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Chapter 1: Thirty-Seven

The thirty-seventh time was different.

I knew the sound by now. Twelve years of it. The low hum of the installation rig powering up, the click of the nerve-bridge contacts locking into the socket at the center of my chest, the whine of the prototype Core spooling to activation speed inside its housing. Then the moment. The held breath between "it's online" and whatever came next. Activation. Failure. Pain. Sometimes all three in that order.

Dr. Prenn was at the monitoring station. She was always at the monitoring station. Small, grey, her face a permanent mask of clinical detachment behind the kind of glasses that hadn't been fashionable in fifty years. She'd overseen every installation since I was eleven. She'd overseen the one that caught fire inside my chest cavity. She'd overseen the one that worked for six days and then started dissolving. She'd overseen all thirty-six, documented the failures, written the reports, gone home to whatever life she had outside the basement, and come back the next morning to install the next one in the same body that the last one had tried to kill.

"CV-037, prototype thirty-seven. Activation sequence initiated. Mark."

CV-037. My designation. The C was for the project code. The V was for Vasik, which was apparently my name, though nobody used it. The 037 was because I was the thirty-seventh subject in the program. Most of the others were dead. I'd outlived them through some combination of Hollow physiology, luck, and what Dr. Prenn had once described in a report I wasn't supposed to read as "an anomalous resistance to prototype rejection that warrants continued investment."

I was worth keeping alive because I was hard to kill. Twelve years of evidence supported this conclusion.

The prototype hummed in my chest. The initial activation was familiar: a cold pressure behind my sternum, the nerve-bridge contacts sending exploratory signals through the socket and into the channels that radiated from it. The channels — my channels. The empty meridians that ran through every part of my body, the infrastructure that should have carried Flux from a biological Core to my muscles, my organs, my brain. In a normal person, the channels were rivers. In me, they were riverbeds. Dry since birth. Perfectly formed and carrying nothing.

The prototype's signals reached the channels and probed them and the channels did what they always did: nothing. Empty space accepting an input signal and returning silence. No resistance, no feedback, no biological Core to create competition or conflict. Just emptiness.

Then the signal changed.

I felt it in my fingers first. A warmth that started at the tips and ran backward through the meridians of my hands, up my wrists, through my forearms. Not the burning warmth of a failing prototype. I knew that feeling, the acid-heat of a Core that was devouring its own housing. This was different. Clean. Even. The warmth of something flowing through channels that had been empty for eighteen years and were, for the first time, full.

Flux.

I'd never felt Flux. I knew what it was. I'd read the textbooks they left in my cell because they didn't care what a test subject read. I knew that Flux was the universal energy, that it flowed through Cores and channels and powered the world above the basement. A fact about someone else's reality.

Now it was in my body. Moving through the dry riverbeds, filling them, running through pathways that had never carried anything. The sensation was overwhelming. Not painful. My frame of reference for physical experience was heavily weighted toward pain and this wasn't pain. It was fullness. Presence. Every channel in my body lighting up simultaneously, the entire meridian network activating at once because there was no biological Core to shape the flow, no pre-existing pathways to prioritize. The synthetic prototype was pumping Flux into a completely unbiased system and the system was accepting all of it, everywhere, equally.

My hands clenched. My feet flexed against the installation table's restraints. My jaw locked and my vision sharpened and my hearing, which had been the flat acoustic of the lab for twelve years, suddenly included frequencies I'd never registered: the hum of the installation rig's power supply, the whine of Dr. Prenn's monitoring equipment, the heartbeat of the guard standing by the door.

I could feel the guard's heartbeat. Through the wall of my chest, through the channels that now carried Flux, through some extension of perception that I didn't have a name for. His pulse was 72 beats per minute. Calm. He wasn't expecting anything different from prototype thirty-seven.

"Core activation confirmed," Dr. Prenn said. Her voice was the same flat tone she used for everything. "Flux output stable. Channel uptake at... at..."

She paused. In twelve years, I'd never heard Dr. Prenn pause.

"Channel uptake at full capacity. All meridians active." She was reading her screen. Her glasses reflected the data. "That's not — the prototype's rated capacity is 12% meridian coverage. It's reading at 100%." She looked at the technician beside her. "Check the sensors."

"Sensors are clean. This is real-time."

"It can't be full capacity. The prototype doesn't have the output for full meridian coverage. The channels should be selective."

"They're not selective. They're all open. Every channel is carrying."

The conversation was happening above me and around me and I was lying on the installation table with Flux running through my body for the first time in my life and the sensation of it was so massive and so good that I was crying. Not from emotion. From the physical response to an eighteen-year absence being filled. My channels were full. The riverbeds were running. Something that had been missing since the moment I was born was present and the presence of it was so fundamental that my body wept from the relief the way a dehydrated person weeps when they drink.

"Sir, the output is climbing. The prototype is... it's drawing from the subject's channels. Not just outputting. Drawing."

"That's impossible. The channels are empty. There's nothing to draw."

"The channels aren't empty anymore. The Flux is circulating. It's going out through the channels and coming back through the channels and the returning Flux is denser than the output. The prototype is compressing on the return cycle."

Silence at the monitoring station. I lay on the table and felt the Flux running and returning, running and returning, a circulation that was building in density with every cycle. Each pass through the unbiased channels refined the energy. The channels didn't shape it toward any particular frequency or purpose. They just carried it, cleaned it, let it flow, and sent it back. The prototype received the refined Flux and pushed it out again and the cycle continued and the density climbed and the monitoring equipment was making sounds I'd never heard it make.

"Get Hendricks," Dr. Prenn said. "Now. Get him out of bed. Tell him thirty-seven is working."

The technician left. The guard by the door shifted his weight. His heartbeat climbed from 72 to 78. Not alarmed. Interested. Something was happening that didn't usually happen and even the guard could feel it: the Flux output from the table was raising the ambient energy level in the room. The lights brightened by a fraction. The monitoring equipment's screens flickered. The installation rig's power supply began to resonate, the hum climbing in pitch as the prototype's output exceeded the rig's shielding capacity.

I could feel the room. Not see it. Feel it. The Flux flowing through my channels was extending past the boundaries of my body, pushing into the space around me, and the space was returning information. The installation rig: Flux-powered, magnetic locks on the restraint clamps, the lock mechanism running on a low-frequency current that I could trace from the power supply through the conduit to the clamp at my left wrist. The monitoring station: Flux-integrated screens, data cables carrying energy as well as information, the whole system humming at a frequency that my new senses could read the way eyes read light. The door: heavy, reinforced, locked from the outside by a magnetic bolt that drew its power from the same Flux grid that powered everything else in the lab.

The magnetic bolt. I could feel it. A small, tight knot of Flux energy, holding the door's locking mechanism in place. The power was consistent, clean, and about one-thousandth of the output that was currently circulating through my channels.

I don't know if the thought was conscious. I don't know if I decided or if my body decided or if the synthetic Core decided. The distinction might not exist. What happened was: the Flux in my channels pulsed, a single sharp contraction, and the pulse traveled through the air and hit the magnetic bolt and the bolt's power supply overloaded and the lock disengaged.

The door clicked open.

The guard heard it. His heartbeat jumped to 94. His hand went to his sidearm. He was looking at the door, not at me, because the door was the thing that had changed and the test subject on the table was still restrained and test subjects didn't open doors.

I pushed at the restraint clamps. Same method as the door lock. Flux pulse, sharp, directed. The magnetic locks on both wrist clamps disengaged. Then the ankles. I sat up on the installation table with the prototype humming in my chest and Flux running through every channel and tears still wet on my face and the nerve-bridge contacts pulling free from the socket with a sensation that was not unlike pulling a plug from a wall — the connection severed, the rig's hum dying, but the Core didn't stop. The Core was self-sustaining now. It didn't need the rig.

The guard turned. Saw me sitting up. Unrestrained. His heartbeat hit 112. His hand found the grip of his sidearm and he was drawing it and his mouth was forming the first syllable of the word that was probably "down" or "stop" or "don't," and I pushed.

Not at the locks this time. At him.

The Flux pulse hit the guard in the chest and threw him against the wall. I heard things break — the wall panel, something in his rib cage, the sidearm clattering to the floor. He hit the ground and didn't get up. His heartbeat went irregular and rapid and I didn't know if I'd killed him or just broken him and I didn't stay to check.

Dr. Prenn was standing at the monitoring station with her glasses reflecting the emergency lighting that had replaced the overhead fluorescents when the door lock failed. The lab's alert system was active. Red lights, rotating, painting the room in slow pulses. She was looking at me. At the empty restraint clamps. At the guard on the floor. At the test subject who had spent twelve years being cut open and put back together and who was now standing in the middle of the lab with Flux pouring off him in waves that made the monitoring screens distort.

"CV-037," she said. "Return to the table."

Her voice was flat. Clinical. as if the situation was a data point rather than a collapse of the fundamental dynamic that had governed our relationship for twelve years. She was the researcher. I was the subject. The subject returned to the table because the subject always returned to the table because there was nowhere else.

I walked past her. She didn't move to stop me. I don't think it occurred to her that she needed to. The guards stopped subjects. The researchers documented them. The roles were clear.

The corridor outside the lab was long, white, and familiar in every detail. I'd walked this corridor to and from every installation, every test, every medical evaluation. The cells were on the left. The labs were on the right. The elevator was at the end. The corridor was supposed to be staffed by two guards at all times but one was on the floor in the lab behind me and the other was at the far end, near the elevator, turning toward the sound of the alarm.

He was bigger than the first. Armored — light tactical vest, the kind that absorbed Flux-based attacks by dispersing the energy across its surface. He had his sidearm drawn and his stance was professional and his heartbeat was 88, which meant he was alert but not panicked, which meant he'd heard the alarm but hadn't been briefed on what triggered it, which meant he saw me as a subject out of containment rather than a threat.

"On the ground," he said. "Hands behind your head."

I'd been on the ground with my hands behind my head for twelve years.

The Flux pulse hit his vest and dispersed across its surface as designed. The energy spread, thinned, dissipated. His stance didn't waver. The vest worked.

I pushed again. Not at the vest. At the floor beneath his feet.

The Flux hit the floor and the floor's material — Flux-integrated composite, designed to conduct ambient energy for climate control — carried the pulse laterally and upward through the guard's boots and into his legs and the pulse was raw, unshaped, running through channels that had no frequency bias, and the rawness of it bypassed the armor entirely because the armor was calibrated for standard Flux attacks at known frequencies and what I was producing was not standard and not known.

His legs gave out. He dropped to his knees. His sidearm discharged into the ceiling — a Flux bolt that blew a hole in the composite tile and rained debris. I walked past him while he was trying to understand why his legs didn't work. His heartbeat was 134 and climbing. I felt sorry for him in a distant, analytical way that occupied approximately three percent of my attention while the other ninety-seven percent was devoted to the elevator.

The elevator was Flux-powered. I could feel its systems: small knots of energy, waiting to be told what to do. I told the elevator to open. It opened. I stepped inside. I told it to go up. It went up.

The elevator climbed six floors. The lab was deep. I'd known it was underground but I hadn't known how far. Six floors of Korvane BioSystems between me and the surface, each floor's Flux infrastructure visible to my new senses as a layer of humming energy. I passed through them. The elevator deposited me in a hallway that smelled different from the basement: cleaner, dryer, with a chemical edge that I identified after a moment as air freshener. The surface smelled like air freshener. I didn't know that.

The hallway led to a lobby. The lobby had glass doors. Beyond the glass doors was outside.

I'd been outside once before, when they moved me between facilities at age nine. I remembered fragments: light, noise, the heat of sun on my face. The memory was degraded. Nine years of basement had worn it smooth.

I pushed through the glass doors and outside hit me with everything at once.

Sound. The city was loud in a way that the lab's acoustic-dampened corridors had not prepared me for. Traffic: the hum of Flux-powered vehicles, the whine of public transit, the distant bass of something industrial. People: voices, footsteps, the aggregate murmur of human beings existing near each other in quantities that I had never experienced. The lab had four researchers, six guards, and me. The sidewalk outside Korvane's front entrance had more people than I'd seen in my entire life.

Light. The city was bright. Street lamps, building facades, the glow of Flux-integrated signage, vehicle headlights, the ambient luminance of a civilization that ran on energy and radiated it from every surface. After six floors of fluorescent tubes and emergency red, the visual input was staggering. My eyes watered. My new senses were worse. I could feel the Flux output of every lamp, every sign, every vehicle, a tidal wave of energy data that my synthetic Core was trying to catalog and process simultaneously.

Air. The air didn't smell like antiseptic or recycled filtration or the ozone tang of prototype installations. It smelled like exhaust and food and rain-wet concrete and something organic and green that I learned later was the tree planted in a sidewalk cutout ten feet from Korvane's front door.

I stood on the sidewalk. People walked past me. A man in a coat glanced at me — pale, thin, wearing the medical gown that the lab issued because test subjects didn't need real clothing — and looked away. Another person stepped around me. The crowd flowed and I was a stone in it, stationary, staring at a city I'd never seen.

The alarm from the basement wasn't audible at street level. But I could feel, through the Flux sensitivity that was still expanding with every heartbeat, the energy signatures inside the building changing. Security stations activating. Communications firing. The second guard's heartbeat stabilizing as someone reached him. Dr. Prenn's monitoring station transmitting an alert that propagated through Korvane's internal network at the speed of light.

I ran.

Not toward anything. Away from the building. I picked a direction and I ran and my body, which had spent twelve years in a cell and on a table and was not conditioned for sprinting, carried me approximately three blocks before my lungs failed and my legs buckled and I collapsed in an alley between two buildings that smelled like kitchen exhaust and garbage.

I sat on the ground in the alley. My medical gown was wet with sweat. My feet were bare on the concrete. My chest was heaving and the synthetic Core hummed behind my sternum, steady and warm, unbothered by the fact that its host was gasping in a pile of trash bags in a city he'd never seen.

The Core was calm. The Core was running. The Flux circulated through my channels in its self-sustaining loop, each cycle refining the energy, each return denser than the last. Whatever the thirty-seventh prototype was doing, it wasn't stopping. It wasn't burning out. It wasn't dissolving. It was growing.

I sat in the alley and breathed and the city was loud around me and the Flux was warm inside me and two guards were injured in a basement six floors below the building I'd just walked out of and Dr. Prenn was calling whoever she called when a twelve-year investment walked out the front door.

I was outside. I was free. These were concepts that I understood intellectually and felt nothing about emotionally because the emotional processing would come later, after the adrenaline, after the Flux settled, after I'd found somewhere to sleep that wasn't a cell with a magnetic lock.

One thing at a time. That was how I'd survived thirty-seven prototypes. One thing at a time. Don't think about the next installation while the current one is trying to kill you. Don't think about the future while the present is still happening.

Present: I was in an alley. I was barefoot. I was wearing a medical gown. I had a synthetic Core that was doing things nobody had planned for. I had no money, no identity, no knowledge of how the world above the basement worked.

I also had, for the first time in eighteen years, a door that nobody was guarding and a direction I could choose.

I chose forward. I stood up. I walked.




Chapter 2: Surface

The alley smelled like grease and rain and something sweet that was rotting in one of the trash bags behind me.

I sat against the wall with my knees pulled up and my bare feet on wet concrete and I catalogued the smells because cataloguing was what I did when I was overwhelmed. In the lab, I'd catalogued the instruments on the tray before an installation. The scalpel, the nerve-bridge contacts, the prototype in its housing, the antiseptic swabs, the restraint pads. Naming things made them smaller. Knowable. If I could name what was happening, the happening became data instead of experience and data was manageable.

Grease. Rain. Rot. Exhaust from the street. Something cooking — oil and starch and heat, coming from a vent in the wall above my head. My stomach responded to the cooking smell before my brain did, clenching with a hunger that was separate from the fear and the adrenaline and the Flux still circulating through my channels. The body wanted food. The body didn't care about the circumstances.

I didn't know how to get food. In the lab, food arrived on a tray through a slot in the cell door. Three times a day, timed to the minute, portioned by a nutritional algorithm that kept test subjects at optimal weight for prototype installation. I'd never bought food. I'd never chosen food. The transaction was a mystery.

Nothing I knew applied here.

The realization settled into me with the slow weight of something I'd been avoiding since the elevator doors opened. I was outside. I was free. And I was functionally an infant in an adult body, sitting in garbage in a medical gown, unable to feed myself or find shelter or navigate a single block of the city without being overwhelmed by sensory input that every six-year-old on the planet had already learned to filter.

The Flux in my channels pulsed. The synthetic Core was still running its circulation loop, each cycle denser than the last, and the ambient energy data from the city kept flooding in through my new senses. The building registered behind me: its Flux infrastructure, the power grid running through the walls, the climate system, the cooking equipment in what was probably a restaurant above. The street was denser: vehicles, pedestrians, the Flux signatures of cultivators mixed into the foot traffic, their Cores glowing in my perception at various intensities. Most were dim. D and E-grade, the baseline of a working population. A few were brighter. One, passing half a block south, was significantly brighter. B-grade, maybe. A professional cultivator walking through the lower districts at night.

I could feel all of this and none of it told me where to sleep.

The night was cool. Not cold enough to be dangerous, but the medical gown was thin and my feet were bare and the concrete was drawing heat from my body through every point of contact. I pressed my back harder against the wall. The brick was warmer than the ground. The building's climate system was leaking thermal energy through the exterior. The heat differential registered through the Flux channels in my spine: outside temperature on one side, building warmth on the other.

Time passed without a way to measure it. The lab had clocks on every wall and the schedule was measured in minutes and the absence of both was disorienting. The city's light didn't change. The traffic didn't thin. The Flux signatures moved past the alley in a continuous flow that had no beginning and no end.

I was starting to shiver when the woman appeared at the mouth of the alley.

She was small. That was the first thing I noticed, because my frame of reference for women was Dr. Prenn and the two female technicians on the installation team, all of whom were taller than this person. She was wearing a dark jacket, pants, boots, the clothing of someone who'd dressed for speed and low visibility. Her hair was short, brown, tucked behind her ears. Her face was sharp-featured and tired and she was looking at me with an expression that I couldn't classify because my catalogue of human expressions had been built entirely from researchers, guards, and the occasional visiting executive, and none of them had ever looked at me with what I was seeing on this woman's face.

Later, when I had more data, I identified the expression as grief.

"Renn," she said.

I didn't move. Nobody outside the lab knew my name. Nobody outside the lab should have been looking for me. The adrenaline was gone and the fear was cold and specific and the Flux in my channels tightened involuntarily, a defensive response that I didn't know how to shape into anything useful.

"My name is Jo Tannick. I worked at Korvane. Level four, bioengineering division." She stepped into the alley. Slow. Her hands visible at her sides, the deliberate body language of a person approaching something that might bolt or attack. "I helped build the prototype that's running in your chest right now."

"Stay there."

She stopped. Ten feet away. The alley was narrow enough that I could feel her Flux signature, or rather the absence of one. She wasn't a cultivator. No Core. Her body was a dark spot in my new perception, a gap in the ambient energy field. Normal. Unaugmented. The first non-cultivator I'd felt since the prototype activated, though I supposed everyone I'd felt before it activated had also been non-cultivators and I just hadn't known the difference.

"I'm not here to bring you back," she said. "I'm here because I'm the reason you got out."

"The power fluctuation."

"The power fluctuation. I triggered a load imbalance in the lab's Flux grid at 11:47 PM. The magnetic locks on the containment level dropped to backup power for four seconds. That was supposed to be your window." She paused. "You didn't use the window. You walked out the front door."

"The locks were Flux-powered. I pushed them open."

"I know. I saw the security logs before I wiped them." Something in her face shifted. "The prototype is working, Renn. Not just working. Working in a way that none of us predicted. The channel uptake data that Prenn was reading before you left. Full meridian coverage. Self-sustaining circulation. Flux refinement on the return cycle." She was speaking faster now, the words carrying the urgency of someone who understood what the data meant and needed me to understand too. "The first thirty-six prototypes failed because they competed with your biology. They tried to integrate with channels that were already shaped by the absence of a Core. The absence was the variable we kept trying to work around. I was the one who suggested we stop working around it."

I waited.

"Prototype thirty-seven has a modified nerve-bridge interface. The previous thirty-six used a standard biological handshake protocol: the prototype sends a signal, the channels respond, the Core integrates. But your channels don't respond the way biological channels do. They don't push back. They don't have preferences. They just accept. So I designed thirty-seven to stop handshaking entirely and just pour. No negotiation. No shaping. Just output, straight into the dry channels, and let the channels do what they do."

"What do they do?"

"Apparently everything." Her voice cracked on the word. Not a dramatic crack. The small fracture of a person holding themselves together through information and failing at the edges. "The circulation pattern you're generating shouldn't be possible. The refinement on the return cycle shouldn't be possible. The full meridian coverage in the first sixty seconds should not be possible. I've been watching your prototype data for three years, Renn. I've watched thirty-six of them fail. And when thirty-seven activated and the numbers came in, I—" She stopped. Breathed. "I triggered the load imbalance and I walked out of the building and I am never going back."

She'd burned her career. I understood this the way I understood most things: as a system with inputs and outputs. She'd worked at Korvane. She'd modified the prototype. The modification worked. She'd triggered the escape and destroyed the security logs and now she was standing in an alley in dark clothes at something past midnight, talking to a test subject who was sitting in garbage bags, and her career at Korvane was over because the moment they reviewed the prototype's design changes they'd know who'd made them.

"Why?" I asked.

The question was too big. I meant: why did you modify the prototype. Why did you help me escape. Why did you burn your career. Why are you here. Why are you looking at me with that expression that I don't have a name for. The word "why" was insufficient for the scope of what I was asking but I didn't have better words because twelve years in a lab doesn't build vocabulary for situations where someone has done something enormous for you and you need to understand the reason.

She sat down. Not against the opposite wall. Beside me. On the concrete, in the alley, with the grease and the rain and the rotting sweet smell. She sat close enough that her body heat reached me through the absence of her Flux signature. Warm gap. That was what a non-cultivator felt like to my new senses. A warm gap in the energy field.

"Because I've been watching them cut you open since you were twelve years old," she said. "And I couldn't do it anymore. And the only way to make it stop was to make you strong enough to walk out."

We sat in the alley. I was shivering. She was not. She unzipped her jacket and put it around my shoulders without asking and the weight of it, the warmth that was hers and was now being offered to me, was the first kind thing a person had done for me that I could remember.

I didn't cry. I'd cried when the Flux activated. I didn't have anything left. I sat in the jacket and felt its warmth and the cooking smell from the vent mixed with the garbage smell and the street noise continued and the woman who'd modified my Core sat beside me in the dark and didn't say anything for a while.

When she spoke again, her voice was steadier. Functional. She'd reassembled whatever had cracked.

"You can't stay in the city. Korvane will have response teams mobilized within the hour. They'll scan for synthetic Core signatures. Yours is distinctive and right now you're broadcasting it without any kind of masking." She reached into her pocket and produced two items. A small data chip, the kind that slotted into standard tablets, and a card with handwritten text. "The chip has everything I know about prototype thirty-seven. Specifications, projected capabilities, maintenance protocols. The interface at your sternum has a diagnostic port. If the Core develops instabilities, the chip's data will help a competent engineer address them."

I took the chip. It was warm from her pocket. The data on it was, in a sense, me. The technical blueprint of the thing that had turned my empty channels into something that could push open magnetic locks and throw guards against walls.

"The card is a contact. A man called Doss. He operates in the lower districts. He builds identities." She looked at me. "You need a name that isn't in the Korvane system. You need a history. You need enrollment documents for an Academy."

"An Academy."

"It's the only place you can hide. Academies don't share student records with corporations. Guild law prohibits it. If you're enrolled, Korvane can't access your file without a judicial warrant, and judicial warrants require evidence, and the security logs from tonight don't exist anymore because I erased them." She said this with the satisfied precision of someone who'd planned the operational details long before the operation. "Doss will build you a Hollow-born identity with a late-manifestation Core. It's rare but documented. One in ten thousand. The Academy evaluators will scan you, read your Core grade, and file you as an unusual case. Not a synthetic case. Just unusual."

"What grade will I read?"

"Unknown. The prototype's output is uncharted. The standard meters are calibrated for biological Cores. Yours will read lower than your actual capability because the meters don't know how to measure what you are." She paused. "That's an advantage. Low readings mean low attention. Let them underestimate you."

I held the chip and the card. The card read DOSS in block letters, followed by an address and a time. Tomorrow, 2 PM. A noodle shop in the lower districts.

"Jo."

"Yes."

"How long have you been planning this?"

She was quiet. The cooking smell from the vent had changed: less oil, more starch. Someone above us was boiling something. Noodles, maybe. I didn't know what noodles smelled like from outside a kitchen.

"Since you were fourteen," she said. "Since the twenty-third prototype. You were on the table and the rejection started and the prototype was tearing itself out of the nerve-bridge and you screamed." Her hands were in her lap and they were still and her voice was still and the stillness of both was a container for something that was not still at all. "I'd heard you scream before. Every installation, every failure. But the twenty-third one was different because the prototype had been online for four days and you'd been walking around the facility with Flux in your channels for the first time and you were smiling. For four days you were smiling. And then it rejected and they strapped you to the table and the screaming started and I stood at my monitoring station and watched the data and something in me broke."

She stood. The motion was abrupt. The confession was over. The operational briefing resumed.

"Go to Doss tomorrow. Get the identity. Enroll at whatever Academy he sets up. Don't contact Korvane. Don't contact me. Don't look for information about the program or the other subjects. Go to school. Learn to use what's in your chest. And Renn—" She looked down at me. The expression was there again, the one I'd filed as grief, but I was revising the classification. Not grief. Something adjacent to it. The face of a person who was letting go of something they'd held for a long time. "Learn to be a person. You haven't been allowed to be one. Start."

She walked to the mouth of the alley. I watched her go. Small, dark-jacketed, her boot heels quiet on the wet concrete. She didn't look back. She turned left onto the street and the warm gap of her Flux-absence moved through the field of signatures and dimmed and was gone.

I sat in the alley with a jacket that wasn't mine and a data chip and a card with a fixer's address and a Core that was still circulating, still refining, still growing. The channel density had increased measurably since I sat down. I could feel it: the Flux running thicker, heavier, the riverbeds deepening with every cycle. Whatever the thirty-seventh prototype was doing, it hadn't plateaued. It showed no sign of plateauing. The growth curve was steady and the ceiling, if there was one, was beyond what I could sense.

