were in the guest quarters and a warrant had been executed and the student at the third table from the window was the reason for all of it.



That evening. My room. The door locked.

Keris sat on the bed because the desk chair was buried under training clothes and the bed was the only other surface in a room built for sleeping and studying and that had become the space where the operational discussions happened because the room had a lock and the lock was mine and the privacy was mine and the choices about who entered were mine.

She'd brought the full legal portfolio. The appellate filing. The procedural timeline. The panel analysis. The institutional map showing the relationships between the Guild's judicial, enforcement, and research divisions — a diagram she'd built herself, the political architecture rendered in clean lines and connection points, the kind of analysis that her family's three generations of institutional proximity had trained her to produce the way Suki's training had trained her to produce Inversion Compression models.

She walked me through the portfolio. Methodical. Each element explained, each contingency identified, each risk assessed with the clinical precision that Petra applied to scans and Suki applied to Flux data and Keris applied to institutions. The three women in my life were all precise. They were precise in different domains and the precision was expressed through different vocabularies and the effect of being briefed by each of them was the same: the feeling of being understood by someone whose understanding was professional-grade.

The briefing concluded. The portfolio was reviewed. The strategy was clear.

Keris didn't stand.

She was sitting on the edge of the mattress with her hands in her lap and the tablet on the bed beside her and the door was locked and the briefing was over and she was looking at my neckline. Not at my face. At the scars.

The scars were visible above the collar of my training shirt — the upper terminus of the longest scar, the collarbone-to-sternum line from Prototype 1, and the shorter scar from Prototype 3 that crossed my left clavicle and disappeared under the fabric. The scars that Suki covered with her whole palm and that Petra traced with her fingertips and that Keris was seeing from three feet away on a narrow bed in a locked room where the briefing was over and the institutional language had stopped and what remained was a woman looking at the evidence of something she hadn't asked about and hadn't looked away from.

She'd been seeing the scars for months. The combat specialization's training clothes were cut for mobility, not coverage. The scar tissue at my collarbones was exposed during every session. She'd seen the scars in the training hall, in the cafeteria, in the library. She'd filed them the way she filed everything — observed, categorized, stored for later analysis. She hadn't asked. Keris didn't ask questions she wasn't prepared to process the answers to.

Tonight she was closer than she'd been in any previous context. Three feet. On a bed. In a locked room. The scars weren't across a training hall or a cafeteria. They were close enough to touch.

She didn't touch. She looked.

"I need you to understand something," she said. Her voice had changed. Not the institutional register she used for briefings. Not the political register she used for strategic analysis. Something underneath both. A register I'd heard once before — in the library, months ago, when she'd acknowledged that the alliance was personal as well as strategic.

"The Aldane family's involvement in your protection is strategic," she said. "The strategy is real. The political value of association with a student whose capabilities exceed the grade system's classification is significant and the significance increases as your capabilities increase. The alliance is an investment. The investment is producing returns. The strategy is sound and the strategy justifies the family's commitment."

"But."

"But." She looked at me. The dark eyes, direct, the assessment that was always running now aimed at something the institutional framework didn't contain. "I've spent six months watching you become something the grade system can't classify. Watching the people around you — Pressler, Calloway, Commander Rynn — position themselves in relation to what you're becoming. I've watched you train at capabilities that your meter doesn't reflect. I've watched you maintain a performance ceiling that costs you twenty percent of your processing capacity because the alternative is being taken apart by a corporation. I've watched you do this every day, in every session, without complaint, without slipping, with a discipline that exceeds anything the combat track produces."

She paused. Her hands were still in her lap. The fingers not moving. The composure holding.

"The watching has produced something the strategy doesn't account for," she said.

She didn't name it. The not-naming was deliberate. Keris didn't deploy variables she wasn't ready to control. The naming would make it a variable. The variable would require management. The management would require deciding what the variable meant and what the variable was permitted to produce and the decision was not one she'd made yet. The Aldane training — three generations of institutional discipline, the breeding that expressed itself as composure and economy and the careful handling of every piece of information — the training said: don't deploy what you haven't assessed. The assessment wasn't complete. The variable was named by not naming it: I care about you in a way the strategy doesn't explain and I'm telling you the caring exists without telling you what I'm going to do about it.

"When the operatives arrive," she said. The composure reassembling. The institutional register returning, the personal register receding beneath it, the surface hardening back into place over whatever had been visible through it. "When the scan happens and the warrant executes and Korvane sends its contractors to this campus. The Aldane name will be in the room."

She stood. Gathered the tablet. Straightened the jacket that hadn't wrinkled.

"Not as a courtesy. As a statement. If they want you, they go through the family that has three generations of Guild service and a legal apparatus that will make the extraction a career-ending proposition for everyone involved."

She walked to the door. Her hand on the frame. Not turning around. The straight posture, the close-cropped hair, the dark jacket, the composure. Everything in place.

"The scars," she said. To the door frame rather than to me. "I'm not going to ask. But when you're ready to tell me what they're from, I'll listen."

She left. The door closed. The lock engaged.

The room held the residual of three women's presences now. Jasmine in the pillow. The healing register in the channel walls. And the faint trace of herbal tea from the southern districts, present in the air for a few minutes before the ventilation carried it away.

Three frequencies. Two integrated. One approaching.

I sat on the bed where she'd sat and the mattress was warm where she'd been sitting and the warmth faded the way the tea scent faded — gradually, naturally, the evidence of presence dissolving into absence. But the evidence had been there. The warmth had been there. Keris Aldane had sat on my bed and told me that the strategy didn't account for what she felt and the telling was the bravest thing the composure had permitted and the permission was the opening and the opening was not yet a door but it was no longer a wall.

The warrant had arrived. The scan was coming. The operatives would follow. And the people around me were positioned — facing outward, the way Doss had described. Not hiding me anymore. Defending what I was after the finding.

The door locked from the inside. The lock still mattered. The lock always mattered. But the lock was not the only defense anymore. The defense was the people on the other side of it. Two women whose frequencies ran through my channels and one woman whose frequency was approaching and a man behind a counter who would feed her four bowls when she arrived.




Chapter 18: Warrant

I felt them before I saw them.

Two signatures approaching the campus from the east gate. A-grade, both of them, the output dense and controlled in the way that professional conditioning produced. The signatures were different from student A-grades the same way Rynn's signature was different — compressed, operational, the energy of Cores that had been used in the field rather than the classroom. The compression was familiar. I'd felt it in Rynn every day for six weeks. These two carried the same quality at the same grade level and the same quality meant the same training pipeline.

The campus felt them too. Not at the resolution I felt them — the Integration 4 sensor field mapped their channel architectures from four hundred meters while the nearest student would have detected their grade at maybe fifty. But cultivation Academies were dense with B-and-A-grade sensing, and two unfamiliar A-grade signatures entering the campus at 9:17 AM on a Wednesday morning produced a ripple in the ambient Flux awareness. I could feel the ripple through the sensor field — the micro-adjustments in nearby students' channel activity as their sensing registered the new arrivals, the unconscious responses of trained cultivators detecting peers they didn't recognize. The campus was an organism with two hundred nerve endings and the organism had just felt something arrive.

I was in the combat training hall, mid-session, Rynn's curriculum running the morning's sparring rotation. The sensor field read the operatives through the campus infrastructure — close enough to map their emotional states, their channel configurations, the equipment they carried.

The equipment was significant. Both operatives wore wrist-mounted devices that produced a low-frequency Flux field — suppression technology, the kind that flooded a target's channels with interference frequencies to disrupt Flux circulation. The devices were larger than the Academy's training equipment. Military-grade. The suppression field's frequency range, readable through the sensor field at this distance, covered the standard biological Flux spectrum with a density that would overwhelm any A-grade cultivator's channel capacity. The devices were integrated into the operatives' channel architecture through surgical installation — the Flux signatures merged at the interface points, indicating months or years of synchronized use. These were not borrowed tools. These were permanent modifications.

The field would not overwhelm mine. The absorption technique that Rynn had trained would convert the suppression energy to fuel. But they didn't know that and the not-knowing was the advantage.

"Two signatures," I said to Suki. Low volume. The sparring rotation was loud enough to cover quiet conversation — Torelli and a B-grade student named Cass were exchanging strikes on the adjacent grid section, the combat Flux output producing the ambient noise floor that training halls always contained. "East gate. A-grade. Suppression equipment. They're in the administration building."

Suki's jaw set. Through the harmonic, the shift from training focus to operational alertness — the engine reprioritizing, the threat assessment overriding the sparring analysis. The shift was fast. Under a second. The engine had been running the threat scenarios since the warrant was granted and the scenarios had been waiting for the trigger and the trigger was two A-grade signatures with military-grade equipment entering the campus that the scenarios had been built to defend.

"The warrant's executing," she said. "They'll present the authorization to the administration. The administration will process the paperwork. Rynn's scheduling delay kicks in. We have days, not hours."

The morning continued. The sparring rotation ran its course. I was paired with Tallis for the third rotation — peak-B, hard technique, the kind of sparring that demanded attention even when the sensor field was tracking two hostile signatures four hundred meters away. Tallis threw a three-strike combination and I blocked and countered and the blocking and countering were calibrated for A-MID and the calibration held and the holding was the performance that the gallery didn't yet contain but would contain by tomorrow.

The operatives remained in the administration building for two hours — the time required for the legal formalities, the warrant's provisions reviewed by the Academy's counsel, the paperwork processed through the institutional machinery that Keris had been maintaining for months. I tracked them through the sensor field with the background attention that the sensing required and the foreground attention that the combat drills demanded. The split was manageable. The Core's processing capacity at S-LOW handled both without strain — two of the hundreds of available processing nodes dedicated to the tracking while the remaining hundreds handled combat, sensing, masking, and the continuous awareness of a campus that had just become a more dangerous place.

Rynn knew. She'd felt the signatures too — A-HIGH sensing was sufficient to detect two A-grade Cores entering the campus, and Rynn's field-conditioned awareness flagged unusual signatures automatically. She didn't mention it during the session. She ran the drills at standard intensity, corrected Torelli's footwork, critiqued a B-grade student's barrier configuration, and walked the pairs with the professional neutral that held regardless of what was happening behind the weathered face. She didn't keep me after the session. The omission was deliberate — keeping me after class on the day the operatives arrived would signal awareness to anyone observing the combat specialization's schedule.

The administration's response came at 2 PM. A formal notification to the combat specialization program: Korvane BioSystems representatives had presented a Guild-authorized warrant for student Renn Vasik. The warrant authorized records access, a medical scan using Korvane-provided equipment, and conditional retrieval pending appellate review. The scan would be scheduled through the medical division in coordination with the student's academic program.

The walls engaged. Rynn's scheduling delay: a training-continuity request arguing that the scan's disruption would compromise assessment validity. Five days. Petra's specialist oversight protocol: any external medical procedure on a patient under specialist care required coordination with the overseeing specialist. More days. Keris's appellate challenge: already active, the conditional retrieval frozen pending judicial review. Three weeks.

The walls were up. Thin, procedural, institutional. But up. Each wall a layer of institutional friction between the warrant's authority and the scanner's probe.



The operatives didn't leave campus.

They took accommodation in the guest quarters adjacent to the administration building — rooms reserved for visiting faculty and Guild representatives. Standard provision for warrant execution: the executing party remained on-site for the duration. I tracked them continuously. The sensor field ran at surveillance range, the operatives' A-grade signatures bright and readable from anywhere on campus. Their movements established a pattern within the first three days.

Morning: meetings with the administration. The meetings produced administrative Flux activity that the sensor field read as document processing, terminal access, the institutional signature of paperwork being generated and filed. Gael's meetings were longer. He was the lead — the senior operative managing the process. Harken attended but produced less administrative activity. Harken's role was not paperwork.

Afternoon: observation. The combat training hall's viewing gallery — an elevated platform at the north wall, open to faculty and approved visitors. The operatives obtained gallery access through the administration's visitor protocols. The access was legitimate. The access was also intelligence gathering, and the gathering began the day they sat down.

They appeared in the gallery on Thursday. Two men in civilian clothes — the first time I'd seen them with my eyes rather than the sensor field. Gael was older. Late thirties, maybe forty. Broad shoulders, close-cut brown hair going grey at the temples, the weathered look that sustained field work produced. His face was still. The professional neutral that Rynn wore but with less warmth behind it — Rynn's neutral held a person. Gael's neutral held a function. He sat in the gallery with a tablet and watched the training session the way a person watched a manufacturing process: assessing output, noting efficiency, categorizing quality.

Harken was younger. Mid-twenties. Lean, sharp-featured, dark hair, the angular face of someone whose metabolism ran hot and whose body had been conditioned for speed rather than endurance. He sat forward in his seat. Not relaxed. Not tense. Engaged. The posture of someone watching something he found interesting and whose interest was not academic.

They watched. I trained. The containment protocols at full capacity — every technique measured against the A-MID performance ceiling, every output controlled, every demonstration of capability carefully within the parameters that a strong-but-explicable late-manifestation student would produce. The training was a lie performed in real time for an audience that was specifically trained to detect lies. The lie's survival depended on the masking's precision and the calibration's consistency and the twenty percent of processing capacity devoted to maintaining both.

The operatives conducted passive sensing sweeps from the gallery — their A-grade Resonance extending to the training floor, reading students' output, mapping channel architectures. Standard intelligence gathering. Thorough. Aimed primarily at me.

Their sensing hit my masking. The cancellation technique produced the A-MID reading. I could read their processing through the Integration 3 frequencies — the Flux modulation patterns that indicated cognitive engagement, the micro-adjustments in channel activity that corresponded to analytical work.

Gael processed the A-MID reading and filed it. Professional. Systematic. His emotional state was flat. The baseline of an experienced operative who'd conducted warrant executions before and who approached the work with dispassion.

Harken processed the A-MID reading differently. His channels carried an edge — a modulation pattern that indicated not just analysis but anticipation. He was reading my output and the reading was producing eagerness. He wanted something from the interaction that the data collection didn't satisfy.

He wanted the confrontation.

The distinction was significant. A professional doing a job was predictable. An operative who wanted the confrontation was less predictable because the wanting would push against the parameters if the opportunity arose.

I filed the distinction. Told Suki during the evening session in Hall 7.

"The second one is dangerous," she said. Not because of capability — both operatives read A-grade, both carried compressed operational signatures. The danger was intent. "If the procedural walls hold and the scan reads clean, the professional accepts the result. The eager one pushes. The pushing is where the walls crack."

"What does action outside the parameters look like?"

"An unauthorized scan. A direct confrontation outside the formal process. An attempt to provoke a response that reveals capabilities beyond the meter reading." She looked at me. "He's in the gallery watching you train. If he's looking for a discrepancy, the containment protocols need to hold perfectly. One spike. One frequency that exceeds A-MID. One technique the performance ceiling doesn't explain. That's all it takes."

The containment needed to be perfect. Every session observed. Every output controlled. Every technique calibrated. The processing tax climbing because the gallery audience was not twenty combat-track students with B-to-A-grade sensing. The gallery audience was two A-grade field operatives with professional intelligence training and suppression equipment and a warrant that authorized them to use what they found.



Suki's combat response was immediate and comprehensive.

"We train harder," she said. Hall 7. The session running hot, the isolation shielding at full capacity, the grid floor recording numbers that the public sessions couldn't approach. "If the walls fall — if the scan reads synthetic or the second operative forces a confrontation — the fight happens. We need to be ready for the fight."

The paired combat protocols developed over the next week. Suki designed them the way she designed everything — systematically, comprehensively, each scenario built from first principles and the first principle was: two harmonized cultivators against two A-grade operatives with suppression technology.

She started with the suppression scenario. The operatives' wrist-mounted devices produced interference across the standard biological spectrum. The interference would flood any biological cultivator's channels within the devices' range — approximately fifteen meters for the personal units, more for any field-deployment equipment they might bring. Suki's channels were biological. The suppression would affect her. The harmonic's multiplication factor would drop if her output was disrupted.

"The suppression is my vulnerability," she said. Flat. Analytical. Identifying her own weakness with the same precision she identified an opponent's. "If both operatives deploy suppression simultaneously, my channels lose coherent circulation within eight seconds. My combat capability drops to thirty percent within twelve. The harmonic's multiplication factor collapses to baseline."

"Petra's bypass."

"Petra's bypass maintains my circulation through the sub-biological register. But Petra needs to be within one meter. If the engagement forces distance between us—"

"We don't get separated. The three of us move as a unit."

The protocol built from there. The harmonic's multiplication factor — at full unrestricted output in Hall 7, now at 3.5x baseline and climbing, the combined output equivalent to low-S-grade paired capability. The sensor field's prediction window — three-tenths of a second of advance warning on any attack, the field reading both operatives simultaneously. The frequency lock's ability to pin an operative's output and redirect the energy. The absorption technique's conversion of suppression energy to fuel.

Suki designed her role as the anchor. Her A-grade output, amplified by the harmonic, would match the operatives' combined capability while I disrupted — the sensor field identifying targets, the lock pinning them, the absorption converting their output. Two roles. One harmonic. The coordination running through the standing wave without verbal communication.

"If they try to take you, they go through me," Suki said. The analytical register carrying heat. Not anger. Resolve. "The harmonic means suppressing you requires suppressing both of us simultaneously. Two A-grade harmonized cultivators at combined S-grade output. Korvane doesn't deploy that kind of suppression capability for a mid-tier Academy retrieval."

"They might if they upgrade the equipment."

"Then we train for upgraded equipment. We train for every scenario. We train until the training makes the scenarios survivable." She gripped my hand. The harmonic at full amplitude. "They don't get to take you. Not through the walls. Not through the scan. Not through force. The answer is no and the no is backed by everything we are."

We trained. Every evening. Full output. The grid floor blazing. The isolation shielding holding the combined energy of two cultivators preparing for a fight that the procedural walls might not prevent.

The operatives sat in the gallery during the day. I trained at A-MID and the containment held. At night, in Hall 7, I trained at S-LOW and the progression continued and the gap between the day version and the night version widened and the widening was the advantage and the advantage was invisible to the two men in the gallery who watched the mask and believed the mask because the mask was very, very good.




Chapter 19: Operatives

The second operative's name was Harken.

I learned it through the sensor field at 2 AM on the fourth night after their arrival. The operatives' guest quarters were within surveillance range and the quarters were not shielded — standard campus accommodation, no isolation material, the walls permeable to Integration 3 frequencies. At night, when the campus was quiet and the ambient Flux noise dropped to its lowest level, the sensor field's resolution through the guest quarter walls was sufficient to detect Flux-carried communication signals.

The nighttime surveillance had become a ritual. Lying in bed, the dormitory dark, Suki's breathing steady beside me, the harmonic at its sleep register — the lowest operational amplitude, warm, constant. My eyes closed. My channels open. The sensor field extended at surveillance range, two kilometers, the campus transparent. The two hundred sleeping signatures of the Academy's student body murmuring at rest-level output. The instructors in the faculty wing — Rynn's A-HIGH signature compressed even in sleep, the field commander's discipline holding unconsciously. And in the guest quarters, two signatures that didn't belong to the Academy's rhythm.

Harken used a secured comm device that encrypted its transmissions but didn't mask the Flux signature of the device's activation. Each activation produced a micro-pulse — brief, sharp, the energetic equivalent of a phone's screen lighting up in a dark room. The micro-pulse carried the operative's identification header in a Korvane proprietary format that I'd learned to recognize from Lian Crowe's ring scanner. The header contained his designation: HARKEN, V. Field unit 7. Priority Extraction Division.

Three activations per week. The same schedule Lian had maintained. The same reporting cadence. Different operative, same handler, same intelligence pipeline feeding data to Korvane's Signals division.

The first operative's name was Gael. His comm activations were less frequent — once per week, filed on Sunday evenings at approximately 10 PM. The reports of a professional who filed when the data warranted filing rather than on a fixed schedule. His identification header: GAEL, D. Field unit 7. Priority Extraction Division. Senior designation.

Senior. Gael was the lead. Harken was the support. The hierarchy was readable in the reporting structure — the senior filed comprehensive reports at weekly intervals while the junior filed supplementary data at the cadence the intelligence pipeline required.

I tracked them both for ten days. The tracking was passive — no probes, no active scanning, just the sensor field's continuous surveillance-range monitoring. The tracking produced profiles that the combat training couldn't provide because the combat training only showed me what they chose to display. The nighttime tracking showed me what they couldn't hide.

Gael. A-MID, operational conditioning, twelve to fifteen years of field experience based on the channel-wall density patterns that Rynn's training had taught me to read. His resting output was remarkably stable — the nighttime signature maintained professional-grade compression even during sleep, the discipline so deeply integrated that his channels held their operational configuration unconsciously. His technique portfolio, observed through the gallery sensing sweeps, included standard Guild field-operative capabilities: multi-frequency combat channeling, barrier-cascade defense, the compressed efficiency of someone trained to fight in environments where Flux resources were limited. His suppression device was wrist-mounted, integrated into his channel architecture through permanent surgical installation — the device's Flux signature merged with his biological output at the interface point, indicating years of synchronized use. The integration was sophisticated. The device and his channels operated as a single system.

Harken. A-HIGH — higher-graded than his partner, the output denser, the channel architecture more aggressive. His conditioning was newer — eight to ten years, the channel walls hard but not as seasoned as Gael's. His resting output fluctuated. The nighttime tracking showed the fluctuations clearly: sleep cycles disrupted, the eagerness spiking at 2 and 3 AM when the deeper sleep phases should have dampened his output to baseline. He dreamed at elevated Flux intensity. The dreams produced channel activity that the sensor field read as combat simulations — his channels running through engagement sequences during REM sleep, the training so ingrained that the body practiced while the mind dreamed.

His technique portfolio included the same Guild-standard capabilities as Gael's plus something additional: the rapid-deployment containment burst. I observed the technique during one of his gallery sensing sweeps when he briefly activated the burst's loading sequence — a micro-test, the kind of systems check that operatives ran on their equipment to verify readiness. The activation lasted one-point-three seconds. The sensor field mapped the technique's architecture during that window: a concentrated suppression pulse delivered at combat range, approximately ten meters, designed to lock a target's channels for two to three seconds. Fast. Aggressive. The opener that preceded the full suppression deployment.

The rapid-deployment burst was the specific tactical danger. In a confrontation, Harken would close distance and deploy the burst before the formal suppression sequence began. The burst would attempt to freeze my channels for the seconds needed to bring the wrist-mounted suppression online at close range. The burst operated at A-HIGH density — which meant absorbing it at the A-MID performance ceiling without triggering visible effects was the problem. If the burst hit me and I absorbed it openly, Harken would see the absorption. The absorption was data no A-MID student should produce.

I ran the scenario with Suki in Hall 7. She simulated Harken's containment burst at the A-HIGH density the sensor field had measured — her A-grade output compressed into a concentrated pulse that replicated the burst's frequency profile and delivery speed. The simulated burst hit my channels. The absorption engaged. The Inversion Compression loop processed the incoming energy. The processing took one-point-one seconds.

One-point-one seconds was too slow. During that time, the absorption produced a visible Flux signature — a density spike at the contact point where my channel output briefly exceeded A-MID. An A-HIGH operative running a sensing sweep during those one-point-one seconds would read the spike and flag it as anomalous.

"The spike is detectable," Suki said. Reviewing the grid data. "One-point-one seconds of exposure."

"Can the processing time be reduced?"

"The processing time depends on the absorption rate, which depends on the channel-wall density at the intake point. The walls are denser than they were two weeks ago. The rate is improving." She ran the calculation. "At the current densification rate, the processing time drops below detectable threshold — below point-three seconds — within four days."

Four days. The scan was scheduled for nine days from now. The math worked.

"Train the absorption against A-HIGH density every session," Suki said. "Repeated exposure to A-HIGH loads will accelerate the wall densification at the intake points. The channels adapt to the input they receive."

We trained. Every evening for the next week. Suki producing the simulated burst at the start of each session, the burst hitting my channels, the absorption processing, the spike measured. The spike narrowed with each session. One-point-one seconds on day one. Point-eight on day three. Point-five on day five. The channel walls at the intake points were hardening under the repeated load, the stress-and-adaptation cycle that every training program produced — the biological version of the stress-fracture-repair cycle that the push sessions would later exploit at a much larger scale.

By the seventh session, the spike was at point-four seconds. Close to threshold. Not there yet. The walls needed more time or more intensity. The time was limited. The intensity was limited by the evening sessions' other priorities — the paired combat protocols, the lock-and-absorb sequences, the scenario training that the engagement required.



Petra's contribution arrived on Friday.

The medical bay. The scan. My shirt off, her hands on my chest, the healing register running through the Integration 4 architecture. Five months of sustained contact had refined the connection to a precision no instrument could match. Her probe entered my channels and the channels recognized the frequency the way a lock recognized a key — the fit was specific, earned through repetition, the healer and the patient's system calibrated to each other through hundreds of hours of contact.

"I've been studying the suppression technology's operational parameters," she said. The diagnostic probe moving through my thoracic meridians, mapping the wall densification, the generating channels' output levels, the Integration 4 maturation. Clinical voice. Clinical focus. The conversation layered beneath the medical procedure the way the healing Resonance was layered beneath the diagnostic frequency — two purposes running simultaneously through the same contact.

"The devices the operatives carry produce interference frequencies in the standard biological Flux spectrum. The interference floods the target's channels and disrupts Flux circulation — the channels can't process their own Core's output through the noise."

"The absorption handles the interference the same way it handles combat energy."

"The absorption handles individual frequencies. The interference pattern is different." She shifted the probe, reading the channel-wall composition at the molecular level. "Suppression interference isn't a single frequency. It's a broadband noise field — dozens of frequencies simultaneously, the combined noise occupying enough of the channel's bandwidth that the Core's signal is drowned out. The absorption technique processes one frequency at a time through the Compression loop. A broadband noise field would require parallel absorption across multiple frequencies simultaneously."

"I can run parallel operations. Integration 4's distributed processing—"

"Integration 4's distributed processing handles five to seven parallel operations in combat. The broadband suppression field contains forty to sixty discrete frequencies. The parallel processing would need to scale by an order of magnitude." She looked at me. The green eyes steady. "You can't absorb the full suppression field through the Compression loop. Not at your current parallel capacity."

The limitation landed. A gap in the defense. The suppression equipment was designed to overwhelm through volume — not a single frequency to absorb but a wall of noise that exceeded the processing capacity. The operatives' primary weapon had a specific advantage against the absorption technique.

"However." Petra's hands shifted on my chest. The probe changed frequency — from the diagnostic register to the healing register. Not clinical intensity. The resonant intensity she used during our intimate contact. "The interference frequencies operate in the biological spectrum. Your channels process biological-spectrum energy through the standard channeling pathways. But the healing Resonance operates at a different frequency band — the sub-biological register that biological Cores can't produce."

"The sub-biological register is below the suppression field's frequency range."

"Below the frequency range." She almost smiled. "If I'm in contact with you when the suppression field activates, I can run the healing Resonance through your channels at the sub-biological frequency. The Resonance operates beneath the interference — beneath it, the way a submarine operates beneath surface waves. The suppression noise is above. The healing Resonance is below. Your Core's signal rides the healing frequency through the interference and maintains circulation."

The technique was the amplification's tactical cousin. The amplification technique heightened nerve sensitivity during intimate contact. The bypass technique maintained channel circulation during suppression. Both operated at the same sub-biological register. Both required Petra's proximity. Both were applications of a Resonance capability she'd developed through five months of sustained contact with my specific channel architecture.

"You'd need to be in physical contact."

"Physical contact maximizes the effect. Proximity within one meter maintains it at reduced efficiency." She withdrew the probe. Entered notes on her tablet. "If a confrontation occurs and the operatives deploy suppression, my presence within contact range negates the suppression's primary effect. The absorption technique handles whatever individual frequencies the Compression loop can process. The bypass handles the broadband noise."

Petra Calloway. Embedded medic. Five-foot-two. Freckles. Green eyes. Hands that asked before they touched. A C-grade clinical rotation student whose presence in the engagement zone would convert from medical support to tactical asset through a Resonance technique she'd developed to make my scars feel good.

"The operatives won't expect a healer in the engagement zone," I said.

"The operatives won't expect anything I do. I'm a C-grade clinical rotation student. I don't register on their threat assessment." The composure held. The green eyes held. The steel beneath the freckles. "Which is exactly why I'll be the one standing next to you when they try."



Keris filed three additional legal motions over the following week.

The first was a procedural objection to the operatives' gallery access. The argument: ongoing observation of a student's training constituted pre-scan data collection that the warrant didn't authorize. The warrant authorized a scan. The warrant did not authorize continuous surveillance of the target's combat capabilities during training sessions. The objection cited Guild regulatory precedent from an Aldane family case archive that contained sixteen years of warrant-challenge case law — precedent that Keris had been compiling since the warrant's first filing, building the legal ammunition that the appellate challenge would deploy.

The objection didn't remove the gallery access. The administration ruled that observation fell within the warrant's "records access" provision under a broad interpretation. But the objection created a documented record of the observation that could be cited in the appellate review as evidence of scope overreach. Paper. Permanent paper.

The second motion was a formal request to the Guild's oversight body to assign an independent observer to the scan procedure. The argument: the presence of Korvane-contracted operatives during a medical procedure created an institutional conflict of interest that required neutral oversight. The request was pending — the oversight body processed requests through a review committee that met biweekly, and the next meeting was ten days out. The pendency added bureaucratic weight to the scheduling process because the Academy's administration, not wanting to conduct the scan without the oversight body's response to the observer request, had added a procedural hold to the scan's scheduling queue.

The third motion was the most aggressive. A motion to seal Renn Vasik's Academy records from warrant-authorized access during the appellate period. The argument: records access before the appellate challenge was resolved constituted prejudicial discovery — allowing the warrant's executing party to build its case with the target's records while the target's challenge to the warrant's provisions was still being adjudicated. The motion was denied. The denial was appealable. The appeal was filed. The filing added five more days of institutional friction to the warrant's execution timeline.

Each motion was thin. Each motion added days. The accumulated weight of five procedural interventions — Rynn's scheduling delay, Petra's medical coordination, Keris's three motions — had pushed the scan date from eight days after warrant execution to sixteen. Sixteen days of institutional friction between the operatives' arrival and the scanner's probe.

Sixteen days. The appellate challenge resolved in twenty-one. If the scan happened at day sixteen and read clean, the appellate challenge's resolution was irrelevant. If the scan read synthetic, the challenge had five remaining days to block the retrieval.

The margins were thin. The margins were always thin. The margins were the space between the walls and the force.

The operatives sat in the gallery during the day. Gael observed. Harken simmered. The campus knew — the whisper network had distributed the headline within three days of their arrival. Someone was here for Vasik. The combat specialization's lowest-graded admission had drawn Korvane BioSystems and Guild warrants and military-grade operatives and the drawing was the most interesting thing that had happened at Aurelius Academy in years and the interest was everywhere.

I trained. I contained. I tracked the operatives through the sensor field and trained the absorption against A-HIGH loads and developed the paired combat protocols with Suki and carried Petra's suppression bypass and Keris's legal architecture and the weight of all of it was the weight of being defended and the defense was the people and the people were everything.

The meter read A-MID. The scan was in six days. The fight was in however many days the walls held after that.




Chapter 20: Jo

Doss closed early for the first time in thirty years.

The message came through his network on a Thursday evening. I was in Hall 7 with Suki, running the containment-burst absorption drill for the twelfth consecutive session, when my comm received the encrypted text: Sunday. Shop. After hours. Come alone.

I didn't come alone. I came with Suki, because the definition of alone had changed since the first time I'd walked to Doss's shop on a bright afternoon with boot laces I couldn't tie and a city I couldn't navigate. Alone now meant without the people who weren't part of the inner architecture. Suki was part of the inner architecture. Suki was the architecture.

Doss's shop at 9 PM was different from Doss's shop at noon. The half-lit interior was fully dark except for the kitchen's pilot light and the faint glow of the stovetop's residual heat. The counter was wiped clean. The stools were pushed in. The sign in the window was turned to CLOSED and the CLOSED had the weight of intention — this was not a shop that had finished its business for the day. This was a shop that had been shut down for a purpose.

Doss was behind the counter. He was not cooking. He was standing with his arms at his sides and the apron on and the flat dark eyes watchful and the watchfulness was not directed at me. The watchfulness was directed at the woman sitting on the stool at the far end of the counter.

Jo Tannick.

I hadn't seen her in six months. The last time was the alley — the first night, the dark, the jacket pressed into my hands, the chip, the address, the woman who walked away without looking back. Six months of hidden messages and encoded meeting points and the absence of the person who had stayed inside the machine that hurt me for eleven years because leaving would have meant losing the ability to change it.

She was smaller than I remembered. Or I was larger — the physical conditioning from Rynn's program had added mass to my frame, broadened the shoulders, filled out the chest. Jo was mid-forties, thin, the kind of thin that came from sustained stress rather than choice. Short brown hair tucked behind her ears. Sharp-featured face. Dark circles beneath eyes that saw more than they showed. She wore a dark jacket — not the jacket she'd given me, a different one, the same style, the practical clothing of a woman whose wardrobe was optimized for not being noticed.

She looked at me.

The looking was intense in a way that Rynn's assessment wasn't and that Petra's scanning wasn't and that Suki's analytical focus wasn't. The looking was the intensity of someone reading data that only they could interpret — the way a parent reads a child's face for signs of the person the child is becoming, the information encoded in growth and posture and the particular way the eyes have changed since the last time they were close enough to read.

"You're taller," she said.

"I'm the same height."

"You carry it differently." Her eyes moved to my shoulders. My chest. The scars at my neckline. "You're heavier. The musculature is filling in. The channels are feeding the tissue — I can see it in the way you stand. The Core's influence on the surrounding biology is further along than I projected."

She was reading me the way Petra read me. From the outside, without Resonance, using visual assessment and the engineering knowledge of someone who had designed the system running inside my chest. She didn't need a probe. She knew the specifications.

"Sit down," Doss said. The two syllables carrying the same authority they carried when he said "counter" and "eat" — the words that organized his world around the acts of feeding and sitting and the acts were not negotiable.

I sat. Suki sat beside me. Jo looked at Suki for three seconds — the assessment running, the data processing. Jo had never met Suki. Jo had encoded the meeting point for me. Suki's presence was an unplanned variable and Jo's response was visible in a micro-adjustment of posture: a slight straightening, a recalibration. Eleven years inside a corporation's intelligence environment had trained her to process new information the way the Inversion Compression loop processed Flux. Automatically. Continuously.

"Suki Pressler," Suki said. "Ranked first. A-grade. His combat partner and his—" She paused. The analytical engine selecting the precise word from a vocabulary that contained several candidates. "His."

"His," Jo repeated. The word accepted without requiring elaboration. The acceptance was fast — Jo processed relationships the way she processed engineering data, categorized and filed. Suki was filed. The file was: important to Renn, therefore important.

Doss served bowls. Three of them. The broth was not the refined nineteen-component composition of the regular menu. The broth was simpler — a clear stock, clean, the kind of base that Doss produced when the cooking was not the point and the sitting was.

"I can't protect you from the warrant through legal channels," Jo said. She spoke between bites. The eating was mechanical — fuel, not pleasure. The contrast with how I ate Doss's food — with attention, with the learned appreciation of someone who had spent twelve years on nutritional paste and who tasted every meal as a gift — was visible. Jo ate the way she did everything: efficiently, with her attention on the next problem. "I tried. I've been working Korvane's internal systems for five months. Trying to corrupt the retrieval authorization from inside their network. The corporate security upgrade after your escape included counter-intrusion protocols that I can't bypass remotely. They learned from the breach."

"The breach was you."

"The breach was me. The security logs I erased, the power fluctuation I triggered, the monitoring gaps I created — all of it was analyzed after the fact. They know someone inside facilitated the escape. They don't know who. But they've closed the vulnerabilities I used and the new architecture is built to resist the kind of access I had." She set her bowl down. "I can't get back in."

"Then what?"

She looked at me across the counter. The sharp-featured face, the dark circles, the eyes that held eleven years of watching a boy be cut open and four years of planning his escape and five months of operating in the shadow of a corporation that would destroy her if it found her.

"Then we do what I should have done eleven years ago," she said. "We make the program public."

The statement landed in the quiet shop. Doss's pilot light flickered. Suki's harmonic carried a spike of attention — the analytical engine engaging at maximum on new strategic input.

"Not through a Guild hearing," Jo continued. "Hearings take months. The appellate process is already buying time and the time is finite. We need something faster. Something that produces an immediate institutional response." She reached into her jacket and produced a data chip. Set it on the counter beside the broth. "Evidence. Comprehensive. Twenty years of Korvane's synthetic Core program documented in internal records that I've been compiling since the night you escaped."

The chip sat on the counter. Small. Dark. The same form factor as the chip she'd given me in the alley. A different chip. A different purpose.

"The Archive records," she said. "Every Hollow child Korvane purchased over twenty years. Names, acquisition dates, source contacts, purchase prices. The subject registry — every prototype installation, every rejection, every outcome. The medical records of thirty-seven subjects documented with the clinical precision that Korvane's research division applied to everything it did to children." She paused. "Including you. CV-037. The complete file. Every procedure, every prototype, every installation and rejection from age six to age eighteen. The record of what they did to you, documented in their own handwriting."

The chip on the counter beside the broth. Twenty years of purchased children. The twelve years of my life that I carried in thirty-seven scar lines documented in corporate records that said "the host" and "the installed device" and "anomalous resistance to prototype rejection that warrants continued investment."

"The evidence is enough to trigger a Guild Enforcement intervention," Jo said. "Direct action. Not a hearing, not a judicial review — an enforcement directive from the division commander authorizing immediate suspension of Korvane's research operations and protective custody for all identified subjects. The directive bypasses the warrant process entirely. If Enforcement intervenes, the warrant is suspended, the operatives are recalled, and the scan doesn't happen."

"What does the evidence need?"

"A face." She looked at me. The intensity again. The reading. "The evidence alone is corporate espionage. Stolen data. Korvane's legal division would challenge the chain of custody, argue that the records were fabricated or altered, tie the Enforcement response in procedural challenges for months. The evidence needs authentication. A living subject whose physical reality confirms what the records describe. The scars that match the surgical documentation. The synthetic Core that matches the prototype specifications. The living proof that the program existed and that the program did what the records say it did."

"You need me to testify."

"I need you to be visible. To stand in front of the Enforcement division and show them what the program produced. The records describe thirty-seven prototypes installed in a subject designated CV-037 over twelve years. You are CV-037. Your body is the proof. Without you, the data is paper. With you, the data is a person."

The shop was quiet. The pilot light steady. Doss behind the counter with his arms crossed and his flat eyes watching the conversation the way he watched everything — from a distance that was not detachment but perspective. Thirty years of building identities for desperate people had taught him what it meant to stop building and start revealing.

Suki's hand was on my thigh under the counter. The harmonic carrying her state: intense focus, the strategic analysis running at full speed, and underneath the analysis something warmer. Not urging me toward the decision or away from it. Present. The hand saying: whatever you decide, I'm here.

"The testimony is public," I said. "The Enforcement division operates through institutional channels. If I testify, the testimony enters the Guild's record system. The Research Division has access to Guild records. The Research Division already knows what I am."

"The Research Division already knows," Jo confirmed. "What the Research Division doesn't have is public exposure. Research operates in classified channels. If your testimony enters the Enforcement record — which is not classified, which is subject to Guild oversight, which is accessible to the Council — then the Research Division's knowledge becomes the Council's knowledge. The Council is a political body. Political bodies respond to public information differently than classified information. Classified, you're an asset to be managed. Public, you're a person to be protected."

The distinction. Classified versus public. Asset versus person. The same body, the same Core, the same thirty-seven scars — classified, they were data points in a research program. Public, they were evidence of a crime.

"I'm not deciding tonight," I said.

"I'm not asking you to decide tonight." Jo picked up her bowl. Ate another bite. The mechanical consumption. "The data is on the chip. Review it. Show it to the people you trust. The decision is yours. The timeline is the scan — if we go to Enforcement before the scan, the Enforcement intervention prevents the scan. If we wait until after the scan, the scan's results determine whether the intervention is preemptive or responsive."

"Before the scan is better."

"Before the scan is better." She finished the bowl. Set it down. Looked at me for a long moment — the reading again, the assessment that was not clinical and not analytical but something else. The word I'd used for Doss applied to Jo: love expressed through planning. The chip on the counter was love. The evidence compiled over five months was love. The meeting arranged through four intermediaries and encoded in building walls and hidden in diagnostic frequencies was love. Jo Tannick loved the way she engineered: thoroughly, with contingencies. She had watched a boy smile for four days during Prototype 23 and heard him scream when it rejected and decided in that moment that the watching would end when the boy was free.

"You're stronger than I projected," she said. Quiet. The engineering assessment layered over the personal one. "The Integration timeline is ahead of schedule. The channel-wall densification is beyond the prototype's design specifications. The generating channels —" She stopped. Looked at my chest. At the scars she couldn't see through the shirt. "You've exceeded the design, Renn. Whatever you've become, it's more than I built."

"You built the foundation."

"I built the key." She stood. The dark jacket. The sharp face. The woman who was smaller than I remembered and who had carried more weight than anyone I knew for longer than I'd been aware of the carrying. "The foundation is yours. The people around you are yours. The decision is yours." She looked at Suki. At Doss. "He has good people."

"He has good people," Doss confirmed. The first words he'd spoken since "sit down." The not-smile. Offered. Held.

Jo left. The door closed behind her. The pilot light flickered in the draft and then steadied. The chip sat on the counter beside three empty bowls.

Doss picked up the bowls. Washed them. The water running in the small kitchen, the sounds of the ritual — the rinsing, the drying, the stacking — filling the space that Jo's departure had emptied.

"She's thinner," Doss said. To the dishes, not to me. "She was thinner five months ago too. The running is wearing her down."

"She's been running since the night I escaped."

"She's been running since the night she decided you'd escape. Four years before the night it happened." He dried a bowl. Set it on the stack. "The running stops when the hiding stops. Hers and yours."

The chip was in my pocket. Jo's data. Twenty years of purchased children. Twelve years of my life. The evidence that could end the hiding and begin something else — something public and permanent and terrifying and necessary.

I walked home with Suki. Her hand in mine. The harmonic warm between us.

"She loves you," Suki said. The same words she'd spoken after the fabrication shop. The same recognition. "The planning is the love."

"I know."

"The decision."

"I know."

We walked. The campus was ahead. The operatives were in the guest quarters. The scan was in six days. The chip was in my pocket. The decision was mine and the decision was coming and the decision would change everything and the everything was already changing and the change was the point.




Chapter 21: Pressure

The scan was scheduled for Tuesday.

Sixteen days of institutional friction — Rynn's delays, Petra's protocols, Keris's motions — compressed into a single date on the Academy's administrative calendar. The notification arrived through the formal channel at 7:15 AM on a Friday: a message to my Academy comm from the Dean's office, copied to Rynn, Petra, and the Aldane family counsel. Tuesday. 10 AM. Medical bay. Korvane equipment.

Four days.

I read the notification in the cafeteria with rice in my mouth and Suki's hand on my thigh under the table and two Korvane operatives sitting in the guest section forty meters away and one of them burning. I could feel Harken's signature through the cafeteria walls — the A-HIGH running elevated even at breakfast, the eagerness that had been building for weeks now riding at a constant simmer that never quite dropped to the baseline his training required. The man was awake at 6 AM with his channels running hot and the hot was not combat preparation. The hot was want.

Harken had pushed four times in the last week. The pushing was procedural — requests filed through the administration, each one testing a different boundary of the warrant's provisions. Request one: direct access to the student for a preliminary sensing assessment. Denied. Request two: expanded observation privileges during combat training sessions, including permission to conduct active rather than passive sensing sweeps from the gallery. Deferred pending faculty review. Request three: authorization to bring suppression equipment into the training hall for "calibration and compatibility testing." Denied with a documented note from the administration citing disproportionate methodology. Request four: a formal objection to the specialist medical oversight protocol, arguing that the protocol created an unconstitutional barrier between the warrant's provisions and the target student.

The fourth request was the most concerning. Not because it would succeed — Keris's legal analysis gave it less than a ten-percent chance — but because the request demonstrated that Harken was studying the institutional protections and identifying the specific mechanisms that shielded me. The specialist oversight protocol was Petra's architecture. Harken had identified it as a barrier and was attempting to dismantle it through the administrative system. The identification meant he understood more about the protection network than a standard operative should. The understanding meant either his briefing was more comprehensive than we'd assumed or he was conducting his own analysis of the institutional landscape.

The interval between his requests was shortening. Four days between the first and second. Three between the second and third. Two between the third and fourth. The compression tracked his emotional modulation — each denial tightening the eagerness rather than dampening it, each institutional wall producing not retreat but increased pressure against the wall.

Gael's requests: zero. The professional filed his weekly report. Attended the gallery observations. Maintained the flat baseline. The contrast between the two operatives was now sharp enough to read from the cafeteria across forty meters of institutional architecture.



Rynn's private sessions ran at maximum intensity in the final week.

The outdoor training grounds. 10 PM. Dark. No grid. No recording. The open air dispersing the combat Flux into the atmosphere where nothing was documented and nothing lingered. Rynn at ninety percent of her A-HIGH capacity — A-MID-plus, an output level that exceeded every student at the Academy and approximated the operational capability of the retrieval operatives themselves.

She'd restructured the sessions after the unit-training conversation. The first change: Suki was present. Rynn had assessed the harmonic during the initial paired evaluation and assigned Suki a permanent role in the off-record sessions as the combat anchor, the harmonized partner whose combined output with mine produced the force multiplication that the engagement protocol depended on.

The second change: scenario training. Rynn stopped running technique-development drills and started running operational scenarios — simulated engagement sequences modeled on the extraction procedure that the retrieval operatives would use. Contain, isolate, suppress, extract. Each phase of the procedure simulated. Each simulation designed to fail in a different way so that I trained the response to every failure mode.

Scenario one: the operatives deploy suppression at range. The absorption technique engages. The suppression feeds the Inversion Compression loop. The output climbs. Suki anchors while I close the distance to direct-combat range.

Scenario two: the operatives bypass suppression and go to direct combat immediately. The sensor field reads their approach. The frequency lock pins the first operative. The absorption runs during the lock. Four seconds to neutralize the first. Six for the second. Ten-second protocol.

Scenario three: one operative engages in direct combat while the other maintains suppression at range. Split attention. The lock pins the close-range operative. Suki engages the ranged operative to disrupt the suppression deployment. The harmonic coordinates the two-front engagement through the standing wave's data transfer.