I looked at the card. DOSS. Tomorrow, 2 PM.

I had to survive until 2 PM. That meant finding somewhere to sleep. Somewhere that wasn't an alley with garbage bags and a cooking vent and the first kind person I'd met already walking away.

I stood. My legs held. The shivering had stopped because the Flux in my channels was generating warmth as a byproduct of circulation, a thermal output that my body was apparently learning to distribute. I was still in a medical gown and bare feet but I wasn't cold. The Core was heating me.

The city was still loud. Still bright. Still overwhelming. But the Flux data stream had organized itself slightly during the time I'd been sitting. My synthetic Core was learning to filter. The firehose of ambient energy was separating into categories: infrastructure, vehicles, people, cultivators, wildlife, weather. The categories layered over my visual field in a way that wasn't sight but ran parallel to it, a second map of the world drawn in energy instead of light.

I walked to the mouth of the alley. The street was a commercial strip. Restaurants, shops, all closed at this hour. The pedestrian traffic had thinned. The vehicles were fewer. The Flux signatures that remained were scattered: a cultivator walking alone two blocks east, D-grade, moving fast. Two people in a building above a shop, their biological Cores dim with sleep. A cluster of signatures at the far end of the block, three or four people, C and D-grade, doing something that produced a localized Flux fluctuation. Fight, maybe. Or cultivation practice. I didn't know enough to tell the difference.

I needed shelter. I needed to not be visible. I was a barefoot person in a medical gown on a commercial street at night and even in a city this size, that drew attention. Jo's jacket helped: dark, covering the gown to mid-thigh, giving me the silhouette of someone who was poorly dressed rather than escaped from somewhere.

I walked. Kept to the darker side of the street. The Flux sense mapped the surveillance infrastructure: cameras at intersections, their power signatures small and consistent, passive sensors embedded in the curbing, a patrol drone two blocks south running a programmed route. I routed around the cameras. The drone's route was predictable and I timed my crossing of an open intersection to a gap in its pattern.

These were skills I shouldn't have had. Nobody had taught me urban evasion. But twelve years in a facility had taught me something equivalent: the awareness of surveillance as a constant, the mapping of patrol patterns, the calculation of blind spots. In the lab, the guards had routes and the cameras had angles and I'd memorized both because memorizing the architecture of my containment was the closest thing to agency I'd had. The skill transferred. The city was a larger facility with different guards and the same fundamental principle: know where they're looking and don't be there.

I found a maintenance alcove behind a transit station. Recessed, sheltered from the street, warm from the station's Flux infrastructure bleeding heat through the wall. I sat against the wall and pulled the jacket tighter and the warmth of the Flux infrastructure seeped through the brick into my back.

The data chip was in the jacket's pocket. I held it between my thumb and forefinger. Small, rectangular, containing the technical specifications of the thing that had changed everything in the space of an hour. Tomorrow I'd find Doss. Tomorrow I'd start becoming someone other than CV-037.

The Flux circulated. The Core hummed. The city breathed around me in light and sound and energy. Above the maintenance alcove, I could see a strip of sky between buildings. No stars. Too much light pollution. But the sky was there. Open. Uncontained. Not a ceiling.

I'd never slept without a ceiling before.

I closed my eyes. The Flux sense didn't turn off. It mapped the transit station, the street, the buildings, the dwindling pedestrian traffic, the drone completing another circuit two blocks south. The world continued. I was in it.

I slept. Not well. Not long. But I slept outside, in the air, with a sky above me instead of a ceiling, and the Core held me warm while the city hummed.




Chapter 3: Doss

I woke to a sound I'd never heard before.

Birds. Three of them, perched on the transit station's overhang, producing a noise that my brain classified as alarm before the Cortex-equivalent of my synthetic Core reclassified it as organic, non-threat, environmental. Birds singing. I'd read about birds. I'd seen images in the textbooks they left in my cell. The sound was sharper than I'd expected. More abrupt. Less musical than the word "singing" implied.

The city was different in daylight. The neon that had painted everything at night was off, replaced by actual sunlight, which was brighter and warmer and hurt my eyes in a way that the lab's fluorescents never had. I squinted. I didn't have a synthetic eye. I had biological eyes, both of them, and both were calibrated for artificial lighting. The sun was not artificial lighting. The sun was a white assault from a direction I couldn't avoid because it was everywhere, bouncing off glass and metal and the wet concrete from last night's rain.

I sat up in the maintenance alcove. Jo's jacket was still around my shoulders. The data chip was in the pocket. The card with Doss's address was in my hand — I'd been holding it all night, apparently, my fingers closed around it in sleep.

The Flux channels were denser than yesterday. I could feel the difference the way you feel the difference between an empty stomach and a full one: the weight of what's been added. The Core's circulation had been running all night while I slept, the self-sustaining loop refining and compressing, and the result was a measurable increase in capacity that I had no way to quantify without instruments I didn't have. I just knew there was more. More Flux. More channel density. More of whatever I was becoming.

My body was sore. Not from the escape: from sleeping on concrete in a maintenance alcove with no padding and no pillow and a brick wall for a backrest. In the lab, the cell had a mattress. Thin, institutional, but a mattress. The concrete was worse than the mattress. I added this to the growing catalogue of things I now knew about the world outside: food required money, time required clocks, sleep required surfaces that weren't stone.

I stood. My bare feet were dirty and cold despite the Core's thermal output. The medical gown hung to mid-thigh under Jo's jacket. I looked like a person who had somewhere to be and nothing to wear to it, which was accurate.

The card said 2 PM. I didn't have a clock but the sun's position and the foot traffic suggested mid-morning. Hours to fill. I walked.

The city was called Renton. I learned this from a transit map mounted on the station wall. Renton, Northeast District, Sector 7. The map showed a grid of streets, transit lines, district boundaries. I stood in front of it for ten minutes, memorizing the layout, because maps were data and data was comfort. The lower districts where I'd spent the night were south and west. The commercial center was north. The Academy district — marked with a different color, set apart — was east, across a river. Aurelius Academy was one of four institutions marked in the Academy district.

I walked north. The streets filled as I moved toward the commercial center. People in work clothes, uniforms, the varied costumes of a functioning city. Cultivators and non-cultivators mixed together, distinguishable to my Flux sense but not, apparently, to anyone else. The cultivators didn't dress differently or walk differently or carry themselves with visible superiority. They just had Cores. The Cores glowed in my perception at different intensities: the dimmer ones were E and F-grade, the brighter ones D and C. I saw no B-grades in the commercial streets during the morning commute. B-grades had different places to be.

Nobody looked at me. The jacket covered enough of the medical gown to pass casual inspection. My bare feet drew a glance from a woman at a crosswalk but she looked away. Bare feet in the lower districts weren't unusual enough to warrant sustained attention. The city had homeless people, addicts, laborers between shifts. I looked like one of them. In a sense, I was.

The hours passed in walking. I covered eight blocks in the first hour, sixteen in the second, mapping the streets against the transit diagram in my head. The Flux sense provided a layer of information that the visual map didn't: I could feel the power grid beneath the streets, the flow of energy through the infrastructure, the clusters of cultivator signatures at what turned out to be a Guild office, a training facility, a medical clinic. The city's Flux infrastructure was an invisible architecture that ran beneath the visible one, and I was learning to read both simultaneously.

I found food at 12:30. A vendor cart on a commercial street, selling something in paper wrappings that smelled like the cooking vent from last night's alley. I stood in front of the cart and the vendor looked at me and I looked at the food and the transaction gap opened up between us: he wanted money, I wanted food, the exchange required a medium I didn't possess.

"You buying?" he said.

"I don't have money."

He looked at me. At the jacket, the bare feet, the face that was probably conveying a level of earnest confusion that grown men weren't supposed to display in front of food carts. He reached under the counter and produced a wrapped item and set it on the ledge.

"Take it," he said. "Don't hang around."

I took it. I walked. The item was warm in my hands and smelled like oil and starch and something spiced. I unwrapped it as I walked and the contents were a folded flatbread filled with shredded meat and a sauce that burned my tongue and I ate it in six bites and it was the best thing I'd ever tasted, which was not a high bar since every meal I'd eaten before today had been portioned by a nutritional algorithm, but the spice and the grease and the texture of bread that wasn't lab-issued nutrition loaf was a sensory event that occupied my full attention for the forty-five seconds it took to eat.

The aftertaste lingered. Spice and oil. I held the wrapper and didn't know what to do with it until I saw a waste bin on the corner and deposited it and the small accomplishment of correctly disposing of trash in a city I'd been in for less than twenty hours felt disproportionately significant.

1:47 PM by the clock on the transit station at the corner of the lower district. The address on the card was three blocks south. I walked.



Doss's place was a noodle shop.

The sign said GOOD NOODLE in characters that were half-lit and entirely unconvincing. The shop occupied the ground floor of a narrow building wedged between a laundry service and a pawn shop. The windows were fogged with steam. The door was open, propped with a cinderblock, and the smell coming out was rich and complex and bore no resemblance to the flat, algorithmic nutrition of the lab.

I walked in. The shop was small: six tables, a counter, a kitchen visible through a pass-through window. Two customers, both eating, neither looking up. The cook behind the counter was a heavy man with a shaved head and forearms that were sleeved in faded tattoos from wrist to elbow. He was stirring a pot that was larger than my torso.

"Counter," he said, without looking at me.

I sat at the counter. He set a bowl in front of me. Noodles in a dark broth with sliced meat and greens and an egg that had been cooked until the yolk was somewhere between solid and liquid. The bowl steamed. The smell was layered: salt, fat, something fermented, the clean bite of fresh greens.

"I'm looking for Doss," I said.

"Eat first."

I ate. The noodles were the second thing I'd eaten outside the lab and they were better than the flatbread by an order of magnitude. The broth was hot and salted and the meat was tender and the egg was rich in a way that the word "egg" in the lab's nutritional database had not prepared me for. I ate the entire bowl in four minutes. The cook set a second bowl in front of me without being asked. I ate that too.

When the second bowl was empty, the cook wiped his hands on his apron, looked at me for the first time, and said: "I'm Doss."

He was old. Sixty, maybe seventy. The age range was hard to pin because his face had the weathered texture of a person who'd lived hard and the body beneath the apron was still thick with muscle. His Flux signature was unusual: he had a Core, D-grade, but the channels around it were scarred. Damaged. I could feel the scarring through my Flux sense: meridians that had been burned or overloaded at some point and had healed incorrectly, leaving dead spots in his channel architecture. He'd been a cultivator once. Something had happened to his channels. He'd ended up making noodles.

"Jo sent me," I said.

"I know. She told me you'd be coming." He reached under the counter and produced a tablet, old model, scratched case. He set it between us. "She told me five years ago that someday a kid was going to walk out of Korvane and need a name. She didn't say when. She didn't say what you'd look like. She said I'd know because you'd be barefoot and confused and you'd have scars on your chest that you didn't deserve."

He looked at my chest. The medical gown's collar was loose enough that the top scar was visible: a clean surgical line from the first prototype, installed when I was six.

"That's the one," he said.

He opened the tablet. The screen showed a form — Academy enrollment application, Aurelius, standard template. Half the fields were already filled in. Name: Renn Vasik. Age: 18. Classification: Hollow, late-manifestation Core. Core Grade: pending evaluation. Prior Education: home-schooled, district 14, records lost in a municipal data purge (a convenient fiction that Doss had apparently prepared).

"Late-manifestation Hollow," he said. "One in ten thousand. Documented enough that it won't raise flags, rare enough that nobody will expect to find corroborating records. Your Core reads low on standard meters?"

"Jo said it would read lower than actual capability."

"Good. The evaluators will scan you, see a C-grade, and file you as an interesting case. Not a concerning case. You want Aurelius specifically because it's mid-tier. The elite Academies run deeper background checks. The bottom-tier ones have Guild monitors on campus. Aurelius is the sweet spot: good enough to train you, lax enough not to dig."

He filled the remaining fields with a speed that said he'd done this before, many times, for many people. The keystrokes were automatic. Date of birth, district of origin, guardian status (deceased, both parents, fabricated records attached), medical history (standard childhood vaccinations, no anomalies, no hospitalizations. The opposite of the truth).

"The identity will hold against standard verification," he said. "Academic records, residency history, medical baseline. If someone runs a deep audit through Guild or corporate channels, it falls apart. Don't give them a reason to run a deep audit."

"How do I avoid that?"

"Don't be interesting." He looked at me. His eyes were dark and flat and experienced. "You're a late-manifestation Hollow with a C-grade Core. That's your story. Stick to it. Don't overperform. Don't underperform. Don't make the instructors curious. Don't make the other students jealous. Be a middle-of-the-road student with a mildly unusual origin story and nothing else."

Don't be interesting. The advice was clear and would turn out to be impossible to follow, but I didn't know that yet.

He turned the tablet to face me. "Sign."

I looked at the form. Renn Vasik. The name Jo had chosen, or the name the dead man whose records Doss had cannibalized had carried, or both. It didn't matter. The name was mine now because I was signing it and the signature was the act that made it real.

I'd never signed anything. In the lab, consent forms were signed by Korvane's legal department. Test subjects didn't sign. Test subjects were signed for. The pen icon on the tablet's screen was small and simple and the act of touching my finger to it and drawing the letters of a name that was and wasn't mine was the first contractual agreement of my life, entered into voluntarily, with full understanding of the terms.

I signed.

Doss saved the form. Tapped through three more screens — submission confirmations, enrollment routing, a financial aid application that was pre-filled with fabricated income data. The bureaucracy of becoming a person was surprisingly procedural. Twelve years as a test subject, ended in twenty minutes of form-filling in a noodle shop.

"Enrollment processes in forty-eight hours," he said. "You'll get a confirmation to this comm address." He handed me a device — a personal comm unit, cheap model, the kind that lower-district workers carried. "It's clean. Untraceable. Don't register it to any identity. Don't call Jo. Don't call anyone connected to Korvane."

"Jo said the same thing."

"Jo's smart. Listen to her." He paused. Stirred the pot. The noodle broth bubbled. "She paid me four years ago, you know. Full fee, up front, for an identity I hadn't built yet. Said the subject might come in a month or might come in five years or might not come at all, and she wanted the work ready whenever the door opened." He stirred again. "I've built a lot of identities. Nobody's ever paid in advance for one they weren't sure they'd need."

"She cared about me."

The words came out before I'd processed them. They were true. I knew they were true because the evidence supported the conclusion: years of planning, the prototype modification, the power fluctuation, the security log erasure, the prepaid identity, the jacket that was still on my shoulders. The data was comprehensive. Jo Tannick had spent years engineering my escape and she'd done it with the thoroughness of someone who cared about the outcome and the outcome was me.

I said it and the saying of it produced a sensation in my chest that was not Flux. The Core hummed steadily behind my sternum, its circulation uninterrupted, but the sensation was in front of the Core, in the tissue between the synthetic housing and my skin, in the place where emotion apparently lived when you'd never had enough of it to know where it was stored.

Doss looked at me. The flat, experienced eyes softened by one degree.

"Yeah," he said. "She did."

He gave me a bag. Inside: clothes (pants, shirt, boots, all used, all approximately my size), a hygiene kit, a transit card with enough credit for two weeks of travel, and a printed sheet with Aurelius Academy's campus map and orientation schedule.

"Orientation is in four days," he said. "There's a hostel two blocks east that doesn't ask for ID. Tell them Doss sent you. They'll give you a bed for the week."

"What do I owe you?"

"Nothing. Jo covered it." He picked up the empty bowls and carried them to the kitchen. Through the pass-through, I watched him stack them in a sink that was already full. "The noodles are free too. Come back when you're enrolled. I'll feed you."

I stood. The bag was heavier than I expected — the boots, mostly, which were worn leather with thick soles and laces that I'd need to learn to tie because the lab had issued slip-on shoes and I'd never encountered laces. I held the bag and the comm unit and the transit card and I stood in the noodle shop wearing a dead woman's jacket over a medical gown and I had, for the first time in my life, a plan that extended beyond the next hour.

Four days to orientation. A hostel bed. Clothes. Food. An identity that would hold under standard verification. An Academy that would teach me what the Core in my chest could do.

And behind all of it, pressing close, the knowledge that Korvane's search had started the moment I walked out the front door and that every hour I spent in the open was an hour they spent narrowing the distance.

"Doss."

He looked up from the sink.

"The noodles were good."

His mouth twitched. Not a smile. The suggestion of one, offered and retracted in the same motion. "Get out of my shop, kid."

I got out of his shop. The street was bright and loud and real. I had boots to put on and laces to learn and a hostel to find and a future to walk toward.

I sat on the curb outside Good Noodle and I took the boots from the bag and I put them on my bare feet and the leather was stiff and warm and the soles were thick between me and the concrete and the laces took me four attempts to tie because my fingers knew nerve-bridge contacts and prototype housings and restraint mechanisms and had never once tied a bow.

The fourth attempt held. I stood. The boots fit. The ground felt different through them: solid, stable, the concrete's cold filtered out by leather and rubber. I was shod. Clothed, nearly — I'd change at the hostel. Fed. Named. Enrolled.

Four days.

I walked east, toward the Academy district, toward Aurelius, toward whatever came next. The synthetic Core hummed in my chest. The Flux circulated. The city moved around me and I moved through it and for the first time the moving felt like going somewhere instead of running from something.

The birds were still singing on the transit station overhang when I passed it. I listened to them for three steps before the city's noise swallowed the sound. Sharp. Abrupt. Not musical.

I liked them anyway.




Chapter 4: Aurelius

The hostel bed was better than concrete. The bar was low but the bed cleared it.

I spent three nights in a room with eleven strangers who snored at different frequencies and smelled like different lives and who didn't ask me questions because the hostel's policy was no questions and the clientele respected the policy. I changed into Doss's clothes in the communal bathroom: dark pants, grey shirt, the boots with the laces I was getting faster at tying. I washed the medical gown in the sink and threw it away and the act of discarding it felt surgical. The gown was the last thing on my body that had come from the lab. With it gone, I was wearing a dead man's identity and a fixer's charity and nothing that connected me to CV-037.

The jacket I kept. Jo's jacket. It didn't fit well. She was smaller than me, and the shoulders pulled when I raised my arms. But it was warm and dark and it was hers and keeping it was not a rational decision and I was learning that not all decisions needed to be.

On the fourth morning, I took the transit east across the river to the Academy district.

The district was different from the lower wards. Cleaner. The streets were wider, the buildings spaced apart, the infrastructure humming at a higher Flux density. The ambient energy was stronger here: not the chaotic wash of the commercial center but a sustained, even output that spoke to a cultivator-grade power grid. Everything was maintained at a level that the lower districts weren't. The trees were real. The air was filtered. The people walking the streets were younger, most of them, and most of them had Cores.

I could feel the Cores like candles in a dark room. Dozens of them. Students, I assumed, based on age and the direction of their movement, flowing toward the campus gates in the loose, unhurried drift of people who had somewhere to be and enough time to get there. Their Core grades ranged from low-E to mid-B, with the majority clustered around D. The B-grades stood out: brighter, denser, their Flux signatures carrying a weight that the D-grades didn't. They walked differently too. Straighter. The posture of people who knew their grade and expected the world to arrange itself around the number.

Aurelius Academy sat behind a wall. Not a fortress wall. A boundary marker, waist-high stone topped with iron, decorative more than defensive, with an open gate wide enough for four people abreast. The campus beyond the gate was green and structured: training halls, academic buildings, dormitories, a central quad with a fountain that ran on Flux rather than water. The fountain produced a column of condensed energy that rose six feet and cascaded back into the basin in glowing filaments, blue-white, the visual equivalent of the ambient hum that permeated the entire district.

I stood at the gate. Students flowed past me. Some glanced at me. The clothes that didn't fit quite right, the jacket with the wrong shoulders, the face that was probably doing the thing faces do when their owner is overwhelmed and trying not to show it.

I walked in.

Registration was in the administrative building, a stone structure at the campus's west edge with a Flux-integrated climate system that hit me with a wall of temperature-controlled air when I walked through the door. The lobby had a desk, a waiting area, and a line of incoming students that snaked from the desk to the door. I joined the line. The waiting was familiar. I'd spent twelve years waiting: for installations, for tests, for the click of the cell door opening. This kind of waiting, in a line, with other people, was different. Nobody was going to strap me to a table at the end of it.

Probably.

The line moved. Students registered ahead of me: names, classifications, Core grade evaluations. The process was visible from the line. Each student stepped to the desk, presented identification, placed their hand on a flat scanning pad, and the pad read their Core. The reading appeared on a screen visible to the registrar. Grade, sub-rank, channel development index. The registrar entered the data, assigned a dormitory, and handed over a packet of materials. Efficient. Procedural. The bureaucracy of becoming a student was as procedural as the bureaucracy of becoming a person, which made sense because one was a subset of the other.

I watched the scans. Each student's Core produced a signature on the pad that registered through my Flux sense even from twenty feet away: the brief flare of the scanning field engaging with the biological Core, the Core's response, the data flowing through the pad's circuitry to the screen. The signatures were varied: different grades, different channel configurations — but they were all recognizably biological. Organic patterns. The asymmetries and preferences that a biological Core imprinted on its channels. No two were identical, but they all belonged to the same category.

Mine wouldn't. The synthetic Core's signature was different in ways I sensed but couldn't quantify. The circulation pattern, the channel uniformity, the Flux density that was still climbing four days after activation. The scanning pad would read me and the reading would be wrong: too low for what I was, too uniform for what they expected — and the question was whether "wrong" would register as "unusual" or "synthetic."

Jo said the meters weren't calibrated for what I was. Doss said to let them underestimate me. The plan was simple: the pad reads low-C, the registrar files me as an unusual case, I disappear into the student body. Simple plans worked until they didn't.

My turn. I stepped to the desk.

The registrar was a woman with short silver hair and reading glasses and the bored expression of a person who'd registered a hundred students today and was mentally calculating how many were left. She looked at me. At the jacket, the boots, the face. I wondered what she saw. A late-manifestation Hollow from district 14 with lost records and a home-school background. The identity Doss built.

"Name?"

"Renn Vasik."

She entered it. Pulled up the enrollment form. "Classification?"

"Hollow-born. Late manifestation."

Her eyebrows lifted by a fraction. "Late manifestation. That's uncommon."

"One in ten thousand."

"I'm aware of the statistics." She looked at the form Doss had submitted. Whatever she found there was sufficient. She gestured to the scanning pad. "Hand on the pad, please. Palm flat."

I placed my right hand on the pad. The surface was cool, smooth, integrated with sensors that my Flux channels registered — tiny Flux emitters calibrated to interact with biological Cores and read their output. The pad activated. A scanning field extended from the surface into my hand and through my wrist and up my arm and into my chest, where it encountered the synthetic Core.

The Core responded. Not the way a biological Core responded. With a single, shaped output that the pad was designed to read. The synthetic Core's response was omnidirectional, running through every channel simultaneously, and the scanning field couldn't capture all of it because it wasn't looking in all the channels at once. It sampled. It caught what it could. The reading appeared on the registrar's screen.

"Core Grade: C. Sub-rank: Low." She read it without inflection. "Channel development index: anomalous." She looked at me over her glasses. "Your channels are reading as unusually uniform. Most late-manifestation Cores produce irregular channel development."

"My channels developed before my Core manifested. The Core filled what was already there."

I'd practiced this answer. Doss had coached me. The explanation was technically true. My channels had existed since birth, empty but formed, and the synthetic Core had filled them uniformly. The framing implied a biological process. The registrar had no reason to suspect otherwise.

She studied the screen for a three-count. Then she entered the data. "Low-C with anomalous channel configuration. Noted. You'll be scheduled for a follow-up evaluation at the end of your first semester."

"Understood."

She handed me a packet: dormitory assignment, class schedule, campus map, a wrist-mounted Flux meter that was standard issue for all students. The meter was a thin band, dark metal, with a small display that showed Core grade and Flux reserves in real time. I strapped it to my left wrist. The display read: C — LOW. RESERVES: 34%.

The 34% was wrong. I could feel that my reserves were closer to 80%, but the meter was reading through the same limited sampling method as the scanning pad. It saw what it was calibrated to see and missed the rest.

Good. Let it miss.

"Dormitory 6, room 14," the registrar said. "Orientation begins tomorrow at 8 AM in the central training hall. Don't be late."

I took the packet. I walked out of the administrative building and across the quad, past the Flux fountain and the students milling around it, toward the dormitories on the campus's east side. The packet's campus map matched the layout I'd been sensing through Flux since I walked through the gate: buildings as knots of energy infrastructure, pathways as lines of lower-density ambient flow, the training halls as bright concentrations of cultivator-grade output. The map confirmed what the sense already knew.

Dormitory 6 was a four-story building with a central stairwell and rooms along each floor's corridor. The architecture was plain, functional, the kind of institutional construction that prioritized durability over aesthetics. The Flux infrastructure was integrated into the walls: climate control, lighting, the faint hum of a building-wide sensor net that monitored ambient energy levels. Every room's occupancy was legible through the walls — which rooms had cultivators in them (most), which were empty (few), which had cultivators whose Cores were active (training or meditating in their rooms, the Flux output spiking and ebbing).

Room 14 was on the second floor. I climbed the stairs. The hallway was narrow, lit by overhead strips that drew power from the building's Flux grid. Doors on both sides. Each door had a number and a name slot. Number 14's name slot was empty.

I opened the door.

The room was small. Bed against the wall, desk under the window, storage unit at the foot of the bed, a narrow closet. The window faced east, toward the river and the lower districts beyond it. The bed had sheets and a pillow and a blanket, all standard issue, all white. The desk had a data terminal, powered down. The closet had hangers. The storage unit was empty.

I stood in the doorway and looked at the room and the room looked back at me with the impersonal neutrality of a space that belonged to nobody yet.

I stepped inside. I closed the door. I locked it.

The lock was mechanical, not Flux-powered. A bolt that I turned with my thumb. The click of the bolt engaging was small and definitive and I stood with my hand on the lock and my forehead against the door and I breathed.

A room. My room. A door that locked from the inside.

In the lab, the doors locked from the outside. The magnetic bolts were controlled by the security system and the security system was controlled by people who decided when the doors opened and when they stayed shut and the decision was never mine. I'd spent twelve years on the wrong side of locks. The distinction between a lock that keeps you in and a lock that keeps the world out is the distinction between a cell and a room, and the distinction is everything.