Scenario four: the operatives use environmental tactics — Flux-denial barriers, infrastructure disruption, the industrial district's sparse conduit network turned against us by cutting the already-thin ambient Flux supply. Response: the Core's output is independent of ambient Flux. The generating channels produce independently. The environmental denial affects Suki more than me — her biological Core draws some energy from the ambient field. The harmonic compensates by feeding her output from my excess.

Scenario five: a civilian enters the engagement zone. The collateral-avoidance protocols that Rynn had introduced in earlier sessions — calibrated lock containment, shaped Flux output that avoided non-combatant positions, the precision that Rynn demanded because field operations happened in populated spaces and the populations didn't deserve to be casualties.

Each scenario ran three times. Nine repetitions per session. Three sessions in the final week. Twenty-seven simulated engagements that burned the protocols into the distributed processing's automatic response systems. By the third session, the ten-second protocol ran without conscious input. The lock engaged reflexively when the sensor field identified a hostile channel configuration. The absorption activated on contact with external Flux. The harmonic synced Suki's movement to mine through the standing wave without verbal coordination.

Rynn watched the automation develop with the assessment that field commanders applied to assets approaching operational readiness. After the third session, she stood in the dark training ground with the campus lights behind her and the stars above and made a statement that was not a compliment because Rynn didn't give compliments. The statement was a classification.

"You're field-ready," she said. "The technique portfolio, the reaction speed, the multi-operational capacity, the automated protocols. The package exceeds the Guild's combat-ready certification standard. If you were a Guild operative, I'd deploy you."

"I'm not a Guild operative."

"No. You're a first-year Academy student with six weeks of combat specialization training who just ran twenty-seven simulated extraction scenarios at a success rate of one hundred percent with an average engagement time of eight-point-two seconds." She picked up her training bag. "The retrieval operatives have never faced what you are, Vasik. Their training doesn't include a target who absorbs suppression, locks frequencies, and runs five simultaneous operations at S-grade capacity. Their briefing describes an A-HIGH late-manifestation student. Their equipment is rated for that student. Their tactics are built for that student."

"That student doesn't exist."

"That student doesn't exist. The student who does exist will end the engagement before the operatives understand what they're facing." She paused. "The question is not whether you can defeat them. The question is what happens after the defeat. The institutional response. The Guild's reaction. The political consequences of a first-year student neutralizing two military-grade operatives in the lower districts. The combat ends in ten seconds. The aftermath lasts longer."

The aftermath. The thing that came after the fight. The thing that the training couldn't prepare for because the thing was institutional and political and the training was physical and the physical and the institutional operated at different speeds and by different rules.



Integration 4's completion was approaching the way weather approached — the pressure building in the atmosphere, the density accumulating, the system knowing that the storm was imminent even when the sky was still grey rather than black.

I could feel the threshold in every channel. The wall density — pushed past ninety-four percent by weeks of sustained training and Petra's stress-fracture-repair healing cycle — was producing a background pressure that sat beneath the normal operating frequency like a bass note beneath a melody. The note was deep and constant and it grew louder each day. Each training session added density. Each push session added more. The walls were saturated and the saturation was unstable and the instability was the system's way of telling me that the state change was close.

Petra confirmed during the Friday scan. Her hands on my chest, the probe running at Integration 4's resolution, the data populating on her tablet with the long scratches that meant new information and the pauses that meant she was deciding how to categorize what she'd found.

"Ninety-four percent of the projected threshold," she said. "The remaining six percent — at the current densification rate — will be reached in four to seven days. The range depends on training intensity. Higher intensity accelerates the densification."

"Four to seven days. The scan is in four."

The green eyes looked up from the tablet. The calculation arriving: the completion window straddling the scan date.

"If the Integration completes before the scan, the output spike needs to be masked. The spike will be significant — based on the previous milestones, the completion produces a system-wide surge that exceeds the current masking's capacity. The masking needs recalibration after the completion." She paused. "If the completion triggers during the scan — while Korvane's scanner is reading your channels — the scanner captures the spike in real time. The spike's magnitude and frequency profile will be inconsistent with biological cultivation."

"The completion during the scan is catastrophic."

"The completion during the scan is catastrophic." She said it with the clinical flatness that she used for diagnoses that the patient needed to hear without emotional padding. The fact delivered clean. The implications left for the patient to process. "The timing needs to be controlled. The completion needs to happen before Tuesday."

Suki calculated the acceleration during the Friday evening session in Hall 7. The grid data on the terminal. The growth curve projected forward with accelerated densification rates applied to the remaining six percent.

"If we run four-hour sessions at unrestricted output for three consecutive nights — Friday, Saturday, Sunday — the densification rate increases by approximately twenty percent," she said. The projection on the screen showed the threshold line crossing the growth curve at Monday night instead of Wednesday. "The four-day estimate compresses to three. The completion triggers Monday night. The scan is Tuesday morning. The masking is recalibrated overnight."

"The margin between completion and scan is hours."

"The margin is hours. And the sessions will be brutal." She looked at me. The dark eyes carrying the weight of the calculation and its cost. "Four hours at unrestricted output, three consecutive nights. Your body needs Petra's healing Resonance between sessions to maintain channel integrity. The sustained output will produce micro-fractures in the channel walls — the walls are pushing past their current rated capacity, the stress exceeds what the natural repair cycle can handle overnight."

"Petra's healing accelerates the densification," I said. "She found that during the first push sessions. The micro-fractures heal denser than the original material. The stress-fracture-repair cycle is a second compounding loop — each break heals stronger."

"Then the healing isn't just recovery. The healing is part of the push." Suki processed the variable. "Petra heals the micro-fractures between sessions. The healed material is denser. The denser material produces higher output in the next session. The higher output produces more micro-fractures. The fractures heal denser still." She looked at the growth curve. Adjusted the projection to include the accelerated densification from the healing cycle. The threshold line moved. "With the healing cycle factored in, the three-day estimate compresses further. The completion might trigger Sunday night instead of Monday."

Sunday night. One full day before the scan. Enough time for the recalibration. Enough margin for error.

"Then we push," I said.

"Then we push." She stood. Extended her hand. I took it. The harmonic at full amplitude, the standing wave carrying the determination and the fear and the fierce love that had carried everything since the first morning she sat at my table and the carrying had not stopped and the not-stopping was the foundation.

Three days. Three sessions. One threshold.

I messaged Petra: Three push sessions. Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Four hours each. Unrestricted output. I need healing between sessions — the micro-fractures. The healing is part of the push.

Her response came in thirty seconds: I'll be outside Hall 7 at the end of each session. Bring water. And protein bars. Your metabolism will be running at three times baseline and the body needs fuel or the channels start consuming muscle tissue.

Clinical. Practical. The healer preparing for her role in the push the way she prepared for every procedure — with specificity, with anticipation, with the quiet competence that was her version of love.

Three days. The scan in four. The pressure building in the channels and in the world.




Chapter 22: Integration

The first push session nearly broke the grid.

Friday night. Hall 7. Suki at the terminal. The isolation shielding at full capacity. I dropped the masking and opened the Core to unrestricted output and ran the Inversion Compression at maximum density for four hours.

Four hours is a long time to channel at the limit of what your body can produce.

The first hour was manageable. The Compression loop cycled at full speed, the generating channels at maximum, the combined output pushing against the channel walls with the sustained pressure the densification required. The grid floor blazed white. The terminal recorded numbers that climbed steadily — the wall density ticking upward at a rate Suki tracked on the growth curve she'd projected, the percentage creeping from ninety-four toward the threshold line.

The second hour was hard. The sustained output drew on the body's physical reserves — the muscles supporting the channeling infrastructure, the nerves conducting the signals that coordinated the distributed processing, the biological systems that the synthetic Core relied on because the Core was installed in a body and the body had limits even if the Core didn't. The fatigue arrived first in my shoulders — the muscle groups that anchored the thoracic meridians, the channels carrying the densest Flux traffic. The ache was physical, not energetic. The channels were fine. The body around the channels was protesting. The protest was the sensation of muscles consuming their own stored energy to fuel channeling that demanded more than the morning's rice and protein had provided.

The third hour was worse. The fatigue spread from the shoulders to the back, the core, the legs. The five-week push at the end of the first semester had produced this same progressive depletion — the body eating itself to feed the cultivation. But that push had been distributed across weeks. This was concentrated into hours. The metabolism burning at three times the resting rate, the protein stores depleting, the muscle tissue beginning to catabolize. I could feel the catabolism through the Integration 4 sensing — the molecular-level resolution showing me my own muscle fibers breaking down, the proteins being converted to energy, the energy being consumed by the channeling. My body was consuming itself to fuel the push and the consumption was necessary and the necessity was the price.

Suki monitored my vitals through the harmonic. Heart rate. Respiration. The Flux-modulation patterns that indicated fatigue and strain. At the two-hour mark she walked across the blazing grid floor and put a protein bar in my hand without speaking. At the two-and-a-half-hour mark she put a second one in my hand. At the three-hour mark a third, and a bottle of water, and a look that was not the analytical assessment but the other look — the one that said I'm watching you hurt yourself and the watching is not easy and the not-easy is the cost I pay for the push because the push is necessary and the necessity doesn't make the watching easier.

The fourth hour was survival. Every muscle group protesting. The nerves running hot. The biological systems approaching their limits while the synthetic Core and the generating channels operated without fatigue because the synthetic didn't tire and the biological did and the gap between them was the push's essential tension. The engine was limitless. The chassis had limits. The chassis was being pushed past the limits because the limits were the thing that needed to break for the threshold to arrive.

The session ended at 2 AM. The wall density had climbed four percent. Suki read the terminal data with the particular focus that significant results produced: "Four percent in four hours. The growth curve's projection updated — three days to threshold at this intensity."

I could barely stand. The muscle fatigue was comprehensive. My legs shook when I walked to the door. The Core was fine — the Core was running at the same baseline it always ran at, the synthetic engine humming behind my sternum with the steady output that twelve months of continuous operation had not diminished by a fraction. The Core didn't know I was exhausted. The Core didn't care. The Core produced and the body around it suffered and the suffering was the push.

Petra was waiting outside Hall 7. She'd come at midnight — I'd messaged her the schedule and the medical requirement. Civilian clothes, the dark jacket over a sweater, the auburn hair down. Her green eyes assessed me in the corridor's low light the way they assessed me during scans — reading the damage before I reported it, the healer's diagnostic running through visual assessment and Resonance proximity.

"Channel micro-damage," she said, before I spoke. Her hands on my shoulders, the healing Resonance activating through the contact. "The sustained output stressed the channel walls beyond their current rated capacity. Micro-fractures in the wall material — tiny breaks that the Compression loop would normally repair over days."

She worked on me in the corridor for twenty minutes. The healing frequency penetrating the channel walls, the micro-fractures identified one by one through the diagnostic probe, each fracture sealed with a targeted pulse calibrated to the specific wall density at the break point. The process was the same process she used during every scan — systematic, thorough, each repair site visited and assessed and treated. The hands that asked before they touched and that healed without being asked because the healing was who she was and the who was not conditional on permission.

The repairs were denser than the original material. She found this during the first session's healing — the sealed fracture sites reading at higher density than the surrounding wall because the healing incorporated the refined Flux that the Compression loop was circulating.

"The micro-fractures are healing denser than the original material," she said. Surprised. The diagnostic probe reading the repair sites with the focused attention that new data produced. "The stress-and-repair cycle is producing faster wall densification than the Compression loop alone. Each fracture is a weak point that heals stronger. The healing is accelerating the push."

The realization: the push sessions weren't just forcing densification through sustained output. The sessions were creating controlled damage that Petra's healing repaired at higher density. Stress, break, repair, stronger. The biological equivalent of forging metal — heat, hammer, cool, harder. The body broken in precisely the way that the breaking produced improvement when the breaking healed.

"Can you sustain the healing for three nights?" I asked.

"I can sustain the healing." The green eyes steady. "The question is whether your channels can handle three consecutive nights of deliberate micro-fracture."

"The fractures are small. The healing is fast. The densification is the point."

"The densification is the point. And I'll verify the wall integrity between sessions — scans tomorrow afternoon and Sunday afternoon to confirm the composition is consistent. If the repeated fracture-repair cycling produces inconsistency in the wall material, we stop." She paused. Her hands still on my shoulders, the healing register running at idle. "Three scans in three days. Friday, Saturday, Sunday. My schedule has never been this full."

The ghost of the smile. The composure thinning by the width of a freckle. "My schedule has also never included healing someone in a corridor at 2 AM while he's shaking from four hours of self-imposed channel damage. So this is a week of firsts."



Saturday's session was worse. Sunday's was worse than Saturday.

The pattern held: four hours of maximum output, the Compression loop at full speed, the body consuming itself to fuel the channeling. The wall density climbing — three-point-five percent Saturday, four-point-two percent Sunday. Saturday's number was lower because the accumulated fatigue between sessions reduced the output ceiling. Sunday's was higher because Petra's healing had repaired Saturday's micro-fractures denser and the denser walls produced more output at the same effort level.

The stress-fracture-repair cycle worked. Each session produced the micro-damage. Each healing session repaired the damage denser. Each repair produced walls that carried more Flux, generated more output, pushed harder against the threshold. The cycle was a third compounding loop — nested inside the Inversion Compression loop and the channel-wall densification loop, each loop feeding the others, the three systems producing a combined densification rate that exceeded any individual loop's contribution.

Suki tracked the numbers. By Sunday night's session, the wall density was at ninety-eight percent of Petra's projected threshold. Two percent remaining. The growth curve showed the threshold arriving within hours rather than days.

Sunday's healing session was longer than the previous two. Thirty minutes in the corridor. The micro-fractures were deeper — the walls were denser now and the stress required to fracture them was higher and the higher stress produced larger breaks. Petra's healing frequency worked at full intensity, the Resonance penetrating the denser wall material, finding the fractures at depths that her earlier sessions hadn't reached.

"The wall density is at ninety-eight percent," she said. Her hands on my chest, the probe running deep. "The remaining two percent is — I can feel it, Renn. The threshold isn't a number. It's a state. The walls are saturated and the saturation is unstable. The system wants to reorganize. The reorganization is the Integration completing."

"How long?"

"One more sustained output cycle. Not four hours. One cycle at full power. The single cycle will push the saturation past the tipping point." She looked up. The green eyes in the corridor's dim light. "Run it tomorrow. Monday night. One cycle. The Integration completes. The recalibration happens overnight. The scan is Tuesday morning."

The margin: hours. The distance between completion and scan measured in the time between Monday midnight and Tuesday 10 AM.



The snap happened at 11:43 PM on Monday night.

Hall 7. The isolation shielding at full capacity. One cycle of Inversion Compression at unrestricted output — the single push that Petra had prescribed, the final pressure that the threshold required. The cycle carried the accumulated force of three nights of push sessions and three nights of healing and weeks of sustained training and months of Integration development. The system was ready. The pressure was built. The threshold was the last membrane between what the channels were and what the channels would become.

The membrane broke.

Every channel wall activated. Not the fourteen major meridians that had been generating since Integration 4's onset weeks ago. Every channel. Major meridians. Secondary pathways. Tertiary connectors. The capillary network of micro-channels threading through the muscle tissue and the organs and the nerve bundles. Every piece of the channel architecture that six months of Integration development had built became an active Flux generator simultaneously.

The distributed processing went from fourteen nodes to hundreds. The sensation was not the world-opening of Integration 3 — not the expansion of perception, the sensing range blooming outward, the world becoming transparent. Integration 4's completion was the opposite direction. Inward. A deepening so absolute that the existing capabilities didn't expand but intensified by an order of magnitude. The sensing resolution multiplied. Individual synaptic connections in my own brain — readable. The cellular structure of the grid floor beneath my feet — perceptible through my boots, each molecule's Flux signature distinct. The frequency modulation, the parallel processing, the masking — every technique amplified by the hundreds of new processing nodes, every operation running faster and denser and more precisely than the fourteen-node architecture had produced.

The combined secondary output from the channel network exceeded the Core's primary production. The channels were producing more Flux than the engine. The body had become the engine and the engine had become the body and the distinction between the two was dissolving because Integration 4's completion meant the entire system was the Core. Not a device behind the sternum connected to channels that carried its output. A unified architecture where every component generated and every component processed and the processing was distributed and the distribution was complete.

The meter on my wrist spiked.

A-MID had been the stable reading for weeks. The masking calibrated, the containment holding. The Integration 4 completion blew through the masking the way the wave had blown through the suppression array's containment — the generating capacity multiplied beyond what the existing inverse cancellation could suppress. The combined output of Core plus hundreds of generating channels exceeded the masking's rated capacity.

A-HIGH.

Three seconds on the display. Three seconds of A-HIGH visible on my wrist before the masking technique scrambled — the cancellation frequency recalculating, the inverse signature adjusting to cover the new output level, the processing capacity reallocating to contain the surge.

The reading dropped back to A-MID. But the three seconds had happened. The meter's firmware log had recorded the spike. The log was accessible during the scan. The spike would be visible to anyone who pulled the data.

"A-HIGH," Suki said. Standing at the terminal, the grid data confirming what the meter had shown. "Three seconds. The meter broke through."

"Every channel is generating. The combined output exceeds the masking's previous capacity."

"The meter's firmware log recorded the spike. The log is accessible during the scan. If Korvane's technicians pull the log, the three-second A-HIGH reading flags as anomalous. The anomaly triggers closer inspection. The closer inspection increases the probability of detecting the synthetic signature." She set the tablet down. "The masking needs to be recalibrated. Now. For the new output level. The baseline needs to move to A-HIGH."

"If the baseline moves to A-HIGH, the spike in the log becomes consistent with the current reading. No anomaly. No flag."

"Exactly. But the recalibration means the meter reads A-HIGH permanently. A-HIGH is the highest biological grade below S. A-HIGH from a student who enrolled at B-HIGH seven months ago. The trajectory is steep. The trajectory will attract attention."

"The trajectory already attracts attention. The attention is the reason two operatives are in the guest quarters with military-grade equipment."

"The attention escalates. A-HIGH means the grade conversation changes — from 'interesting late-manifestation student' to 'the fastest grade progression in Academy history.' The institutional interest increases. The Research Division's interest increases."

"The alternative is leaving the spike in the log and letting the scan find it."

"The alternative is worse." She stood. "Recalibrate. A-HIGH baseline. We deal with the institutional attention after we survive the scan."

The recalibration took three hours. The process was technical and exhaustive: adjusting the cancellation frequency's amplitude to suppress less of the total output, testing the new inverse against the Integration 4 architecture's full production, verifying that the meter stabilized at A-HIGH without fluctuation under every condition — resting, training intensity, combat intensity, the specific stress patterns that the scan's probing would produce. Each test required running the Compression loop at the relevant intensity while Suki monitored the meter's reading and the grid's data simultaneously, comparing the two, flagging any discrepancy.

By 2:30 AM, the recalibration was stable. The meter read A-HIGH. The masking's processing cost had decreased — the new calibration suppressed less output, the inverse consumed less processing capacity, the containment tax dropping from twenty percent to fifteen. Five percent returned to the primary system. The Integration 4 completion, despite the crisis of the meter spike, had produced a net improvement in operational efficiency.

The actual capacity — per Jo's diagnostic formula applied to the Integration 4 architecture — was S-MID. The gap between A-HIGH and S-MID was one-and-a-half grades. Smaller than the two-grade gap at S-LOW. The mask was thinning as the reality grew. Each Integration milestone pushed the truth closer to the surface and the surface was the meter reading and the meter reading was the thing the scanner would see.

But the scanner wasn't looking for S-grade. The scanner was looking for synthetic material. The grade could read A-HIGH. The synthetic signature needed to read absent. The cancellation of the synthetic frequencies — the biological-spectrum inverse and the Korvane-proprietary inverse from Lian's ring scanner — was separate from the grade suppression. Both systems running simultaneously. The grade at A-HIGH. The synthetic signature at null. Two lies layered on one truth, each lie consuming processing capacity, each lie maintained by the distributed processing that Integration 4 had just expanded by an order of magnitude.

The scan was in seven hours. Jo's Enforcement submission was targeting the morning. Two timelines converging on the same window: the intervention that prevented the scan, and the scan that the intervention might not prevent.

I walked Suki back to her dormitory. 3 AM. The corridors dark. The campus quiet. Her hand in mine. The harmonic warm between us, carrying the exhaustion and the determination and the residual intensity of three push sessions and a seven-hour recalibration night.

"Whatever happens tomorrow," she said. At her door. The dark eyes steady in the corridor's low light. The braid tight even at 3 AM. "Whatever the scanner shows. Whatever Enforcement does or doesn't do. The answer is still no. They don't get to take you."

She kissed me. Hard. Brief. The harmonic at full amplitude carrying everything the words had carried and the words hadn't needed to carry because the harmonic carried everything.

I went to my room. The door locked. The meter glowing A-HIGH in the dark. The channels humming at a capacity that exceeded measurement — hundreds of generating nodes, the distributed processing running across the entire body, the architecture unified, the system complete. The body that had been pushed for three nights lying on a narrow bed that smelled like jasmine and soap and the accumulated evidence of being defended by people who expressed the defense through training and healing and legal filings and the stubborn refusal to let the people who'd built the thing inside my chest take it back.

Seven hours to the scan. Seven hours to the morning. The pressure had broken. The Integration was complete. What remained was the test.

The door locked from the inside. The lock was mine. The morning was coming.




Chapter 23: Edge

Tuesday morning. 6:14 AM. Four hours of sleep. The Integration 4 channels humming across my entire body, the distributed processing running at a capacity that made the campus transparent from my bed. Every signature readable. Every heartbeat. The two operatives in the guest quarters — Gael at rest, Harken already awake, the eagerness running before dawn.

My comm showed two messages.

The first was from Keris, sent at 5:30 AM: Appellate panel composition confirmed. Three of five judges assigned. Aldane relationships with two. Ruling expected within 72 hours. Holding.

The second was from Jo, routed through Doss's encrypted relay, sent at 4:47 AM: Enforcement contact processed the evidence package. Verification in progress. Estimated response window: 6-12 hours. Cannot guarantee morning delivery. Prepare for both outcomes.

Six to twelve hours. The scan was scheduled for 10 AM. Jo's Enforcement intervention might arrive before the scan or might arrive after. The six-hour window straddled the scan time. The razor cutting in both directions.

I lay in bed and the sensor field read the campus and the reading included something that hadn't been there when I fell asleep.

A secure transport had arrived at the guest quarters at 3:22 AM. Commercial-grade Flux shielding on the vehicle — the kind used for sensitive equipment transfers. The transport had delivered cargo and departed. The cargo's Flux signature was still in the building. Integration 4's enhanced resolution mapped it through the guest quarter walls at a detail level that exceeded anything the previous sensing had produced.

Suppression equipment. Not the wrist-mounted devices the operatives had arrived with. This was a field-deployment suppression array — a portable unit designed to project broadband interference across a radius of approximately fifty meters. The array's frequency range covered the standard biological spectrum and extended into bands the existing equipment didn't cover. Extended into bands that approached the sub-biological register where Petra's healing bypass operated.

Approached. Not reached. The bypass would still function. But the margin between the array's coverage ceiling and the bypass's operating frequency had narrowed from comfortable to thin. Korvane's engineering team was iterating. Each upgrade closed more of the gap. This upgrade was calibrated for the target they believed they were retrieving — an A-HIGH student with anomalous capabilities. They'd read Lian's reports and the gallery observations and they'd sent equipment rated for a stronger target than the warrant originally described.