I turned around. The room was six paces by eight. I measured it because measuring was what I did. The bed was narrow but it was a bed, not a concrete alcove and not a lab table. The pillow was thin but it was a pillow. The window showed the river and the late afternoon sun was coming through it at an angle that painted a stripe of gold across the desk surface.

I sat on the bed. The mattress compressed under my weight, the springs adjusting, and the sensation of sitting on something that gave instead of resisted was still new enough to notice. I put the packet on the desk. I put the comm unit beside it. I put Jo's jacket in the closet, on a hanger, the only item hanging there.

The Flux meter on my wrist read C — LOW. RESERVES: 34%. The Core behind my sternum circulated at approximately 82% of its current capacity, which was higher than yesterday's capacity, which had been higher than the day before's. The growth curve hadn't flattened. Five days since activation and the ceiling, if it existed, remained invisible.

I lay back on the bed. The sheets smelled like detergent and nothing else. No antiseptic. No ozone. No recycled air. Detergent. The smell of clean fabric that had been washed by a machine and folded by a person and placed on a bed for someone who was expected to sleep in it and wake up and go to class and be a student.

The window showed the sky. The same sky I'd seen from the maintenance alcove, but framed now, contained by the window's edges, a rectangle of blue that was mine because the room was mine because the lock was turned.

Orientation was tomorrow. Classes after that. Training, academics, sparring, the daily rhythm of an Academy that would teach me what the Core could do. Forty-seven other first-year students, each with a biological Core, each with a history that didn't include twelve years in a basement. I'd sit among them and train with them and eat with them and they'd see a low-C Hollow with an unusual channel configuration and I'd see them seeing me and I'd be invisible in the way that mattered: not unseen, but unremarkable.

Don't be interesting. Doss's voice in my head. Don't overperform. Don't underperform. Don't make the instructors curious. Be a middle-of-the-road student with a mildly unusual origin story.

The Core hummed. The Flux circulated. The reserves were climbing, 82% and rising, the meter on my wrist lying to anyone who looked at it.

I stared at the ceiling. White, plain, institutional. A ceiling. Four of them now — the lab's, the alcove's sky, the hostel's cracked plaster, and this one. Each one further from the lab than the last. Each one closer to something I didn't have a word for yet.

The sun moved across the desk in the time I lay there. The gold stripe shifted from the desk surface to the wall to the closet where Jo's jacket hung. When the stripe reached the jacket, it caught the fabric and the dark material absorbed the light and I watched it happen and I thought about Jo and the four years she'd spent preparing for a moment she wasn't sure would come and the jacket she'd put around me in an alley and the prototype she'd modified because she heard me scream at fourteen and something in her broke.

I was here because she broke. I was here because breaking was a form of action when all other forms had been exhausted. She'd watched them cut me open and she'd let them cut me open and the watching and the letting had accumulated until the weight of it fractured something load-bearing and the fracture became a plan and the plan became a prototype and the prototype became the humming in my chest.

Tomorrow I'd walk into a training hall with forty-seven people who'd never been cut open and I'd pretend to be one of them.

The sun went down. The room dimmed. The Flux meter glowed faintly on my wrist: C — LOW. RESERVES: 34%.

The reserves were at 89%.

I closed my eyes. The door was locked. The bed was soft. Nobody was coming.

I slept.




Chapter 5: Compression

Orientation was forty-seven people in a training hall and me.

The hall was the largest indoor space I'd been in that wasn't a Korvane lab. High ceiling, reinforced walls, a floor inlaid with Flux-conductive channels that formed a grid pattern across the entire surface. The grid glowed faintly blue, ambient energy flowing through the floor's infrastructure, and when I stepped onto it the Flux in my own channels resonated with the grid's frequency and the sensation was a low, pleasant vibration that ran from my soles to my knees.

Forty-seven other first-year students stood in rows. They'd been sorted by the orientation coordinator into a loose formation that put the higher Core grades at the front and the lower grades at the back. I was at the back. Low-C. The last row had five of us, all C-grade or below, all wearing the expression of people who were accustomed to being sorted last.

The lead instructor was a man named Varn. Tall, thick through the shoulders, his Core burning in my Flux sense at a solid A-grade that made the B-grade students in the front row look dim by comparison. He had the demeanor of a person who had been teaching fundamentals to first-years for long enough that the enthusiasm had been replaced by efficiency.

"Compression," he said. No preamble. No welcome speech. "The foundation of cultivation. Everything you learn at this Academy builds on your ability to compress Flux in your Core. If you can't compress, you can't advance. If you can't advance, you're wasting your tuition and my time."

He demonstrated. The Flux sense let me watch what he did in a way that the other students couldn't. Varn's Core, a dense knot of energy in his chest, contracted. The Flux inside it squeezed inward, toward the center, the energy compressing into a smaller volume at higher density. The compression was controlled and precise: the Core's biological architecture shaped the inward squeeze, the channels feeding energy to the Core while the Core's walls held the pressure. When he released, the compressed Flux expanded back out through his channels at the higher density, and the effect was visible. His Flux output spiked. The air around him shimmered. The training grid beneath his feet flared bright enough that the students in the front row stepped back.

"That's peak-A Compression," he said. "You won't achieve that this year. Or next year. But the principle is the same at every grade. Condense. Hold. Release. The denser you can compress, the more powerful your output. Begin."

Forty-seven students closed their eyes and began compressing.

I closed my eyes and tried.

The standard technique was straightforward. Every textbook I'd read in my cell described it the same way: focus on the Core, push the Flux inward, let the Core's walls contain the compressed energy. Squeeze, hold, release. The mechanic assumed a Core with a defined center, a containment surface, an architecture that supported inward pressure.

My Core didn't have a defined center. The synthetic prototype was distributed across the chest cavity, integrated with the nerve-bridge housing, spreading Flux through the channel network without centralizing it. There was no single point to squeeze toward. There was no containment surface to push against. The standard instruction was asking me to compress toward a center that didn't exist, and my channels, which accepted every input without resistance, had no structure to redirect the force inward.

I pushed. The Flux moved. Not inward. Outward. Through the channels, toward my extremities, the energy dispersing instead of condensing. The opposite of compression. I was inflating.

I pulled it back. Tried again. Pushed inward. The Flux hit the distributed Core and scattered, flowing through the branching channels like water through a delta, each path carrying a fraction of the force, none of it converging. I felt the energy dilute as it spread. The opposite of compression, again.

Third attempt. I tried to narrow the channels, to force the Flux through a smaller number of pathways. The channels didn't respond. They were uniformly open, uniformly unbiased, and they did not close on command. The Flux flowed where it wanted, which was everywhere, simultaneously, with no preference.

I opened my eyes. Around me, the training hall hummed with successful Compression. Not all of it was good. The D-grade students were producing uneven results, their Cores sputtering with inconsistent density. The C-grade students beside me were managing a basic squeeze that registered on the floor grid as a faint pulse. But they were compressing. The Flux was moving inward. The technique worked for them because their biological Cores had the architecture the technique assumed.

Mine didn't. I was the only person in the hall whose Flux was going the wrong direction.

Varn walked the rows. He stopped at each student, placed his hand on their shoulder, and assessed their Compression through direct contact. His Flux sense was refined enough to read the internal process through skin. He corrected a D-grade student's timing. He adjusted a B-grade student's containment angle. He moved through the rows with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd felt a thousand students' Compression and could diagnose the problem in seconds.

He reached me. His hand settled on my shoulder. I felt his Flux sense probe my channels and the probe encountered the distributed Core and the uniform channels and the energy that was flowing outward instead of inward and his hand stayed on my shoulder for three seconds longer than it had stayed on anyone else's.

"You're dispersing," he said.

"I know."

"Your channels aren't directing toward a center. The Flux is distributing evenly across your full meridian network." He frowned. The frown was analytical, not hostile. He was processing data, not passing judgment. "Your channel configuration is atypical. Late manifestation?"

"Yes."

"That would explain the uniformity. Channels that develop without a Core's shaping tend to lack directional bias." He removed his hand. "You'll need to find a compression vector that works with your architecture, not against it. Standard technique assumes a central Core. Yours isn't behaving centrally." He moved on. The assessment had taken ten seconds and in those ten seconds he'd understood more about my channels than anyone except Jo and Petra — Petra didn't exist yet, I wouldn't meet her for two weeks, but the thought arrived later and retroactively attached itself to this moment.

Varn moved on. I stood in the back row with Flux flowing the wrong way and forty-seven successful students around me and I was, once again, the person in the room who couldn't do what everyone else could do. The sensation was familiar. Twelve years of prototypes that didn't work. The thirty-seventh had worked and I'd walked out of a building and across a city and into an Academy and the first thing the Academy asked me to do was the one thing my Core couldn't handle.

I tried again. Failed again. The Flux dispersed.

Someone was watching me.

I felt her before I saw her. A Flux signature in the third row, B-grade, the brightest in the year, and it was oriented toward me in a way that indicated active attention rather than passive proximity. The signature was focused: the Resonance component of her Flux output was directed at me the way a beam of light is directed by a lens. She was reading me. Not casually. With intent.

I opened my eyes and looked.

She was across the hall, two rows ahead and to my left. Straight black hair in a thick braid that fell past her shoulder blades. Light skin with a warm undertone. She was looking at me and the looking was direct and unself-conscious, the gaze of a person who'd seen something that interested her and didn't care if the something noticed her staring.

She was beautiful. The word registered before the details, the way a bright light registers before you identify the source. Then the details: the face first, because the face was what was pointed at me. High cheekbones that caught the training hall's light and held it. Almond-shaped dark eyes, large, framed by lashes that were long enough to shadow her cheeks when she blinked. A mouth that was full and soft and slightly parted because she was concentrating. Her jaw was clean, defined, the kind of line that a drafting tool would produce if drafting tools cared about beauty. Her expression was not smiling. It was absorbed. Whatever she was seeing in my Flux patterns had captured her the way a complex problem captures a person who loves problems.

Below the face, the training clothes did approximately nothing to disguise the rest of her. She was medium height, athletic, built with a fullness that the Academy-issue top and pants couldn't flatten. The top was fitted and her breasts pressed against the fabric, round and substantial, the shape of them unmistakable even through the training material. Her waist narrowed from her ribcage to a point that made the flare of her hips below it geometrically aggressive. She stood with her weight shifted to one leg and the pose pulled the training pants tight across a hip and a thigh that were curved with muscle and softness in proportions that my analytical brain attempted to catalogue and my non-analytical brain refused to reduce to data.

Her braid swung when she tilted her head. The motion drew my eye down her back to where the braid ended, which was approximately the same region as where her waist became her hips, and the combination of the braid and the curve was something my perception flagged as significant without providing a reason.

She caught me looking back. Her expression didn't change. She held eye contact for two seconds, evaluated whatever she'd found, and turned back to her own training.

The Flux in my channels did something I didn't initiate. A pulse, brief, unfocused, that had no tactical application and no training purpose. The Core responded to a stimulus that wasn't a threat and wasn't a technique and wasn't anything I had a framework for processing.

I went back to failing at Compression.



Afternoon classes were in the academic wing. Flux theory, cultivation history, engineering principles. The classroom was traditional: desks, a projector, an instructor at the front.

The Flux theory instructor was a thin woman named Halden who spoke in paragraphs and expected her students to keep up. The first lecture covered fundamental Flux mechanics: the nature of the energy, the biological Core's function, the channel system's role in cultivation. Everything I'd read in the lab's textbooks, presented at a pace that assumed prior schooling.

I didn't have prior schooling. I had twelve years of reading whatever they left in my cell, which turned out to cover approximately eighty percent of the first-year curriculum. The gaps were in history and applied engineering, areas the lab's textbooks didn't address because test subjects didn't need to know how society organized itself around Flux. They just needed to survive having it shoved into their bodies.

I took notes. The act of writing was unfamiliar. In the lab, information was received and retained and there was no intermediary step of recording because there was nobody to share the records with. Here, the students around me wrote in notebooks or typed on tablets, transcribing Halden's paragraphs into personal shorthand. I typed on the data terminal Doss had loaded onto my comm unit. My typing was fast — the nerve-bridge socket in my chest had been calibrated through years of diagnostic keyboards, and the finger dexterity transferred.

Cultivation history was taught by a man named Ors who was old enough that his stories about the early Academy system might have been first-hand accounts. The course covered the development of Flux cultivation from discovery to institution: the first cultivators, the establishment of the Grade system, the founding of the Academies, the Guild structure that licensed and regulated cultivator activity. The history was relevant because it was the history of the power structure I was hiding inside. Understanding the system's structure was understanding the walls of the maze.

I absorbed it. The information stacked in my mind with the ordered precision of a filing system that had spent twelve years organizing textbook knowledge and was now receiving inputs that fit the existing categories. Flux theory slotted next to the lab's technical manuals. Cultivation history filled the gaps that the manuals had left.

The academic coursework was manageable. The social coursework was not.

Between classes, students talked. In the hallways, in the cafeteria, in the spaces between structured activity where human beings did the thing human beings did: communicated, bonded, established the social order that would define their Academy experience. They talked about their backgrounds, their Core grades, their families, their expectations. They formed groups. They found friends. They negotiated the complex, unwritten protocols of proximity and preference that constitute a social life.

I stood in the hallways between classes and watched this happen and understood none of it. Not the content. The process. The mechanism by which two strangers looked at each other and decided to exchange words and the words led to proximity and the proximity led to connection. The sequence was visible. The initiating impulse was opaque. In the lab, proximity was assigned. You were placed near people. The concept of choosing to be near someone was as foreign as buying food had been, and I was learning that the world outside the lab was built on a series of transactions I'd never practiced.

I ate dinner in the cafeteria. Alone. The meal was served on trays from a counter, which was close enough to the lab's slot system that the process felt navigable. I chose food by pointing at items and hoping the pointing communicated intent. It did. The server loaded a tray with rice and protein and vegetables and a drink that was sweet and carbonated and produced a sensation on my tongue that made me close my eyes.

I sat at an empty table. I ate. The cafeteria was loud with conversation and I sat in the noise and ate my food and the Flux in my channels hummed and the meter on my wrist read C — LOW and the reserves were at 91% and climbing.

Across the cafeteria, three tables away, the girl with the braid was eating with a group. She was talking, her hands moving, her face animated in a way it hadn't been during training. She was explaining something. The people at her table were listening with the attention of students who recognized that the person talking was smarter than them.

She laughed at something. The sound carried across the cafeteria noise and reached me and the Flux in my channels pulsed again, the unfocused response to a stimulus I couldn't categorize.

I looked at my tray. I ate my rice. The carbonated drink bubbled on my tongue.

Somewhere across the cafeteria, three tables and a lifetime of social development away, the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen was laughing and I was eating rice alone and the gap between those two facts was wider than the gap between a C-grade meter reading and an 91% reserve.

I finished dinner. I went to my room. I locked the door. I sat on the bed and I tried to compress.

The Flux dispersed. Outward. Every time.

I tried for three hours. I tried pushing from the channels instead of from the Core. I tried narrowing my focus to a single meridian. I tried visualizing a center that didn't exist and compressing toward it anyway. Nothing worked. The channels were uniformly open and the Flux refused to converge and the standard technique was incompatible with what I was.

At midnight I stopped. I lay on the bed and I stared at the ceiling and the Flux meter read C — LOW and the reserves were at 93% because the circulation loop was still running, still refining, still growing, and the irony of having more Flux than I could measure while being unable to do the most basic thing the Academy required was not lost on me.

I thought about Varn's words. Find a compression vector that works with your architecture. The standard vector was inward. My channels didn't go inward. They went everywhere.

Everywhere.

The thought sat at the edge of something. I didn't reach it yet. But it was there, at the periphery, the outline of an idea that I'd need to fail several more times before I could see clearly.

I slept. The door was locked. The ceiling was white. Nobody came.




Chapter 6: Channels

The first week taught me three things.

First: my body was not built for combat. Twelve years in a cell produced a physique that was lean from caloric restriction and flexible from having nothing to do but stretch in a six-by-eight room, but it was not strong. The other students had been training since childhood. Their bodies were built on years of physical conditioning, martial instruction, Flux-enhanced exercise. Mine was built on surviving prototype installations. These were different skill sets.

Second: the synthetic Core compensated for my body's deficiency in ways I didn't expect.

Sparring was on the third day. Afternoon. The training hall, same grid floor, different instructor. A compact woman named Drell with a scarred jaw and a B-grade Core who spoke exclusively in commands. "Pair up. Contact sparring. Half-power Channeling. Go."

I was paired with a D-grade student named Wen who was six inches taller than me and had the build of someone whose family could afford nutrition beyond the algorithmic minimum. He squared up. I squared up. The stance was something I'd read about in a martial theory textbook that Korvane had left in my cell, presumably by accident, and my body's interpretation of the textbook's diagrams was approximate at best.

Wen threw a punch. It wasn't fast by cultivator standards — Drell had specified half-power, and Wen was following the instruction. By lab standards, where the fastest-moving thing was a researcher's hand reaching for a scalpel, the punch was very fast. It connected with my ribs on the left side.

The impact was standard. My ribs compressed. The pain was sharp and localized and familiar in a general sense because my body had extensive experience with being hit, though the lab's version involved fists and boots rather than Channeled strikes.

What happened next was not standard.

The synthetic Core detected the impact through the channel network and responded before I could think. Flux flooded the strike zone: a surge of energy that rushed through the channels to the point of contact and formed a dense concentration around the injured tissue. The concentration wasn't a barrier. It was a repair response. The Flux wrapped the compressed ribs and began redistributing the force, absorbing the kinetic energy through the channel walls and dissipating it across the broader network.

The pain dropped from sharp to dull in under a second. The ribs that should have bruised didn't. The tissue that should have swollen was already being stabilized by Flux that my conscious mind hadn't directed.

Wen threw another punch. Same side. The Core responded again, faster this time, the pathway to the left ribcage already primed from the first strike. The Flux met the impact and the impact dissolved and the pain was a ghost of what the first hit had produced.

"Again," I said.

Wen obliged. Harder this time, forgetting the half-power specification. The strike landed on my shoulder and the Core flooded the shoulder and the pain was a brief pressure that faded before I finished exhaling.

Drell was watching. I felt her attention through the Flux sense before I saw her approach. Her B-grade signature orienting toward me, the same directed focus that the girl with the braid had shown during Compression class. Drell put her hand on my shoulder, the one Wen had just hit. Her Flux sense probed the tissue.

"Interesting," she said. "Reflexive Channeling to the point of impact. Your Core is running a damage mitigation protocol without conscious input."

"Is that normal?"

"No. Standard damage response is a full-body Flux dump. Adrenaline-triggered, undirected, wasteful. Yours is targeted. The energy goes to the injury and nowhere else." She looked at me with the evaluative attention of an instructor who had just seen something unusual enough to file mentally. "Your conscious technique is behind, Vasik. But your passive responses are ahead of where a C-grade should be. Keep sparring. Let the reflexes develop."

She moved on. Wen looked at me with the confused expression of someone who'd hit another person three times and produced no visible result.

"How are you not bruised?" he asked.

"I don't know," I said. This was partially true. I knew what the Core was doing. I didn't know why it was doing it this efficiently, or how the damage response had developed without training, or whether the response was a feature of the synthetic design or an emergent behavior that Jo's prototype specifications hadn't predicted.

Third thing the first week taught me: the gap between what I could do and what I appeared able to do was going to be a problem that wouldn't get smaller.



The daily rhythm settled into a shape by the fifth day.

Morning: physical conditioning and Compression practice. I ran the conditioning drills and my body protested and the Core's damage response kept the protests from becoming injuries. I attempted Compression and failed. Every morning. The Flux went outward. I tried different visualizations, different focuses, different channel configurations. Outward. Always outward. Varn walked past me each morning and didn't stop again. He'd given me his diagnosis. The solution was mine to find.

Mid-morning: academic classes. Halden's Flux theory, Ors's cultivation history, an engineering principles course taught by a distracted man named Bolt who drew circuit diagrams on the projector and forgot to label them. The academics were where I was closest to average. I absorbed information at a rate that was slightly above the mean and processed it with an organizational efficiency that was significantly above the mean, but the output — test answers, classroom participation — was unremarkable because I kept it unremarkable. Middle of the road. Doss's voice: don't be interesting.

Afternoon: practical training. Channeling drills, sparring rotations, the physical application of morning theory. This was where the gap was widest. My Channeling was functional but wrong. The Flux flowed through pathways that the drills didn't account for, producing results that were effective but unorthodox. When the drill called for a Flux-enhanced strike to the right hand, I could produce it, but the energy arrived through five channels instead of the standard two, and the dispersal pattern confused the practice targets' feedback sensors. When the drill called for a defensive Channeling to the torso, my entire torso lit up instead of the targeted zone, because the channels didn't discriminate.

Evening: free time. Dinner, study, personal cultivation. The cafeteria, where I ate alone and watched the social organism of the student body assemble itself around me. The library, where I read ahead in the coursework and took notes that nobody would see. My room, where I tried to compress and failed and tried and failed and the Flux meter read C — LOW and the reserves climbed another percent.

On the sixth day, Suki Pressler sat down across from me.



The cafeteria at dinner. I was eating rice and protein and the green vegetable that the server had put on my tray without my asking. My table was empty because my table was always empty because choosing to sit with someone required a social calculus I hadn't learned and the default of sitting alone was familiar and not painful.

She arrived with her tray and sat in the chair opposite mine without asking permission or making eye contact first. She set her tray down, arranged her utensils, picked up her chopsticks, and ate three bites before she looked at me.

"Your Channeling is wrong," she said.

I'd been chewing. I finished the bite. Swallowed. "I know."

"Not wrong as in bad. Wrong as in different. Your Flux runs through meridians that aren't in the textbook." She ate another bite. Chewed. Her chopstick technique was precise, each motion economical. "I've been watching you in the afternoon practicals. When you do the right-hand strike drill, the energy routes through at least three non-standard pathways before it reaches your hand. The extra routing should slow the delivery. It doesn't. The strike arrives on time. How?"

"The channels are wider than standard. The extra pathways compensate for the extra distance."

"That doesn't make sense. Wider channels mean more Flux per pathway but lower pressure. You should get a diffused strike, not a focused one. Except your strikes aren't diffused. They're actually tighter than most D-grades in the class." She set her chopsticks down and looked at me with the directed attention I'd felt through her Flux signature in the training hall. Up close it was more intense. Her dark eyes were focused in a way that made it clear she'd been thinking about this for days and had run out of hypotheses she could test from across a room. "Show me your channels."

"Here?"

"Not active Channeling. Passive read. Give me your hand."

She extended her hand across the table, palm up. The gesture was clinical: a Flux sense read through physical contact, standard practice for paired assessment. The request was reasonable. The context was a cafeteria table with two trays and forty other students eating dinner and none of the circumstances were anything except academic.

I put my hand on hers.

Her palm was warm. Dry. The skin was smooth across the center and calloused at the base of each finger where her hands gripped training equipment. Her fingers were slim and strong and they closed around my hand with a firmness that was assessing, not tentative.

Her Flux sense reached into my channels through the contact. I felt it: a probing frequency, B-grade strength, precise and narrow. It entered through the channels in my hand and followed the pathways up my wrist and into my forearm and the probe was careful, methodical, reading the channel structure with the attention of someone who wanted to understand the plumbing.

Her brow furrowed. The furrow deepened. Her chopsticks sat forgotten on her tray.

"These aren't standard meridians," she said. Her voice had dropped. Not to a whisper, but to the register of a person who'd found something unexpected and was still deciding whether it was exciting or alarming. "Your channels are completely uniform. Every pathway is the same diameter. The same conductivity. That's not how biological channels develop. Biological channels are asymmetric: the combat meridians are wider than the sensory meridians, the Core-adjacent channels are denser than the peripheral ones. Yours are identical. All of them."

"Late manifestation," I said. The rehearsed line. "The channels developed before the Core. No shaping bias."

"I've read about late manifestation cases. I've read every published paper. None of them describe this level of uniformity." She was still holding my hand. The Flux probe was still inside my channels, traveling deeper, reading further. "This is..." She paused. Searched for the word. "This is engineered."

The word landed between us on the cafeteria table. Engineered. She'd said it quietly, almost to herself, the observation of a cultivation prodigy who'd looked at my channels and skipped past "unusual" straight to the accurate conclusion.

My heart rate climbed. The Core detected the stress response and began distributing calming Flux to the cardiovascular system, which was the synthetic equivalent of deep breathing and approximately as effective.

"Engineered channels would require synthetic intervention," I said. "That's theoretical. Nobody's demonstrated viable synthetic Core technology."

"I know. That's what makes it interesting." She looked at me. The furrow was gone. In its place was the expression I'd seen from across the training hall: absorbed, focused, the face of a woman who'd found a problem worth her full attention. "I'm Suki Pressler. Scholarship, B-grade, district 22. I want to be your training partner."

"Why?"

"Because whatever is happening in your channels, it's not in the textbook, and the textbook is boring me."

She released my hand. Picked up her chopsticks. Ate another bite. Her Flux probe withdrew from my channels and the absence of it was noticeable, a cooling sensation where warmth had been.

"Renn Vasik," I said. "Late manifestation, C-grade, district 14."

"I know. I read the orientation roster." She ate another bite. "You can't compress."

"No."

"I watched you try this morning. And yesterday. And the day before. Your Flux goes outward. Every time."

"Yes."

"That's not a failure," she said. "That's a pattern. Failures are random. You're producing the same result consistently. Consistent results from a consistent technique mean the technique is doing what it's designed to do. You're just not doing the technique you think you're doing."

I looked at her. She was eating rice with the composed efficiency of a person who'd delivered a thesis statement and was waiting for the peer review. Her braid had fallen over her shoulder, the black hair lying against the swell of her breast, and the observation registered simultaneously with the intellectual content of what she'd said and I processed both and the intellectual content was more urgent but the observation was more vivid and the dual processing was something my synthetic Core handled easily and my human brain handled not at all.

"Meet me at training hall 3 tomorrow at 6 AM," she said. "Before morning session. Bring your Flux meter. I want to see the readings while you try to compress." She stood, picked up her tray, and paused. "Also, the vegetable on your tray is steamed bok choy. You should eat it. It's good for channel flexibility."

She left. Her braid swung as she turned and the motion followed the line of her back to where her waist curved into her hips and I watched her walk away because I was constitutionally incapable of not watching her walk away and the Flux in my channels pulsed once, unfocused, purposeless, the Core responding to an input that had nothing to do with cultivation and everything to do with the way Suki Pressler moved through a room.

I ate the bok choy. It was not good for channel flexibility, as far as I could determine. But it was green and crisp and tasted like something that had been alive recently, which was more than I could say for any food I'd eaten before this week.

I went to my room. I tried to compress. The Flux went outward.

But Suki's words circled in my head as I lay in bed. That's not a failure. That's a pattern. You're just not doing the technique you think you're doing.

The thought from two nights ago, the outline of an idea at the periphery of my awareness, moved closer. Not into focus. But closer.

I set my alarm for 5:30 AM.




Chapter 7: Medic

The B-grade student who cracked my ribs was named Tallis and he was not sorry about it.

Second week. Sparring rotation had advanced from half-power to three-quarter-power, which meant the D-grades were hitting harder and the B-grades were hitting with intent. Tallis was peak-B, broad, from one of the minor cultivator families that sent their children to Aurelius because the elite Academies had rejected them and the rejection had produced a chip on the family shoulder that the children wore to class. He'd been paired with me by Drell's rotation algorithm, which matched students across grade gaps for developmental purposes. The developmental purpose of pairing a low-C with a peak-B was, presumably, to develop the low-C's ability to absorb punishment.

The first two exchanges were manageable. Tallis threw Channeled strikes at three-quarter power and my Core's damage response absorbed them the way it had absorbed Wen's punches the week before. The Flux flooded each impact zone, dissipated the force, kept the tissue intact. Tallis noticed. His third strike was harder. His fourth was full power, the three-quarter specification forgotten or ignored, and his Flux-enhanced fist hit my left side with enough force to send me sliding two feet across the training grid.

Two ribs cracked. I felt them go: a sharp double-snap in my chest, the acoustic of bone failing under load, followed by the white flash of pain that my Core's damage response couldn't fully absorb because the force had exceeded the response's current capacity. The Flux flooded the fracture site and began knitting, the repair cycle activating automatically, but the initial damage was done and the pain was present and my breathing went shallow because deep breaths moved the broken ribs.

Drell called the match. She put her hand on my shoulder, assessed the damage through her Flux sense, and said "Medical bay, Vasik" in the tone of a woman who'd sent students to the medical bay often enough that the words had their own cadence.

"I can manage," I said.

"Your ribs are cracked. The Core response is handling the acute damage but you need a proper Resonance evaluation. Medical bay. Now."

I went.

The medical bay was on the ground floor of the academic wing, a clean, bright space that smelled like antiseptic and Flux. The smell of antiseptic was familiar in a way that tightened my chest beyond what the cracked ribs accounted for. The lab had smelled like this. Every procedure room, every recovery cell, the corridors between the cells and the labs. Antiseptic was the smell of being opened up and put back together by people who were interested in the data, not the patient.

I stopped in the doorway. My breathing was shallow from the ribs and shallower from the smell and the Core was distributing calming Flux and the calming Flux was not enough because the response was not in my channels. It was in the older system, the one that ran on memory and association rather than energy, and memory did not respond to Flux modulation.

"Are you coming in or are you planning to heal in the hallway?"

The voice came from inside. Female, light, carrying an amusement that the words didn't fully justify. I stepped through the doorway because the alternative was standing in a hallway with broken ribs while my brain processed the smell of a room that was not the lab and did not contain researchers and was not going to hurt me.

The medical bay had four beds, separated by curtains that were currently open. Equipment stations along the walls: diagnostic scanners, Resonance tuners, supply cabinets. Two of the beds were occupied. A student with a wrapped ankle, another with an arm in a Flux-splint. A third bed was empty. The fourth had a person sitting on it cross-legged, reading a tablet, who looked up when I entered.

Petra Calloway was small.

That was the first thing. In a school where B-grade cultivators walked with the physical confidence of people whose bodies were tools they'd spent years refining, Petra Calloway was the size of a person the world had decided to build at three-quarter scale. She was sitting cross-legged on the medical bed and her feet didn't reach the floor, which I noticed because my feet also didn't always reach things and the recognition of a fellow short person registered before anything else.

Then the rest registered.

Her hair was auburn, loose, falling to her shoulders in waves that caught the medical bay's bright lighting and turned it into shades of copper and gold. Her face was the kind that portraiture was invented for: fine-boned, proportioned with a precision that my analytical mind wanted to measure and my non-analytical mind wanted to look at for a long time. High forehead, small straight nose, lips that were full and soft and naturally the color that some people achieved with cosmetics. Her skin was pale and clear with a scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and her cheekbones, light brown against white, and the freckles gave her face a warmth that her composure didn't always show.

Her eyes were green. Not the grey-green or hazel-green that got called green by people being generous. Actual green, bright, the color of something organic and living, framed by dark lashes that made the green more vivid by contrast. She was looking at me with those eyes and the looking was direct and professional and also curious in a way that went past the professional.

She was wearing the medical division's clinical rotation uniform: white top, fitted, with the Academy crest on the shoulder. The uniform was not designed to be attractive. On Petra Calloway, the uniform failed at not being attractive. The white fabric showed the line of her collarbones, the elegant column of her neck, the way her shoulders narrowed to a waist that was impossibly tiny. Her breasts were small and shaped with a perfection that the clinical top's modest cut couldn't disguise. They sat high on her frame and the fabric lay against them with a precision that suggested they didn't need support and the support they weren't getting was not missed. She was slim through the hips but not straight. The curve was there: a subtle, proportional flare that gave her silhouette a shape the uniform's designer hadn't planned for.

She set the tablet down. Uncrossed her legs. Hopped off the bed and she was standing and she was maybe five foot two and I was five foot nine and the height difference was enough that she had to look up to meet my eyes and the looking-up involved a tilt of her chin that exposed the line of her throat and I catalogued this because I catalogued everything and the catalogue was becoming increasingly populated with entries related to women and I did not know what to do with this development.

"Sit," she said. She pointed at the empty bed. "I'm Petra. Clinical rotation. What happened?"

"Sparring. Cracked ribs, left side."

"How many?"

"Two."

She gestured for me to sit. I sat on the bed. The mattress was thin, medical-grade, and the texture of it under my hands was close enough to the lab's examination tables that my pulse climbed for three beats before the rational part of me reminded the irrational part that this was a school medical bay and the person in front of me was a student, not a researcher.

She moved to my left side. "I need to touch the injury site. I'm going to place my hands on your ribs. Is that alright?"

Nobody at Korvane had ever asked. The question was so far outside my operational framework that I stared at her for a full second before processing the content.

"Yes," I said.

She placed her hands on my left side, over the ribs, over the shirt. Her hands were small and her fingers were cool and the touch was careful in a way that was immediately, categorically different from every other touch I'd experienced. Clinical touches at Korvane had been efficient and impersonal — hands on body, procedure executed, hands removed. Petra's hands arrived gently. They settled on my ribs with a pressure that was firm enough to assess and light enough not to aggravate. The pressure communicated attention. Care. The specific intentionality of a person whose hands were trained to help and who was using that training on my body.

Her Resonance activated.

I felt it through my channels: a warm, low-frequency probe that extended from her palms into my tissue and radiated outward, reading the injury site in Flux-encoded detail. The Resonance was different from Suki's probe. Suki's had been analytical, sharp, directed. Petra's was broader, gentler, the frequency tuned not for channel mapping but for biological assessment. It read the bones first — the two cracked ribs, the fracture lines, the degree of displacement. Then the tissue around them: the bruising, the inflammation markers, the Flux concentration from my Core's damage response.

"The fractures are clean," she said. "Your Core is already stabilizing the site. That's unusually efficient for a C-grade passive response." She adjusted her hand position, sliding her palms an inch higher. "I'm going to use targeted Resonance to accelerate the bone healing. You'll feel warmth. It shouldn't hurt."

It didn't hurt. The warmth spread from her palms into my ribs and the sensation was the opposite of the prototype installations: instead of something being pushed into me, something was being given. The Resonance frequency matched the frequency of bone tissue and amplified the natural healing cycle and the cracked ribs began to knit with an acceleration that I could track through my own Flux sense. The fracture lines closed. The fragments aligned. The bone density rebuilt.

Her hands stayed on my ribs for thirty seconds longer than the healing required.

I noticed because the Core noticed. The synthetic Core tracked physical contact the way it tracked ambient Flux: as data, continuous, logged. The healing Resonance had completed. The bone was repaired. But Petra's hands were still on my side, still warm, still producing a low-frequency Resonance output that was no longer targeting the ribs.

It was targeting the Core.

Her probe had shifted. The broad, gentle assessment frequency had narrowed to something more precise, and the precision was directed at my chest, at the space behind my sternum where the synthetic Core sat in its housing. She was reading the Core. Not the channels, not the tissue, not the injury. The Core itself.

I held very still.

Her Resonance moved through the Core's outer housing and encountered the synthetic material and the signal changed. I felt it: a brief disruption in the probe's frequency, the Resonance equivalent of a hand touching something unexpected. Her fingers tightened fractionally against my ribs. The probe pressed deeper, reading the Core's output pattern, the circulation loop, the Flux density. Reading frequencies that weren't biological. Reading a structure that wasn't organic.

Her face didn't change. The professional mask held. Her green eyes stayed on my left side as if she were still assessing the ribs, and anyone watching would have seen a clinical rotation student completing a standard healing procedure on a sparring injury.

But her Resonance was inside my Core and her Resonance was encountering something that no medical textbook described and her fingers were tight on my ribs and her breathing had changed by a fraction that my Flux sense detected and her heart rate had climbed from 68 to 74 beats per minute.

She pulled her hands back. The Resonance withdrew. The warmth left my side and the absence of it was a small, specific loss that I filed alongside the loss of Suki's probe in the cafeteria. Two women, two withdrawals, two cooling sensations. The data was insufficient for a pattern but the emotional response was identical: I wanted the warmth back.

"Your ribs are healed," Petra said. Her voice was steady. "Full repair. You can return to training." She picked up a tablet from the equipment station and began entering notes. Routine. The post-procedure documentation that every clinical rotation student filed after every patient.

She didn't mention the Core.

I stood. My ribs were solid. No pain. The healing was comprehensive: not just the fractures but the surrounding tissue, the bruising, the inflammation. Better than the Core's damage response alone. The combination of Petra's Resonance and the Core's passive healing had repaired the injury more thoroughly than either could have achieved independently.

"Thank you," I said.

She looked up from the tablet. The green eyes held mine for a beat longer than the interaction required. In the bright light of the medical bay, the freckles across her nose were individually visible, each one a small point of warm brown, and the precision of them was absurd. Nobody's freckles were that even.

"Come back if the pain returns," she said. "Or if anything else feels unusual."

Unusual. The word carried weight she didn't assign to it vocally. She'd felt something unusual. She was acknowledging it to me without naming it to anyone else.

"I will," I said.

I left the medical bay. In the corridor, I stopped and put my hand on the wall and breathed. The antiseptic smell faded behind me. The corridor smelled like floor wax and the Flux-integrated ventilation system and nothing that reminded me of the lab.

My ribs were fine. My heart rate was elevated and the elevation was not from the cracked ribs.

Two women in two weeks. One who'd read my channels and seen something engineered. One who'd read my Core and felt something not biological. Neither had told anyone. Both had looked at me with the focused attention of people who'd found something they intended to examine further.

Suki wanted my channels because the textbook bored her. Petra had felt my Core and filed nothing.

I walked back to the dormitory. The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were at 94%. The Core hummed. Petra's warmth was a residual ghost on my left side, fading but not gone.

I had training with Suki at 6 AM tomorrow. I had ribs that a green-eyed healer had fixed with hands that asked permission before they touched me.

The world outside the lab kept producing data points that my analytical framework couldn't process. Women who were curious about me. Women who were kind to me. Women who touched me and the touch was not a procedure.

I didn't know what to do with any of it. But I was learning that not knowing was not the same as not wanting.




Chapter 8: Routine

Two weeks in, and I could navigate a cafeteria without planning the route in advance.

This was progress. It didn't sound like progress to anyone whose developmental milestones included "learned to walk" and "said first word" rather than "identified the location of the condiment station" and "successfully initiated a food transaction with a server by pointing at the correct tray item on the first attempt." But the milestones were mine and I was collecting them at a rate that suggested the learning curve for human socialization, while steep, was not vertical.

I could eat breakfast with other people at the table. Not many other people. And not through my own initiative. Suki sat with me at meals now, a development that had followed naturally from the 6 AM training sessions that had followed naturally from her sitting down uninvited on day six. The sessions had become daily. She arrived at training hall 3 before I did, which meant she was arriving before 6 AM, which meant she was setting her alarm earlier than necessary for a student who could have spent her mornings sleeping, and this fact occupied a space in my awareness that was disproportionate to its practical significance.

At breakfast, she ate across from me and talked about Flux theory. Her conversation style was dense and fast and assumed her listener could keep up. I could keep up. The content was cultivation mechanics, channel development, the theoretical implications of my non-standard pathways. The subtext, which I was learning to detect through sustained observation and pattern recognition, was that Suki Pressler liked talking to me and the liking was not entirely academic.

"Your outward dispersion during Compression," she said, on a Tuesday, through a mouthful of rice porridge. "I've been modeling it. The Flux goes out through every channel simultaneously, which should produce a uniform loss of density. But the Flux that reaches your extremities isn't losing density. It's maintaining. Which means the channels are doing something to the energy during transit."

"Refining it."

"Refining. Yes. That's the word I keep coming back to." She pointed her chopstick at me. The gesture should have been accusatory. On her it was enthusiastic. "Your channels aren't just carrying Flux. They're processing it. Cleaning it. The energy that comes back to your Core is denser than the energy that went out. That's why your reserves keep climbing even though you're not successfully compressing. You're compressing. Just not the way the textbook says."

She said this with the delight of a woman who'd solved a problem that nobody else had identified as a problem, and the delight was visible in her face: the dark eyes bright, the full mouth curved, a flush on her cheekbones that the rice porridge couldn't account for. She was beautiful when she was thinking. She was more beautiful when she'd finished thinking and the answer was good.

I was noticing this more. The beauty. Not as a single observation filed and processed but as a continuous input that my awareness returned to involuntarily, the way a compass needle returns to north. She'd shift her weight during training and I'd track the motion of her hips. She'd lean over a textbook in the library and her braid would fall forward and the black hair against her light skin was a contrast my visual processing refused to deprioritize. She'd wipe sweat from her forehead after a drill and her arm would lift and the training top would pull taut across her chest and the shape beneath the fabric was information I already had and kept re-acquiring as if the data might have changed since last time.

It hadn't changed. She was the same amount of gorgeous at every observation. The repetition was not reducing the impact.

"You're staring," she said. Tuesday. Breakfast. The porridge conversation.

"I was thinking about channel refinement."

"You were thinking about channel refinement while looking at my mouth."

I didn't have a response to this. My experience with being caught looking at a woman's mouth was zero and the social protocol for the situation was not covered in any textbook Korvane had stocked.

Suki picked up her tray. "6 AM tomorrow. I have a new drill I want to try." She stood, and the standing involved her full height unfolding from the cafeteria chair, her body rising, the narrow waist and the curve below it transitioning from seated to vertical in a motion that I tracked with the full resolution of my Flux-enhanced senses.

"Stop staring," she said, without turning around. She was walking away. I could hear the smile in her voice.



Petra became a pattern.

Not a scheduled pattern. Unlike Suki, who appeared at 6 AM and at meals and during afternoon practicals, Petra had no schedule. Petra appeared when I was injured, which happened every two or three days because sparring with cultivators whose bodies had been trained since childhood meant my body took hits that Drell's rotation algorithm considered developmental and I considered painful.

Each visit to the medical bay followed the same structure. I arrived. Petra assessed. Her hands found the injury. The Resonance healed it. And underneath the healing, every time, the secondary probe. The gentle, narrow-frequency scan that bypassed the injury and went to the Core. Reading. Filing what she found. Saying nothing about it.

The pattern had a secondary component. After each healing, Petra would ask me a question. Not about the injury. About me.

"Where did you train before Aurelius?" First visit after the ribs.

"I didn't. Home cultivation. Self-taught."

"Self-taught to the point of having a damage mitigation protocol that functions better than some B-grade active defenses. That's unusual for self-taught."

"I had a lot of time to practice."

The green eyes held mine. She didn't push. She didn't probe the answer. She let the insufficient explanation sit between us and she filed it and she moved on.

"Do you have family?" Second visit. A Channeling burn on my forearm from a drill gone wrong.

"No."

"None?"

"Both parents deceased. No siblings. No extended family in contact." The Doss identity, delivered flat. True in the sense that Renn Vasik's fabricated parents were fabricated dead and CV-037's biological parents were either dead or had sold a Hollow infant to a corporation eighteen years ago, which was a form of death.

Petra's hands were on my forearm, healing the burn. Her Resonance was warm and her fingers were careful and the freckles across her nose were visible at this distance. Close, her stool pulled up to the bed, her face level with my arm because she was short enough that the bed's height put my arm at her eye level.

"I'm sorry," she said. The words were simple. She said them the way she healed: with attention.

"It was a long time ago."

Her thumb moved across the healed skin. Not a medical gesture. A human one. The pad of her thumb tracing the smooth tissue where the burn had been, confirming the repair through touch rather than Resonance. The touch lasted two seconds and the two seconds were warm and I held still and let them happen because holding still was what I knew how to do when someone touched me and the alternative, responding, reciprocating, acknowledging that the touch meant something, required a vocabulary of gesture I hadn't acquired.

"Come back tomorrow," she said. "Not for an injury. I want to run a baseline Resonance scan. Establish your channel map on file. Standard procedure for students with atypical development."

"Is it standard procedure?"

"It is now."

She smiled. The smile was small and it involved mainly her eyes, the green brightening by a degree, and the freckles shifted on her cheeks as the expression changed the geometry of her face. The smile said: I'm making up a reason to see you again and I'm not hiding that I'm making it up.

I came back the next day. She ran the scan. Her hands on my arms, my shoulders, my chest, my back, mapping the channels through sustained Resonance contact. The scan took forty-five minutes and during those forty-five minutes I sat on the medical bed while a beautiful woman ran her hands over my body with professional thoroughness and personal attention and the Core logged the contact duration and the warmth of her palms and the frequency of her Resonance and I breathed and I held still and I counted the freckles on her nose and tracked the curve of her ear where her hair was tucked behind it and watched the lower lip that she caught between her teeth when she found something in my channels that interested her.

She found a lot of things that interested her. Each time, the lip between the teeth. Each time, the probe narrowing, reading deeper. Each time, no comment.

The scan produced a channel map that she kept on her personal tablet, not in the Academy medical records. I noticed.

"Off the record?" I asked.

"I keep detailed notes on all my patients."

"On your personal tablet."

"My personal tablet has better resolution."

The second smile. The green eyes. The freckles.

I was developing a framework for what was happening between me and these two women and the framework was incomplete but the data was accumulating and the data said: Suki Pressler was interested in my channels and my mind and my failures. Petra Calloway was interested in my Core and my history and my stillness when she touched me. Both were interested in things about me that I was hiding, and both were choosing not to demand the truth. They were approaching the secret from different directions with different tools and different temperaments and they were each, in their way, giving me time.

I didn't know what to do with time that was given rather than taken. But I was learning that receiving it was possible.



The Korvane news feed appeared on a Thursday.

I was in the common room. This was itself notable because the common room was a social space and social spaces were not my natural habitat. But Suki had told me to meet her there before dinner to review Flux theory notes and Suki's instructions had acquired the force of natural law in my daily routine, so I was in the common room at 5:30 PM sitting on a couch with a tablet in my lap, waiting.

The common room had a wall-mounted display that cycled through news feeds, campus announcements, and Guild bulletins. The feeds were background noise: economic reports, political updates, cultivation rankings.

The Korvane bulletin appeared between a weather forecast and a Guild contract posting.

KORVANE BIOSYSTEMS — PUBLIC NOTICE

Korvane BioSystems is seeking information regarding a former rehabilitation patient who left care without medical clearance. The individual is male, 18 years of age, of slight build, with distinctive surgical scarring on the torso. The individual may be confused or disoriented and is believed to require ongoing medical supervision. Anyone with information is encouraged to contact the Korvane Medical Division or their local Guild office. A reward of 50,000 credits is offered for information leading to the patient's safe return.

The photo was me at fifteen. Three years out of date. Thinner than I was now, paler, the face of a boy who'd spent nine years in a basement and had three more to go. The surgical scarring referenced in the text was visible in the photo: the top of the longest scar, emerging from the collar of the medical gown, the clean line of prototype one crossing my collarbone.

I looked at the photo on the wall-mounted display and the photo looked back at me from three years ago and the boy in the photo didn't know that three more prototypes would fail before the thirty-seventh would work and he'd walk out of the building and eat a flatbread on a street and learn to tie boots and sit in a common room at an Academy and see his own face on a news feed and feel the precise terror of being hunted in a room full of people who didn't know they were sitting next to the prey.

Fifty thousand credits. Enough to fund a student's tuition for two years. Every student in this common room had a financial incentive to look at my face and compare it to the photo and make a call.

The photo was three years old. I was taller now, less gaunt, my face filled out by two weeks of actual nutrition. The scars were hidden under clothing. The resemblance was there if you looked for it and invisible if you didn't.

Nobody in the common room was looking for it. The feed cycled. The Korvane bulletin was replaced by a cultivation tournament bracket. The students continued their conversations and their studying and their socializing and nobody glanced at me and nobody glanced at the display and the moment passed with the silent efficiency of a bullet that missed.

My hands were shaking. The Core detected the stress and flooded my system with stabilizing Flux and the shaking stopped and my face composed itself into the neutral expression that twelve years of lab survival had made automatic: the face that didn't show what was happening underneath.

Suki arrived at 5:45. She sat beside me on the couch, close enough that her shoulder pressed against mine, and she opened her tablet and began talking about Resonance frequency modulation and her voice was warm and dense with information and the sound of it pushed the terror back to a manageable distance.

She didn't notice the shaking. The shaking was over. The Core had handled it. The mask was in place.

But I looked at her, at the braid and the dark eyes and the mouth that moved when she talked about Flux theory, and I thought about the photo on the display and the fifty thousand credits and the fact that every person who knew me at Aurelius was a potential threat. The two people I was closest to were the two people who could destroy me most efficiently because they'd seen what I was hiding and they hadn't told anyone.

Yet.

The word sat in my chest beside the Core, cold and small, while Suki talked about Resonance and her shoulder was warm against mine and Petra's scan was on a personal tablet in a medical bay across campus and Korvane's search was narrowing and the photo was three years old and the boy in the photo would not have believed any of this. The Academy, the women, the daily rhythm of being a person. The boy would have believed the terror. The terror was the familiar part.

I breathed. I listened to Suki explain frequency modulation. I let her shoulder stay against mine. The Flux meter on my wrist read C — LOW. The reserves were at 96%.

The display cycled through a weather forecast. Clear skies tomorrow. Good conditions for outdoor training.

I was here. The door was still locked from the inside. Nobody had come through it.

Not yet.




Chapter 9: Inversion

The breakthrough happened at 5:47 AM on a Wednesday, in training hall 3, thirteen minutes before Suki was scheduled to arrive.

I'd been failing at Compression for seventeen days. Same technique, same result. Push inward, Flux goes outward. The standard instruction assumed a central Core. Mine wasn't central. The Flux dispersed through every channel simultaneously and the energy refused to converge because the channels had no directional bias and no structure that favored inward movement over outward.

Seventeen days. One hundred and nineteen individual attempts, logged by the synthetic Core's internal monitoring. One hundred and nineteen dispersions. The data was comprehensive and the data said: stop doing this. The inward vector does not work. The channels will not compress toward a center that doesn't exist.

I was lying on the training hall floor at 5:43 AM, staring at the ceiling, feeling the Flux circulate through my body in its perpetual loop. Out from the Core, through the channels, to the extremities, back through the channels, into the Core. The cycle that hadn't stopped since the thirty-seventh prototype activated. The cycle that refined the energy on every pass, returning it denser, the reserves climbing from the low thirties to 97% over three weeks without a single successful Compression exercise.

Suki's voice from the cafeteria: You're compressing. Just not the way the textbook says.

The Flux went out. The channels refined it. The Flux came back denser.

Out. Refine. Return denser.

I sat up.

The standard technique compressed by pushing Flux inward, toward the Core's center, using the Core's walls as a containment surface. Squeeze and hold. The energy gets denser because the volume gets smaller.

My Flux was already getting denser. Every cycle. Without squeezing. The channels were doing the work that the Core's walls were supposed to do, processing the energy during transit, stripping impurities, tightening the frequency. The Flux that returned to my Core was cleaner and denser than the Flux that left it, and the difference was measurable and consistent and it had been happening since day one and I had been so focused on trying to make the inward technique work that I'd missed the technique that was already working.

The inward vector was wrong. Not because pushing inward was wrong in principle. Because for my channels, inward wasn't the compression direction. Outward was.

I stood up. I closed my eyes. I pushed.

Not inward. Outward. Deliberately, with intent, pushing Flux from the Core through every channel simultaneously, the same dispersion that had been my failure mode for seventeen days. The Flux flowed outward through the uniform channels, reached my extremities, and the channels did what they always did: refined the energy, cleaned it, tightened the frequency.

Then the channels pushed back.

Not because I told them to. Because that's what channels do when you fill them past their resting capacity. Elastic rebound. The same principle that makes a rubber band snap back when you stretch it. I'd been pushing Flux outward, filling the channels beyond their resting volume, and the channels' natural elasticity had been returning the energy to the Core on every cycle. Passively. Unconsciously. The rebound was part of the circulation loop — the part I hadn't been paying attention to because I'd been so fixated on the outward push.

This time I paid attention to the rebound.

The Flux snapped back from the extremities. Through the channels. Refined, cleaned, compressed by the transit process. The returning energy hit the Core and the Core received it and the density was higher than the output density. Measurably higher. The same compression ratio that the standard technique achieved through inward squeezing, my channels achieved through outward pushing and elastic return.

I pushed again. Harder. More Flux into the channels, filling them further past their resting capacity, stretching the elasticity. The channels stretched and the stretch stored potential energy and when the Flux rebounded the return was faster and denser and the Core received a concentrated pulse that was denser than anything I'd produced in seventeen days of trying the wrong technique.