The equipment was rated for A-HIGH. I was S-MID. The absorption technique would handle the array's output. The Inversion Compression loop would process the broadband interference. The distributed processing would manage the parallel frequency load. The margin between the array's maximum and my actual capacity was sufficient.

But the margin was narrower than it had been two weeks ago. And the narrowing was the data point that mattered — not for this confrontation but for the next one and the one after that. Korvane iterated. Each cycle produced better equipment. Each better equipment narrowed the gap. The cycle didn't end with the scan.

The cycle ended with the hiding ending.

I read the array's specifications through the building walls for twelve minutes. Mapped every frequency band, every power output level, every component of the broadband interference pattern. The mapping was comprehensive — Integration 4's resolution gave me the array's complete technical profile without touching the device. By the time I got out of bed, I knew the upgraded equipment better than the operatives who'd unpacked it.



I found Rynn before the morning session. Her office. 7:15 AM. The shielding engaged.

"The operatives received a field-deployment suppression array overnight," I said. "Fifty-meter radius. Broadband interference extending into near-sub-biological frequencies. Military-grade. Rated for A-HIGH targets."

The professional neutral held. Three seconds of processing.

"Military-grade suppression equipment deployed to an Academy campus for a warrant-authorized medical scan," she said. "The scan is a medical procedure. The array is a combat asset. Deploying combat assets for a medical procedure violates the Guild's proportional response guidelines." She opened her terminal. "I'm filing a proportional-response complaint with the enforcement division. The complaint creates a procedural hold on the scan pending review."

"How long does the review take?"

"Hours. Four to eight. Standard processing through the operational compliance office." She looked at me. "The scan is scheduled for 10 AM. The complaint won't process in time. But it's on record."

"There's something else. The equipment arrived at 3:22 AM. Seven hours before a medical scan. They didn't send a field-deployment suppression array for a medical procedure, Commander. They sent it for an extraction."

Rynn was quiet. The assessment running. The field commander processing the tactical implication of combat equipment arriving before a medical event.

"You're saying the scan is pretext," she said.

"Harken has been pushing for direct access for two weeks. His emotional modulation indicates eagerness for confrontation, not for a medical scan. The upgraded equipment's arrival timing — overnight, uncoordinated with the Academy, before the scheduled procedure — indicates operational preparation. They're not preparing to scan me. They're preparing to take me."

"If the extraction is planned regardless of the scan's result, the procedural walls are irrelevant."

"The walls protect against warrants. They don't protect against force."

The shielded office held the silence. The realization: the institutional machinery — the appellate challenges, the scheduling delays, the specialist protocols, the documented objections — was designed for a legal confrontation. If the operatives operated outside the legal process, the machinery was decorative.

"I'm not going to wait for them to move," I said.

The assessment gaze. "Explain."

"If the operatives are planning extraction regardless of the scan, waiting for the scan puts the confrontation on their terms. Their timing, their location, their equipment positioned in an enclosed space where the fifty-meter radius covers the entire medical bay. Korvane's terms are: suppress the target in a building surrounded by students, extract under warrant authority, present the scan as justification after the fact."

"And your terms?"

"My terms are: open terrain. The industrial district. Sparse Flux infrastructure, minimal civilian presence. The sensor field has maximum direct-sensing range in open space. The suppression equipment's fifty-meter radius is irrelevant because I can operate outside the radius and close distance when I choose." I looked at her. "I leave campus during the rest period. The operatives have been tracking my movements for two weeks. An off-schedule departure triggers their surveillance protocols. Harken follows because Harken has been waiting to follow. Gael follows because the partnership requires it. They follow me to terrain I've chosen and the engagement happens on ground where my capabilities are maximized and their equipment is minimized."

"You're planning to bait them."

"I'm planning to end this."

Rynn stood. Walked to the window. The training grounds were visible. Students were beginning the morning's drills. The campus was waking up around us and the waking was ordinary and the ordinary was the thing I was trying to protect by taking the extraordinary off campus.

"I can't authorize this," she said. To the window. "I'm a Guild operative and a faculty member. Authorizing a student to engage Korvane retrieval operatives in the lower districts is outside my institutional authority."

"I'm not asking for authorization."

"No. You're not." She turned. "The combat training schedule lists a rest period from 8:30 to 11:00 AM. During rest periods, students may leave campus for personal errands. The rest period is scheduled and documented. I scheduled it this morning."

She'd created the window. Not authorization. Cover. The institutional space for a personal errand that was not personal and not an errand and that the scheduling documentation would protect from administrative scrutiny after the fact.

"8:30," I said.

"8:30." She looked at me. The weathered face, the A-HIGH Core compressed behind twelve years of operational discipline. "Vasik. The techniques I've trained you to use. The lock. The absorption. The engagement protocol." She paused. "Use them. All of them. The people coming for you are trained to the same standard I was trained to. They won't hesitate. You can't either."

"I won't."

"You won't." The closest thing to a smile that Rynn's face produced. A millimeter of softening around the eyes. The field commander's version of pride in an asset that was ready for deployment. "Go."

I left the office. The corridor was bright with morning light. The campus was ordinary and warm and full of people who didn't know that the rest period at 8:30 was a deployment window and the deployment was the end of six months of hiding.

I sent three messages. Suki: Hall 7. Now. Bring combat gear. Petra: Medical bay. 8 AM. Bring the bypass equipment. We're leaving campus. Doss: Coming today. Not Sunday. Leave the door unlocked.

The responses came in under a minute.

Suki: On my way.

Petra: I'll be ready.

Doss: Counter's warm.

Three people. Three capabilities. The operational architecture that Rynn had identified and that the morning was about to deploy. Suki's combat harmonic and the multiplication factor that turned two cultivators into something the operatives hadn't prepared for. Petra's healing bypass that negated the suppression equipment's primary weapon. Doss's shop as the staging point — the noodle counter in the lower districts where a man who built identities would watch the identity he'd built walk into the fight that the identity had been delaying.

Hall 7 first. Suki was there in four minutes. Combat clothes, braid tight, the dark eyes sharp with the particular focus that meant the analytical engine was running threat scenarios and the threat scenarios were producing combat protocols and the combat protocols were ready.

"The upgraded suppression array," I said. "I mapped it from my bed. Fifty-meter radius, broadband, near-sub-biological ceiling. The array is their primary weapon. Petra's bypass negates it. Without the array, they're two A-grade operatives against two harmonized cultivators at combined S-grade output. The engagement protocol holds."

"The ten-second protocol."

"The ten-second protocol. Lock Gael first — four seconds. Lock Harken second — six seconds. Absorption runs during both locks. You anchor. I disrupt."

"And if the protocol deviates?"

"The sensor field reads the deviation in real time. The prediction window is three-tenths of a second. Whatever they do, I see it before they finish doing it."

She looked at me. The dark eyes. The woman who'd sat at my table on day six because my channels were interesting and who was standing in Hall 7 on a Tuesday morning in combat clothes because the interesting had become her life and the life was worth fighting for.

"Then let's go end this," she said.

8:30 AM. The rest period. The campus gate.

The walk to the gate was ordinary. Two students leaving campus during a documented rest period. My meter reading A-HIGH — the highest-graded reading I'd carried in public, the Integration 4 recalibration still holding. Suki beside me, her hand in mine, the harmonic humming at the amplitude that two people walking to a fight produced.

The sensor field swept the campus behind us. The operatives' signatures in the guest quarters — Gael preparing, the professional's pre-operational routine. Harken already moving. His signature was in the administration building corridor, heading for the east wing, heading for the view that overlooked the campus gate. He'd be watching when we left. He'd see the off-schedule departure. He'd follow.

We walked through the gate. The campus perimeter crossed. The Academy's institutional protections behind us and the city's open terrain ahead and the operatives' signatures already shifting — both of them moving, both recalibrating, the surveillance protocols engaging as the target left the campus for the first time during a scheduled scan day.

Petra was waiting at the first transit junction. Civilian clothes, the dark jacket, the medical kit disguised as a shoulder bag. She fell into step without a word. The healing register activated at proximity — the low hum running through her channels, ready to deploy, the bypass loaded and waiting for the suppression field that would trigger it.

Three people. Walking toward the lower districts. Walking toward the fight. Walking toward the ending that I'd chosen because the ending was the only thing left to choose.

Behind us, two signatures followed. A-grade. Military-grade. Eager.

The hunt was on. But the prey had chosen the ground.




Chapter 24: Black

The lower districts closed around us like a hand.

The transit ride carried us through the declining gradient of Renton's Flux infrastructure — the commercial corridors thinning to residential, the residential thinning to industrial, the conduits in the walls growing older and sparser as the districts descended through the socioeconomic layers of a city built on the assumption that Flux density correlated with human value. The Integration 4 sensor field contracted with the infrastructure. The campus's two-kilometer surveillance range compressed to eight hundred meters, then five hundred, then four hundred as the ambient Flux density dropped and the sensing had less data to work with.

Four hundred meters was enough. The operatives were within four hundred meters. They'd been within four hundred meters since we left the campus gate.

Gael and Harken. Following at a professional distance — one hundred and fifty meters behind us on the same transit line, maintaining the gap through the system, their A-grade signatures bright in the low-Flux environment like torches in a dark room. They weren't hiding. The pursuit was overt. Warrant-authorized retrieval operatives following a warrant-designated target through a public transit system. Legal. Documented. A provision of the warrant's enforcement authority.

What wasn't documented was the field-deployment suppression array that Harken carried in a reinforced case slung over his shoulder. The array's Flux signature was partially shielded by the case's lining but the shielding was commercial-grade and Integration 4's resolution read through it — the broadband interference generator and its fifty-meter radius deployment mechanism identifiable through the blur.

They were two cars behind us on the transit. I could feel them through the intervening walls and passengers and infrastructure — Gael's flat professional signature, steady as a metronome, the A-MID output compressed and controlled. Harken's hotter signature, the A-HIGH running elevated, the eagerness burning through the pre-combat discipline that his training required and that his temperament was straining against. Between them, the array's shielded signature hummed in the reinforced case. Military-grade equipment on a public transit car, carried by an operative whose emotional modulation read like a coiled spring.

The transit passengers between our cars were civilians. D and E-grade cultivators heading to shift work. A few Hollows — their signatures absent in the Flux field, the gaps in the ambient data that I'd learned to recognize since understanding what Hollows were. The civilians didn't know they were sitting between an extraction team and an extraction target. The not-knowing was the reason I'd chosen the industrial district over the campus. The campus had two hundred students. The industrial district had freight workers and empty streets and the kind of space where a combat engagement's Flux bleed dissipated into the open air rather than bouncing off corridor walls and dormitory foundations.

Suki sat beside me on the transit. Her hand in mine. The harmonic running at combat amplitude — elevated, the standing wave carrying the mutual awareness that two cultivators produced when both were preparing for an engagement. Her dark eyes were forward, watching the transit car's windows without seeing the industrial buildings sliding past. She was seeing the engagement. Running it in her head. The ten-second protocol, the lock sequence, the absorption timing, the scenarios she'd built and tested in Hall 7 across weeks of evening sessions. The analytical engine doing what it did best: converting preparation into prediction, converting prediction into readiness.

Her grip tightened on my hand as the transit slowed for the sector 7 platform. Through the harmonic, I felt the shift — the preparation phase ending, the execution phase beginning. The transition was clean. Suki didn't hesitate between preparation and action. She decided and then she did and the doing was immediate and the immediacy was who she was.

Petra sat across from us. The medical kit in the shoulder bag on her lap, the supplies arranged inside with the clinical precision she applied to everything — each item positioned for rapid access, the healing compounds and the diagnostic tools and the emergency stabilizers organized in the order she'd need them if the engagement produced injuries. Her auburn hair was pinned back. The clinical configuration. The healer ready for work.

Her composure was the calcified version. Hard. Still. The green eyes steady with the particular intensity that I'd learned to distinguish from her other intensities — not the bright vivid green of intimacy, not the warm steady green of the Friday scans, but the flat hard green of a woman whose patients were about to walk into a fight and whose job was to keep them alive afterward. She had not spoken since joining us at the transit junction. She was running the suppression-bypass protocols in her channels — I could feel the preparation through the residual Resonance contact, the healing frequency pre-loaded and ready, the sub-biological register tested and calibrated during the ride. Ready to deploy at contact.

The transit doors opened. We stepped onto the platform. The industrial district's streets were wide and grey and the morning was overcast and the air smelled like machine oil and old concrete and the particular flatness that a low-Flux environment produced — the world feeling less alive, less charged, the background hum of civilization's energy infrastructure fading to a whisper. My own channels compensated by running hotter. The Core's output was the same regardless of the ambient Flux. The synthetic engine didn't depend on the environment the way biological Cores did. The environment was background. The Core was foreground.

We walked east. The route followed the open streets — wide industrial thoroughfares where the buildings were low and the sightlines were long and the space between structures was measured in dozens of meters rather than the campus's arm's-length corridors. I'd chosen this terrain during the weeks of planning that the containment protocol had produced. Open ground. Room to move. Room to sense. Room for the engagement to happen without walls channeling the combat Flux into adjacent spaces where people lived and worked.

The civilian presence was sparse. Tuesday morning in the industrial zone meant freight traffic, a few workers walking between buildings, the occasional D-grade cultivator whose faint signature registered at the edge of the sensor field's resolution. I mapped each civilian within range. Seventeen people within four hundred meters. The number would decrease when the engagement began — high-density combat Flux produced a pressure that non-cultivators felt as physical discomfort, the instinct to leave, the body's response to energy levels it wasn't built to process. The civilians would clear before the real fighting started. The instinct was reliable. The instinct was the reason I'd chosen open streets over enclosed buildings.

We reached the intersection I'd selected. Two thoroughfares crossing at right angles, each eighty meters wide — freight-vehicle scale, the pavement cracked and patched, the Flux conduits buried in the ground beneath us running at less than five percent of campus density. The intersection gave four directions of open space. The buildings at the corners were single-story industrial structures — corrugated metal, low rooflines, no upper floors for elevated positioning, no enclosed corridors for ambush staging. The geometry was simple and the simplicity was the advantage. Simple geometry meant predictable sightlines. Predictable sightlines meant the sensor field's three-tenths-of-a-second prediction window applied to every approach angle simultaneously. There was nowhere to hide that I couldn't see.

"Here," I said.

Suki's dark eyes swept the intersection. The analytical engine processing the tactical geometry the way it processed Flux data — systematically, comprehensively, each variable assessed and filed. "Good sightlines. Open space exceeds the suppression array's fifty-meter radius in three directions. The fourth direction is narrower — forty meters to the building line on the south side. They'll approach from the east. The transit platform is east and the approach angle gives them the building corner for initial cover."

"Petra. Position?"

"Contact range," she said. Her voice was the emergency-procedure calm — the composure that held when the injury was severe and the calm was what kept the hands steady. "Behind you. Within arm's reach. If the suppression field activates, I deploy the bypass through physical contact. The bypass needs sustained contact for maximum effect. I'll keep my hand on your back."

"If the engagement goes to direct combat—"

"I move to three meters. Close enough for the bypass at reduced efficiency. Far enough to avoid the combat Flux bleed." She looked at me. The green eyes. The steel beneath the freckles. "I've been the embedded medic for the combat specialization all semester. I know how to position in an engagement zone. I'm not a civilian, Renn."

She wasn't. She was a C-grade healer with a specialist certification and a Resonance bypass technique that no other cultivator in the system could produce and the quiet ferocity of a woman who had decided six months ago that the boy on her medical bed was hers to protect and who had not revised the decision since.

We waited.

The waiting was the hardest part. Not the anticipation of the fight — the fight was planned, trained, the protocol rehearsed until the ten-second sequence was automatic. The hard part was the stillness. Standing in an industrial intersection at 9 AM on a Tuesday morning with two women who had followed me here because the following was the architecture and the architecture was what kept me alive, and waiting for two men with military-grade equipment and A-grade combat conditioning to close the distance and begin the thing that everything had been building toward.

The sensor field tracked the operatives. Two hundred meters east, moving on foot. They'd left the transit one stop past ours — the professional's tactic, overshooting the target's exit point to approach from a different angle than the transit line would suggest. Gael leading. Harken half a step behind with the array case. Their movement was disciplined — the pacing of field operatives who'd conducted extractions before, the distance between them calibrated for mutual support without clustering.

They reached the intersection's eastern edge at 9:07 AM. Stopped behind the corner of a low industrial building. One hundred meters from where I stood. Gael assessed the space — I could feel his sensing sweep extending from the cover position, the A-MID Resonance touching the intersection's Flux environment, reading the terrain the way I'd read it. Professional. Thorough. He was evaluating the same geometry that Suki had evaluated and arriving at the same conclusions — open ground, clear sightlines, no ambush positions. The conclusions should have told him that the terrain favored the target, not the extractors. The conclusions should have made him cautious.

The conclusions didn't matter because Harken was already deploying the array.

The reinforced case opened. The field-deployment suppression unit emerged — flat rectangular device, Flux emitters at each corner, broadband interference generator in the center compartment. Harken's hands were practiced. Eleven seconds from case-open to activation. The device hummed to life with a frequency I felt through the sensor field before the sound traveled the hundred meters to my ears.

The broadband interference field expanded in a sphere. Fifty meters in every direction from the device. Forty-seven discrete frequency bands flooding the intersection with noise. The noise was engineered — each frequency calibrated to interfere with a specific range of biological Flux circulation, the combined effect designed to overwhelm a cultivator's channels the way a wall of white noise overwhelmed a conversation. The target's Core output, drowned in the interference, would lose coherent circulation. The channels would spasm. The Flux system would collapse.

The interference reached me. Entered my channels. Forty-seven frequencies arriving simultaneously through the channel walls, through the major meridians and the secondary pathways and the capillary micro-channels, through every piece of the architecture that the Integration 4 completion had converted from passive infrastructure to active generation.

The channels accepted the interference without resistance. Unbiased. Undiscriminating. The channel walls that had been built by a synthetic Core for Hollow architecture — architecture that had no frequency preferences, no pre-shaping, no biological rejection response — received the forty-seven broadband frequencies the way a river received tributaries. More water. More flow. More material for the current to carry.

The Inversion Compression loop engaged.

The distributed processing handled the parallel load. Hundreds of generating channels, each one a processing node, each node taking a subset of the incoming frequencies. Channel group one processed frequencies one through four. Group two processed five through nine. The allocation was automatic — the Integration 4 architecture distributing the workload across the network without conscious input, the parallel processing that biological cultivators couldn't produce because biological cultivators had one Core and one processing thread and the broadband interference was designed to overwhelm that single thread.

I had hundreds of threads. The interference was distributed across them. Each thread processed its subset in point-zero-three seconds. The combined processing time for all forty-seven frequencies: point-two seconds. The interference entered my channels and disappeared in a fifth of a second. Consumed. Refined. Converted from noise to coherent Flux by a Compression loop that treated every energy input as raw material regardless of its source or intent.

The refined Flux fed back into the circulation. The Inversion Compression loop running hotter — the incoming energy from forty-seven frequency bands adding to the Core's primary output and the generating channels' secondary output. The combined total climbing. The effective capacity rising from S-MID baseline toward something measurably higher. The suppression equipment was feeding me and the feeding was continuous because the array was still broadcasting and the broadcasting was still entering my channels and the channels were still consuming.

Petra's hand was on my back. The healing bypass activated automatically when the suppression field deployed — the sub-biological Resonance running through my channels beneath the interference frequencies, maintaining a circulation path that the broadband noise couldn't reach. The bypass was a submarine beneath surface waves. The submarine was unnecessary — the absorption had processed the waves before they could disrupt the surface. But Petra maintained the contact because the contact was the protocol and the protocol was: I am here, within reach, and whatever happens next I am here.

Suki felt the output climb through the harmonic. The standing wave's amplitude increasing as my effective capacity rose. The harmonic's multiplication factor engaged at the elevated output. The combined capability of two harmonized cultivators receiving continuous energy from the operatives' own equipment reached a level that the training hall's grid had never recorded because the training hall had never provided an external energy source to absorb.

I let the absorption run for four seconds. Four seconds of continuous broadband intake, the Compression loop processing and refining, the channel walls absorbing the refined Flux into their structure, the density climbing, the output climbing. Four seconds of the operatives' equipment making me stronger while the operatives' instruments showed them what the making looked like from the outside.

Gael read his instruments. The suppression control interface on his wrist displayed the target's channel activity in real time. The display should have shown a declining graph. Channel output falling. Circulation disrupting. The target's system collapsing under the engineered noise. The graph should have been a downward slope trending toward zero.

The graph was climbing. The target's output was increasing. The Flux density at the target's position was higher than before the suppression activated. Higher and rising. The graph was a line going up and to the right and the going was accelerating and the instruments' readings were impossible because the instruments' parameters didn't include a scenario where suppression produced amplification.

Gael's emotional state shifted. The flat professional baseline — the metronome that had been ticking steadily since the Academy — developed a wobble. A micro-modulation in his Flux signature that Integration 4's resolution read as the first uncertainty the man had experienced on this operation. His training hadn't covered this. His twelve to fifteen years of field experience hadn't covered this. The instruments were telling him something new and the newness was producing recalculation — the professional's model of reality updating under incoming data that contradicted the model's assumptions.

Harken's emotional state didn't shift. Harken's emotional state intensified. The eagerness receiving the impossible data and processing it not as a tactical problem to be solved but as a promise being fulfilled. The target was strong. Stronger than the briefing described. Stronger than the equipment was designed for. The confrontation would be real and the reality was what Harken had been burning for since the first week in the gallery and the burning was not fear.

I stopped absorbing. The four seconds of intake were sufficient. The refined suppression energy was gathered in my thoracic meridians — the densest generating cluster, the channels that produced the highest secondary output, the reservoir that I'd been deliberately filling rather than circulating. Four seconds of forty-seven-frequency broadband interference, processed through S-grade Compression, held at combat density in the channels that sat behind the longest scar on my body. The scar from Prototype 1. Age six. The scar that Petra traced with her fingertips and Suki covered with her whole palm. The channels behind that scar held enough refined energy to end the engagement before it began.

I pushed.

Not a strike. Not a targeted combat technique. A wave. Omnidirectional. The refined suppression energy expelled from my thoracic meridians in a pulse that expanded outward at the speed of Flux propagation — the speed of light through a Flux-conductive medium, instantaneous at this range. The wave carried the operatives' own equipment's output, processed through the Inversion Compression loop at S-grade capacity, returned at a density that exceeded the original by an order of magnitude. Their energy. My refinement. Their weapon turned inside out.

The wave hit the suppression array first. The device was rated for projecting broadband interference, not for receiving concentrated Flux at S-grade density. The emitters overloaded. The interference generator's containment ruptured. The array detonated — not with fire or fragmentation but with energy, the contained frequencies releasing simultaneously in an uncontrolled burst that sprayed across the intersection in every direction. Street lights along the thoroughfare flickered and popped. Flux conduits in the pavement hummed at a pitch that rose and cracked. The concrete beneath the array's deployment point cracked in a starburst pattern, the Flux energy displacing into the ground because the ground was the path of least resistance.

The suppression field died. The broadband interference collapsed. The intersection went silent — the forty-seven frequencies gone, the engineered noise replaced by the natural quiet of a low-Flux industrial district on a Tuesday morning. The quiet was louder than the noise had been because the quiet meant the primary weapon was destroyed and what came next didn't have a plan.

The wave hit Gael one-point-two seconds after the array. His barriers deployed — fast, the fifteen-year veteran's combat reflexes activating in under a quarter-second, the cascading barrier configuration that Guild field-operative training produced. Three layers of defensive Flux, each at a different frequency, the layers absorbing the wave's impact in sequence. The first layer caught the wave's leading edge and held for a tenth of a second before the density overwhelmed it. The second layer caught the wave's body and held for two-tenths. The third layer caught the wave's trailing density and held.

Gael stumbled back two steps. The first involuntary movement the professional had produced since arriving at the Academy. His barrier was intact — the third layer had held — but the wave had consumed seventy percent of the barrier's total capacity across all three layers. The regeneration would require his Core's full output for approximately four seconds. Four seconds during which his combat channeling was diverted to barrier repair and his offensive capability was reduced to whatever residual output his system could spare.

The wave hit Harken a quarter-second after Gael. The gap was reflexes — Harken's ten-year conditioning producing a barrier deployment a fraction slower than Gael's fifteen-year conditioning. The fraction meant the wave arrived at Harken's barrier at full density rather than the slightly attenuated edge that Gael's barrier had absorbed. Harken's A-HIGH barrier caught the wave. Held. But the catch cost more — his channels spiking to maximum output, every combat meridian widening to reinforcing capacity, the A-HIGH Core surging to prevent the barrier's collapse. The barrier survived at thirty percent capacity. The regeneration would take longer than Gael's because the damage was deeper and the repair demanded more output from a Core that was already running at maximum.

The suppression array was wreckage on the pavement. Smoking. The emitters melted. The interference generator cracked open, its internals exposed, the precision engineering destroyed by energy it wasn't designed to receive. The operatives' primary weapon — the weapon Korvane had sent overnight, the upgraded equipment rated for A-HIGH targets, the military-grade technology that represented the corporation's best answer to the problem I presented — was scrap metal in an industrial intersection.

"Array's down," Suki said. Beside me. The harmonic at full combat amplitude, the multiplication factor engaged, the combined output of two harmonized cultivators running at a level that exceeded both operatives' maximum. The analytical engine processing the engagement data in real time: "Harken's barrier is at thirty percent. Gael's at sixty. Harken's regeneration rate is slower — his channels are still processing the wave's residual density. Gael will reach functional combat barrier in four seconds. Harken in seven."

"Gael first. Four seconds. The protocol."

"Gael first." Her hand on my shoulder. The harmonic's frequency carrying the combat readiness and the fierce love and the determination that had not wavered since she said the answer is no. "Anchor and disrupt. Go."

Petra's hand withdrew from my back. She stepped to three meters — the combat-proximity position, clear of the engagement zone's Flux bleed, close enough for the bypass if the operatives had secondary suppression equipment, close enough for emergency healing if the engagement produced injuries. Her medical kit was open. Her hands were steady. The green eyes watched the eastern approach where the operatives were about to emerge.

They emerged from behind the building. Gael first — the professional executing the extraction procedure despite the primary weapon's destruction. His A-MID output flared as he channeled into his combat meridians. His barrier was regenerating on the move — the cascading configuration rebuilding layer by layer, the professional's discipline holding the man to his training even when the training's assumptions had been demolished thirty seconds ago. His technique loaded: multi-frequency combat channeling, the Guild field-operative standard, the strikes that Rynn had trained me to recognize and counter.

Harken second. The A-HIGH blazing. His barriers regenerating slower, the wave's impact deeper, the recovery demanding sustained output. The rapid-deployment containment burst loading in his primary channels — the combat-range suppression technique that I'd trained against for weeks, the burst that would try to freeze my channels for the seconds needed to deploy close-range suppression. The burst that would hit my channels and vanish in point-two seconds.

His face was visible now as the distance closed. Young. Mid-twenties. Sharp-featured. Dark hair cut short. The face of someone trained from early adulthood for violence, conditioned by Korvane's corporate security apparatus, deployed to an Academy campus to retrieve what the corporation considered its property. The eagerness was visible in his face the way it was visible in his Flux modulation — bright eyes, set jaw, the expression of a man who had found the fight he'd been wanting and whose wanting was not diminished by the fact that the fight had already destroyed his equipment and pushed him back two steps.

One hundred meters of cracked industrial pavement between us. Closing at a run. Both operatives sprinting — Flux-enhanced physiology driving them faster than biological, the A-grade conditioning producing velocity that the industrial district's sparse civilians would process as a blur if any were still watching.

The sensor field read them completely. Every channel in both bodies. Every frequency loading. Every technique building. Every intention broadcasting through their Flux architecture three-tenths of a second before the muscles committed to action. I could see Gael's first strike building in his right combat meridian. I could see Harken's containment burst reaching full charge in his primary channels. I could see the timing of each technique, the frequency of each approach, the weakness in each barrier configuration. The fight was visible before it happened. The fight was a text written in a language I could read and they could not.

"Now," I said.

We moved. The harmonic synced our movement — Suki and I running forward, toward the operatives, closing the gap at Flux-enhanced speed. Not retreat. Not evasion. Direct engagement. The approach that Rynn had trained and the protocol demanded and the harmonic amplified. Two cultivators whose combined output exceeded both opponents, running toward the fight at sixty kilometers per hour across grey pavement under an overcast sky in a district where the Flux was thin and the ground was cracked and the morning smelled like oil and concrete and the metallic tang of high-density combat energy building in the air between two forces converging.

Harken fired the containment burst at twenty meters. The concentrated suppression pulse crossed the distance in under a tenth of a second — the fastest technique either operative had deployed, the burst designed for speed because speed was the difference between a frozen target and a target that adapted.

The burst hit my channels. Point-two seconds. The containment dissolved. My channels converted the burst to fuel.

Harken's face registered the failure. The burst had never failed before. The burst was his signature technique, the combat opener that had preceded every successful extraction in his career. The technique that froze the target for the critical seconds. The technique that had just vanished into the target's channels like water into sand.

Ten meters. Close enough to see the color of his eyes — dark, sharp, wide with the expression of someone whose certainty had just been subtracted from beneath them.

The engagement began.




Chapter 25: Core

The ten-second protocol lasted fourteen seconds. The deviation was Harken's fault.

Gael reached contact range first. The professional's approach was textbook — a diagonal closing angle that kept Harken on his flank for supporting fire, the barrier regenerated to functional capacity during the sprint, the multi-frequency combat channeling loaded and targeting. His first strike launched at eight meters: a right-hand Flux-enhanced blow channeled through his primary combat meridians at A-MID density, the frequency attuned to the standard offensive band, the technique clean and fast and backed by fifteen years of operational conditioning.

I'd read the strike building in his channels from twenty meters. The sensor field gave me the frequency, the density, the trajectory, and the timing before his shoulder rotated. Three-tenths of a second of lead time. Enough to position. Enough to prepare.

I locked him.

The frequency lock projected through the ambient Flux between us — the containment field wrapping his primary combat meridians in a standing wave at his current offensive frequency. The lock engaged in the space between his strike's launch and its arrival. His channels, committed to the offensive band by the technique's momentum, encountered the standing wave and found that the wave reinforced the commitment. The offensive frequency held. The transition to defensive — the barrier reload, the frequency shift that every combat exchange required — didn't happen.

Gael's strike arrived at a frequency I'd been absorbing since the suppression array activated. The offensive band. The frequency that fed the Inversion Compression loop the same way the broadband interference had fed it. His combat energy entered my channels through the block and the channels processed it and the processing was automatic because the distributed processing had been running the absorption at background level since the wave.

I blocked the strike. The block consumed the energy. The energy refined through the Compression loop. The refined energy strengthened the lock. The strengthened lock held Gael's channels more firmly. The cycle self-reinforced: each strike he threw made the lock harder to break.

Gael knew immediately that something was wrong. His operational sensing read his own channels and found them constrained. The offensive frequency was stuck. He pushed against the lock. His Core surged, the A-MID output climbing toward its maximum, the raw power attempting to overwhelm the containment through volume.

The volume entered my channels through the lock's routing component. The harder he pushed, the more energy the lock redirected into my system. The harder he pushed, the stronger the lock became.

Three seconds. Gael threw two more strikes. Both at the locked offensive frequency. Both absorbed on contact. The absorption converted each strike to fuel that the Compression loop refined and returned to the lock's containment field. His offensive capability was running at full power and achieving nothing because the full power was being eaten by the target and converted to the mechanism that held him.

His barrier was gone. The frequency lock prevented the transition from offense to defense. His channels were producing A-MID combat output at maximum and the output was constrained to a single band and the single band was the one I was absorbing.

I hit him. A targeted strike at the junction point — the convergence where the primary meridians met, the structural weakness that a precisely calibrated impact would cascade through the connected channels. The strike was not full power. The strike was enough. The Flux entered through the junction, bypassed the nonexistent barrier, and delivered a concussive pulse that disrupted his central channel cluster.

Gael went down. Not unconscious. Disrupted. His channels scrambling to reconfigure around the cascade damage, his Core output stuttering as the central cluster rebooted. He'd be on the ground for thirty seconds. Maybe a minute. Long enough.

Four seconds. Gael was out of the fight.

Harken didn't wait.

The eager operative had been moving during Gael's engagement — not supporting his partner but circling, the diagonal approach giving way to a flanking trajectory that brought him to my right side while Gael occupied my attention from the front. Not textbook. Harken improvising. The protocol's primary weapon was destroyed. The protocol's first operative was on the ground in four seconds. The protocol's assumptions were collapsing and the eagerness was filling the space the collapse created.

He came in fast. A-HIGH output flaring, the combat meridians at maximum width, every channel in his body producing at full capacity. He'd abandoned the containment burst. He was fighting direct. No suppression. No containment. A-HIGH striking power delivered through Guild-trained technique with military precision.

He was good.

The first strike was a left-hand feint that transitioned into a right-cross combination faster than most A-grades could execute. The transition speed was eleven milliseconds — the Guild elite standard. Harken was at the elite standard. His training was Rynn's level. His technique was the operational conditioning that twelve years of field work had produced in my instructor, compressed into a younger body that carried the conditioning with the particular intensity of someone who hadn't yet learned the patience that seasoning produced.

The sensor field read the combination. I saw the feint's emptiness, the right-cross loading, the follow-up kick building in his lower-body meridians. Three techniques in a sequence that would take point-eight seconds to execute and that I had mapped before the first one launched.

I blocked the cross. Dodged the kick. Rynn's training — the reactive movement patterns drilled through twenty-seven simulated scenarios — guiding the body's response. Harken's combination hit air and barrier and the hitting produced nothing because the hitting was predicted and the prediction made the technique irrelevant.

He didn't stop. The eagerness drove him through the failed combination into a second attack — a rapid-fire series of strikes at alternating frequencies, the transitions fast, the frequencies shifting with each blow. Offensive. Defensive. Sensor. Offensive again. Each strike at a different frequency, each transition at eleven milliseconds, the barrage designed to overwhelm a target's ability to match the frequency changes.

I matched every change. The sensor field read each frequency before the strike committed. The Integration 4 distributed processing handled the parallel tracking — each incoming frequency identified, the appropriate defensive response generated, the absorption technique calibrated for the specific band. His four-frequency barrage produced four absorbed strikes. Each absorption fed the Compression loop. Each feeding strengthened my output.

He was attacking me and making me stronger and the making was visible. His A-HIGH sensing was reading my output and the reading was showing him the same impossible graph: the target climbing rather than falling.

The channel projection engaged. The disruptive mode — reaching through the ambient Flux into Harken's meridians during the exchanges. Each contact point was an opportunity to interfere. A two-percent disruption to his compression ratio. A frequency-shift delay injected into his transition architecture. A micro-adjustment to his barrier calibration that weakened the barrier by fractions that accumulated with each exchange.

His strikes began to lose cohesion. The precision degrading. His fourth combination arrived at twelve milliseconds between transitions instead of eleven. His fifth at thirteen. The projection eroding his technique from the outside, each disruption small but cumulative.

Harken felt the degradation. His technique not performing the way his training said it should. The transitions slower. The barriers thinner. He didn't know why — the projection operated at Integration 4 frequencies, below his biological detection threshold. He felt the effect without perceiving the cause.

The fight drew attention. The Flux output from two A-grade combatants and an S-grade target in the low-Flux industrial district was a signal that carried for blocks. The conduit infrastructure vibrated. Street lights flickered. The ground hummed. The civilians felt the pressure in their channels and their bones and their instincts and the instincts said leave. The sensor field tracked the departures. Seventeen signatures. Fourteen. Eleven. The intersection clearing.

Suki moved. The harmonic's coordination driving her into the fight at the moment the analytical engine identified the optimal opening — when Harken's projection-degraded technique produced a gap in his defensive coverage. She entered from his left flank. Her A-grade strike, amplified by the harmonic's 3.5x multiplication factor, hit his weakened barrier at the gap the projection had opened.

The barrier buckled. Harken stumbled sideways. Recovered in a quarter-second. Spun toward Suki. Recognized the threat. Recalibrated.

The recalibration was the wrong move. Turning toward Suki meant turning away from me. The sensor field read the turn. The frequency lock engaged.

The containment wrapped Harken's primary combat meridians. His A-HIGH output pushed against the lock immediately — harder than Gael's push, the A-HIGH Core producing maximum output against the containment, the raw power straining the standing wave. The lock held but the holding required sustained output from my generating channels. The distributed processing allocated significant capacity to maintaining the containment against the A-HIGH resistance.

The absorption engaged simultaneously. Harken's locked output entered my channels. The A-HIGH energy flooded the Compression loop. The self-reinforcing cycle: his strength becoming the lock's strength.

Harken felt the lock. Felt his channels constrained. And the eagerness produced escalation.

He redirected his output. Not against the lock — around it. He pushed energy from the locked combat meridians to channels the lock hadn't contained. Secondary pathways. Tertiary connectors. The smaller channels the frequency lock's standing wave didn't cover because the lock was calibrated for the primary combat meridians and the primary meridians were where combat cultivators channeled.

The redirected energy gathered in his thoracic meridians — the chest channels, the same cluster I used for the wave technique. The gathering was fast. A-HIGH density, concentrated in channels that weren't designed for the load, the secondary pathways bulging under the pressure. Harken was overloading his own secondary channels to produce a strike that bypassed the frequency lock entirely.

The sensor field read the buildup. Three-tenths of a second to identify the target.

He was aiming at my sternum. At the nerve-bridge socket. At the housing where Prototype 37 connected to the channel architecture. The targeting was specific and deliberate — Harken knew what I was. Lian's data, the gallery observations, the warrant's language. He knew the Core was synthetic. He was aiming the bypass strike at the technology itself.

The strike launched. A-HIGH density compressed through secondary channels, fired from his thoracic meridians in a concentrated beam aimed at the point where the prototype sat behind my ribs.

Three-tenths of a second. Two-tenths to analyze. One-tenth to decide.

I could block. Standard response. Safe.

I didn't block.

The strike hit my chest. The energy entered through the sternum — through the scar from Prototype 1, through the rebuilt nerve pathways, through the channels surrounding the Core's housing. The A-HIGH energy flooded the thoracic cluster and reached the nerve-bridge socket and the socket conducted the energy directly into the synthetic Core.

The Core received the strike as input.

The cascade.

Every generating channel in my body fired simultaneously. Not sequentially. Simultaneously. Every node in the network producing at maximum output at the same instant. The Core's primary production and the hundreds of generating channels' secondary production combining in a single pulse. The simultaneous activation produced a resonance effect — the channels' frequencies aligning in a harmonic convergence that multiplied the combined output the way the standing wave multiplied the paired output with Suki.

The output exceeded A-HIGH. Exceeded S-LOW. Exceeded S-MID. For four seconds, the cascade produced an output that the grade system's categories didn't have a classification for.

Four seconds of everything.

The cascade radiated from my chest. Omnidirectional. Not the deliberate refined pulse from the suppression-wave technique. Raw. Unrefined. The full output of a synthetic Core and hundreds of generating channels in harmonic convergence, the energy dense enough to shimmer the air — a visible distortion expanding from my position across the intersection.

The cascade hit Harken at point-blank range. His channels couldn't process the input. The A-HIGH architecture — combat meridians, barriers, the entire Flux infrastructure of a body trained for a decade — received energy at a density that exceeded its rated capacity by a margin the training hadn't conceived of. The channels overloaded. Not damage — overwhelm. Every channel flooding with Flux at a density it couldn't circulate, couldn't refine, couldn't process. The biological Core's emergency protocol engaging — systemic shutdown, all output suspended to prevent channel damage.

Harken dropped. Not the controlled descent of a fighter going to a knee. The boneless collapse of a body whose Flux system had ceased operating. He hit the pavement and didn't move. Unconscious. His channels suspended. He'd recover in ten to fifteen minutes when the flooding cleared and the emergency protocol released.

Gael was still on the ground. The frequency lock had held through the entire engagement — maintained by the generating channels even during the cascade, the distributed processing handling both the lock and the cascade simultaneously. Gael was conscious. Aware. Unable to channel. Unable to stand. The lock had prevented his recovery and the prevention was complete.

The cascade stabilized. The four seconds ended. The generating channels returned to their standard distributed operation. The Core settled back to baseline. The harmonic convergence dissolved.

The intersection was silent. Every street light in a two-block radius was dark — the bulbs blown by the cascade's ambient bleed. The Flux conduits in the ground were cracked — fracture lines radiating from the engagement zone through the pavement's buried infrastructure. The concrete beneath Harken's body was starred with hairline cracks. The air was thick with Flux residual — visible, shimmering, metallic on the tongue.

Suki stood beside me. Breathing hard. Her braid half-undone, the black hair across her shoulders. The harmonic had carried the cascade — four seconds of beyond-S-grade output transmitted through the standing wave at full resolution. She'd felt the simultaneous firing. She'd felt the output exceed every classification. She'd felt what I'd felt, doubled through the feedback loop.

Her dark eyes were wide. The analytical engine processing input that required the framework to rebuild itself from the ground up.

"That was S-grade," she said. "For four seconds you were beyond S-grade. The harmonic carried it. I felt it."

"I know."

"The cascade shifted the baseline. You're A-HIGH permanently now. The meter won't go lower."

"I know."

Petra was at my side. She'd moved from the three-meter position to contact during the cascade. Her hand on my arm. The healing Resonance running through the micro-fractures the cascade had produced in my thoracic channels — the same stress-fracture-repair pattern, the same healing that produced denser walls, the same cycle that had driven the push sessions.

"The thoracic channels are stressed but intact," she said. Emergency calm. Hands steady. "The micro-fractures will heal denser. The cascade was the stress-fracture-repair cycle running at maximum intensity in four seconds instead of four hours. The walls are going to be significantly stronger when the healing completes."

The cascade's damage producing the cascade's improvement. The pattern.

The Guild's enforcement division arrived twelve minutes later. Three operatives in field-division uniforms — two A-grade, one A-HIGH. Dispatched by Rynn's proportional-response complaint, the processing complete, the response ordered. Twelve minutes after the engagement ended.

They found: two neutralized Korvane operatives, one unconscious from Flux overload, one frequency-locked and disrupted. Destroyed military-grade suppression equipment in pieces on cracked pavement. Two Academy students and a healer standing in an industrial intersection with Flux residual thick enough to taste.

The enforcement lead assessed the scene. His A-HIGH sensing swept the intersection. The sensing read my masking and the masking showed A-HIGH. The synthetic signature cancelled. The Integration 4 architecture hidden.

"Renn Vasik?" he said.

"Yes."

"Guild Enforcement Division. We're responding to a proportional-response complaint regarding unauthorized deployment of military-grade suppression equipment." He looked at the destroyed array. At the cracked pavement. At the dark street lights. At Harken unconscious on the ground. "The situation appears to have escalated."

"The operatives deployed the equipment. I responded."

He looked at his team. Back at me. At the two operatives on the ground.

"We'll need statements," he said. "The operatives will be taken into custody pending investigation."

The custody. The investigation. The institutional machinery engaging at its own speed. The machinery was slow. The machinery was thorough. The machinery would produce documentation and the documentation would enter the record and the record would show that two military-grade operatives had deployed suppression equipment against a student and the student had ended the engagement in fourteen seconds.

I released the frequency lock on Gael. His channels reconfigured slowly. He sat up. Looked at me. The professional's face showed what the Flux modulation confirmed: the model was broken. The assumptions were wrong. He allowed the enforcement team to take him into custody with the quiet compliance of a man who understood that the institutional process was preferable to what had just happened on the pavement.

Harken was still unconscious. The enforcement medic checked his vitals, confirmed the channel suspension, loaded him onto a transport. He'd wake up in a Guild facility with his channels intact and his career in question and the eagerness that had driven him for weeks finally answered.

The intersection cleared. The enforcement team departed with both operatives and the equipment wreckage. The Flux residual began to dissipate.

Suki, Petra, and I stood in the empty intersection.

"Doss's shop," I said. "Three blocks south."

We walked. Suki's hand in mine. Petra at my other side, her hand on my arm, the healing Resonance still running. Three people walking through an industrial district on a Tuesday morning. The fight over. The fourteen seconds finished. The morning still grey.

The meter on my wrist read A-HIGH. The cascade had set the new baseline permanently.

The truth was beyond S-grade for four seconds and S-MID at rest and the truth was walking to a noodle shop with two women and the taste of Flux in the air and the scars on his chest humming with the residual of what Jo Tannick had built and what twelve years of damage had produced and what six months of love had amplified into something the grade system couldn't name.




Chapter 26: Doss

Doss had watched the fight from the kitchen window.

His shop was three blocks south of the intersection. The window above the sink faced north — small, dirty, streaked with the grease residue that years of frying produced on glass that was never cleaned because cleaning the window was not a priority for a man whose priorities were the broth and the counter and the people who sat at it. The window provided a view of the industrial thoroughfare that connected the shop's block to the intersection where the engagement happened.

Doss had been washing bowls at 9:07 AM when the suppression array activated. The broadband interference field expanded into the low-Flux district's atmosphere with a signature that even a D-grade cultivator with scarred, damaged channels could feel through a kitchen wall at three blocks' distance. The field was a pressure change — the air thickening with engineered noise, the ambient Flux environment distorting. Doss had put down the bowl he was washing, dried his hands on the apron, and moved to the window.

He'd watched the wave. The suppression array's energetic detonation — the spray of incoherent interference scattering across the intersection, the street lights flickering. He'd watched the two operatives emerge from cover at a run. He'd watched two figures sprinting toward them from the other direction — small at three blocks' distance but identifiable by the Flux output that his damaged channels could feel even at this range because the output was enormous. He'd watched the cascade — the four-second shimmer in the air that was visible at three blocks as a heat-distortion pulse, a single expansion of energy that blew the street lights dark and cracked the ground-level conduits and produced a silence that was louder than the noise because the silence meant something had ended.

He'd watched from the kitchen window of a noodle shop in the lower districts where he'd spent thirty years building identities for desperate people. He'd watched the boy he'd built an identity for destroy two military-grade operatives in fourteen seconds on a street three blocks from the counter where the boy had eaten his first real meal and tied his first boot laces and learned that noodles could taste like something other than institutional nothing.

We walked in at 9:24 AM. The door was open. The counter was clear. Three bowls were already poured — the broth steaming, the nineteen components filling the small space with the warmth that I associated with this room and this man and the particular safety that a noodle counter had come to represent in a life where safety was a recent acquisition.