The training grid beneath my feet flared. Not the faint pulse that C-grade students produced. A clear, visible spike that traveled from the grid panel under my boots to the adjacent panels in a ripple that crossed half the hall.

I opened my eyes. The grid was dimming. The Flux meter on my wrist read: C — LOW. RESERVES: 97%.

But the Core was humming at a frequency it hadn't reached before. The compression had worked. Not the standard way. The inverse way. Push out, let the channels refine, let the elasticity return the energy denser. Inversion Compression.

I did it again. Push, stretch, rebound. The grid flared. The Core's hum climbed. The reserves didn't change because the meter couldn't read what was happening, but I could feel the density increasing in real time, each cycle adding a layer of compression that the standard technique couldn't match because the standard technique only compressed once. My technique compressed on every return cycle. Continuous compression. Each outward push fed the next inward return and each return was denser than the last and the process was self-amplifying in a way that the standard squeeze-and-hold could never achieve.

The third push produced a grid flare that reached the walls.

The fourth push made the overhead lights flicker.

The fifth push—

"What are you doing?"

Suki. In the doorway of training hall 3. 5:58 AM. She was early, her braid still damp from a shower, her training clothes hastily pulled on. She was staring at the grid floor, which was still glowing from the residual output of five Inversion Compression cycles.

"Compressing," I said.

"That's not Compression. Compression doesn't light up half a training hall." She walked in. Stepped onto the grid. Looked at the floor beneath her feet, then at me. "Do it again."

I pushed. The Flux went outward through every channel. The channels refined it. The elasticity snapped it back. The return pulse hit the Core and the grid flared and Suki was standing on the grid and she felt it through her feet and her eyes went wide.

"That's—" She stopped. Closed her eyes. I watched her through the Flux sense: her B-grade Core processing the data from the grid flare, reading the energy signature, analyzing the compression pattern. Her brow furrowed. Her mouth opened, closed, opened again.

"You pushed outward," she said. Her voice had the quality it got when she'd found something that didn't fit her models. Tight. Focused. Running calculations at the speed of speech. "You pushed the Flux out through your channels and the channels compressed it on the return. That's backwards. That's completely backwards. The compression happens during transit, not in the Core. You're using your channels as the compression mechanism instead of your Core walls."

"The channels refine the Flux during transit. I've been doing it passively since day one. The outward push just amplifies the process."

"The elasticity." She was pacing now. Three steps left, three steps right, the braid swinging with each turn. "The channel walls have a resting capacity. When you overfill them, they push back. And the push-back is compressed because the refined Flux is returning through the same channels that cleaned it on the way out. It's a feedback loop. Each cycle denser than the last." She stopped pacing. Looked at me. "That's not possible with biological channels."

"Why not?"

"Because biological channels are pre-shaped. Combat channels are wider than sensory channels. The pre-shaping creates resistance differentials. When you push Flux outward, it flows preferentially through the wider channels and pools in the narrow ones. The rebound is uneven. You'd get compression in some pathways and blockage in others." She was standing close now. Close enough that I could feel her Core's output through proximity, the warm B-grade signature that I'd been training beside for two weeks. "Your channels are uniform. Every pathway is the same width. The Flux distributes evenly because there's no preferential routing. The rebound is symmetrical. You get uniform compression across the entire network." She paused. "Teach me."

"Your channels are pre-shaped. You said it yourself. The rebound won't be even."

"I know. Teach me anyway. I want to feel what happens."

I showed her. We stood facing each other on the grid, close enough to touch, and I walked her through the push. Outward. Fill the channels past resting capacity. Let go. Feel the rebound.

Suki closed her eyes. Pushed. Her B-grade Core sent Flux outward through her biological channels and the Flux flowed preferentially through her combat meridians, the wider pathways that her Core had shaped since childhood. The energy pooled in the narrow sensory channels. The rebound was lopsided: her right arm flared with returned Flux while her left arm barely registered. The grid beneath her feet pulsed unevenly, bright under her right foot, dim under her left.

She opened her eyes. Looked at the grid. Looked at me.

"That's terrible," she said.

"Your channels are biased."

"My channels are biased." She said it the way someone says a diagnosis. Not with dismay but with the clinical interest of a person who'd just discovered a limitation she hadn't known she had. "The pre-shaping that makes standard Compression work is the same pre-shaping that makes Inversion Compression fail. The uniformity is the key. And I don't have it."

"Nobody biological does."

She looked at me. The morning light from the training hall's high windows was hitting her face at an angle that turned her skin luminous and caught the dark of her eyes and made them bright and the expression on her face was not the focused analytical attention I was used to. It was something warmer. Something that had less to do with channels and more to do with the person standing in front of her who'd just done something impossible before breakfast.

"Try again," she said. "I want to watch from the inside. Put your hand on my shoulder. Let me feel the Flux flow through contact."

I put my hand on her shoulder. The physical contact opened a Flux pathway between us: my channels connected to hers through the skin-to-skin bridge, the energy flowing across the gap. She closed her eyes. I pushed.

The Inversion Compression ran through my channels and the output radiated through my hand into Suki's shoulder and she gasped. Not pain. Sensation. The compressed Flux hitting her biological channels at a density her B-grade Core processed as overwhelming, the energy refined and clean and dense and arriving through a contact pathway that transmitted not just the Flux but the feeling of it — the stretch, the rebound, the snap of compression.

"Oh," she said. Her eyes were closed. Her lips were parted. The sound she made was quiet and involuntary and it was not the sound of a cultivation prodigy analyzing a technique. It was the sound of a woman feeling something she hadn't felt before.

My hand was on her shoulder and her shoulder was warm under my palm and the Flux flowed between us and the flow carried more than energy. It carried the feedback of two bodies' channel systems communicating through physical contact, each one's Flux influencing the other's, and the influence was bidirectional. Her B-grade output was feeding back through my hand into my channels and my Inversion-compressed output was feeding into hers and the loop was amplifying and the grid beneath both of us flared and the overhead lights flickered and Suki opened her eyes and her pupils were dilated and she was breathing in a way that had nothing to do with exertion.

I dropped my hand. The contact broke. The loop collapsed. The grid dimmed. We stood in the training hall in the early morning light and the air between us was charged with residual Flux and something else that I didn't have a name for and didn't want to name because naming it would make it real and real things could be lost and I was still learning that having things meant being afraid of losing them.

"That felt like something," she said. Quiet. Her voice had lost its analytical edge.

"Yeah," I said.

Neither of us said what.

She stood there for a moment. Her eyes on mine. The braid damp on her shoulder, the training top still slightly askew from being pulled on fast. Her chest rising and falling with breaths that were deeper than the exercise warranted. The flush on her cheekbones that I'd been tracking for two weeks was present and it was not from the rice porridge.

"6 AM tomorrow," she said. "I want to model the feedback loop. There's something happening in the paired resonance that I—" She stopped. Composed herself. The analytical mask reattached, slightly crooked. "We should document this."

"We should document this," I agreed.

She left. At the door, she paused. Looked back over her shoulder. The braid swung and her dark eyes held mine and the flush was still on her cheekbones and the mask was still crooked.

"Renn."

"Yeah."

"That was the most interesting thing I've ever felt."

She left. I stood in the training hall alone. The grid was dark. The lights were stable. My hand was warm from where it had been on her shoulder, the residual heat fading but the memory of the contact persisting in my channels. The haptic echo. The first time I'd touched someone and the touch had produced a feedback loop that made both of us gasp.

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves read 97%.

The reserves were at 98%. The Compression had worked. The density had climbed. The technique was real and functional and mine.

I stood in the training hall and I did something I hadn't done since the four days when prototype twenty-three was online and I'd walked the corridors of the lab with Flux in my channels for the first time and smiled.

I smiled. The expression was rusty and unpracticed and it used muscles that had been dormant for three years and the training hall was empty and nobody saw it. But it was there.

Inversion Compression. The textbook didn't have a chapter for it. The textbook didn't have a chapter for me.

I pushed again. The grid flared. The lights flickered. The smile stayed.




Chapter 10: Rank

The quarterly ranking went up on a Monday and I learned that numbers, even numbers that didn't reflect reality, could make a room rearrange itself around you.

The ranking board was a digital display in the central quad, ten feet wide, visible from every approach. The scores were composite: Core grade evaluation (40%), academic performance (25%), combat assessment (20%), practical skills (15%). Each component was weighted to produce a single number between 0 and 100, and the numbers determined everything. Dormitory assignments for the next quarter. Training group placement. Resource allocation. Access to advanced equipment and restricted training halls. The number was the student, reduced to a decimal point.

Students clustered around the board at 8 AM. I stood at the edge of the crowd and read the list.

1. Suki Pressler — 91.4 2. Tallis Vorn — 88.7 3. Keris Aldane — 86.2

The top ten were all B-grade or high-C. The ranking algorithm rewarded Core grade heavily. The 40% weighting meant that a B-grade student with mediocre academics and average combat still outranked a D-grade student who was brilliant in every other category. The system measured what was easy to measure and ignored what wasn't.

I scrolled down.

34. Renn Vasik — 52.1

Thirty-fourth out of forty-eight. Bottom third. The Core grade evaluation had hammered me: low-C, the meter reading that I couldn't change without revealing what I was. The academic score was respectable: top fifteen, the coursework coming naturally once I'd caught up to the curriculum. The practical skills were average, which was where I'd deliberately kept them. The combat assessment was the problem.

Not because it was low. Because it was high.

The combat assessment was scored by instructor evaluation during sparring rotations. Drell watched every match, rated each student on technique, power, defense, and adaptability, and submitted the scores to the ranking algorithm. My combat score was 78.

Seventy-eight. On a C-grade Core.

The scale context: the average combat score for C-grade students was 41. The average for D-grade was 55. The average for B-grade was 74. My score of 78 was four points above the B-grade average, produced by a student whose meter read low-C.

The discrepancy was on the board for everyone to see. Most students wouldn't notice. They'd look at the composite (52.1, unremarkable) and move on. But anyone who looked at the component breakdown, anyone who understood what the numbers meant in context, would see the gap: a C-grade student with a B-grade combat score. That didn't happen. C-grade Cores didn't produce B-grade combat output because the physics didn't allow it. Your Core determined your ceiling and a C-grade ceiling was below a B-grade floor.

Unless the meter was wrong.

I stood at the edge of the crowd and looked at the number and Doss's voice was in my head: Don't be interesting.

Seventy-eight was interesting.



The combat assessment had happened three days ago. Friday. The training hall configured for formal evaluation: the grid floor set to maximum sensitivity, recording every Flux output for later analysis. Drell presiding, her tablet logging scores. Students called one at a time for a three-minute solo combat assessment against calibrated training constructs: Flux-powered automatons that attacked at preset difficulty levels based on the student's registered Core grade.

My constructs were set to C-grade difficulty. They attacked with the speed and power that a C-grade opponent would produce. They were calibrated to test a C-grade student's limits.

They were not calibrated for what I'd become.

Three weeks of Inversion Compression had changed the math. The technique was working. Each morning session with Suki produced measurable gains in Flux density. The reserves on my meter still read 97% because the meter's ceiling was calibrated to biological C-grade capacity and my actual capacity had exceeded that ceiling two weeks ago. I was operating at a density that the meter couldn't display, running Inversion Compression cycles that no biological cultivator could replicate, and the gap between what the instruments said and what I could do had widened from notable to absurd.

The first construct attacked. C-grade speed, C-grade power. The strike was aimed at my center mass and I saw it coming through the Flux sense before the construct's limb moved, the energy building in its actuators broadcasting intention through the ambient field. I stepped. The construct missed. I countered with a Channeled strike that ran through five non-standard pathways and arrived at the construct's chassis with a density that cracked the outer casing.

Drell's eyebrows rose. She made a note on her tablet.

The second construct was faster. Still C-grade parameters, but the combat algorithm adapted to the student's performance, increasing difficulty within the grade band. The construct feinted left and struck right and the feint was visible through the Flux sense because the energy routing in the left actuator was a fraction of the routing in the right and the discrepancy was readable and I stepped inside the real strike and hit the construct in the joint housing and the joint shattered.

Two constructs down in forty seconds. The assessment was scheduled for three minutes.

The third construct was at the top of the C-grade band, approaching the threshold of D-grade difficulty. It attacked with a combination: two strikes and a grapple attempt. The strikes were fast enough that my body couldn't dodge both on physical speed alone. The Core's damage response prepared for the hit I couldn't avoid.

But the hit I couldn't avoid didn't land. Because something happened that I hadn't done before.

I channeled two operations simultaneously.

The defensive Channeling activated on my left side: a Flux barrier forming across my ribcage to absorb the incoming strike. Standard. I'd been doing single-channel defense for weeks. What wasn't standard was the offensive Channeling that activated simultaneously on my right hand, a concentrated strike that I threw at the construct's exposed actuator while the barrier was still forming on my left.

Two Flux operations. Running at the same time. Through separate channel pathways. Without interfering with each other.

The barrier caught the construct's strike. My counter-strike destroyed its actuator. The construct stumbled. I hit it twice more and it went down.

I stood in the assessment zone with three destroyed constructs and forty seconds remaining on the clock and the grid floor was bright with residual Flux and Drell was looking at her tablet with an expression I recognized from Varn on the first day of Compression class: the analytical frown of an instructor who'd seen something that didn't match the file.

"Two simultaneous Channel operations," she said. "The grid recorded overlapping Flux signatures in your left torso and right hand. Concurrent, not sequential."

"Is that unusual?"

"For a C-grade, it's impossible. Dual-channeling requires the processing capacity of a B-grade Core at minimum." She looked at me. At the meter on my wrist. At the grid data on her tablet. "Your meter reads low-C."

"Late manifestation. My channels are atypical."

"Atypical doesn't explain dual-channeling from a C-grade Core, Vasik." But she was entering the score. The evaluation was structured: the constructs were destroyed within the time limit, the technique was effective, the power output was measurable. The score reflected performance, not explanation. She gave me a 78 and filed a note that I couldn't read from where I stood.

The note, I learned later, said: Anomalous concurrent Channeling. Meter reads C. Performance reads B. Flag for semester review.



Suki was waiting for me outside the training hall.

She'd watched the assessment through the hall's observation gallery. The gallery had a one-way transparency screen that let observers watch without Flux interference, and Suki had claimed a seat there an hour before my assessment slot and had not moved.

"You dual-channeled," she said. She was standing in the corridor with her arms crossed and her braid over one shoulder and the expression on her face was the one I'd learned to classify as Suki at full processing power. Not angry. Not worried. Computing.

"It wasn't intentional."

"I know. Intentional dual-channeling produces a specific energy signature: the two operations are phase-locked, coordinated by the Core's processing center. Yours weren't phase-locked. They were independent. Two separate processes running through two separate channel groups without any coordination between them." She uncrossed her arms. "Your Core processed two operations simultaneously without allocating shared resources. That's not dual-channeling the way the textbook defines it. That's parallel processing."

"Is there a difference?"

"Dual-channeling is using both hands to do the same task. Parallel processing is two people working independently. One requires coordination. The other requires capacity. Bandwidth." She stepped closer. "Your Core has enough throughput to run two fully independent operations without a shared processing layer. That's not a B-grade capability, Renn. I don't know what grade that is."

We were standing in the corridor outside the training hall. Students passed. None of them were listening because none of them cared about the assessment performance of a student ranked thirty-fourth out of forty-eight. The composite score was what they saw. The component breakdown was invisible unless you looked.

Suki had looked.

"The ranking board," I said. "The combat score."

"Seventy-eight. Four points above B-grade average. From a C-grade student." She leaned against the corridor wall. The posture was casual. The intensity behind it was not. "Nobody's going to look at the component breakdown for someone ranked thirty-fourth. The composite buries it. You're safe."

"For now."

"For now." She looked at me. The computing expression softened at the edges. Not fully — Suki's softness was always partial, the analytical engine idling rather than shutting down. "The dual-channeling. The Inversion Compression. The damage mitigation protocol. These aren't C-grade capabilities. They're not B-grade capabilities. Whatever your Core is doing, it's operating outside the grade system entirely."

"I know."

"And whatever it is, it's still developing. You're not at ceiling. I can feel it during our sessions. Your density increases every day. The Inversion cycles are compressing harder. The channel capacity is growing." She pushed off the wall. Stood close. Close enough that I could feel her Core's output through proximity and see the fine detail of her face: the lashes, the dark eyes, the mouth that was set in a line that was trying to be analytical and was not entirely succeeding. "You're going to need to tell me what you are eventually."

"I know."

"Not today."

"Not today."

She held my gaze for three beats. Then she turned and walked toward the cafeteria and the braid swung and I watched her go and I was no longer pretending to myself that the watching was analytical.



I went to my room after dinner and sat on the bed and looked at the ranking board on my tablet. Thirty-fourth. The number was a mask, the same way the meter reading was a mask. Underneath the mask, something was growing.

The dual-channeling had been involuntary. The Core had produced the capability without my conscious direction, the same way the damage mitigation protocol operated without conscious input. The synthetic Core was developing features. Evolving. Building new processing pathways in the channel network that expanded its capabilities beyond what the original prototype specifications described.

Integration 2. The word came from Jo's data chip, which I'd read in its entirety during my first week at Aurelius. Jo's notes described the prototype's projected development path: a series of Integrations in which the synthetic Core would develop new processing capabilities as it adapted to its host's channel system. Integration 1 was basic Flux processing — the activation, the circulation loop, the channel filling. Integration 2 was projected to be multi-channel processing: the Core developing parallel operational pathways.

The dual-channeling was Integration 2 beginning.

I opened the data chip's files on my tablet. Jo's projections for Integration 2 included a timeline: six to twelve months post-activation. I was at three and a half weeks.

The timeline was wrong because the projections were based on the first thirty-six prototypes, all of which had failed, and the models had been built on incomplete data. Jo hadn't known what a successful prototype in a Hollow physiology would do because it had never been done before. Her projections were educated guesses and the guesses were conservative and the reality was accelerating past them.

I closed the file. The meter on my wrist read C — LOW. Somewhere underneath the reading, the Core hummed at a density that was climbing by the hour, building processing pathways that the grade system had no framework for.

Thirty-fourth out of forty-eight. The safest number on the board. The most invisible position.

The combat score was 78. Drell's note was in the system. The semester review was ten weeks away. Ten weeks of the gap widening. Ten weeks of the Core developing capabilities that the Academy's instruments couldn't measure and the grade system couldn't classify.

Ten weeks of not being interesting.

I turned off the tablet. I lay in the dark and felt the Core circulate and the channels refine and the Flux return denser with every cycle and the ceiling, wherever it was, was still invisible and the growth had not slowed and the numbers on the ranking board were lies and the lies were keeping me alive.

The door was locked. Nobody came.

The reserves hit 98%.




Chapter 11: Hands

Petra's second full scan took two hours.

The first scan, the forty-five-minute baseline, had mapped the broad strokes: major meridians, channel diameters, Core placement, Flux density distribution. She'd recorded the data on her personal tablet and kept it off the Academy records and neither of us had discussed why. The first scan was the survey. The second scan was the excavation.

She'd sent me a message on the comm unit at 9 PM on a Tuesday: Come to the medical bay tomorrow after afternoon practicals. I want to run a follow-up. Bring water. It takes a while.

I arrived at 4:15 PM. The medical bay was empty. The other clinical rotation students had finished their shifts, the afternoon injury wave had been processed, and the space was quiet in a way it never was during operating hours. The four beds were clean. The equipment hummed at idle. The antiseptic smell was present but diluted, easier to handle than the first visit because the associative panic had dulled through repeated exposure. The lab's smell was in my past. This smell was becoming something different. This smell was becoming Petra's.

She was sitting on her stool beside the third bed, tablet in her lap, her auburn hair tucked behind both ears. She'd changed from the clinical uniform into civilian clothes: a soft grey sweater that was too large for her, the sleeves pushed up to her elbows, dark leggings. The sweater made her look smaller than the uniform did, which was an achievement given that she was already the smallest person I saw on a daily basis. The collar was wide and it had slipped off one shoulder, exposing the curve from her neck to her shoulder joint, and the skin there was pale and smooth and scattered with the same light freckles that crossed her nose.

"Sit," she said. "Shirt off."

The instruction was medical. The context was medical. The fact that my pulse rate climbed from 62 to 71 at the words "shirt off" was not medical.

I sat on the bed. I pulled my shirt over my head. The scars were visible: thirty-seven lines, some surgical-clean, some ragged, crossing my chest and wrapping around my sides to my back. The longest one ran from my left collarbone to my sternum. The shortest was a two-inch mark below my right nipple where prototype nine had been inserted and rejected in the same afternoon.

Petra looked at the scars. She'd seen the tops of them before: the collar line, the edges visible when my training shirt shifted during healing sessions. She hadn't seen them all. The full map. Thirty-seven installations documented on skin in a language that didn't require Resonance to read.

Her expression didn't change. The green eyes moved across my chest with the same methodical attention she applied to Resonance scans: systematic, thorough, reading the data. But her throat moved. A swallow. The involuntary response of a person processing something that exceeded the clinical framework.

"The scars are from the procedures I mentioned," I said. "The home cultivation was... intensive."

"These aren't cultivation scars." Her voice was quiet. Steady, but quiet. "Cultivation injuries produce tissue damage along meridian lines. Burns, ruptures, channel collapse. These are surgical. Precise entry points along the sternum and intercostal spaces, consistent with implantation procedures." She looked at me. "You don't have to tell me what they are. But please don't tell me they're from home cultivation."

I was quiet for a moment. The medical bay hummed around us. The equipment at idle, the Flux infrastructure in the walls, the faint ambient noise of a building that was alive with energy.

"They're from procedures," I said. "Thirty-seven of them. Over twelve years."

"Thirty-seven." She repeated the number the way she'd repeated "unusual" during the first healing session: absorbing the data, filing it, deciding what to do with it. "Starting when?"

"Age six."

The green eyes held. The swallow happened again. Her hands, which had been resting on her thighs, moved to her knees and gripped.

"I'm going to start the scan," she said. "Tell me if anything is uncomfortable."

She began.

Her hands started at my shoulders. Palms flat, fingers spread, the contact firm and warm. The Resonance activated: the low, broad frequency she used for biological assessment, tuned for tissue, bone, and channel mapping. The probe entered my channels through the meridians in my shoulders and began its systematic crawl through my body's infrastructure.

The first scan had been professional. Thorough but boundaried: she'd mapped the major pathways and stopped at the edges of what the standard medical curriculum covered. This scan went deeper. Her hands moved from my shoulders to my upper arms, her palms tracing the deltoid meridians, then down to my forearms, turning my arms to access the ventral pathways. Each position change was announced — "moving to the left bicep," "turning your forearm, palm up" — with the clinical courtesy that I was beginning to understand was not just professional protocol but Petra's personal commitment to making sure I knew what was happening to my body before it happened.

Nobody had ever extended that courtesy before. The announcement of each movement, each touch, each shift of her hands on my skin, accumulated into something larger than its components. It accumulated into trust. Not the trust of secrets shared or promises made. The trust of a body being handled with declared intent.

She moved to my chest. Her palms flat on my pectorals, the Resonance probing the channels beneath the scars. I felt her probe encounter each scar's subdermal layer and pause. The scars weren't just surface damage. They were channel disruptions. Each prototype installation had cut through meridians, and each removal had left the channels scarred and rerouted. The synthetic Core had rebuilt the pathways around the scar tissue, creating detours and bridges that the biological architecture would never have produced.

"Your channels have been cut and regrown," Petra said. Her voice was controlled. Her hands were not entirely steady. "Multiple times. The scar tissue has been incorporated into the channel walls. The Core has rebuilt pathways around every disruption." She moved her right hand to the longest scar, the one from collarbone to sternum. Her Resonance followed the scar's path and read the channel history beneath it: the original meridian, severed at age six. The regrowth, incomplete, scarred. The synthetic Core's rebuild, clean and efficient, routing around the damage.

"The first one," I said.

"The first procedure."

"Yes."

Her hand stayed on the scar. The Resonance read the history of the tissue: twelve years of damage and repair, installation and rejection, cutting and healing. The data was written in my channels the way rings are written in wood: each layer a year, each disruption an event. Petra was reading the record of my life through her palms.

She moved to my back. I turned on the bed. Her hands settled between my shoulder blades and the Resonance mapped the dorsal channels and found more scars, more reroutes, more evidence of a body that had been opened and closed and opened again by people who were interested in the data. Her fingers traced the channel paths with a touch that was simultaneously clinical and something else — something that pressed slightly harder at the scar points, as if the extra pressure could communicate what words weren't saying.

The scan continued. Down my spine, the vertebral meridians. Across my lower back, the lumbar pathways. Her hands were warm and her Resonance was gentle and the sustained contact was doing something to my nervous system that the synthetic Core couldn't fully process because the input wasn't Flux. It was touch. Prolonged, intentional, careful touch from a person who was reading my body's history and not looking away from what she found.

"The pathways from the second Integration are here," she said. She'd found the dual-channeling infrastructure that had activated during the combat assessment. New meridians, running parallel to the originals, built by the synthetic Core during the weeks of Inversion Compression. The parallel pathways were invisible to the standard Academy meters because the meters sampled the primary channels and ignored the secondary ones. Petra's Resonance, operating at a precision that the meters couldn't match, found them.

"These are new," she said. "They weren't here during the first scan."

"They developed in the last two weeks."

"Channels don't develop in two weeks. Biological channel growth takes months. Years." Her hands were on my lower back, the probe reading the secondary pathways where they branched from the primary meridians and ran parallel, a second highway system built alongside the first. "These pathways are fully formed. Functional. They're carrying Flux at the same density as your primary channels." Pause. "Renn. This is the dual-channeling capability."

"Yes."

"You grew new channels in two weeks."

"The Core builds them. I don't control the process."

Her hands were still on my back. The Resonance was still reading. The secondary pathways were extensive: not just in my lower back but throughout my torso, my arms, branching into my legs. A complete second network, laid down in fourteen days, invisible to everything except a Resonance specialist with sustained physical contact and the time to look.

"Turn around," she said.

I turned. We were facing each other. She was on her stool, I was on the bed, and the height difference put her face level with my scarred chest. She placed her hands on my sternum, directly over the Core housing. The longest scar ran between her palms.