Doss looked at me. The flat dark eyes. The shaved head. The faded tattoos from wrist to elbow, visible below the rolled sleeves. The apron. The evaluation running — the same evaluation he'd run the first time I walked through this door in a medical gown with boots I couldn't lace and a city I couldn't navigate. The evaluation had changed since then. The first time, the evaluation had assessed a refugee. This time, the evaluation was assessing something else.

"You didn't run," he said.

"You told me the ones who survive stop trying to survive alone."

"I told you that." The not-smile. Offered. Held for a full second — longer than usual, the emotional compression less compressed, the expression almost reaching the territory of an actual smile before the flat expression reasserted. "I also told you not to be interesting. That one didn't take."

"It didn't take."

"No." He set the bowls closer to the counter's edge. The gesture that meant sit and eat and the gesture was not negotiable. "It didn't take at all."

Suki sat at the counter first. Took a bowl without asking. She ate with the mechanical efficiency of post-combat metabolism — the body demanding fuel after the exertion, the channels demanding the energy that food provided to the biological systems, the eating functional rather than appreciative. Half the bowl consumed before she spoke.

"The enforcement division has both operatives in custody," she said. The analytical register, the briefing voice, the communication mode that processed the operational aftermath into actionable data. "The proportional-response complaint is documented. The destroyed suppression equipment is catalogued as evidence. The Flux residual at the intersection is measurable — the enforcement team's instruments recorded the energy profile. The institutional record of this engagement links Korvane's defense-contracted operations division to unauthorized military-grade deployment on civilian infrastructure."

"The institutional record," Doss said. He leaned against the counter, arms crossed. "The institutional record is good. The institutional record is also slow."

"Slow. Weeks to process through enforcement channels. Months if Korvane's legal division challenges the evidentiary chain." Suki took another bite. "But the record exists. The record is permanent. Keris will deploy it through the Aldane apparatus when the processing reaches the right stage."

Petra sat at the counter's far end. She didn't take a bowl immediately. Her hands were on the counter surface, flat, the fingers still. The healing Resonance at idle. She'd been running the micro-fracture repairs during the walk from the intersection — twenty minutes of sustained healing conducted while walking through industrial streets with combat-density Flux residual in the air. The repairs were complete. The channels were stable. The healer's job, for the moment, was done.

"His channels are stable," she said. To the room. The clinical report. "The cascade produced micro-fractures in the thoracic cluster. The same stress-fracture pattern from the push sessions. The fractures are healed. The healed sites are denser than pre-cascade material." She paused. "The cascade was a net positive for channel integrity."

"A net positive." Doss looked at her. The flat eyes assessing the woman who'd just described a four-second energy detonation that cracked pavement as a net positive for the patient's health. The assessment concluded with something that might have been approval. "You're the healer."

"I'm the healer."

"Counter." He set a bowl in front of her. "Eat."

Petra ate. The four of us at the counter. Doss behind it. The broth was the nineteen-component composition — the smoked salt, the black garlic, the fourteen-hour bone stock base. The broth was warm and complex and the warmth was the specific warmth of Doss's shop, the warmth that existed nowhere else because the warmth was compounded from thirty years of a man feeding people in a half-lit room in the lower districts where the Flux was thin and the broth was thick and the care was expressed through servings rather than sentences.

The silence lasted ten minutes. The ten minutes were necessary. The immediate crisis was processed — the fight was over, the operatives were in custody, the enforcement machinery was engaged. The processing needed to shift from operational to strategic and the shift required the body to be fed and the mind to settle and the settling happened at Doss's counter because Doss's counter was where settling happened.

Keris arrived at 9:51 AM.

She came through the door with the composure that carried her through every space she entered — the straight posture, the dark jacket, the close-cropped hair, the economy of movement that three generations of Guild service had bred into her family's bearing. She'd never been to Doss's shop. The shop's location was intelligence she'd obtained through the Aldane network's monitoring of Renn's off-campus movements. She'd known the address. She hadn't known the room.

Her dark eyes swept the interior. The half-lit kitchen. The counter with four stools. The man behind the counter in the apron with the tattoos. The three people already eating. The assessment running — not the institutional assessment she applied to Guild dynamics and legal architecture but a personal assessment. This was the place Renn came on Sundays. This was the man who'd built his identity. This was the counter where the first bowl had arrived and the fourth bowl always followed.

"The Aldane intelligence network monitors Guild enforcement dispatches," she said. The briefing mode engaging without transition because Keris didn't transition — she arrived in the mode the situation required. "The enforcement division filed a preliminary report on the engagement at 9:38 AM. The report classifies the event as a proportional-response violation by Korvane's contracted operatives. Two A-grade operatives in custody. Military-grade suppression equipment documented and catalogued." She paused. "The report references two Academy students and a clinical support specialist. The report does not reference energy output consistent with S-grade capability."

"The masking held during the enforcement lead's sensing sweep."

"The masking held for the sweep. The physical evidence is less cooperative. The cracked pavement, the destroyed conduit infrastructure, the blown street lights across two blocks — the energy profile of the damage is inconsistent with an engagement involving A-grade participants. An A-HIGH student and two A-grade operatives don't produce ground-fracture patterns at that radius." She sat at the counter. The tablet in her hands. "Someone will calculate the discrepancy eventually. The discrepancy is a future problem."

"The future problem is filed," Suki said. "Today, the record shows A-HIGH."

"Agreed. Filed."

Doss set a bowl in front of Keris without being asked. She looked at the bowl. At Doss. The assessment running — the Aldane heir evaluating the noodle cook whose intelligence network operated in a stratum of Renton's information economy that the Aldane family's institutional contacts didn't reach. Two intelligence operatives from different worlds, meeting across a counter.

She ate. The composure held through the first bite. The composure softened by a fraction on the second — the same millimeter-scale shift that her composure produced in private moments when the institutional surface thinned. The broth was that good.

"This is exceptional," she said.

"Counter," Doss said. The word was acceptance.

He served a second round. Five bowls. The second round arrived the way every round arrived — without request, the assumption of need expressed through broth, the assumption not negotiable.

"If you're protecting him," Doss said, setting the last bowl in front of Keris, "you eat."

The second round was consumed. The strategic conversation developed around the bowls — Keris's analysis of the enforcement timeline, Suki's tactical assessment of the fight's institutional implications, Petra's medical report on the cascade's effects. The conversation was productive and the productivity was bounded by the institutional clock. The enforcement processing would take weeks. The Aldane legal apparatus would deploy the documentation through Guild channels. The proportional-response violation would produce regulatory consequences for Korvane's defense-contracted division. The wheels would turn.

The wheels were slow.

"Slow is dangerous for one reason," Doss said. He was leaning against the counter, the evaluation running at the depth that thirty years of lower-district work produced — the depth that saw past institutional timelines to the human decisions that institutional timelines created. "Korvane is a corporation. Corporations respond to existential threats by eliminating evidence. Two operatives in custody. Military-grade equipment documented as a violation. An enforcement investigation opening. The institutional machinery is turning toward them and corporations can feel the turning the way you feel weather changing."

"You're saying they'll destroy evidence," Keris said.

"I'm saying they'll clean house. The Archive — the research facility's data systems, the records that document everything they've done for twenty years. The purchase records. The subject files. The prototype installation histories." He paused. The flat eyes on me. The pause was the pause that meant he was deciding how much to say and the decision was landing on all of it. "And the evidence isn't just data. The evidence is people. The other subjects. The Hollows who are still inside the facility. The ones whose prototypes didn't work. The ones who didn't escape."

The other subjects. The words landing in the noodle shop with a weight that exceeded the words' syllable count. I'd known they existed — Jo's data chip contained the subject registry, thirty-seven designations, CV-001 through CV-037, each one a Hollow child purchased and installed and subjected to the same procedures I'd undergone. The prototypes had failed for all of them except me. The failures meant the subjects were still inside — still monitored, still maintained, still designated as corporate assets in a filing system that called them by numbers.

The others. The other thirty-six. Or however many had survived the procedures and the rejections and the years of containment. The ones whose doors locked from the outside.

Doss's encrypted relay chimed. The device was behind the counter, tucked between the spice rack and the rice cooker — the communication hardware hidden in the infrastructure of a noodle shop the way Jo's meeting coordinates had been hidden in the infrastructure of a fabrication shop. Doss retrieved the relay. Read the message. Three seconds of reading. The flat dark eyes went darker — the depth of the flatness changing, the man behind the expression arriving at a conclusion the man didn't want.

"Jo," he said. He handed me the relay.

The message. Short. Jo's encrypted format. Routed through intermediaries.

Purge protocol activated. Data wipe begins midnight tonight. Subject transfers begin dawn. Facility goes dark 24 hours. Extract Archive and subjects before midnight or they cease to exist.

I read the message. Handed the relay to Suki. She read it. Handed it to Petra. Petra read it. Her green eyes were steady. The composure didn't crack. The composure calcified — the hard version, the version that appeared when the thing she protected was threatened and the protection required the composure to become armor rather than architecture.

Keris read the message last. The tablet on the counter forgotten. The political mind processing the operational intelligence and the processing arriving at the same conclusion everyone else had reached: the institutional timeline was irrelevant. The enforcement machinery's weeks-long processing schedule was meaningless if the evidence and the subjects disappeared tonight. The legal apparatus, the documented violations, the regulatory consequences — all of it was paper aimed at a target that would be sanitized by morning.

"Twenty years of records," Suki said. Quiet. The analytical register carrying something that the register didn't usually carry — not heat, not anger, but the cold precision of a mind that had identified the problem and was already computing the solution. "Twenty years of purchased children. The entire Archive. Wiped by midnight."

"And the subjects transferred to a black-site facility," Petra said. "Where they disappear from the institutional record. No files. No documentation. No evidence they ever existed." The green eyes on me. "The same way you would have disappeared if Jo hadn't gotten you out."

The same way. The parallel was exact. I had been a number in a facility. I had been a subject under continued care. I had been a corporate asset whose existence was documented in records that the corporation controlled and that the corporation could destroy at will. The only reason I existed in the world — the only reason Renn Vasik existed, the only reason the boy from the lab had a name and a table and a woman's hand in his and a noodle counter to sit at — was because one person had spent four years planning an alternative to the facility's version of my life.

The others didn't have a Jo. The others didn't have a Doss or a Suki or a Petra or a Keris. The others had numbers and rooms and doors that locked from the outside and a midnight deadline after which the numbers and the rooms and the doors would be relocated to a place that the institutional record couldn't find.

"I'm going back," I said.

The counter was quiet. Five people. The broth cooling in the bowls. The relay on the counter with Jo's message still displayed. The words sitting in the noodle shop's warm air with the weight of a destination that the words described and that the body they came from had escaped six months ago and was now choosing to return to.

"Back where?" Doss asked. The question was not for information. The question was for confirmation. The confirmation required because the thing being confirmed was the hardest thing a person who'd escaped a cage could choose to do.

"The facility. The lab. The building where they put me on the table thirty-seven times." I looked at the counter. At the bowls. At the people. At the man behind the counter who'd given me a name when I didn't have one and fed me when I didn't know food could taste like anything and told me to come back on Sunday every Sunday since. "I'm going back and I'm taking the others out."

Suki's hand found mine under the counter. The harmonic carrying the response — not surprise, not objection, not the analytical engine's protest that the risk exceeded the protocol's parameters. The harmonic carried agreement. The fierce, immediate, non-negotiable agreement of a woman who had said they don't get to take you and who understood that the statement extended to everyone the corporation had taken.

"We're going back," she said. The correction was the point. The correction was everything.

"We're going back," Petra confirmed. The green eyes steady. The clinical calm holding over the steel. The woman who would walk into a suppressed facility and run the healing bypass and keep the team functional in the building where the procedures happened because the building was where the patients were and patients were what Petra Calloway walked toward, not away from.

"The Aldane family's involvement in a facility raid cannot be institutional," Keris said. The political mind processing the operational reality with the speed that produced conclusions before the variables finished arriving. "I cannot deploy the family name on a direct action against a corporate facility. The legal exposure exceeds the alliance's framework." She paused. The dark eyes meeting mine. The composure holding the thing that the composure had been holding since the night she sat on my bed and told me the watching had produced something the strategy didn't account for. "I can deploy the family name on everything that happens after. The evidence received. The enforcement response coordinated. The surviving subjects' custody arranged through Guild channels. The institutional aftermath is mine."

The division. The operational team: Renn, Suki, Petra. The institutional team: Keris. The intelligence: Jo and Doss. Each person in the role their capabilities defined. The architecture operating the way architecture operated: each component bearing the load it was designed for, the combined structure holding more than any individual piece.

Doss set the third round of bowls on the counter. Nobody had asked. Nobody refused. The third round was the round for the things that needed to be said and the things were being said and the broth was the medium through which the saying happened because Doss's language was noodles and the noodles said: I hear you. I'm here. The counter is warm.

"Jo built you to carry the key," Doss said. He was stirring the pot. The even rhythm. The baseline that meant the information was delivered and the delivery was complete and what remained was the action. "Tonight you use it."

I ate the third bowl. The broth was warm. The people were warm. The night was coming and the night contained the building and the building contained the others and the others were waiting behind doors that locked from the outside and the key that Jo had built was sitting at a noodle counter eating his third bowl and the key was ready.




Chapter 27: Return

Jo's facility data arrived through Doss's relay in three compressed files at 11:14 AM. The files contained eleven years of institutional knowledge — the building's architecture mapped from memory by a woman who had walked its corridors and worked in its labs and planned an escape through its infrastructure for four years before the escape happened.

We spread the data across three tablets at Doss's counter. The shop was closed. The sign in the window turned. The door locked — not from the inside the way my dormitory door locked, not for the safety of the person inside, but from the outside the way shop doors locked, keeping the world out so that the work inside could happen without the world's interference. The distinction would have been invisible to me six months ago. Now the distinction was data that the analytical framework processed alongside the facility schematics and the security architecture and the operational timeline.

The facility was seven stories. Two above ground. Five below. The above-ground structure was a commercial office building — Korvane BioSystems' regional research administration, the institutional face that the company presented to the licensing authorities and the Guild's regulatory inspectors. Normal offices. Normal staff. The kind of building that regulatory auditors visited quarterly and found nothing unusual because nothing unusual happened above the ground.

Everything unusual happened below it.

Sublevel 1 was the transition layer — the security checkpoint that separated the commercial operation above from the research operation below. Badge access, Flux-authenticated identity verification, the first layer of the building-wide suppression field. The suppression began at sublevel 1 and intensified with each floor down. By sublevel 3, the suppression was dense enough to incapacitate an A-grade cultivator within thirty seconds of exposure. By sublevel 5, the suppression exceeded anything the portable field array had produced.

"The suppression system is integrated into the building's infrastructure," Suki said. She was reading the schematics on her tablet, the analytical engine processing the facility's Flux architecture with the same focus she applied to channel data. "Every wall, every floor, every ceiling panel contains suppression emitters. The system draws power from the city's main Flux feed — a dedicated high-capacity conduit that enters the building at sublevel 1 and distributes downward. The deeper the floor, the more emitters, the denser the field."

"The power conduit is the system's vulnerability," I said. The schematics showed the conduit's routing — a single high-capacity line entering from the city's grid at sublevel 1, splitting into distribution branches at each sublevel. The architecture was centralized. One feed, one entry point. "If the conduit is severed at the entry point, the suppression system loses its power source. The emitters go dark."

"The emitters have backup batteries," Suki countered. "Jo's notes say the batteries sustain the suppression field for approximately twelve minutes after the main feed is cut. Twelve minutes at reduced output — maybe sixty percent of full capacity."

"Sixty percent of a field that's designed to incapacitate an A-grade at sublevel 3. That's still enough to suppress a biological A-grade at the upper sublevels." She looked at me. "Not enough to suppress you. Your absorption handles the full-capacity field. Sixty percent is less than what the street array produced."

"The absorption handles the suppression for me. You're biological. Your channels are vulnerable to the field even at sixty percent."

"Petra's bypass." Suki looked at Petra. "The sub-biological healing Resonance maintains my channel circulation through the interference. The bypass worked in the street engagement. The bypass works here."

Petra had been reading Jo's notes on the medical infrastructure — the facility's treatment rooms, the diagnostic equipment, the installation lab's specifications. Her green eyes were on her tablet and the composure was the hard version. The clinical armor.

"The bypass works at sustained contact," Petra said. "In the street, I maintained contact with Renn while standing still. Inside the facility, we're moving through corridors, engaging security operatives, navigating five sublevels. Sustained contact with both of you simultaneously while moving through a combat environment is not the same as standing behind someone in an intersection."

"Can you maintain the bypass for me while Renn handles the suppression through absorption?"

"If I'm within one meter of you, the bypass maintains your circulation at approximately seventy percent efficiency. Your output is reduced. The harmonic's multiplication factor is reduced. But your channels function." She set the tablet down. "I can't be within one meter of both of you if you're engaging different targets in different locations."

The constraint. The bypass required Petra's proximity. Petra was one person. The facility's layout — five sublevels, multiple corridors, security operatives distributed across the floors — meant the team would potentially need to split. Splitting meant either Suki lost the bypass or I lost Petra's healing support. Both were costly. Neither was acceptable.

"We don't split," I said. "The three of us move as a unit. One corridor, one floor, one objective at a time. The sensor field maps the building from inside — I can read the entire facility's security deployment from sublevel 1 and plan the route to avoid splitting."

"The objectives are on different floors," Suki said. "The Archive servers are on sublevel 1. The subject holding wing is on sublevel 2. The installation lab is on sublevel 3. Three floors, three objectives."

"We take them in sequence. Sublevel 1 first — the Archive data extraction. Sublevel 2 second — the subject extraction. Sublevel 3 last."

"Why sublevel 3 last? The subjects are the priority."

"The subjects are the priority. But sublevel 3 is the installation lab. The lab is where the facility's primary security is concentrated — the most sensitive area, the highest-value equipment, the deepest suppression. If we go to sublevel 3 first, we fight through the heaviest security at the start of the operation. If we go last, the security on the upper floors has already been neutralized and the remaining forces on sublevel 3 are isolated and unsupported."

Suki processed the tactical logic. Three seconds. "Agreed. Sequence: sublevel 1 Archive, sublevel 2 subjects, sublevel 3 lab. Security engagement progresses from lightest to heaviest resistance."

The plan assembled. Jo's schematics provided the route: maintenance access on the east side — the same access she'd used to stage the escape. The access bypassed the sublevel 1 security checkpoint, entering the transition layer through an equipment corridor that connected to the building's mechanical systems. The corridor was suppressed but unguarded — the suppression itself was considered sufficient security for the maintenance access, because the suppression would incapacitate any unauthorized cultivator who entered.

The suppression wouldn't incapacitate me. The suppression would feed me.

Jo had also provided the Archive server's location and the extraction protocol — a data-copying sequence that would transfer the facility's records to an external storage device in approximately eight minutes. Eight minutes on sublevel 1 while the security forces responded to the intrusion. Eight minutes that the lock-and-absorb protocol would need to cover.

Jo's notes on the security deployment: six to eight A-grade corporate security cultivators on rotating shifts. The shift change happened at midnight — the same time the data wipe was scheduled to begin. The overlap between the departing shift and the arriving shift produced a window of maximum personnel: twelve to sixteen operatives present simultaneously. If we arrived before midnight, the departing shift was at reduced alertness — end-of-shift fatigue, the professional attention waning. If we arrived after midnight, the arriving shift was at maximum alertness — fresh, prepared, potentially briefed on the purge protocol.

"Before midnight," Suki said. "11 PM. The departing shift is fatigued. The arriving shift hasn't entered the building yet. Minimum personnel, minimum alertness."

"11 PM," I agreed.

The plan was set. Entry at 11 PM through the east maintenance access. Sublevel 1: Archive data extraction, eight minutes. Sublevel 2: subject holding wing, door-by-door extraction. Sublevel 3: the installation lab. The lab was not an objective — there was nothing in the lab that we needed. The lab was on the route only because the route passed through it on the way back up, and the passing through was the part that the plan couldn't prepare for because the preparation wasn't tactical.



The afternoon was long.

Doss's shop stayed closed. The five of us — me, Suki, Petra, Keris, Doss — occupied the counter and the kitchen and the small space that the shop contained. Keris worked the institutional preparation on her tablet — coordinating with the Aldane family counsel, preparing the legal framework that would receive the Archive evidence and deploy it through Guild channels. The framework needed to be ready before the raid produced the evidence, the institutional machinery pre-loaded to process the data as soon as it arrived.

Suki ran the scenarios. The same systematic preparation she'd applied to the Hall 7 sessions — each variable identified, each contingency mapped, each failure mode addressed. The tablet on the counter, the schematics rotating, the tactical assessment building layer by layer.

Petra ran the medical preparation. The healing supplies in her kit assessed and restocked from a lower-district medical supply vendor that Doss's contacts identified. The suppression bypass protocols tested and recalibrated — she ran the bypass on herself, the sub-biological Resonance activating in her own channels, the technique practiced at the operating frequencies that the facility's suppression system would produce.

Doss cooked. The cooking was not the refined nineteen-component broth of the regular service. The cooking was volume — rice, protein, dense caloric content. The fuel that three cultivators would need for a nighttime operation that might run for hours. He packed the food in insulated containers. He produced water bottles from a cabinet behind the spice rack. He prepared the counter the way a field-support operator prepared a staging area: supplies organized, logistics addressed, the infrastructure of care assembled with the same methodical attention he applied to everything.

I sat at the counter and read the schematics and the schematics were a map of the building where I'd spent twelve years.

The sensor field's Integration 4 resolution would read the facility from inside at a detail level that exceeded what the schematics showed. I would feel every room. Every corridor. Every Flux signature in every wall and floor and piece of equipment. The sensing would be comprehensive and the comprehensiveness meant I would feel things that the tactical plan didn't address and that the combat protocols couldn't prepare for.

The cell. Sublevel 2, east corridor, room 14. The room where I'd slept for twelve years. Six paces by eight. The door that locked from the outside. The window that didn't exist. The bed that smelled like antiseptic and the walls that smelled like concrete and the air that smelled like nothing because the air was recycled and the recycling removed the smells that would have told me I was alive.

The table. Sublevel 3, installation lab, center of the room. The restraint clamps at the wrists and ankles. The monitoring station against the east wall where Dr. Prenn sat during procedures. The overhead lighting that was always too bright. The sound the clamps made when they engaged — the mechanical click that preceded the procedure and that my body remembered in the channels and the muscles and the nerves that the procedures had been performed on.

The sensor field would read these rooms at Integration 4 resolution. Every molecule of the table's surface. Every Flux residual from every procedure. The faint traces of thirty-seven prototypes installed and removed, the energy signatures embedded in the room's infrastructure, the ghost of CV-037's twelve years of occupation readable in the walls and the floor and the equipment.

I would feel it. All of it. The sensing couldn't be turned off. The Integration 4 architecture ran continuously. Walking through the facility meant walking through the sensory record of everything that had happened in the facility, the record played back at a resolution that exceeded memory.

The analytical framework processed the anticipated sensory input and the processing produced not data but the tight, cold feeling in the chest cavity that the framework classified as dread and that wasn't dread because dread was about the future and the feeling was about the past. The past was in the building. The building was where I was going tonight. The past and the future converging in a facility seven stories deep where the doors locked from the outside and the boy who'd escaped was coming back as the thing the facility had built him to be.

Suki felt the feeling through the harmonic. She was sitting beside me, running scenarios on her tablet, and the harmonic carried the emotional data alongside the tactical data and the emotional data was a cold thread in the warm standing wave.

She put her hand on my thigh. Under the counter. Didn't look up from the tablet. Didn't speak. The hand was the statement. The harmonic carried the statement's meaning: I feel what you're feeling. The feeling is real. The building is real. And I'll be standing next to you when you walk through it.

Petra felt it too — not through a harmonic but through the Resonance contact that five months of sustained healing had developed into a persistent low-level connection. She couldn't read my emotional state with the harmonic's resolution, but she could read the channel modulation that emotional distress produced. The channels tightened when the dread arrived. The tightening was diagnostic data.

She set her tablet down. Walked around the counter to where I sat. Put her hand on my shoulder. The healing Resonance activated at idle — the low warm register, the frequency that meant safety. The frequency entered my channels and the tightening eased by a fraction. The dread didn't dissolve. The dread was real and the building was real and no amount of healing frequency would change the reality of either. But the fraction of easing was enough. The fraction was Petra's hand on my shoulder saying the same thing Suki's hand on my thigh was saying: I'm here.

Two hands. Two frequencies. The channels carrying both.

Doss set the fourth bowl on the counter at 6 PM. The fourth bowl was always the one for the things that couldn't be said directly.

"The boy who walked into my shop six months ago couldn't tie his boots," Doss said. He was stirring the pot. The even rhythm. "The man sitting at my counter tonight is going back to the place that made the boy. The place didn't make the man. The people at this counter made the man. Remember that when you're inside."

"I'll remember."

"Remember it with your body, not your head. Your head is going to be busy with the tactical plan and the sensor field and the operatives. Your body is going to walk through corridors it walked through at six years old and the body remembers differently than the head. The body remembers the fear. The head knows the fear is past. The body doesn't care what the head knows." He set the ladle down. "When the body remembers, let the body remember. Don't fight the memory. Don't suppress it. Let it come through and let the people beside you hold you while it passes. The memory passes. The people stay."

The fourth bowl. I ate it. The broth was warm. The advice was warm. The people were warm. The night was coming and the night contained the building and the building contained the past and the past was real and the people beside me were also real and the real was what I was choosing and the choosing was mine.

11 PM. Seven hours.




Chapter 28: Facility

The building smelled the same.

The maintenance access opened onto a narrow equipment corridor on sublevel 1 — mechanical systems, ventilation ducts, the Flux conduit infrastructure that fed the building's suppression network. The corridor was concrete and steel and the air was recycled and the recycling produced a particular absence of smell that wasn't truly an absence but a presence: filtered air, processed air, air that had been stripped of the organic compounds that made air smell like a place where people lived. The filtered air smelled like institution. The institution smelled like the lab.

The smell hit my channels before it hit my nose. The Integration 4 sensing read the air's molecular composition — the chemical signature of the filtration system, the trace compounds of the building's infrastructure materials, the faint residual of the suppression field's Flux byproducts. The composition was data. The data was familiar. The familiarity was twelve years of breathing this exact air in a cell six paces by eight on a floor two levels below the corridor I was standing in.

The body remembered.

Doss had said: when the body remembers, let it remember. The body remembered. The muscles in my shoulders tightened — bracing for restraint clamps that weren't there, hands that weren't coming, a table that was two floors down and empty. The tightening was involuntary. The past arriving in the present through nerve pathways that the synthetic Core had rebuilt but that the rebuilding hadn't erased. The memories weren't stored in the nerves. The memories were stored in the pattern — the learned association between this air and the things that happened when the air smelled like this.

I let the memory come. Didn't fight it. Didn't suppress it. Let the tightening arrive and let the tightening sit in my shoulders and let the channels carry the tightening's frequency the way the channels carried every frequency: without bias. The memory came through and the memory was real and the memory was past and the past didn't change the present.

Suki's hand found my wrist. The harmonic carrying her awareness of what the body was doing — the tightening readable through the standing wave, the emotional data arriving at the resolution that two months of sustained intimacy had calibrated. She didn't speak. She held my wrist and the harmonic said: I feel it. I'm here. Keep moving.

Petra was behind me. Her hand on my back, between the shoulder blades, the healing Resonance activating at the sub-biological register. The bypass running. The frequency a warm presence beneath the building's suppression field, the warmth threading through my channels at the register that meant safety. Petra's frequency didn't fight the memory either. Petra's frequency existed alongside the memory — the past and the present in the same channels, the pain and the safety carried by the same architecture. The architecture held both because the architecture had no bias.

The suppression field was active. The building-wide system pumped broadband interference through the infrastructure — every wall, floor, and ceiling projecting the field, the suppression denser than anything we'd encountered. Sublevel 1's field was approximately twice the intensity of the portable array the operatives had deployed in the street. The interference entered my channels and the Inversion Compression loop processed it and the processing was automatic and the processing fed me energy continuously as we moved through the corridor.

The building was feeding me. Every step deeper into the facility was a step into denser suppression and every denser field made me stronger. The irony was not lost. The building designed to suppress me was fueling me. The cage was powering the thing that had outgrown the cage.

The sensor field mapped the facility from inside. Integration 4's resolution read through the walls and floors at a detail level that the schematics hadn't provided — not just room layouts and corridor connections but the contents of every space, the Flux signature of every piece of equipment, the channel architecture of every person in the building.

Six security operatives on the current shift. Three in the monitoring station on sublevel 1 — a control room at the corridor's west end, the room containing the building's security terminals and the suppression system's management interface. Two patrolling the subject holding wing on sublevel 2. One stationed in the Archive server room on sublevel 1, east corridor.

And on sublevel 2, in the holding wing's residential section: signatures. Faint. Suppressed. The Flux output of cultivators whose channels were being continuously dampened by the building-wide field — the residual signatures of Hollows whose partial synthetic installations produced just enough output to be readable by Integration 4 sensing at close range.

The subjects. The other numbers. Alive. In rooms that I could feel through two floors of concrete and steel and suppression infrastructure. I could feel them the way I could feel my own channels — present, constrained, the architecture carrying what the architecture was given and the architecture being given nothing because the suppression was designed to give nothing.

"Six operatives," I said. Low volume. The corridor was empty but the monitoring station was at the west end and the monitors might include audio surveillance. "Three in the monitoring station. One in the server room. Two on sublevel 2."

"The monitoring station first," Suki said. "The station controls the suppression system. If the operatives in the station trigger an alert, they can increase the suppression density or activate lockdown protocols."

"The station is three operatives in an enclosed room with the suppression system's management terminal. The lock pins all three simultaneously if I can get within ambient projection range — ten meters."

"The corridor gives you a straight approach from here to the station. Forty meters. No intersections between here and there."

Forty meters of corridor. The concrete walls humming with suppression energy. The recycled air. The filtered nothing-smell that the body knew and the body was tight with the knowing.

I moved. Suki beside me. Petra behind. The unit, the way Rynn had trained — three people moving as a single operational element, each person's role defined and executed without discussion because the discussion had happened at the counter and the counter's preparation was the preparation that mattered.

The corridor was dim. Emergency lighting — the overhead fixtures running at reduced power, the night-shift illumination that saved energy during the hours when the above-ground offices were empty. The dimness didn't matter. The sensor field didn't use light. The sensor field used Flux, and the suppression field was providing Flux in abundance.

Twenty meters to the monitoring station. The three operatives inside were readable at full resolution. A-grade, all three. Their channel architectures were corporate security standard — the same operational conditioning that Gael and Harken had displayed but at a lower intensity. These were facility guards, not field extractors. Trained for internal security, not external combat. Their technique portfolios included suppression management, containment protocols, and the standard defensive channeling that guards used when the facility's own infrastructure was supposed to do the heavy lifting.

The infrastructure wasn't doing the heavy lifting tonight. The infrastructure was feeding the intruder.

Ten meters. Ambient projection range. The frequency lock engaged simultaneously on all three operatives. Three containment fields wrapping three sets of primary combat meridians, three standing waves holding three A-grade outputs at their current frequencies. The parallel processing handled the triple lock without strain — three of the hundreds of available processing nodes, a fraction of the distributed capacity.

The operatives felt the locks. The monitoring station's terminals showed the intrusion — channel-activity alerts from the three guards, the system registering that something was interfering with their Flux circulation. One of them reached for the suppression management terminal — the station's primary response, increasing the suppression density to overwhelm whatever was disrupting the guards' channels.

The reach was locked. His arm's combat meridians were constrained. The frequency lock held his output at the current band. He couldn't channel the command to the terminal because the channeling required a frequency transition and the transition was denied.

I entered the monitoring station. The door was Flux-locked — the same lock type as the maintenance access, the same manufacturer, the same disengagement technique. The door opened. Three operatives inside, seated at terminals, locked and unable to channel effectively. Their faces showed the professional confusion of guards whose facility's suppression system — the system that was supposed to protect them — was not protecting them from the person who had just walked through their door.

The junction strikes were fast. Three impacts, calibrated, each targeting the central channel cluster through the junction points the sensor field had mapped. Three disruptions. Three guards on the floor, channels scrambling, consciousness maintained but channeling capability suspended for thirty seconds to a minute.

Thirty seconds was enough. Suki located the suppression management terminal. Jo's data included the system's interface protocols — the command sequences for the suppression field's management, the administrative access that facility staff used to adjust the field's intensity and coverage. Suki entered the shutdown sequence. The terminal accepted the command. The suppression field's output began decreasing — the emitters in the walls and floors powering down floor by floor, the interference density dropping.

The field didn't die instantly. The backup batteries engaged — the twelve-minute reserve that Jo's data had predicted. The batteries maintained the field at reduced capacity. Sixty percent. Then fifty as the batteries drained. The suppression was weakening but present, the residual interference still thick enough to suppress a biological A-grade at the lower sublevels.

"The field is dropping," Suki said. She was reading the terminal's output data. "Current density at sublevel 2 is approximately forty percent of full capacity. My channels can function at forty percent without the bypass." She looked at Petra. "Save the bypass for sublevel 3. The lab level will have the densest residual."

Petra nodded. The bypass disengaged from Suki's channels — the sub-biological Resonance withdrawing, Suki's biological channels resuming independent circulation in the reduced suppression field. Suki's output flickered as her channels adjusted, then stabilized. Reduced — maybe eighty percent of her full capacity — but functional. The harmonic was active. The multiplication factor engaged at the reduced output.

The Archive server room was east corridor, sublevel 1. One operative stationed inside. The operative had felt the suppression field's reduction and had felt the three-operative lock in the monitoring station through the building's ambient Flux. He was alert. He was also alone, inside a room with one exit, and I had mapped his entire channel architecture through the wall from ten meters away.

The frequency lock engaged before I opened the door. The door opened. The operative was locked and standing. He looked at me. I looked at him.

"Don't," I said.

He didn't. The professional assessment — locked channels, superior opponent, no support from the disabled monitoring station — produced the rational response. He stepped back from the server terminal. Hands visible. No resistance.

Suki moved to the servers. Jo's extraction protocol loaded on her tablet. The protocol was an eight-minute data-copying sequence — a targeted extraction that pulled the Archive's core records while leaving the server infrastructure intact. The copying began. The terminal's progress indicator climbing. Eight minutes.

I stood in the server room with a locked operative and the sound of data being copied and the suppression field's residual hum and the knowledge that sublevel 2 was below me and the subjects were in rooms below me and the doors to those rooms locked from the outside and the doors were waiting.

Eight minutes. The copying completed. The external storage device containing twenty years of Korvane's Archive records — purchase documents, subject files, prototype installation histories, the corporate documentation of everything they'd done to children whose legal invisibility made them buyable and disposable.

"Sublevel 2," I said.



The subject holding wing was quiet.

Sublevel 2's corridor was narrower than sublevel 1 — residential scale rather than commercial, the width of a hospital hallway, the lighting the same dim emergency illumination. The suppression field was weaker here — the batteries draining, the emitters running at maybe thirty percent. My channels absorbed the residual effortlessly. Suki's channels functioned with minimal impairment.

The two patrol operatives on sublevel 2 were at the corridor's far end. The sensor field had tracked them since sublevel 1 — their patrol route covering the holding wing's residential section, the route a circuit that brought them past each room's door every twelve minutes. The circuit's current position put them at the far end, moving away from us. Four minutes before the circuit brought them back.

We moved through the corridor. The doors were on the left side — eight rooms, spaced at regular intervals, each room identical in the schematics. Each room was the same dimensions. Six paces by eight. The same dimensions as my cell.

The sensor field read the rooms through the walls. Seven of the eight rooms were occupied. Seven signatures — faint, suppressed, the residual Flux output of Hollow subjects whose partial synthetic installations produced enough energy to be readable but not enough to produce functional channeling. The signatures were weak. The signatures were the Flux equivalent of breathing — the minimum output that a synthetic installation produced when operating at suppressed baseline, the heartbeat of a system that wasn't dead but wasn't alive in any way the system's design had intended.

The first door was locked from the outside. A Flux lock — the same model as every other lock in the facility, the same frequency, the same disengagement technique. I generated the frequency. The lock disengaged. The door opened.

The room was six paces by eight. A bed. A monitoring terminal. A sanitation unit. No window. The lighting was dim — the same emergency illumination as the corridor. The walls were concrete, painted white, the paint faded and marked by years of occupation. The room smelled like recycled air and antiseptic and the particular absence that I recognized because I'd lived in this absence for twelve years.

The subject was on the bed. Sitting. Awake — the suppression field's reduction had changed the ambient energy in the room and the change had woken the occupant. The subject was small. Young. Not a child — eighteen, maybe nineteen — but small in the way that twelve years of institutional confinement and inadequate nutrition and no sunlight produced. Thin. Pale. The paleness that I recognized from my own reflection in the first weeks after the escape, the color of a body that had never seen the sun.

The subject looked at me. The eyes were wide. The expression was the expression of a person who heard a door open and expected the door to produce a technician or a guard or a doctor and the door had produced someone else. Someone who was not wearing a lab coat. Someone who was standing in the doorway with the Flux output of an S-grade cultivator radiating from every channel in his body.

"I'm getting you out," I said.

The words were simple. The words were all the words I had because the analytical framework didn't have vocabulary for what I was looking at. The framework processed data and the data was: a person in a room like my room and the person looked like I had looked and the person's door was open and the person didn't know what to do with an open door because the person had never had one.

The subject didn't move. The wide eyes. The thin body on the institutional bed. The stillness of someone for whom change was always bad because change in this facility meant a new procedure, a new prototype, a new installation, a new reason for pain.

Petra stepped past me. Into the room. Small, auburn-haired, the green eyes warm. The composure wasn't the hard version or the clinical version. The composure was the version she wore when a patient was scared and the patient needed the healer to be safe before the healer could be effective.

"I'm a healer," she said. Quiet. "My name is Petra. I'm going to check your vitals and then we're going to leave this room. Is that okay?"

The subject looked at Petra. At Petra's hands. At the hands that weren't holding instruments, that weren't wearing gloves, that were extended palm-up in the gesture that Petra used every time she touched me — the gesture that said: I'm asking permission. I won't touch you without permission.

The subject nodded. A small movement. A fraction of a fraction.

Petra crossed the room. Sat on the edge of the bed. Put her hand on the subject's arm — gently, the healing Resonance activating at the lowest possible intensity, the warm register barely audible in the Flux spectrum. The diagnostic probe ran at whisper-level. Reading the subject's channel architecture, the partial synthetic installation, the physical condition. Reading twelve years of institutional confinement through the biological record the way she read my scars through the tissue history.

"Can you walk?" Petra asked.

Another nod. Stronger.

"Then let's walk."



Seven rooms. Seven doors. Seven subjects.

I opened each door the same way — the Flux lock disengaged, the door swinging open, the room beyond containing a person whose door had never been opened by someone who wasn't there to perform a procedure. Each room was the same. Six paces by eight. A bed. A terminal. A sanitation unit. No window. Each subject was different — different ages (sixteen to twenty-three, based on Petra's quick assessments), different conditions (some with more severe partial installations, some with less, the variation reflecting different prototype versions and different rejection histories), different responses to the open door (some frozen, some crying, one standing ready as if the standing had been waiting for years).

Petra checked each one. Brief diagnostic contacts, the healing Resonance assessing the urgent medical needs, the subjects triaged in her professional mental registry. Two needed immediate stabilization — partial installations producing channel instability that the suppression field had been masking. Without the suppression, the instability was manifesting as pain. Petra stabilized them with targeted Resonance pulses that I watched through Integration 4 with the focused attention of someone who knew exactly what channel instability felt like from the inside.

The two patrol operatives reached our position during the fifth door. The sensor field had tracked their approach — the circuit completing, the two A-grades rounding the corridor's far corner and finding seven open doors and seven subjects in the hallway and three intruders standing in the residential wing that they were supposed to be guarding.

The frequency lock engaged on both before they processed what they were seeing. The lock was fast — the distributed processing handling the dual containment automatically, the generating channels producing the standing waves at the operatives' current frequencies. Both operatives locked. Both unable to channel. Both standing in a corridor full of people whose doors they'd walked past on every twelve-minute circuit for months or years without ever considering that the doors might open.

Junction strikes. Fast. Calibrated. Both operatives disrupted and on the floor. The engagement lasted three seconds. The subjects in the hallway watched. Some flinched at the combat Flux. One didn't flinch at all — the one who'd been standing ready, whose eyes were sharp despite the years of containment, whose posture said: I've been waiting.

Seven subjects in the hallway. Two patrol operatives on the floor. The Archive data in Suki's storage device. Sublevel 2 cleared.

Sublevel 3.



The installation lab was on sublevel 3.

The stairs descended. The suppression field's residual was thicker here — the batteries concentrating their remaining output on the deepest level, the most sensitive area, the floor that held the equipment Korvane considered most valuable. The residual was approximately forty percent of full capacity. My channels absorbed it without conscious input. Petra re-engaged the bypass for Suki — the sub-biological Resonance running through Suki's channels, the warm frequency maintaining her circulation against the denser interference.

The subjects stayed on sublevel 2. Suki had positioned them in the monitoring room at the corridor's intersection — a defensible position with one access point, the locked and disrupted operatives serving as evidence that the position was secure. Petra had assigned the sharpest subject — the one who'd been standing ready, a young woman with close-cropped dark hair and eyes that didn't miss anything — as the group's coordinator. The young woman had accepted the assignment with a nod that contained more composure than her years of confinement should have permitted.

Sublevel 3's corridor was the corridor I'd run through on the night I escaped.

The sensor field read it at Integration 4 resolution. Every surface. Every molecule. The Flux residual embedded in the walls from years of high-energy equipment operation — the installation rig, the diagnostic arrays, the monitoring station's continuous output. The residual was a record. The record played back through the sensing at a resolution that exceeded memory.

I'd run through this corridor in a medical gown. Barefoot. The prototype three minutes old in my chest. The guards behind me. The elevator ahead. The corridor had been thirty meters of terror and the thirty meters had felt like thirty kilometers and the feeling had been the feeling of a boy whose entire world was this building and who was running through the only corridor he'd ever run through toward a door he'd never opened.

The corridor was thirty meters. The corridor took fifteen seconds to walk. The corridor was smaller than the memory.

Everything was smaller than the memory.

The installation lab's door was at the corridor's end. Sublevel 3, center of the floor. The door was heavy — Flux-shielded, the isolation material thick, the door designed to contain the energy of prototype installations and the energy of prototype rejections. The door had contained my screams thirty-six times. The door had contained my silence the thirty-seventh time, the time the prototype didn't reject and the silence was because the silence was all I could produce when every channel in my body filled simultaneously and the filling was not pain.

I opened the door.

The lab was dark. Emergency lighting only — the same dim illumination as the corridors, the overhead fixtures that had been blindingly bright during procedures running at reduced power. The room was large. Larger than I remembered, which was wrong — everything else was smaller. The room was larger because the room had contained the table and the table had been the center of everything and the center had felt like the entire room and the entire room had been the table.

The table was in the center of the room. The restraint clamps at the wrists and ankles. The fiber-optic connection array suspended above the table on an articulated arm. The monitoring station against the east wall — the chair where Dr. Prenn had sat, the terminals where the data had scrolled during procedures, the screens that had displayed channel activity and Core output and the clinical metrics of what was happening inside the body on the table.

The sensor field read the room at full resolution. Every surface. The table's metal — the alloy that the restraint clamps were made of, the same alloy I'd pulse-disabled on the night of the escape. The Flux residual in the table's surface — years of procedures, the energy signatures of thirty-seven prototypes installed and removed, the accumulated record of twelve years of installation work performed on a single subject. The residual included my own Core's activation signature — faint, degraded by six months of entropy, but present. The frequency of the moment Prototype 37 activated and every channel filled and the boy on the table became something the table's designers hadn't predicted.

The table was smaller than I remembered.

I put my hand on the table. The metal was cold. The restraint clamp at the right wrist position was eighteen inches from my hand. The clamp was a semi-circular bracket with a Flux-actuated lock mechanism — the mechanism engaged by the technician operating the installation rig, the lock designed to hold a human wrist against the table's surface with enough force to prevent movement during the procedure.

The clamp was small. The clamp had held a child's wrist at age six and an adolescent's wrist at fourteen and a young man's wrist at eighteen. The clamp was adjustable. The adjustability was the design feature that permitted the same restraint to hold the same subject as the subject grew from a child into a person over twelve years of procedures.

The clamp. The table. The room. The building. All of it smaller than the memory. All of it exactly the same and entirely different because I was different and the difference was the thing that Jo had built and the people at the counter had grown and the scars on my chest documented and the channels carried.

Suki stood in the doorway. The harmonic was carrying everything I felt — the cold of the table's metal under my hand, the memory of the clamp, the recognition that the room was the room and the table was the table and the boy was not the boy and the not-being was the victory that the escape had started and the returning had completed.

Petra stood beside me. Her hand on my arm. The healing Resonance at the warm register — not healing, not bypassing, just present. The frequency that meant safe. The frequency running through the channels that the table had helped build, the frequency present in the room where the channels had first activated, the frequency a warmth in a cold room that had never been warm.

"We're done here," I said.

We left the lab. We climbed the stairs. We collected the subjects from the sublevel 2 monitoring room. We moved through the corridors — seven subjects, three protectors, the sensor field mapping the route, the last two security operatives on the upper floors locked and disrupted as we passed. We exited through the maintenance access. The same door. The same corridor. The same passage from inside to outside that I'd taken six months ago in a medical gown with Jo's jacket and nothing else.

We emerged into the night air. The industrial district's streets were dark and wide and the air smelled like machine oil and concrete and the absence of recycled filtration. The air smelled like outside. The subjects — seven of them, blinking in the dark, some of them feeling the open air on their faces for the first time in years — stood on the street outside the building that had held them.

The young woman with the close-cropped hair — the one who'd been standing ready — looked at the sky. There were no stars visible through the overcast. But she looked anyway.

I looked back at the facility. The building where I was CV-037 for twelve years. The building I'd escaped six months ago. The building I'd just walked back into at S-grade with two women and walked out with seven people and the data and the evidence and the answer to the question of what the key was for.

The key was for the doors. The doors that locked from the outside. The doors that I'd opened from the outside for the first time in the history of the facility because no one had ever come back to open them.