"I need to read the Core directly," she said. "This will be more invasive than the channel mapping. I'll be probing the Core's housing, the nerve-bridge interface, the internal circulation pattern. It may feel strange."

"Define strange."

"I don't know. I've never read a Core like yours."

She probed.

The Resonance narrowed to a fine, high-frequency pulse that penetrated the synthetic housing and entered the Core itself. I felt it arrive: a foreign frequency inside the space where the prototype sat, reading the circulation pattern, the compression density, the refinement cycle. The probe encountered the synthetic material of the housing and Petra's breath caught — a small sound, audible in the quiet of the empty medical bay — and her hands pressed flat against my chest as if bracing.

"It's not biological," she said. Not a question this time. Not an observation said half to herself. A statement, direct, made to me while her hands were on my chest and her Resonance was inside my Core and the data was unambiguous.

"No," I said. "It's not."

The silence held. Her hands were warm on my scars. The Resonance continued its reading, the probe moving through the Core's interior with a delicacy that was at odds with the magnitude of what she'd just confirmed. She was mapping a synthetic Core. A piece of technology that the medical curriculum said didn't exist in viable form. A thing that corporations had been trying to build for decades and that was currently humming in the chest of a student she'd been healing for a month.

"Korvane," she said.

The word hit me. Not because she said it but because she'd arrived at it without being told. She'd read the scars and the Core and the channel history and the data had told her the story: thirty-seven procedures, twelve years, a synthetic Core in a Hollow body, and the only entity in the world with the resources and the motivation and the moral vacancy to produce those data points was the corporation whose name was on a news feed in the common room.

"How long did you know?"

"The first healing session. Your ribs. The damage response was running on frequencies I'd never encountered. I didn't know what it was. I knew what it wasn't." She looked up from my chest. The green eyes were wet. Not crying. The precursor: the gathering of moisture that happens when a person is processing something that exceeds the capacity of composure. "You were six."

"Yes."

"They installed things in your chest for twelve years."

"Yes."

"Thirty-seven times."

"Thirty-six failures. One success."

Her hands were on the scar from the first installation. The one she'd read the history of an hour ago: the six-year-old's meridian, severed, regrown, scarred. Her thumbs rested on either side of the line and her Resonance pulsed once, not a probe but an emission — a healing frequency directed at tissue that was already healed, a gesture that served no medical purpose and every human purpose.

"I'm not telling anyone," she said. "I was never going to tell anyone."

"I know."

"You don't know. You've been coming in here for a month waiting for me to report you. I can feel it in your channels. The stress response that activates when I touch the Core. The heartbeat elevation. You've been afraid of me every time I've healed you." A tear fell. One. It tracked down her cheek and crossed a freckle and stopped at her jaw. "I'm not the thing you need to be afraid of."

I looked at her. At the tear on her jaw. At the green eyes that were bright with moisture and the hands that were warm on my scars and the woman who'd read my body's entire history through her palms and was crying because of what she'd found.

I put my hand over hers. On my chest. Over the first scar. The contact closed a circuit that the Resonance scan had opened: her Flux flowing into my channels, my Flux flowing into hers, the bidirectional loop that Suki and I had discovered during the Inversion Compression session, but different here. Gentler. The frequency was Petra's healing register — warm, low, the Resonance of a body being told it was safe.

Her fingers curled under mine. She held my hand against my own scarred chest and the Resonance hummed between us and the medical bay was quiet and the tear dried on her jaw and neither of us moved for a long time.

"Come back Friday," she said eventually. "I want to track the secondary pathways' development over time."

"Is that standard procedure?"

"Nothing about you is standard procedure, Renn."

The third smile. The green eyes, still bright. The freckles, still precise. The shoulder still bare where the sweater had slipped. The hands still warm.

I put my shirt on. I left the medical bay. In the corridor, the air was cool on skin that had been warm for two hours and the absence of her hands was a specific, measurable loss that I logged alongside the other losses: Suki's probe withdrawing in the cafeteria, the Inversion Compression contact breaking in the training hall, and now this. Three warmths, three withdrawals, three coolings.

The pattern was sufficient for a conclusion: I wanted to be touched by these women and the wanting was growing faster than my ability to understand it.

I walked to the dormitory. The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were at 98%. Somewhere on Petra's personal tablet, a channel map showed things about my body that no Academy meter could see. Somewhere in the medical bay, a woman with green eyes and precise freckles was sitting on a stool, holding a tablet, knowing what I was.

Two people knew. Suki suspected. Petra confirmed. Neither had told.

The door to my room locked from the inside. I turned the bolt. The click was the same as every night: small, definitive, mine.

But the room felt different tonight. Warmer. As if the two hours of contact had raised the temperature of something that the Flux meter couldn't measure.




Chapter 12: Night Work

I found the room on accident.

Training hall 3 was the designated space for morning sessions with Suki, but the building had sub-levels that the campus map didn't emphasize. Maintenance corridors, storage rooms, mechanical infrastructure. The Flux grid that powered the training halls ran through conduits beneath the floors, and the conduits converged in a junction room on sublevel 2 that was, as far as I could determine from the dust on the access panel, unused.

The room was twenty feet square. Concrete walls, no windows, a Flux conduit junction that hummed at a frequency the room's acoustics turned into a low, constant tone. The conduit's ambient output was high enough to register on my Flux sense as background noise, which meant that any Flux I generated in the room would be partially masked by the infrastructure's output. A person standing outside the door wouldn't be able to distinguish my training signature from the building's baseline.

A room where I could train without being measured. Without the grid recording my output. Without Drell or Breck or Varn walking past and noting the discrepancies that were getting harder to hide.

I started going after midnight.

The dual-channeling stabilized first. In the training hall, under observation, I'd been limiting myself to accidental-looking single instances. Alone in the junction room, I let the Core run. Two operations. Then three. The parallel pathways that Integration 2 had built were fully functional: three independent Flux processes running through three separate channel groups, each one operating at a density that the standard meters would have classified as mid-B if the meters could have measured them.

Three simultaneous operations. A barrier on my left side, a strike charging in my right hand, and a sensor sweep running through the channels in my feet and legs, reading the room's Flux infrastructure. Three tasks, zero interference, the Core allocating bandwidth to each without a shared processing layer. The independence was the key. Biological dual-channeling required coordination because the biological Core ran both operations through the same processing center. My synthetic Core didn't coordinate. It duplicated. Each channel group was its own processor, drawing from the same Flux reserves but operating autonomously.

The implication was clear and I spent three nights running from it before I accepted it: the limit wasn't three. The limit was however many channel groups the Core could build. And the Core was still building.

On the fourth night alone, I discovered frequency modulation.

I was running a standard defensive technique: a Flux barrier along my forearm, the kind Drell taught for sparring protection. The technique required attuning the barrier to a specific frequency: the defensive register, a narrow band of Flux oscillation that produced a hard energy surface. Every cultivator's defensive barrier operated in the same frequency range because biological Cores were pre-shaped for it. The frequency was fixed. The barrier was the barrier.

Mine wasn't fixed.

I was holding the barrier and thinking about Petra's Resonance: the warm, low-frequency probe she used for healing, the gentle register, so different from the hard defensive band. The thought produced a shift. The barrier's frequency dropped. The hard surface softened. The defensive structure transformed into something that wasn't a barrier at all: a Resonance field, healing-frequency, the same band Petra used.

I hadn't done this deliberately. The thought of Petra's frequency had been enough. The channels responded to intent, and because the channels had no pre-shaped frequency bias, the response was immediate and complete. The entire barrier converted from defense to healing in under a second.

I converted it back. Defense. Then shifted again: from defense to sensor. From sensor to offensive. From offensive to healing. From healing back to defense. Each shift took less than a second. Each shift was seamless, the frequency modulating through the unbiased channels without the bottlenecks that biological pre-shaping would have created.

I could change what a technique was while I was doing it.

Start a punch and end with a shield. Begin a sensor sweep and shift to a healing pulse mid-stride. Layer a defensive barrier with an offensive frequency so the barrier hurt what it blocked. The combinations were limitless because the channels imposed no limits and the Core processed frequency changes without bias, without preference, without stopping.

I spent three hours that night running variations. Offensive to defensive, defensive to sensor, sensor to healing, healing to offensive. Two-operation combinations: a strike that was also a sensor sweep, reading the target's channels on impact. Three-operation combinations: a barrier that healed the user while damaging the attacker while scanning the surrounding area for additional threats.

The junction room's ambient Flux masked most of the output but not all. The conduit's hum shifted pitch when my three-operation combinations drew enough Flux to affect the building's grid. I dialed it back. Smaller operations. Lower density. The room could hide a lot but it couldn't hide everything.

At 2:30 AM I stopped. My body was tired in a way it hadn't been during training: a deep fatigue that came from running the Core at sustained high output for three hours. The synthetic Core itself was fine. The circulation loop was unaffected, the reserves stable at 98%. But the biological tissue that the channels ran through was strained. Muscles, nerves, the physical infrastructure that carried the Flux. The Core was an engine running at a speed the chassis couldn't match.

I needed to condition the chassis. More sparring. More physical training. The Core's capabilities were accelerating past my body's ability to support them and the gap was a vulnerability that would matter in any situation more demanding than a practice room.

I was wiping sweat from my face with my shirt when the door opened.

Suki stood in the doorway.

She was in sleepwear: a loose shirt, shorts, bare feet. Her hair was down, the braid undone, the straight black hair falling past her shoulders and catching the junction room's dim lighting. She looked like she'd been sleeping and had gotten up and walked here in her sleep clothes without stopping to change, which was probably exactly what had happened.

"I could feel you from my room," she said.

Her room was in Dormitory 4. Across the quad. Two hundred meters away.

"The Flux output," she said, stepping into the room. Her bare feet on the concrete, her dark eyes taking in the space: the conduit junction, the concrete walls, the absence of a training grid, the sweat on my shirt. "Your signature is distinctive. I've learned to recognize it. I was asleep and something woke me up and I lay in bed for twenty minutes trying to figure out what was different and then I realized it was you. Your Flux was doing something I hadn't felt before. Three separate frequencies, running simultaneously, modulating." She looked at me. "What were you doing?"

I showed her.

I ran the barrier and shifted it: defense to healing to sensor to offense. Each transition seamless, the frequency modulating through the channels like a dial turning through radio stations. Suki watched. Her eyes weren't on my hands or my arms. They were on the space around me, the ambient Flux field where the frequency changes were visible to someone with her Resonance sensitivity. She was seeing the shifts in the energy, how the output character changed with each modulation, the barrier's hard surface becoming the healing pulse's warmth becoming the sensor's precision becoming the strike's density.

"That's impossible," she said. The sentence had become something of a refrain between us. She said it as though saying "that's interesting."

"It's the channels. No pre-shaping means no frequency lock. I can modulate mid-technique because the pathways don't care what frequency they're carrying."

"Biological channels care. Combat channels resist healing frequencies. Healing channels resist offensive frequencies. The pre-shaping creates resistance that locks you into your specialized band." She was pacing. The same three-step pattern she used when she was processing: left, right, left. Her hair swung with each turn. Bare feet on concrete. "You don't have that lock. You can run any frequency through any channel. Which means you can change what a technique is while you're using it. Which means nobody can predict what you're going to do because the technique they see you start isn't the technique that's going to hit them."

"That's the implication."

"That's the implication." She stopped pacing. Stood in front of me. The junction room was dim and the conduit's hum filled the space with low sound and she was in her sleep clothes with her hair down and her feet bare and she was looking at me with the expression that I'd classified and reclassified over the weeks I'd known her: focused, absorbed, fascinated. But the fascination had a component now that it hadn't had in the beginning. A heat. A weight. The attention that had been analytical in the cafeteria on day six had become something that analysis couldn't fully account for.

"Show me the three-operation combination," she said.

I ran it. Barrier, healing, sensor. Three frequencies through three channel groups, all simultaneous. The room's ambient Flux shifted around us as the three outputs interacted with the building's infrastructure and the conduit's hum modulated in response.

Suki stepped closer. Into the field. The barrier recognized her Flux signature — we'd trained together enough that her energy pattern was tagged in my Core's processing as non-hostile. It let her through. The healing frequency reached her and she inhaled sharply.

"I can feel the healing layer," she said. Her voice was different. Lower. The analytical register overlaid with something physical. "It's running through the barrier. If someone attacks you, they hit the defensive layer, but the healing layer is operating on the same surface. You're being healed by your own defense."

"And the sensor layer reads anyone who touches the barrier. Impact and identification. I know what hit me, how hard, and what frequency they're channeling."

"While being healed."

"While being healed."

She was inside the field. Close. The three frequencies were washing over her and through her and her biological Core was responding to the input: the healing layer easing the minor strains in her muscles from the day's training, the sensor layer reading her channel configuration with a resolution that was more intimate than a medical scan, the defensive layer surrounding them both in a shell of hard Flux that sealed the junction room into a private space.

"Renn." Her voice was quiet. The analytical tone was gone. "You've been doing this alone? Every night?"

"Most nights."

"Why alone?"

"Because what I can do doesn't fit. The more I discover, the less I look like a C-grade late-manifestation Hollow. Every session in this room is more evidence that the identity Doss built won't hold. I come here alone because alone is the only place the evidence doesn't exist."

She looked at me for a long time. The conduit hummed. The three-operation field surrounded us. Her hair was loose and her face was open and the barriers she usually maintained — the academic distance, the analytical composure, the controlled precision of a scholarship student who couldn't afford to be anything other than excellent — were down. In her sleep clothes at 2:30 AM in a basement room, with her bare feet on concrete and my Flux washing over her, she looked like a person rather than a prodigy.

"You're not alone," she said. "You haven't been alone since I sat down at your table."

The field flickered. The three frequencies wobbled as my concentration slipped because the words had gone through my channels the way Flux went through them, filling something that had been empty, and the filling was overwhelming: too much presence in a space that was accustomed to absence.

"Suki—"

"Don't." She held up a hand. "Don't say thank you. Don't say you're sorry. Don't do the thing where you process what I said as data and file it. Just—" She paused. Breathed. "Just let it be true."

I let it be true. I stood in the junction room with a woman who'd followed my Flux signature across a campus at 2 AM because something I was doing in my sleep had woken her up and she'd come to find me. Not because the technique was interesting. Not because the channels were fascinating. Because I was alone and she didn't want me to be.

The three-operation field stabilized. The barrier held. The healing hummed. The sensor read the room and found no threats and the absence of threats was, for once, the reality and not the mask.

"Teach me the modulation," she said. "I know my channels are pre-shaped. I know I can't match your range. But if I can even partially modulate within my specialized bands, it would give me an advantage that nobody at this Academy has."

We trained. 3 AM in a basement, bare feet and sleep clothes, Suki trying to modulate her combat-frequency barrier toward the adjacent sensor band, failing, laughing, trying again. The same pattern as the first morning in training hall 3 when she'd tried Inversion Compression and produced a lopsided grid flare. She couldn't match my range. But she found something: a narrow band of modulation within her combat frequency that shifted the barrier from purely defensive to partially reflective. A combat cultivator's version of what I was doing: not changing the technique's nature, but adding a dimension to it.

"That's new," she said, looking at the reflective barrier on her forearm. "That's actually new."

She was grinning. Suki Pressler, scholarship prodigy, ranked first in the year, standing in a basement with her hair down and a grin that made her face younger and warmer and more beautiful than the focused analytical expression I'd been tracking for weeks, because the grin was unguarded and Suki unguarded was Suki at her most devastating.

"We should go," I said. "It's almost 4."

"One more. The reflective angle. I want to try a steeper deflection."

We tried. She got it. The reflective barrier sent a practice strike bouncing off at forty-five degrees instead of absorbing it, and the deflection was clean enough that she whooped — an actual whoop, a sound of pure physical delight that bounced off the concrete walls and made the conduit hum change pitch.

"4 AM," I said.

"Fine." She was still grinning. She picked up her shoes from the doorway — she'd left them there, a detail I was cataloguing for reasons that had nothing to do with footwear and everything to do with the fact that Suki Pressler had walked barefoot across a campus at 2 AM to find me. "Same time tomorrow?"

"Same time."

She left. Her bare feet on the corridor floor, her hair loose, the grin fading into the dark of the sub-level as she walked toward the exit. I watched her until the corridor turned and she was gone.

I stood in the junction room. The conduit hummed. The three-operation field had collapsed when I stopped maintaining it and the room was just a room again: concrete, dim, ordinary. But it didn't feel ordinary. It felt like a place where something had happened that mattered.

I closed the door. I walked to my dormitory. The campus was quiet at 4 AM. The Flux infrastructure hummed in the walls and the ground and the air and I walked through it and felt every frequency and the world was becoming more detailed every day, more layered, more full.

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were at 98%.

The reserves had been at 98% for two weeks. The meter's ceiling. Whatever was happening beyond that number was happening in a space the instruments couldn't see.

I went to my room. Locked the door. Lay on the bed. Closed my eyes.

Suki's words circled in the dark. You're not alone. You haven't been alone since I sat down at your table.

The filling persisted. The presence in the empty space. The riverbeds running full and the room warm and the door locked and a woman's words in my channels carrying a frequency that no Flux meter could measure.

I slept. Better than most nights. The Core held me warm.




Chapter 13: Partners

The Academy's paired training program required paperwork.

Suki produced the forms on a Friday morning, two copies, pre-filled. She set them on the cafeteria table between our trays and tapped the signature line with her chopstick. "Sign."

"What am I signing?"

"Official training partnership. Paired students get extended practice room access until 10 PM instead of 8, shared assessment credit on collaborative exercises, and priority booking for the advanced training halls." She ate a bite of rice. "I've been using the basic training halls with you because they're the only ones available before 6 AM. The advanced halls have better grids, higher-sensitivity recording, and isolation shielding that would let us train without the output bleeding into the building's ambient field."

She'd solved my junction room problem without knowing it was a problem. The advanced halls' isolation shielding would mask my non-standard output the same way the conduit junction did, but with better equipment and without the 2 AM schedule.

"The shared assessment credit," I said. "That links our scores. If I underperform, it drags your ranking."

"If you underperform." She looked at me. The chopstick was still pointed at the signature line. "You won't underperform, Renn. Your problem has never been performance. Your problem is that your performance doesn't match your meter and you have to pretend the meter is right. In a paired assessment, the evaluators measure combined output. Your non-standard pathways and my standard technique produce a combined signature that reads as two B-grades working in sync. Nobody looks twice at two B-grades. The partnership makes you invisible by making us a unit."

She'd thought about this. Not casually, not over breakfast. She'd modeled it, analyzed the ranking algorithm's interaction with paired assessment scoring, and determined that the partnership protected me more effectively than solo performance. She was offering me cover disguised as collaboration.

I signed.



The advanced training halls were worth the paperwork.

Hall 7 had isolation shielding: Flux-dampening panels in the walls, ceiling, and floor that contained all energy output within the room. From outside, the hall registered as empty. Inside, the grid floor was high-sensitivity, recording Flux patterns with a precision that the basic halls couldn't match. The resolution was fine enough to distinguish individual channel pathways during paired exercises, which meant Suki could watch my non-standard routing in real-time detail.

She used this extensively.

"Run the right-hand strike," she said, our first afternoon in Hall 7. She was standing at the grid's control terminal, the display showing a real-time map of my channel activity. "Full power. Don't hold back."

I ran the strike. Full output. The Flux routed through five non-standard pathways, converging at my right hand, the energy arriving at a density that the grid recorded as mid-B.

"Again. Left hand."

I struck left. Four pathways. Different routing, same density.

"Both simultaneously."

I struck with both hands. The dual-channel processing engaged: right-hand strike through one channel group, left-hand strike through another. The grid display showed two independent Flux processes running in parallel, each at mid-B density, with no cross-interference.

Suki stared at the display. "Your combined dual-strike output is higher than my single full-power strike. And your meter reads C."

"The meter reads what it's calibrated to read."

"The meter is a liar and we both know it." She turned from the display. "Run it again. This time I'm going to match you. Paired strike, synchronized timing. I want to see what happens when our outputs combine."

We faced the practice target together. Shoulder to shoulder. The proximity was close enough that I could feel her Core's output through the air between us, the warm B-grade signature that had become as familiar as the conduit hum in the junction room.

"On three," she said. "One. Two. Three."

We struck simultaneously. Her standard-pathway right-hand strike and my five-pathway right-hand strike hit the practice target at the same instant and the combined output exceeded what either of us could produce alone. The target's feedback meter, rated for B-grade maximum impact, redlined and the target slid backward three feet on its mounting track.

Suki looked at the target. Looked at me. Looked at the grid display, which showed our combined energy signature as a single output that the system couldn't classify because it didn't match any standard pairing profile.

"Do that in an assessment," she said, "and nobody sees a C-grade anomaly. They see a B-grade partnership with exceptional synchronization. The combined output masks the discrepancy because the evaluators are looking at the pairing, not the individuals."

"You designed this."

"I designed this." No apology. No false modesty. The statement of a woman who'd identified a problem, built a solution, and was satisfied with the engineering. "You're welcome."



The partnership changed the daily rhythm.

Mornings stayed the same: 6 AM Inversion Compression practice, the sessions that had been ours since week two. But afternoons became paired training in Hall 7, three hours minimum, the isolation shielding turning the room into a private laboratory for techniques that couldn't exist in public.

Suki pushed me. She was relentless in the way that only someone who loved the work could be relentless: not cruel, not demanding, but insatiable. She wanted to see every non-standard pathway. She wanted to test every frequency modulation. She wanted to map the interaction between her biological output and my synthetic output during paired exercises and she pursued the mapping with the focus of a doctoral researcher and the stamina of a woman who could train for four hours and ask for a fifth.

I pushed back. Her standard technique was precise but limited by the pre-shaping her biological Core imposed. I showed her the narrow modulation band she'd found in the junction room, the reflective barrier, and we developed it further. She learned to shift her combat frequency by three percent, a small range that biological channels could tolerate, and the three percent produced a barrier that deflected rather than absorbed. A minor adaptation that no other student at Aurelius had discovered because no other student had a training partner who could demonstrate full-spectrum modulation as a reference point.

She was teaching me control and I was teaching her flexibility and the exchange was making both of us better in ways the ranking algorithm couldn't measure.

The physical contact was constant.

Paired Flux exercises required touch. Channeling alignment drills: her hands on my shoulders, guiding my output pathways. Resonance synchronization: palms pressed together, our Flux merging through the contact point, the two signatures harmonizing into a combined frequency that was warmer and denser than either alone. Sparring: bodies close, strikes pulled, the choreography of combat that required reading your partner's movement through proximity and contact.

The contact was technical. The awareness underneath was not.

I noticed her hands during Channeling alignment. The calloused fingers, the strong grip, the way she adjusted the pressure when she found a channel junction that needed more focused contact. Her palms on my shoulders were warm and firm and the warmth traveled through the contact into my channels and the channels carried it the way they carried Flux: everywhere, simultaneously, without preference. Except the channels had a preference. The warmth from Suki's hands went places that standard Flux didn't reach. Places that were not meridians. Places that were nerves and skin and the tissue beneath the skin that was learning to associate touch with something other than pain.

I noticed her body during sparring. The way she moved: efficient, powerful, the athleticism of a B-grade cultivator who'd been training since childhood. The rotation of her hips when she threw a strike. The stretch of her torso when she reached for a high block. The moment between movements when her weight shifted from one foot to the other and her body paused in transition, the narrow waist visible between the hem of her training top and the waistband of her pants, a strip of skin that appeared and disappeared with each shift.

The strip of skin. It occupied my attention at a frequency that I could not modulate.

Her training top was fitted. It was always fitted. It was Academy-issue and the Academy had issued it in a size that was correct for her measurements and the correctness of the fit meant that the fabric lay against her breasts and her waist and her hips with a fidelity that left nothing to the imagination while technically covering everything. The shape of her breasts during overhead stretches, the full curves pressing against the fabric, the nipples visible when the sweat cooled and the material tightened. The line of her waist during side bends, the narrow point where her ribcage ended and the curve of her hip began, a ratio that my analytical mind noted was statistically unusual and my non-analytical mind noted was devastating. The outline of her ass in training pants during lunges, the round, dense shape of muscle and softness that the pants followed with geometric precision.

I was staring again. I was always staring. The staring had become a persistent background process that ran alongside every other process I operated, a channel dedicated to tracking Suki Pressler's body through space with the resolution of my Flux-enhanced senses.

She knew. She didn't tell me to stop anymore.

"Your Channeling alignment is off," she said, a Tuesday, her hands on my shoulders, adjusting my posture. Her face was close to mine. Her breath was warm. The braid had fallen forward and the end of it was resting against my chest. "Right shoulder is tense. Drop it."

I dropped my right shoulder. Her hands followed the adjustment, sliding from the top of the shoulder to the joint, her fingers pressing into the muscle.

"Better." Her hands stayed. The adjustment was complete. There was no technical reason for her hands to remain on my shoulders. They remained.

"Suki."

"Hmm."

"Your hands."

"What about them?"

"They're still on my shoulders."

"I'm aware." She didn't remove them. Her dark eyes were close and the amusement in them was visible and underneath the amusement was the same heat that I'd been tracking for weeks. The heat that the training exercises produced and the exercises didn't fully explain. The heat that accumulated in the space between us during three-hour sessions and didn't dissipate when the sessions ended.

She squeezed my shoulders once. Firm, deliberate, a pressure that was not clinical. Then she removed her hands and stepped back and picked up her water bottle and drank and the column of her throat moved as she swallowed and I tracked the movement the way I tracked Flux signatures: involuntarily, completely, with a resolution that captured every detail.

"Same time tomorrow," she said. "I want to work on the triple-channel coordination. And Renn?"

"Yeah."

"You can stare at my ass during lunges. I don't mind."

She left the training hall. I stood in the isolation-shielded room and the silence after her departure was a different quality of silence than the silence before her arrival. Fuller. The air held the residual warmth of two people training together for three hours, the Flux signatures of our combined output still fading from the grid's memory, and the room smelled like sweat and the clean, warm scent that was Suki.

I could finally name it. The scent I'd been tracking since the cafeteria, the one I couldn't identify because I'd never been close enough to a woman to learn what they smelled like. It was her shampoo. Something with jasmine. The smell of clean hair and effort and proximity.

Jasmine. The word attached to the data and the data became richer and I stored it in the same space where I kept the shape of her mouth and the sound of her laugh and the weight of her words from the junction room: You're not alone.

I cleaned up the hall. Reset the grid. Logged out of the control terminal. Walked to the dormitory.

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were beyond what the meter could show. The ranking board said 34th. The partnership paperwork said Suki Pressler's name beside mine.

Numbers. All of them wrong except the one that mattered: two. The number of people in the room when the door closed. The number that felt, for the first time, correct.




Chapter 14: Noodles

The Academy's schedule designated Sundays as rest days and I spent the first three hours of mine not knowing what to do with myself.

Sunday. No training. No classes. No 6 AM session with Suki, who had sent me a message at 5:45 AM that read: Rest day means rest. If you are in a training hall right now I will find you. No afternoon practicals. No evening study session. The schedule, which had been my architecture since enrollment, was absent, and the absence produced a disorientation that was uncomfortably similar to the first night outside the lab when I'd sat in an alley with no clocks and no routine and no structure to tell me what came next.

I tried to read. The Flux theory textbook held my attention for twenty minutes before the channels in my hands started running unauthorized Compression cycles, the Core's equivalent of fidgeting. I tried meditation. The Inversion Compression practice engaged automatically and the room's ambient Flux shifted and I stopped because the dormitory's sensor net would flag sustained high-density output on a rest day.

At 9 AM I put on my boots (the laces took one attempt now) and Jo's jacket and I left the campus.

The city was different when you had somewhere to come back to.

I'd walked Renton's streets twice since enrollment: once during the transit from Doss's noodle shop to the hostel, and once during the transit from the hostel to the Academy. Both times I'd been navigating with the desperate efficiency of a person moving between shelters. The streets had been obstacles. The people had been threats. The Flux signatures of passing cultivators had been data to assess for danger.

Today the streets were streets. The people were people. The lower districts, which I'd crossed at night with bare feet and a medical gown, were alive in daylight with a commerce that I hadn't registered during the escape: vendors with carts, shops with open fronts, the dense, layered smell of a dozen different kitchens operating within a single block. The commercial strip where I'd slept in a maintenance alcove was ordinary in sunlight. The alcove was just an alcove. The transit station was just a transit station. The city had not changed. I had.

I could navigate. The transit map I'd memorized during my first morning was now overlaid with the Flux-sense map that I'd built over weeks of sensing the city's energy infrastructure from the Academy campus. The two maps converged: the transit lines corresponded to major Flux conduits, the district boundaries corresponded to grid density changes, the commercial clusters corresponded to high-ambient zones where the concentration of cultivator-operated businesses raised the local energy level. The city was legible in two languages and I could read both.

I could buy food. The Academy stipend: a modest monthly credit allocation for enrolled students — had been accumulating in the account attached to Doss's fabricated identity. I had money. Not much. Enough to eat at a vendor cart without relying on pity from a man who looked at my face and saw someone who needed feeding.

I bought a rice roll from a cart on the commercial strip. The transaction was simple: point, pay, receive. The vendor was a woman with augmented forearms: industrial-grade, the heavy chrome of Flux processing plant workers — who made rice rolls with a speed that her augments supported and her skill exceeded. The roll was warm and filled with egg and pickled vegetables and a sauce that was sweet and sharp simultaneously and I ate it walking and the eating-while-walking was a skill I'd acquired without noticing the acquisition.

Three blocks south. The sign: GOOD NOODLE, half-lit, unconvincing. The door propped open. The smell.

I walked in. The shop was busier than my previous visits: four of the six tables occupied, a Sunday crowd of lower-district residents eating late breakfast or early lunch. The cook behind the counter was Doss, stirring the large pot with the steady rhythm of a man who had been stirring that pot for longer than I'd been alive.

"Counter," he said, without looking up.

I sat at the counter. He set a bowl in front of me. The same dark broth, the same sliced meat, the same egg. The noodles were slightly different: thicker, chewier, the texture of a cook who'd adjusted his recipe between visits.

"The noodles are different," I said.

"New supplier. The old one raised prices." He stirred the pot. "You notice things."

"I notice everything. It's a problem."

The corner of his mouth twitched. The not-smile that I'd seen on my first visit, offered and retracted. "Eat."

I ate. The bowl was excellent. The second bowl, which appeared without my asking, was also excellent. I was on the third bowl, Doss's apparent minimum for a visit — when he sat on the stool behind the counter and looked at me with the evaluative attention of a man assessing whether a thing he'd built was holding up.

"You look different," he said.

"Different how?"

"Bigger. Not much. But the shoulders are wider. The face is fuller. You're eating." The last word carried weight beyond the nutritional. You're eating meant you're living. You're eating meant the thing I built is working. "How's the school?"

"I'm eleventh in my year."

"Eleventh out of how many?"

"Forty-eight."

"Eleventh." He processed this with the same flat efficiency he'd used to process the enrollment forms. "From what grade?"

"My meter reads C. Low."

"Reads." The word was precise. He heard the distinction between reads and is the same way I heard the distinction between the noodle supplier's old product and the new one. Doss noticed things too. "And what's the actual number?"

"There isn't an actual number. The grade system doesn't have a classification for what the Core is doing."

He looked at me. The dark, flat eyes that had seen enough forged identities and enough desperate people to have lost the capacity for surprise. The eyes didn't widen. The not-smile didn't appear. He just looked, and the looking was the Doss equivalent of astonishment.

"Jo's prototype," he said. "Working better than she expected."

"Significantly."

He stood. Stirred the pot. The stirring was meditative, the rhythm unchanged by the information he'd just received. "The search has escalated. You've seen the bulletins."

"One hundred fifty thousand credits. Digital composite. They know I'm enrolled somewhere."

"They know more than that." He reached under the counter and produced a folded printout — physical paper, not a digital file, information that a man who built false identities kept off networks. "Korvane filed a Guild inquiry last week. Formal request for enrollment records from every Academy in the northeast region. The request was denied. The Guild's data protection protocols don't allow blanket access — but the filing is public record. They're narrowing. Northeast region means they've eliminated the south, the west, and the central districts. You're in a smaller box."

I read the printout. The Guild inquiry was dry, procedural, the language of a corporation using legal channels to hunt. The request specified "a Hollow-classification individual enrolled under an assumed identity within the past six months." The classification was accurate. The timeframe was accurate. The assumed identity was confirmed, not suspected.

"They're not guessing anymore," I said.

"They haven't been guessing since the reward tripled." Doss took the printout back. Folded it. Returned it to wherever printouts went beneath his counter. "The identity I built you will hold against Guild-standard verification. It won't hold against a dedicated corporate forensic audit, which is what Korvane will run if they get close enough to request your specific file. The fabricated records have seams. The municipal data purge that explains your missing education history is real, but the purge records can be cross-referenced against population databases that Korvane has access to. If they check whether a child named Renn Vasik actually lived in district 14 during the purge period, they'll find nothing."

"How long before they get that close?"

"Depends on the field team. The Guild denied the blanket request, but Korvane has other channels. Corporate liaisons, Academy administrators who take meetings, Guild employees who take money. The northeast region has four Academies. It takes time to work each one, but not forever." He looked at me. "You have weeks. Maybe a month. Not more."

The timeline matched Suki's convergence estimate. The walls were closing from both directions: the Academy's internal review process and Korvane's external search — and the gap between them was narrowing at a rate that left less room with each passing day.

"You came here for noodles," Doss said. "Not for bad news."

"I came here because it's my rest day and I didn't know where else to go."

The sentence was truer than I'd intended. The campus was the world I'd built in two months, but the campus was also the institution that was accumulating data on the discrepancy between my meter and my performance. Doss's shop was outside the institution. The counter where I sat was the first surface I'd eaten at after leaving the lab, and the man behind the counter was the person who'd given me a name when I didn't have one.

"Then eat," Doss said. "And stop looking at me like I'm your father. I'm a noodle cook who builds fake identities. The bar for parental figures should be higher."

"The bar was a Korvane research team."

"Fair point." He set a fourth bowl in front of me. "Eat."

I ate. The fourth bowl was unnecessary by any nutritional standard and excellent by every other. We sat in the shop, the Sunday crowd thinning, the pot simmering, and Doss talked.

He talked about the cultivator economy. How the Guild licensing system created a stratified labor market where Core grade determined not just capability but legal rights: which jobs you could hold, which districts you could live in, which contracts you could sign. A-grade and above operated in the professional tier: Guild commissions, corporate consultancy, government service. B-grade was the skilled labor tier: infrastructure maintenance, security, Academy instruction. C and D were the general labor pool. E and F were manual labor, service work, the bottom of a hierarchy that measured human value in Flux output.

And below F were the Hollows.

"Hollows aren't in the system," Doss said. "Not below the system. Outside it. A Hollow can't hold a Guild license because licensing requires a Core evaluation and a Hollow has no Core to evaluate. Can't enroll in an Academy without a Core. Can't sign a cultivation contract. Can't access the medical services that are tied to the Guild network, which is most medical services." He stirred. "A Hollow is, legally, a person without a profession in a society where your profession is your identity. You exist. You don't count."

"Korvane bought me because I didn't count."

"Korvane bought you because Hollows are legally invisible. No Guild file. No medical records. No enrollment history. A Hollow child without family is a data point that the system doesn't track. You can disappear a data point that nobody's tracking." He looked at the pot. The broth simmered. "Korvane's been buying Hollows for twenty years. You're not the first. You won't be the last. The program continues because the system that makes Hollows invisible is the same system that makes the buying possible."

The information was not new. I'd understood, in an abstract way, that my childhood in the lab was a consequence of systemic rather than individual failure. But hearing it articulated by a man who operated in the system's margins, who built identities for the people the system failed, gave the abstraction a texture that the lab's textbooks hadn't provided.

"Jo knew," I said. "She worked inside Korvane. She saw the program."

"Jo worked inside Korvane for eleven years. She saw everything. The buying, the testing, the failures. She stayed because staying gave her access to the prototype program and the access was the only way to help you." He paused. "Leaving would have been easier. Staying and watching was the harder choice. She made the harder choice for eleven years."

The information settled into the space beside the Core where the emotional data accumulated. Jo Tannick, who'd modified the thirty-seventh prototype and triggered the power fluctuation and given me a jacket in an alley. Who'd stayed inside the machine that hurt me because leaving the machine meant losing the ability to change it.

I finished the fourth bowl. Doss cleared it. The shop was nearly empty now, the Sunday crowd dispersed, the afternoon light coming through the fogged windows at a low angle that turned the steam from the pot into gold.

"I need a jacket," I said.

"You're wearing a jacket."

"I need my own jacket. This one is Jo's."

He looked at me. At the jacket. At the shoulders that pulled when I raised my arms because the jacket was built for a smaller person. The not-smile appeared again, lingered a half-second longer than previous instances.

"There's a surplus shop two blocks north. Tell them Doss sent you. They'll give you the good stock."

I went. The surplus shop was small, cluttered, operated by a woman with an E-grade Core and a pricing system that seemed to be based on personal assessment of the customer rather than any posted schedule. I told her Doss sent me. She looked at me the way Doss had looked at me, the evaluative attention of a person who served a specific clientele and recognized a member. She produced three jackets from the back room. Dark, practical, my size.

I chose the one that fit. Dark grey, heavy fabric, lined against the cold, with a collar that sat high enough to cover the top scar. The jacket fit my shoulders. The sleeves were the right length. The weight of it was mine: not inherited, not borrowed, not given by a woman who'd planned my freedom for four years. Chosen. Purchased with credits I'd earned through the stipend of an Academy I'd enrolled in under a name a fixer had built for me.

The layers of other people's work that supported my existence were visible in the transaction: Jo's escape plan, Doss's identity, the Academy's enrollment, the stipend's monthly deposit. I was standing in a surplus shop in clean clothes with money in an account buying a jacket because a chain of people had each done one thing that made the next thing possible. The jacket was mine but the ability to buy it was theirs.

I walked back to Doss's shop. Jo's jacket was folded in the surplus shop's bag. The new jacket was on my body.

"Fits," Doss said, when I walked in.

"Fits."

"Good." He was cleaning the counter. The pot was off the burner, covered, the broth cooling for tomorrow's service. The shop was closed. He was cleaning up and I was standing in his shop after closing and neither of us mentioned that the visit had lasted four hours.

"I'll put Jo's jacket in the closet," I said. "With the data chip and the transit card. The things she gave me."

"You're keeping them."

"I'm keeping everything she gave me."

He nodded. The nod was the Doss equivalent of a speech: compact, containing more than its physical dimensions suggested. He walked me to the door. The afternoon had become evening. The lower district's lights were coming on, the neon replacing the sunlight, the same transformation I'd witnessed on my first night outside the lab but experienced differently now because the neon was not alien. The neon was the city's evening clothes and I knew the city well enough to recognize the change.

"Come back next rest day," Doss said. "I'm trying a new broth base. Somebody should taste it who notices things."

"I'll come back."

"And Renn."

"Yeah."

"The jacket looks good."

I walked to the transit station. The new jacket was warm. The city hummed around me in Flux and neon. I rode the transit east, across the river, to the Academy district where the trees were real and the air was filtered and a room with a door that locked from the inside was waiting.

In the bag on my lap, Jo's jacket was folded. In the closet in my room, a hanger was waiting for it. In the noodle shop behind me, a man who was not my father and who fed me like one was cleaning his counter and trying a new broth base.

The Flux meter on my wrist read C — LOW. The city's Flux infrastructure hummed beneath my feet. The transit carried me toward the campus and the campus was the place I lived and the place I lived was, for the first time in my life, a place I'd chosen to return to.

The new jacket fit. That was enough for today.




Chapter 15: Frequency

Resonance was the second pillar of cultivation and the one that nearly exposed me in a room full of forty-seven students and an instructor whose attention I could not afford.

Instructor Breck. Short, wiry, steel-grey hair cropped close, with a peak-A Core that operated in frequency ranges that registered from across the training hall. She'd been a Guild Resonance specialist before teaching, a career that involved classified work and security clearances and the watchful intelligence of a person who'd spent decades analyzing things that other people couldn't perceive. She taught Resonance the way Drell taught sparring: with precision, economy, and the expectation that her students would fail informatively.

"Resonance is frequency control," she said, first session. The class was assembled in Hall 2, which had a specialized grid tuned for Resonance exercises — the floor panels responded to frequency output rather than raw power, lighting up in colors that corresponded to the Flux band being produced. Blue for defensive. Red for offensive. Green for healing. White for sensor. Yellow for the rarer frequencies: shielding, disruption, amplification.

"Your Core produces Flux at a base frequency determined by your biological attunement. Most of you are attuned to one or two primary bands. Combat cultivators produce offensive and defensive frequencies. Healers produce healing and sensor frequencies. The rare student can access three bands. Nobody accesses all of them. Your channels won't allow it. The pre-shaping that makes you good at your primary frequencies makes you poor at the others. This is by design. Specialization is efficiency."

She demonstrated. Her Core produced an offensive frequency that lit the grid panel beneath her feet in deep red. Then she shifted to defensive: the red faded to blue. Then sensor: the blue faded to white. Three frequencies, three colors, three shifts that took her approximately two seconds each. The class was impressed. Three-band range was instructor-level.

"Your turn. Find your primary frequency. Let it light the grid. We'll map your attunements from there."

Forty-seven students closed their eyes. I closed mine.

The Flux in my channels was already carrying its base frequency: the synthetic Core's default output, which didn't correspond to any single biological band. It was all of them. The Core's unbiased processing distributed energy across every frequency simultaneously, the same way it distributed Flux through every channel simultaneously. No preference. No specialization. No lock.

I needed to produce one frequency. One color on the grid. The frequency that a C-grade late-manifestation Hollow would naturally attune to.

I focused on the defensive band. Pushed the Flux through my channels at the blue frequency. The channels accepted it without resistance because the channels accepted everything without resistance, and the grid panel beneath my feet lit blue.

Easy. Too easy. The biological students around me were struggling to find their primary frequency, their Cores stuttering between bands as the pre-shaping competed with conscious intent. The D-grades were producing muddy colors — brownish reds, grey blues — that indicated imprecise attunement. The B-grades were cleaner but still working to stabilize their output into a pure color.

My blue was pure. Immediately. The grid panel was a solid, saturated blue that indicated perfect attunement to the defensive band with zero spectral bleed.

Breck noticed. I saw her head turn from across the hall, her attention redirecting toward my grid panel. She walked over. She looked at the blue. She looked at my meter: C — LOW.

"Switch to offensive," she said.

I switched. The blue became red. Pure, clean, instant.

"Sensor."

White.

"Healing."

Green.

Four frequencies. Four pure colors. Four transitions that took less than a second each. I was standing on a grid panel that had cycled through the full primary spectrum faster than Breck herself had demonstrated.

"Stop," she said. Her voice was flat. The flatness was controlled: the vocal register of a person who was deliberately not reacting. "What's your name?"

"Renn Vasik."

"Classification?"

"Hollow, late manifestation."

"Late manifestation." She repeated the words with the same inflection the registrar had used, and Varn, and Drell. The inflection that said: I'm accepting this explanation because the alternative is impossible, but I'm filing a note. "Late-manifestation Cores don't produce four-band frequency range, Vasik. They produce one, sometimes two. The channel uniformity that comes with late development limits Resonance specialization, not expands it."

"My channels are atypical."

"Atypical is becoming your theme." She produced her tablet. Made a note. I couldn't see what she wrote but the Flux in her fingertips was readable as she tapped the screen and the frequency of her irritation was readable through my sensor channels: she was annoyed. Not at me specifically. At a data point that didn't fit her models. Breck was a woman who built her career on understanding Resonance patterns and my pattern was a disruption to her professional framework.

"You're flagged for advanced Resonance evaluation," she said. "End of semester. Stay in your primary band for class exercises. Don't demonstrate four-band range again unless I ask you to."

"Understood."

She moved on. I stood on my grid panel and breathed. The panel was still lit green from the last frequency I'd produced. Around me, students were struggling with their single-band attunement. Nobody had noticed my four-band demonstration except Breck.

And Suki, who was two rows ahead, her panel lit in a clean red. She didn't turn around. She didn't need to. Her Flux signature was orienting toward me with the same directed attention she'd shown since the cafeteria, and the signature carried a frequency that my sensor channels read as concern layered with something else. Calculation. She was already thinking about what Breck's flag meant for the semester review. Already modifying the model.

I dialed it back. For the rest of the session, I produced only blue. Defensive band, C-grade intensity, the most boring output I could manage. The grid panel under my feet was a flat, unremarkable blue and the flatness was a lie and the lie was exhausting in a way that the Flux output wasn't because maintaining a lie required more energy than maintaining a technique.



The paired Resonance session happened a week later.

Breck structured it as a synchronization exercise. Paired students stood facing each other, palms pressed together, and attempted to harmonize their Flux frequencies through the contact point. The goal was to produce a matched output — both partners emitting the same frequency at the same intensity, the combined energy registering on the grid as a single, amplified signal. Resonance sync. The foundation of paired cultivation, the mechanic that made training partnerships effective.

Suki and I stood facing each other in Hall 2. The grid panels under our feet were waiting. Her palms met mine and the contact was familiar now, the same paired touch we'd been practicing in Hall 7 for weeks. But this was different. The previous contact exercises had been Channeling-based: raw power flowing between us, force and density. Resonance synchronization was about frequency. About attunement. About two people's Flux matching each other's oscillation so precisely that the boundary between your energy and theirs dissolved.

"Blue," Breck called. "Defensive frequency. Both partners. Sync on three. One. Two. Three."

Suki produced blue. Clean, precise, her B-grade output humming at the standard defensive frequency. I produced blue. My synthetic channels carrying the exact same oscillation, matched through the contact point to Suki's output.

The grid panels under both of us flared bright blue. The combined output registered as a single signal. The amplification was immediate: two matched frequencies combining to produce an output greater than the sum of the inputs. Standard Resonance sync theory predicted a 40-60% amplification from paired harmonization. Our amplification was higher. I could feel it through my channels: the combined Flux running at a density that was 80% above either of our individual outputs.

The higher amplification was because our sync was better than standard. Weeks of paired training in Hall 7 had tuned our Flux signatures to each other. My channels had adapted to Suki's frequency profile. Her channels had adapted to mine. The harmonization wasn't the labored matching of two strangers trying to sync — it was the effortless resonance of two instruments that had been calibrated together.

"Good," Breck said, walking the rows. "Pressler, Vasik. Strong sync." She moved on. The assessment was routine. Good sync, high amplification, nothing that flagged for a B-plus-C pairing.

But the sync didn't stop when the exercise ended.

The exercise was thirty seconds. Breck called time. The other pairs released contact, their grid panels dimming. Suki and I released contact. My grid panel dimmed. Hers dimmed.

The Flux between us didn't dim.

I could feel her. Not through the contact point, which was gone. Through the ambient field. Through the channels in my hands where her Flux had been running moments ago. The frequency she'd been producing was still resonating in my pathways, a residual vibration that should have faded in seconds and didn't. Her blue was inside my channels and it wasn't dissipating. It was circulating. The Inversion Compression loop was carrying her frequency alongside my own, the two oscillations running in parallel through my unbiased pathways, and the combination was producing a third frequency that neither of us was generating consciously: a harmonic. The overtone of two matched frequencies sustaining past their intended duration.

Suki felt it too. Her eyes widened. She looked at her hands, then at me. Her lips parted and the expression on her face was not analytical. It was startled. She was feeling something she hadn't expected and the something was running through her channels with a warmth that had nothing to do with Flux theory.

"I can still feel you," she murmured. Low enough that only I heard it.

"I know. The sync isn't decaying."

"It should decay. The contact is broken. Resonance sync requires sustained physical contact to maintain." She looked at her hands again. Opened and closed her fingers. "Your frequency is still in my channels. How is your frequency still in my channels?"

The answer was that my Inversion Compression loop had absorbed her frequency during the contact and was now circulating it alongside my own Flux, which meant the residual output I was emitting into the ambient field carried her harmonic. She was picking up her own frequency reflected back at her through my output. A feedback loop sustained by proximity rather than contact. The sync had become self-maintaining.

"I think I'm broadcasting your frequency back to you," I said. "The Compression loop absorbed it. It's cycling through my channels. You're receiving your own output through my ambient field."

"That's—" She stopped. Swallowed. "That's not how Resonance works."

"None of what I do is how Resonance works."

The residual sync held for forty minutes. Through the remainder of the class. Through the walk back to the dormitory. Through dinner in the cafeteria where Suki sat across from me and the harmonic hummed between us and the frequency was warm, sustained, and intimate in a way that physical contact hadn't achieved. Because physical contact required choosing to touch. This was beyond choosing. This was two people's Flux existing in the same frequency space, a shared resonance that didn't need hands or skin or proximity closer than three feet. It just needed both of us to be present.

At dinner, the harmonic produced a side effect.

Suki was talking about the sync, analyzing the mechanics, her chopsticks moving as she spoke. The analytical mode was engaged but the analysis kept stuttering because the harmonic was running underneath her words and the harmonic was doing something to her concentration. I could see it: the slight dilation of her pupils when the feedback loop pulsed, the catch in her breathing when the frequency resonated through a particularly responsive channel pathway, the flush on her cheekbones that had been present since the exercise and hadn't faded.

"The amplification should decay with distance," she said. "The inverse square law applies to Flux broadcast. At three feet of separation, the received signal should be less than ten percent of the original. I'm receiving at maybe sixty percent. That doesn't—" She paused. The harmonic pulsed. Her eyes half-closed. "That doesn't make sense."

"It's not decaying because the loop is refreshing the signal. Every circulation cycle through my channels amplifies your frequency and broadcasts it back. You receive it, your channels resonate in response, and your resonance feeds back into my ambient field, which I absorb and loop again. Self-sustaining."

"Self-sustaining," she repeated. The word came out slower than her usual speech. The analytical engine was running but it was running hot, the harmonic interfering with the clock speed, and the interference was visible in her face: the softness at the edges of her focus, the way her gaze kept dropping from my eyes to my mouth and back. "How do we stop it?"

"Do you want to stop it?"

The question was not analytical. It was the first question I'd asked Suki that had no technical component and no cultivation application and no purpose other than to know what she wanted.

She looked at me across the cafeteria table. The rice was cooling on her tray. The harmonic hummed between us. The flush on her cheekbones was deep and warm and her dark eyes were bright and her mouth was slightly open and the air between us was charged with a shared frequency that we'd built together and that was now sustaining itself without either of us choosing it.

"No," she said. "I don't want to stop it."

The harmonic lasted until midnight. It faded as I fell asleep, the Compression loop gradually absorbing her frequency into my own baseline, the distinction between her oscillation and mine blurring until the combined frequency became my new resting state. Her Flux, integrated into my circulation. Her frequency, woven into my baseline.

I slept with the harmonic fading and the jasmine scent on my hands from where our palms had pressed together and the residual warmth of a woman's Flux running through channels that had been empty for eighteen years and were, for the second time in my life, being filled by something that wasn't mine and was better for the presence.




Chapter 16: Allies

Petra called me to the medical bay on a Wednesday that had nothing to do with injuries.

The message arrived at noon: Come by after your last class. Not medical. Administrative. Bring your Academy ID.

I arrived at 4 PM. The medical bay was in its late-afternoon lull: the morning sparring injuries healed, the afternoon wave not yet arrived. Two beds occupied by students waiting for follow-ups. Petra was at her station, clinical uniform, tablet in hand, the auburn hair pinned back today in a way that showed more of her neck and the freckles that continued past her jawline down the column of her throat. She looked up when I entered and the green eyes did the thing they did: professional assessment first, then the second layer, the one that lingered.

"Sit," she said. She gestured to the consultation alcove: a curtained space at the back of the bay that was used for private medical discussions. The curtain closed behind us.

She set the tablet between us. On the screen: my Academy medical file. The official one, not the private channel map on her personal tablet. The file was sparse: intake scan (C, low, anomalous channel configuration), two healing visits (cracked ribs, Channeling burn), standard immunization records from Doss's fabricated history.

"I've been thinking about the semester review," she said. "The deep Core scan that the review board uses is more thorough than the intake scanner. It runs a full-spectrum Resonance analysis: not just grade and reserves, but channel architecture, frequency range, and Core composition. If your Core is scanned at that resolution, the synthetic material will be identifiable."

"How long until the review?"

"Eight weeks." She tapped the file. "I've added a flag to your medical record. Officially, you're now classified as a complex late-manifestation case under ongoing specialist evaluation. The flag triggers a protocol: any Core scan or Resonance analysis conducted on you requires the supervising medic — which is me — to be present and to review the results before they're filed."