Jo built the key. The people at the counter grew the key. Tonight the key had turned.

"Let's go," Suki said. Her hand in mine. The harmonic warm. "Doss is waiting."

We walked. Ten people on a dark industrial street. Three protectors and seven freed. The building behind us. The night ahead.




Chapter 29: Known

The whisper network had three stories by Wednesday morning.

Story one: Renn Vasik had fought two Korvane retrieval operatives in the industrial district and won. The fight had cracked pavement and blown out street lights across two blocks and the enforcement division had taken the operatives into custody. This story was true and the truth was documented in the Guild's enforcement record and the documentation was accessible to anyone with institutional contacts and Aurelius Academy's whisper network had institutional contacts because every Academy's whisper network had institutional contacts.

Story two: Renn Vasik had raided a Korvane research facility the same night and extracted seven captive Hollows from a holding wing where they'd been kept as experimental subjects. This story was true and the truth was documented in the enforcement division's preliminary investigation report and the report had been filed at 4 AM on Wednesday morning by the enforcement team that Keris's Aldane apparatus had directed to the facility at midnight.

Story three: Renn Vasik was a Hollow with a synthetic Core implanted by Korvane Corporation over twelve years of experimentation. This story was true and the truth was in the Archive data that Keris had delivered to the enforcement division and that the enforcement division was processing through the Guild's regulatory framework and that the processing had already produced an emergency suspension of Korvane's research operations.

Three stories. All true. All distributed through the Academy's social infrastructure within hours because the social infrastructure of a cultivation Academy ran on Flux-sense gossip at the speed of channeling and the gossip was carrying the most significant information the Academy had processed in a decade.

I walked to breakfast on Wednesday morning and the walking was different.

Not the physical walking. The body walked the same way it had walked since Rynn's conditioning program had added the mass and the posture and the confidence that came from knowing the body could do what the mind required. The difference was the walking's context. The corridors were full of students. The students were looking. The looking was not the evaluative, grade-based assessment that had followed me since enrollment — the eyes checking the meter, the hierarchy adjusting. The looking was something else. The looking was the recognition of a person whose name was attached to three stories that exceeded the Academy's experiential parameters.

The cafeteria was loud. Louder than usual. The loudness was composed of conversations that modulated when I entered — the frequency shift that occurred when the subject of conversation walked into the room. The modulation was readable through Integration 4. Not the words (the sensor field read Flux, not audio, and the audio was outside the sensing's domain) but the emotional content: curiosity, unease, fascination, the specific attention that unprecedented information produced in populations that had been operating within a stable hierarchy.

I got rice. Protein. The sweet carbonated drink. The routine that had been my routine since the first week of enrollment, the routine that meant I was a student who ate breakfast and the eating was normal and the normal was the thing I'd spent six months building and that was now layered over a truth that the normal couldn't contain.

Wen was at the table. The D-grade. The first sparring partner. The quiet, patient man who'd sat at my table when the table was empty and who hadn't left when the table became complicated. He was eating rice and his expression was the same expression he'd worn every morning for six months: present, steady, the face of someone who treated the person across from him the same regardless of what the whisper network said about that person.

"Morning," he said.

"Morning."

He ate. I ate. The simplicity of the exchange was the exchange's value. Wen didn't recalibrate. Wen didn't adjust. The D-grade who sat where he wanted with people he liked was sitting where he wanted with someone he liked and the someone's newly public history didn't change the wanting or the liking. Wen was the baseline. Wen was the proof that some relationships existed outside the hierarchy's influence and outside the grade system's social sorting and outside the whisper network's information economy. Some relationships existed because two people ate breakfast together and the eating was enough.

Sera arrived. The C-grade who asked pointed questions and noticed patterns. She sat down with the particular energy of someone who had questions and who had decided, through whatever internal process governed her social decisions, that the questions were worth asking to the person the questions were about.

"Is it true?" she asked. "The synthetic Core."

"It's true."

She processed. Three seconds. "The Ashmark anomaly. The channel stabilization. That was you. Not natural harmonics. You."

"That was me."

"Instructor Torr said it was self-correcting environmental resonance."

"Instructor Torr was wrong."

She nodded. The processing complete. The model updated. The update didn't produce withdrawal or suspicion or the fear that the word synthetic should have produced in a population trained to understand cultivation through the biological paradigm. The update produced the same expression that Sera had worn when she first noticed the anomaly: interest. Sera was interested in things that didn't fit the model. I was the largest thing that had ever not fit the model. The not-fitting was interesting.

Tallis found me between the cafeteria and the training hall. The peak-B, ranked second. The minor aristocrat whose competitive awareness had been recalibrating since the first-semester rankings. He stood in the corridor with the particular stillness that preceded a significant statement from someone whose significant statements were rare and therefore weighted.

"A Hollow," he said. "A C-grade Hollow at enrollment. And you beat me."

"I beat you."

"The channel sensing. The frequency modulation. The junction targeting. None of it was in the curriculum because none of it is possible with biological architecture."

"The channels are unbiased. The architecture doesn't have the pre-shaping that limits biological frequency range. The techniques are possible because the limitations aren't there."

He processed. Tallis's processing was different from Sera's — not the intellectual curiosity of a mind that valued unusual data but the competitive recalibration of a fighter whose ranking had been based on assumptions that the assumptions had now revealed as incomplete. The recalibration was visible. The expression shifting from assessment to something that was not resentment and not friendship but the specific middle ground of a competitor who had been competing against something he hadn't understood and who now understood it and whose understanding produced not retreat but respect.

"I want to train with you," he said. "The frequency modulation. The junction targeting. I want to learn them."

"The techniques require channel architecture you don't have."

"Then teach me what my architecture can do that I haven't figured out yet. You see channels the way I see faces. You've been reading my architecture since the first sparring session. You know my strengths and weaknesses better than I do." He set his jaw. "I'm not asking because of the stories. I'm asking because you're the best fighter in this Academy and I want to learn from the best fighter in this Academy."

The request was honest. The competitiveness that had defined Tallis since enrollment was expressing itself through the only mode it knew: engagement. He couldn't beat me. The realization had arrived. The realization's product was not surrender but adaptation — if you can't beat the strongest fighter, learn from the strongest fighter, because the learning was the only competitive move available.

"After the morning session," I said. "Hall 7."

"Hall 7." He nodded. The agreement sealed with the same directness the request had been made with. He walked away. The peak-B who'd cracked my ribs in the first semester and who was now walking toward the training hall where he'd learn from the person whose ribs he'd cracked.



Rynn's reaction came during the morning session.

The combat specialization's training hall was full. Twenty students. The gallery was empty — the operatives who'd occupied it were in Guild custody and the gallery's absence was conspicuous in the way that the absence of surveillance was conspicuous when you'd been living under surveillance for weeks. The gallery was empty and the emptiness was relief and the relief was the first physical sensation of the hiding being over.

Rynn ran the session at standard intensity. The drills were normal. The pairings were normal. The session's normalcy was deliberate — the field commander maintaining operational routine in the aftermath of an event that had disrupted every assumption the operational routine was built on.

After the session, she kept me. The shielded office. The door closed. The isolation engaged.

She stood behind the desk. Not sitting. Standing. The posture straight, the silver-blonde hair precise, the weathered face holding the professional neutral that she'd maintained for the entire semester. The neutral held for three seconds. Then it shifted.

"The enforcement division's preliminary report crossed my desk at 6 AM," she said. "The report describes an engagement in the industrial district in which an A-HIGH Academy student neutralized two A-grade Korvane retrieval operatives and destroyed military-grade suppression equipment. The report also describes a subsequent operation in which the same student entered a Korvane research facility, neutralized six corporate security operatives, extracted classified data from the facility's Archive servers, and rescued seven captive subjects from a holding wing."

She paused.

"The report classifies the engagement data as anomalous. The energy profile of the physical damage at the intersection exceeds the output capacity of the participants listed in the report. The enforcement division has filed a request for clarification." She looked at me. "I filed the clarification this morning. My clarification states that the student in question has been under my training for the combat specialization and that the student's capabilities are consistent with an atypical but non-anomalous late-manifestation development profile and that the engagement data reflects the exceptional end of a biological performance range that my training program has been specifically designed to develop."

She'd covered for me. The clarification was a lie — the damage was anomalous, the output exceeded biological parameters, the late-manifestation profile was a fiction. Rynn had filed a false clarification with the Guild's enforcement division to maintain the A-HIGH cover.

"Commander—"

"I'm not finished." The professional neutral reasserting over whatever had briefly shifted. "My clarification will hold for the immediate investigation. The enforcement division will accept my assessment because my credentials support my authority to make the assessment. The clarification does not hold forever. The enforcement division will eventually conduct its own analysis. The analysis will produce questions that my clarification doesn't answer."

"How long?"

"Weeks. Months. The enforcement division is processing the facility data — the Archive records, the subject files, the evidence of twenty years of illegal research. The facility investigation will consume the division's attention and resources. During that consumption, the clarification holds because the clarification is a lower priority than the facility evidence." She sat down. "I'm buying you time. Again. The time is finite. Again."

The pattern. Rynn building walls. Thin, procedural, institutional. Each wall adding days or weeks to the timeline. Each wall a delay, not a defense. The walls had been holding since the semester started and the walls would continue holding until the walls were no longer necessary because the truth behind the walls had become the truth that the world accepted.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't thank me." She picked up her tablet. "Thank me by being worth the risk I'm taking. The clarification puts my credentials on the line. If the enforcement division determines that my assessment was knowingly false, I lose my Guild certification. I lose my career." She looked at me over the tablet. "Be worth it, Vasik."

"I will be."

"You will be." The closest thing to warmth that Rynn's professional neutral permitted. A millimeter of softening around the eyes. "You already are. Now get out of my office and go train. The semester isn't over."



The afternoon was quiet. The quiet had the quality of a world reassembling itself around new information — the pieces of the old configuration still present but rearranged, the hierarchy's assumptions adjusted, the social landscape of the Academy incorporating three true stories that changed the landscape's topology.

I walked through the campus and the walking was different because the looking was different. Not everyone looked. Not everyone cared. The Academy had two hundred students and two hundred students had two hundred levels of engagement with the whisper network and some of those levels were zero and the zero was the background against which the looking stood out. But the looking that existed was different in kind from the looking that had preceded it. The pre-story looking had been evaluative — where does this meter reading fit in the hierarchy? The post-story looking was something else. The post-story looking was: what is this person? Not what grade. Not what rank. What.

The what was the question that the meter couldn't answer and the hierarchy couldn't classify and the grade system wasn't built for. The what was a Hollow with a synthetic Core and thirty-seven scars and an S-grade capacity hidden behind an A-HIGH meter and a woman's hand in his and a healer's frequency in his channels and an aristocrat's name on his legal filings and a noodle cook's broth in his memory and a woman named Jo who'd built the key and the key had turned.

The what was Renn Vasik. The name that Doss had built as a cover and that the cover had become. Not CV-037. Not "the host" or "the installed device" or "anomalous resistance to prototype rejection that warrants continued investment." Renn. The name his people used. The name that meant the person who ate rice in a cafeteria and trained in a training hall and slept in a bed that smelled like jasmine and healed on Fridays and walked through corridors where the looking had changed and the changing was the being known and the being known was the being real.




Chapter 30: Resonance

The last Sunday of the semester, I rode transit to Doss's shop and the riding was different.

Six months ago, I'd walked to this shop in a medical gown with boots I couldn't tie and a city I couldn't navigate and a Core three minutes old in my chest. The transit system had been a map I couldn't read. The streets had been a language I couldn't speak. The broth had been the first thing I'd tasted that tasted like something and the something had been a revelation because twelve years of nutritional paste hadn't taught me that food had dimensions.

Now the transit was familiar. The route was mine — the same route I'd taken every Sunday for six months, the stops and the transfers and the declining Flux gradient of the lower districts as predictable as the Inversion Compression loop's cycling. The boots laced in one attempt. The jacket fit. The city was a place I lived in rather than a place I'd been released into, the distinction between residence and exile measured in the accumulated Sundays of a boy learning to be a person at a noodle counter four bowls at a time.

The sensor field mapped the route at Integration 4 resolution. Every signature on the transit car. Every Core output in the adjacent blocks. The D-grades going to shift work. The E-grades running errands. The Hollows — the gaps in the Flux field, the people-shaped absences that I'd learned to recognize and that I now recognized differently because seven of them had been in a facility three days ago and now seven of them were in a Guild medical facility receiving the care they'd never been given and the care was being coordinated by Petra's specialist contacts and the coordination was ongoing.

Seven freed. The seven were a beginning. The Archive data that Keris had delivered to the enforcement division contained the records of thirty-seven subjects — designations CV-001 through CV-037. Seven had been extracted from the facility. Thirty had not been present — some transferred before the raid, some deceased, some unaccounted for in the records' institutional language that used the word "discontinued" for outcomes the language preferred not to specify. The thirty unaccounted-for were a question that the enforcement investigation would answer or that the investigation would fail to answer and the failure would be its own answer.

Doss's shop was warm. The sign said OPEN. The counter was clean. The broth was the nineteen-component composition — or possibly the twenty-component composition, because Doss never stopped refining and the refinement was continuous and the continuity was the point. The broth evolved the way everything evolved: incrementally, persistently, each iteration building.

Four bowls. The minimum. The bowls arrived without asking because the arriving without asking was the ritual and the ritual was the language.

"Rankings posted this morning," Doss said. He was stirring. The even rhythm. The baseline. "Suki told me when she came by yesterday."

"Suki came by?"

"Suki comes by on Saturdays now. Started three weeks ago. She brings the training data and we talk about your progression and she eats two bowls and she tells me things about your channels that I don't understand and the not-understanding doesn't matter because the telling is the thing."

Suki came to Doss's shop on Saturdays. Suki had been visiting Doss. The information arrived and the information produced the sensation in the chest that wasn't Flux — the warm thing that the Core's housing contained alongside the Core, the thing that the analytical framework couldn't categorize because the thing was not data.

"Rankings," Doss said.

"Suki first. Me second. Keris third."

"Second." He served the second bowl. "You started the year at thirty-fourth."

"I started the year at thirty-fourth."

"And now you're second. Behind the woman who was first the whole time because the woman who was first the whole time doesn't get outranked by anyone, including the person she sleeps beside." The not-smile. "That's a good woman."

"That's a good woman."

The second bowl. The broth deeper today — there was a new note, something earthy beneath the smoked salt and the black garlic, the twenty-first component arriving the way all of Doss's components arrived: without announcement, integrated so precisely into the existing composition that the addition was invisible on first taste and obvious on second.

"The enforcement division suspended Korvane's research operations," I said. "The Archive data was enough. The purchasing records, the subject files, the installation histories. The suspension is immediate and the suspension triggers a full regulatory investigation."

"The investigation takes months."

"The investigation takes months. Keris's legal apparatus is positioned to ensure the investigation is thorough and that the thoroughness produces institutional consequences. The Aldane name is attached to the investigation's oversight committee."

"Keris gets what Keris wants," Doss said. The observation was flat and complete.

"Keris gets what Keris wants."

"And the healer?"

"Petra is coordinating the medical assessment of the seven freed subjects through her specialist contacts. Two of the subjects have unstable partial installations that need surgical removal. Three have channel damage from long-term suppression exposure. All seven need rehabilitation — physical, medical, the kind of rehabilitation that takes months and that Petra is building the institutional framework to provide."

"She's building a framework."

"She builds frameworks. That's what she does. She built the specialist oversight protocol for me. She's building the rehabilitation protocol for them." I ate the second bowl. "The frameworks are her way of caring. The bureaucratic architecture is the love."

Doss looked at me. The flat dark eyes. The evaluation that thirty years of identity work had calibrated to a precision that read people the way Petra read channels. The evaluation arrived at something and the something produced the not-smile and the not-smile held.

"You're not hiding anymore," he said. "You're not even defended anymore. You're something else now."

"What's that?"

"Known." He set the third bowl on the counter. "Defended is when people protect you from being found. Known is when people protect what you are after the finding. Different thing. Bigger thing."

Known. The word sat on the counter beside the broth. The word was accurate. The word described the state that the six months had produced — not the hiding of the first semester and not the defending of the second semester but the thing that came after both. The state where the truth was in the institutional record and the truth was in the whisper network and the truth was in the faces of the students who looked at me in the corridors and the truth was: Renn Vasik, Hollow, synthetic Core, thirty-seven scars, the person the system couldn't classify and the system was learning to accommodate.

The fourth bowl arrived. I ate it. The broth was warm. The counter was warm. The man behind the counter was the man who'd built my name and the name was real now in a way the building hadn't made it real and the hiding hadn't made it real and the defending hadn't made it real. The name was real because the person who wore it was known and the knowing was the realness.

"Jo," I said.

Doss stopped stirring. The rhythm breaking. The break was the tell — the pause that meant the information was significant.

"Jo accepted a position consulting with the Guild's enforcement division," I said. "Her knowledge of Korvane's program makes her essential to the investigation. She's working with the enforcement team — not inside a corporation, not through intermediaries. Working. In the open. Under her own name."

"Her own name." Doss processed. The flat eyes holding the words. "She spent eleven years using other people's names. Using no name. Running. The running is done?"

"The running is done. Hers and mine."

"Hers and yours." He picked up the ladle. The stirring resumed. The even rhythm returning, the baseline that meant the information was received and the receiving was complete. "She earned the rest."

"She earned everything."

The fourth bowl was finished. I stood. The stool creaked. The shop was warm and dim and the broth's residual scent was in the air and leaving was the same small sadness it was every Sunday — the sadness of stepping away from the counter that meant safety and warmth and four bowls and a man who cared through noodles.

"Come back next Sunday," Doss said. "Bring your people."

"My people."

"The women. The combat partner and the healer. Bring them. If they're eating at my counter on Saturdays and my counter on Sundays they should eat at my counter together." He wiped the counter. "The Aldane girl too. She had four bowls last time. The girl can eat."

I walked back to the Academy. The transit carried me through the ascending Flux gradient — the districts climbing in density, the infrastructure thickening, the sensor field expanding with each block until the campus was transparent and the two hundred signatures were readable and the world was the world I lived in.

The campus was warm in the late afternoon light. The trees along the main path were green — the same trees I'd noticed on the first day, the real trees that the Academy district's higher Flux density supported. The trees had been leafless in the winter. The trees were full now. The semester had started in cold and ended in warmth and the warmth was not just seasonal.

I walked through the gate. The gate I'd walked through six months ago in a medical gown. The gate I'd walked through on Tuesday morning heading to a fight. The gate that was always open because the gate was an Academy gate and Academy gates stayed open.

Suki was at the dormitory entrance. Leaning against the wall, braid over one shoulder, the posture that said she'd been waiting and the waiting was not impatient because Suki didn't do impatient. Suki did deliberate. She'd chosen to be at the entrance when I returned from Doss's shop because the choosing was how she said welcome back and the welcome back was the harmonic humming before the words arrived.

She took my hand. The harmonic deepened at contact. The standing wave carrying everything: the semester's weight, the fight's residual, the raid's aftermath, the being known, the being here, the warm constant of a woman who had sat at an empty table on day six and made the table full.

"Petra sent a scan request," she said. "Friday. She has questions about the Integration 4 architecture's post-cascade stabilization."

"She has questions."

"She always has questions. The questions are how she says she's thinking about you." Suki looked at me. The dark eyes. The analytical engine at rest — not running scenarios, not processing threat assessments, not computing growth curves. At rest. The resting state was warm. "Keris is in the cafeteria. She has the investigation update. She's at her table."

"The adjacent table."

"The adjacent table that's been positioned close enough to function as the same table for six months. At some point the table just becomes the table."

We walked to the cafeteria. The corridors were warm with afternoon light. The students were present — the Sunday population, the ones who didn't go home on weekends, the ones whose home was the Academy. I was one of them. The Academy was my home. The dormitory was my room. The bed was my bed. The door locked from the inside and the lock was mine and the lock had always been mine since the first night when the lock's sound — the click that meant sealed from the inside — had been the sound that meant the difference between a cell and a room.

The lock still mattered. The lock would always matter. But the lock was not the only thing that mattered anymore. The lock had been the beginning. The lock was not the end.

The cafeteria was loud and warm and full. Wen at the table. Sera. Two students from the combat track who'd adjusted their assessment and whose adjusted assessment had produced not distance but proximity — they sat closer now, the recalibrated attention converting to the social approach that capability attracted in a cultivation Academy. The table was full.

Keris was at the adjacent table. Tablet open. Tea in hand. The straight posture, the dark skin, the close-cropped hair, the composure that held what the composure held. She saw me enter. The look was brief — the same filing glance from the Ashmark anomaly site, the assessment that categorized and stored and evaluated. But the glance was warmer now. The warmth was the thing the composure was making room for. The room was growing. The growing was visible.

Petra passed on her way to the food line. She touched my shoulder as she walked by — brief, light, the healing frequency pulsing through the contact in a quarter-second burst that was not a scan and not a healing but a hello. The frequency in my channels for a moment and then fading and the fading was fine because Friday was coming and Friday was always coming and the coming was Petra's version of permanent.

I sat down. Rice. Protein. The sweet carbonated drink. The table full. The adjacent table close enough to be the same table. The campus warm around me. The meter on my wrist reading A-HIGH and the meter wrong by one-and-a-half grades and the wrongness shrinking because the truth was growing and the growth had no ceiling.

The future was ahead. The next semester. The advanced specialization track. Rynn's continued training. The Guild's investigation producing institutional consequences that Keris would manage and that the Aldane name would ensure were thorough. The seven freed subjects in medical care, the rehabilitation that Petra was building the framework for. The thirty unaccounted-for, the question that the investigation would answer. Jo consulting with enforcement, working in the open, under her own name for the first time in years.

The future involved danger. Korvane's research division was suspended but corporations didn't die from suspensions. They adapted. They restructured. They came back with different names and different approaches and the same appetite for the technology that the facility had produced. The future involved the Guild's Research Division — the partner that Jo had warned about, the institutional presence that knew what I was and that would eventually want what I was and that the enforcement division's investigation might or might not expose. The future involved Integration 5 and whatever the channels would become when the channels grew past the point where the grade system's classifications applied.

The future involved the question that the raid had opened: if Korvane's facility held these Hollows, how many other facilities existed? How many other corporations had programs? How many Hollows — the one-in-five-hundred that Jo's research suggested, not the one-in-ten-thousand that the medical literature claimed — were walking the streets with dormant channels and empty architecture and the potential for what I'd become if someone gave them the key?

The questions were large. The questions were for later. The questions would wait because the afternoon was warm and the rice was good and the table was full and the people at the table were the people who had built the person sitting at the table and the person was real and the person was known and the knowing was enough for today.

The meter read A-HIGH. The reserves were beyond what any meter would show. The channels were growing. The Core hummed at the frequency the grade system couldn't classify. The harmonic hummed at the frequency that Suki's hand in mine produced. The healing register hummed at the frequency that Petra's shoulder-touch left behind. The herbal tea's trace hummed at the frequency that Keris's proximity contributed.

Three frequencies. Two integrated. One approaching. The channels carrying all of them because the channels had no bias and the channels had no preference and the channels were wide enough for everything the world contained.

Thirty-six failures. One success. The success was sitting in a cafeteria eating rice with people who knew his name and he was, for the second time in eighteen years, looking forward.

The first time had been the end of the first semester. The second time was the end of the second. The looking forward was becoming a habit. The habit was becoming a life.
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