"You're inserting yourself between me and the scan."

"I'm ensuring that the scan is conducted properly for a patient with a documented atypical condition." The phrasing was precise. Clinical. The language of someone who'd built a bureaucratic structure and was presenting it with professional confidence. "The flag is legitimate. Late-manifestation Hollows with anomalous channel configurations do require specialist oversight during deep scans. The protocol exists. I'm just applying it to you."

"And if the scan shows something a specialist can't explain?"

"Then the specialist (me) reviews the data before it's filed and determines whether the anomaly requires further investigation or whether it's consistent with the documented atypical condition." She looked at me. The green eyes were steady and the steadiness was deliberate, the composure of a woman who'd decided to do something risky and was presenting the risk as routine. "The data passes through me before it reaches anyone else. That's the protection."

I looked at her. At the tablet between us with my file on it. At the flag she'd created — a piece of bureaucratic architecture that gave her authority over every medical assessment conducted on my body for the remainder of my enrollment. She'd built a wall between me and discovery and she'd built it using the Academy's own protocols.

"You could lose your clinical license," I said.

"I could lose my clinical license if I falsify records. I'm not falsifying anything. I'm applying a legitimate medical protocol to a patient whose condition warrants it." A pause. The composure shifted by one degree. "The condition does warrant it, Renn. Your Core is synthetic. Your channels are growing new pathways every week. Your Flux density is increasing at a rate that no biological cultivator matches. You need specialist oversight. I'm providing it. The fact that the oversight also protects you from detection is a secondary benefit."

"Is it secondary?"

The third smile. The one that involved her eyes more than her mouth, the green brightening. "It's concurrent."

She walked me through the rest. The Academy's reporting structure: what triggered a Guild notification (criminal activity, public safety concerns, Core instability), what stayed internal (academic performance, medical records, disciplinary notes), where the lines blurred (Breck's advanced Resonance evaluation, Drell's combat assessment flag). She'd mapped the reporting pathways with the same thoroughness she'd applied to my channel architecture. Every route that information about me could travel from the Academy to the outside world, and at each junction, the controls that could slow or stop the flow.

"Breck's evaluation will produce data that shows anomalous frequency range," Petra said. "Under my protocol, that data comes to me first. I review it, contextualize it within the late-manifestation documentation, and file it as consistent with your condition. Breck sees the summary. The Guild sees nothing."

"And Drell's combat flag?"

"Combat assessment doesn't route through medical. It goes to the academic review board. I can't intercept that directly." She frowned. The frown was the one she used when a healing wasn't going the way she wanted: focused irritation directed at a system that wasn't cooperating. "Suki's partnership helps there. The paired assessment scoring subsumes individual anomalies into the partnership profile. If the review board looks at your combat data, they see a B-grade partnership, not a C-grade anomaly."

She knew about Suki's design. She'd independently identified the same protection mechanism that Suki had built from the ranking algorithm's side. Two women, working different angles of the same problem, arriving at complementary solutions without coordinating.

"You've talked to Suki about this," I said.

"No." The word was simple and true. I could feel the truth of it through the Resonance residual that Petra's healing sessions had left in my channels — her frequency was as familiar as Suki's now, and the frequency didn't carry deception. "I haven't spoken to Suki about you. She hasn't spoken to me. We exist in parallel." A pause. "I'm aware of her."

"She's aware of you."

"I assumed." Petra closed the tablet. The file disappeared. "I'm not building this protection because of whatever is happening between you and her. Or between you and me. I'm building it because I've read your channels and I know what was done to you and the people who did it are looking for you and the Academy's systems are not designed to protect you from a corporate retrieval operation. They need to be modified. I'm modifying them."

The words were clinical. The feeling underneath them was not. Petra Calloway, five foot two, auburn-haired, freckled, a second-year clinical rotation student with a C-grade Core and a Resonance specialty that most combat-focused cultivators dismissed as support work, was restructuring an Academy's medical protocols to shield a synthetic Core from a corporation with Guild authorization. She was doing it with paperwork and procedure and the quiet, immovable stubbornness that I'd identified in her first healing session and had been watching sharpen into something closer to steel with every visit since.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't thank me yet. Thank me when it works."



Suki brought me to the medical bay two days later.

Training strain. We'd been pushing the triple-channel coordination in Hall 7 and my body, which was still the weakest link in the system, had objected. A muscle spasm in my lower back that locked the lumbar channels and reduced my mobility to a stiff shuffle that Suki watched with the expression of a woman who did not tolerate inefficiency in her training partner.

"Medical bay," she said. "Now."

"It's a muscle spasm. The Core will resolve it."

"The Core is resolving everything and your body is falling apart. You need a healer. Let's go."

She walked me across campus. Her hand was on my elbow, steadying me, the contact practical and warm. We arrived at the medical bay and Suki walked in first and stopped.

Petra was at her station. She looked up. Saw Suki. Saw me behind Suki, bent slightly, one hand on my lower back. Saw Suki's hand on my elbow.

The two women looked at each other.

I had not been present for this before. Suki and Petra existed in separate spaces in my daily life: training and medical, morning and afternoon, movement and stillness. They'd been aware of each other. They'd never been in the same room with me between them.

The air quality changed. Not a Flux shift. Something subtler. The atmospheric pressure of two women whose attention occupied the same space, directed at the same person, for different reasons that were not entirely different.

"Training strain," Suki said. "Lower back. Lumbar channels are locked."

"Bed three," Petra said.

I sat on bed three. Petra pulled her stool close. Suki didn't sit. She stood at the foot of the bed with her arms crossed and her braid over one shoulder and her dark eyes moving between me and Petra with the rapid assessment of a person cataloguing a new variable.

Petra placed her hands on my lower back. The Resonance activated. Warm, low-frequency, the healing band that I'd come to associate with her touch. The locked channels eased under the probe. The muscle spasm released. The lumbar pathways reopened and the Flux resumed its circulation through the lower meridians.

The healing took ninety seconds. Petra's hands stayed for thirty more.

Suki watched. Her eyes tracked Petra's hands on my back. The position of the fingers. The duration of the contact. The thirty extra seconds that the healing didn't require.

Petra withdrew. "The spasm was caused by overload in the lumbar channels. You're running more Flux through those pathways than the muscle tissue can support. The tissue needs conditioning. I'd recommend reduced intensity in the lower-body Channeling drills until the muscles adapt."

"He won't reduce intensity," Suki said. "He'll push until something else breaks because he doesn't know how to train at less than maximum."

"Then he'll keep ending up here," Petra said. She looked at Suki. The look was direct. Not challenging. Assessing. The same way she assessed a channel map: reading the data, determining the structure. "You train with him every day."

"Yes."

"You push him."

"He needs pushing. His ceiling is higher than his current output. The gap between what he can do and what he does is the biggest waste of potential I've ever seen." Suki's arms were still crossed. Her posture was guarded. But her voice carried the honesty of a person who was talking about something she cared about and couldn't fully mask the caring. "I push him because he's extraordinary and he doesn't know it."

The word landed in the medical bay. Extraordinary. Said by Suki Pressler, ranked first in the year, the prodigy who found the textbook boring. Said about me, in front of Petra, who knew what I was.

Petra looked at me. Then at Suki. The green eyes held a calculation that I couldn't read.

"He needs rest days," Petra said. "One per week. Non-negotiable. If you're going to push him, you need to also let him recover. The Core can grow indefinitely. The body can't."

"Agreed," Suki said. She'd uncrossed her arms. The guarded posture had eased by a fraction. The negotiation — because that's what this was, two women negotiating the terms of my care without asking my opinion — had produced a point of agreement and the agreement had shifted the dynamic from assessment to something approaching alliance.

They looked at each other for three seconds that contained more information exchange than I could parse. Two women, different heights, different builds, different frequencies, both looking at the other and seeing something they recognized: a person who cared about the same person they cared about. The recognition did not produce warmth. It produced respect, which was colder and more durable.

"Same time Friday for the follow-up," Petra said to me. "Bring water."

"6 AM tomorrow," Suki said to me. "Rest day is Sunday. Not negotiable."

They both looked at me. I was sitting on the medical bed between them, one at my back and one at my feet, and the combined attention was a weight that my synthetic Core could quantify in Flux terms and my human brain could not quantify in any terms.

"Okay," I said.

Suki left first. At the door, she paused. Looked back. Not at me. At Petra. The look lasted one second. Whatever it communicated, Petra received it and nodded once and Suki left.

I stood. My back was healed. The channels were open. The muscle tissue was warm from the Resonance.

"She's right," Petra said. She was entering notes on her tablet. Not looking at me. "You are extraordinary."

I left the medical bay. The corridor was bright. My back didn't hurt. Two women had just been in the same room with me and the room had not collapsed and I had not been asked to choose and the word "extraordinary" was sitting in my chest next to the Core, in the space where emotion lived, and the space was getting crowded.




Chapter 17: Field

The Academy's first field excursion was announced on a Wednesday and I spent the next forty-eight hours trying to calculate how to be unremarkable in an uncontrolled environment.

The controlled environments — training halls, classrooms, the medical bay — had infrastructure I'd learned to work with. Grid floors that recorded output. Isolation shielding that contained it. Meters calibrated to biological frequencies that underread my synthetic ones. The Academy's architecture was, unintentionally, a system I could game. The field was not the Academy's architecture.

Instructor Varn briefed the year group in the central training hall. "The Ashmark Anomaly. Thirty kilometers northeast. A Class 2 Flux concentration site where ambient energy levels run four to six times the standard baseline. The terrain is unstable — crystallized Flux formations, mutated flora, shifting ground where the energy density has altered the soil composition. The exercise is practical: navigate the site, collect resonance data from the crystalline formations, and return without requiring medical extraction."

He said the last part with the emphasis of a man who'd supervised field excursions before and had required medical extractions on previous occasions.

"You will work in assigned groups of four. Not partnerships. Groups." He looked at Suki and me when he said this. The look was brief and unmistakable. "The exercise tests individual adaptability in unfamiliar conditions. Rely on your training, not your partner."

The groups were posted that afternoon. I read the list on the common room display and the list read back.

Group 7: Vasik, C. / Vorn, T. / Wen, K. / Aldane, K.

Tallis Vorn. The peak-B who'd cracked my ribs in week three. Who'd watched my combat scores climb all semester without explanation. Who walked the corridors with the chip-shouldered posture of a minor aristocrat who'd been rejected by the elite Academies and was compensating by dominating a mid-tier one.

Wen. The D-grade sparring partner from my first week. Quiet, solid, six inches taller than me, with a patience that his D-grade classification hadn't diminished. He'd been one of the few students who'd treated me normally when I was ranked thirty-fourth. He still treated me normally at eleventh.

Keris Aldane. Ranked third. B-grade, peak. From one of the minor cultivator families that occupied the stratum between aristocracy and scholarship — enough status to matter, not enough to protect. She had dark skin, close-cropped hair, and an economy of movement that indicated training that predated the Academy by years. I'd seen her in practicals. Her technique was clean, controlled, the output of a person who'd been told she was excellent and had decided the telling was accurate. We'd never spoken.

I found Suki at dinner. She was already running calculations.

"The Ashmark Anomaly is a high-ambient environment. Your Core will respond to the elevated Flux levels. The Inversion Compression loop will accelerate in a high-density field because there's more ambient energy for the channels to absorb and refine. Your output will spike." She was eating without looking at her food. The chopsticks moved on autopilot while her brain ran the scenarios. "You need to actively suppress the loop's intake. Limit the channels' absorption rate. Otherwise you'll be running at a density that your group members can feel through proximity and a D-grade and two B-grades will notice that the C-grade is putting out more ambient Flux than all three of them combined."

"I can modulate the intake."

"Practice tonight. Hall 7. I want to see you running at suppressed levels for a sustained period."

We practiced. I learned to throttle the Inversion Compression loop to approximately forty percent of its natural rate, which reduced my ambient output to a level consistent with a high-B in an elevated Flux environment. Not ideal. But passable. The suppression required continuous conscious maintenance, which meant a portion of my processing capacity would be devoted to not being what I was for the duration of the field exercise.

The exercise was on Friday.



The transit to the Ashmark Anomaly took ninety minutes in an Academy transport. Forty-eight students in twelve groups, plus four instructors: Varn, Drell, Breck, and a field specialist named Torr who had the weathered face and A-grade Core of a person who'd spent more time in anomaly sites than in classrooms.

I sat with my group. Tallis took the window seat without negotiation, the assumption of priority that B-grade aristocrats performed unconsciously. Keris sat opposite, her posture straight, her attention on a tablet where she was reviewing the anomaly's geological survey data. Wen sat beside me, large and quiet, his D-grade Core a dim presence in my Flux sense that was comfortable in its modesty.

"Vasik," Tallis said, ten minutes into the transit. He was looking at me with the evaluative attention that I'd been receiving from him since the combat assessment produced numbers his worldview couldn't accommodate. "Your meter reads B now."

"High B."

"High B. Up from C at enrollment. That's a two-grade jump in one semester." He paused. The pause was theatrical, designed to communicate that the next words were deliberate. "That doesn't happen. Grade advancement is incremental. Half a sub-rank per semester is aggressive. You jumped two full grades."

"Late manifestation. The Core is still developing. The growth curve is atypical."

"Everything about you is atypical." He turned to the window. The conversation was over but the assessment wasn't. Tallis was filing data. Compiling. The same process that Breck and Drell were running, but without the institutional discretion that instructor status required. Tallis was a student. Students talked. Students formed opinions and shared them and the opinions became the whisper network that Suki had been monitoring since the ranking board went up.

Keris looked up from her tablet. Her eyes met mine for a half-second. The look was not confrontational and not friendly. It was the look of a person who had heard the exchange, filed it, and returned to her survey data without comment. The filing was its own communication. Keris Aldane was paying attention.



The Ashmark Anomaly was visible from two kilometers out.

The Flux density hit my senses first. A wall of ambient energy that the transport pushed through like a vehicle entering fog: the air thickened with Flux, the concentration climbing from baseline to double to triple in the space of a hundred meters. My synthetic Core responded. The Inversion Compression loop tried to accelerate, the channels reaching for the abundant ambient energy the way a plant reaches for sunlight. I throttled. Forty percent. The suppression held but the effort was constant, a background drain on my processing that I'd be maintaining for the duration.

The visual came second. The anomaly site was a shallow valley, approximately two kilometers across, where the Flux concentration had transformed the landscape. Crystallized energy formations rose from the ground like geological structures: pillars, arches, clustered masses of solidified Flux that glowed with a pale blue luminescence. The light pulsed slowly, matching the ambient Flux field's oscillation. The flora between the formations was mutated: trees with bark that glowed at the edges, ground cover that was denser and darker than the surrounding forest, flowers that I identified through Flux sense as living Resonance emitters, each one producing a low-frequency tone that contributed to the anomaly's overall harmonic.

The ground was unstable. I could feel it through my feet when we disembarked: the soil's composition altered by decades of Flux saturation, the mineral structure partially crystallized, creating a surface that shifted under weight. Small Flux discharges sparked from the ground where boots compressed the crystallized soil. The discharges were harmless at this density but the display was a reminder: this environment was active. The energy wasn't stored. It was circulating. Flowing through the ground, the air, the formations, the flora. The anomaly was a living Flux system and we were walking through its channels.

My Flux sense was overwhelming. At the Academy, my range covered the campus infrastructure: buildings, training halls, the dormitory's sensor net. The range was hundreds of meters, expanding with each Integration milestone. Here, in the anomaly's amplified field, my range exploded. I could sense the entire valley. Every crystalline formation, every mutated tree, every pocket of concentrated energy, every one of the forty-eight students and four instructors distributed across the site. The resolution was granular: I could read individual Core grades at a kilometer's distance, could track Flux output from specific students, could map the anomaly's internal circulation patterns as clearly as I mapped my own channels.

I throttled harder. The suppression was straining. The Core wanted to drink. The channels wanted to fill. The anomaly's abundance was a stimulus that my synthetic systems interpreted as an opportunity and I was consciously denying the opportunity with every breath.

Varn distributed the groups to their assigned sectors. Group 7 was sent to the northeast quadrant, a cluster of large crystalline formations surrounding a central pillar that rose twenty feet from the valley floor. The pillar pulsed with concentrated Flux, the energy visible as a slow strobe of blue-white light that illuminated the surrounding formations with each pulse.

"Data collection," Varn said. "Each group maps the Resonance profile of their assigned formation cluster. Frequency, amplitude, harmonic structure. Use your training. Document everything. You have three hours."

Group 7 spread into the northeast quadrant. Tallis took the lead without discussion — the B-grade's prerogative, the assumption of command that his training and his family's expectations had conditioned into reflex. Keris moved to flank position without being asked, the tactical awareness of a person who'd been trained in group dynamics. Wen took rear, steady and unhurried.

I took the position nobody else wanted: close to the central pillar, where the Flux density was highest and the resonance data was richest but the environmental effects were most intense. The crystallized ground near the pillar was actively discharging — small arcs of energy snapping between the formation's base and the soil with a frequency that my sensor channels read as the pillar's heartbeat. The discharges were C-grade equivalent. Uncomfortable but not dangerous for a shielded cultivator.

I wasn't shielded. I was suppressed. The difference mattered because shielding was a passive defense that biological Cores maintained automatically. Suppression was an active restriction that I was imposing on my Core's natural response, and the restriction consumed the processing capacity that would otherwise be maintaining passive defenses.

The pillar's discharge hit me. A small arc, C-grade, contacting my left forearm. The Core's damage response activated: Flux flooded the contact point and absorbed the discharge. The response was efficient, automatic, the same protocol that had handled Wen's punches and Tallis's rib-cracking strike. The discharge was neutralized in under a second.

But the neutralization drew from the suppressed reserves, and the draw briefly relaxed the throttle, and for approximately half a second my ambient output spiked to something closer to my actual density before the suppression reasserted.

Keris, who was fifteen meters away mapping a subsidiary formation, turned her head.

I couldn't tell if she'd felt the spike. Fifteen meters in a high-ambient environment. Her B-grade Resonance might not have the resolution to distinguish my output from the anomaly's field. Or it might. Keris Aldane was ranked third for reasons that weren't limited to technique.

She turned back to her formation. The moment passed.

I spent the next hour collecting data from the central pillar while maintaining the suppression at forty percent and pretending that the effort was routine. The pillar's Resonance profile was complex: multiple frequencies layered in a harmonic structure that resembled biological Core output but at a scale and density that no biological Core could produce. The anomaly was, in a sense, a natural Core — a self-sustaining Flux system that processed and circulated energy through a crystalline channel network the way a cultivator's Core processed and circulated energy through biological channels.

The parallel was not lost on me. The anomaly was a bigger version of what I was: a non-biological system running Flux through non-biological channels. The difference was scale and intent. The anomaly was geological. I was engineered. The result was similar: Flux processing unconstrained by biological architecture.



The incident happened at 11:40 AM, in the southern quadrant, sixty meters from my position.

I felt it before I heard it. A Flux surge in the anomaly's field — sudden, sharp, the ambient density spiking by a factor of three in the space of a second. The crystalline formations in the southern quadrant discharged simultaneously, the small harmless arcs becoming large, dangerous bolts of concentrated energy that jumped from formation to formation and caught everything between them.

Including a student.

I felt her channels through my extended sensor range. Female, D-grade, her Core outputting a distress signature that I read as clearly as spoken words: overload. Her channels were being flooded by the ambient surge, the Flux pouring into her biological system faster than her Core could process it, the overflow destabilizing her meridian pathways. The channels were seizing. The biological equivalent of an electrical system receiving voltage it wasn't rated for.

The instructors were at the valley's western edge. Sixty meters from the student. Response time at a sprint: forty seconds. In forty seconds, the channel overload would progress from seizure to collapse. Channel collapse was irreversible. The damage would be permanent. The student would lose the affected pathways and the pathways' functions. If the collapse reached the Core, the student would lose the Core.

The progression was legible. Through the extended sensor range, through the anomaly's amplified field, I could read her channel architecture in real time and I could see the overload spreading. The primary combat meridians were already seizing. The secondary channels were flooding. The Core was buffering but the buffer was failing. Ten seconds. Maybe fifteen before the collapse began.

Nobody else could feel this. The other students were dealing with their own sectors' discharge effects. Tallis was shielding. Keris was shielding. Wen was crouching behind a formation, his D-grade Core's limited capacity focused on self-preservation. The instructors were too far away and moving too slowly.

I could help. I could reach her channels from here — sixty meters, through the anomaly's field, using the Integration 3 frequencies that operated outside the biological spectrum. I could modulate a stabilizing frequency at the precision required to counteract the overload without adding to it. I could do it at a range and resolution that a C-grade couldn't produce. That a B-grade couldn't produce. That an A-grade probably couldn't produce.

The suppression. If I released it, if I opened the throttle and let the Core run at its actual capacity, the stabilization would work. And everyone within sensing range would feel the output of a synthetic Core operating at a level that no meter in the Academy's inventory could classify.

The student's channels were seizing. Primary meridians locked. Secondary channels flooding. Core buffer at thirty percent and dropping.

I released the suppression.

The Core opened. The Inversion Compression loop engaged at full speed, the ambient Flux from the anomaly flooding my channels and refining and returning and the density climbed from suppressed to actual in under a second. My sensor range expanded. The entire valley was transparent — every student, every instructor, every formation, every discharge, every channel in every body. The resolution was total.

I found the student's channel architecture. D-grade, female, southern quadrant. Her primary meridians were locked in spasm, the Flux inside them oscillating wildly, the biological Core unable to regulate the intake. I modulated a frequency. Integration 3, outside the standard spectrum, tuned precisely to the inverse of the overload's oscillation. The frequency would cancel the surge the way noise-canceling technology cancels sound: matching the wave and neutralizing it.

I broadcast the frequency. Sixty meters, through the anomaly's field, a targeted Resonance emission aimed at one student's channel system with a precision that the broadcast maintained across the distance because my channels had no bias and the emission was shaped by intent rather than biological pre-shaping.

The frequency reached her. The inverse oscillation met the overload and the overload flattened. The seizing channels unlocked. The flooding secondary pathways drained. The Core's buffer stabilized. The student's channel architecture resumed normal function in approximately four seconds. The collapse stopped.

I pulled the suppression back into place. Full throttle to forty percent in two seconds. The ambient output dropped. The sensor range contracted. The valley's transparency faded to the standard range that my B-grade reading would justify.

The instructors reached the student thirty seconds later. Torr, the field specialist, knelt beside her and ran a Resonance assessment. I heard his voice carry across the quadrant: "Channels stabilized. The surge overloaded her primaries but something counteracted the oscillation before collapse initiated. She's fine. Lucky."

Lucky. The word for an intervention that nobody could explain and that I was not going to claim.

I went back to mapping the central pillar. My hands were not shaking because the Core's stress response was engaged and the stabilizing Flux was running and the mask was in place. But underneath the mask, the processing was running hot. I'd used Integration 3 frequencies at full capacity in an open environment with forty-eight students and four instructors and any one of them might have felt the output if they'd been paying attention.

Keris was paying attention.

She was standing at her subsidiary formation, fifteen meters away, her tablet in her hand, her data collection paused. She was looking at me. The look was not the brief, filing glance from the transport. This was sustained. Five seconds. Ten. Her dark eyes steady, her face composed, the expression unreadable to anyone who wasn't running a Flux sensor at the resolution I'd been running five minutes ago.

She'd felt it. The spike when I released the suppression, the broadcast when I targeted the stabilization frequency, the sudden contraction when I reasserted the throttle. She'd felt all of it or enough of it to know that something had come from my direction that shouldn't have come from a B-grade student.

She looked at me for twelve seconds. I looked back. The anomaly pulsed around us. The central pillar stroked blue-white. The crystallized ground discharged small arcs between our feet.

She returned to her data collection. She said nothing. Not to me. Not to Tallis. Not to the instructors when the debrief happened an hour later and Torr described the incident as a natural subsidence of the Flux surge — "the anomaly self-corrected, as they sometimes do."

The anomaly had not self-corrected. I had corrected it. Keris knew. The knowing was in the twelve-second look and the silence that followed and the calculated decision not to speak.



The transport back to the Academy was quiet. Students were tired, drained by three hours in a high-Flux environment that had taxed their biological systems in ways the classroom couldn't replicate. I sat with my group. Tallis slept against the window. Wen stared ahead with the patient blankness of sustained exhaustion.

Keris sat opposite me. Her tablet was in her lap, the anomaly data organized, her fieldwork complete. She wasn't looking at the tablet.

"Vasik," she said. Low enough that Tallis's sleeping form and Wen's exhaustion formed a privacy screen.

"Aldane."

"The southern quadrant incident. The student whose channels overloaded."

"The anomaly self-corrected."

"The anomaly doesn't produce targeted inverse-oscillation Resonance at D-grade channel precision from sixty meters." Her voice was level. The words were precise. She was not asking a question. She was demonstrating that she knew what I'd done and that the demonstration was its own kind of conversation. "I felt the emission. It originated from the northeast quadrant. From approximately your position. At a frequency and precision that exceeds anything in the B-grade capability range."

I said nothing. The transport hummed. The Flux infrastructure of the transit system was visible to my senses as a network of conduits beneath the vehicle's chassis.

"I'm not going to report it," Keris said. "I'm not interested in the institutional consequences of what I felt. I'm interested in what it means."

"What does it mean?"

She looked at me with the assessment of a person whose family had taught her to evaluate capability the way other families taught their children table manners: as a fundamental social skill.

"It means you're not what your meter says," she said. "Which I've suspected since the combat assessment produced a score that a B-grade shouldn't generate. But the field confirms it. Whatever you are, you're beyond the grade system. And whatever you're hiding, you're hiding it well enough that the instructors haven't identified the source of the stabilization." She paused. "I haven't identified the source publicly either."

"Why?"

"Because capability is valuable and exposed capability is vulnerable. Someone took the time to build you a cover and you've maintained it carefully and I'm not going to be the person who disassembles it." She closed her tablet. "But I'd like to understand what I'm looking at. When you're ready to explain."

The transport hummed. Tallis slept. Wen stared. Keris Aldane, ranked third, from a family that understood the politics of power, sat opposite me with a proposition that was neither threat nor alliance but something in between: an offered patience. The same commodity that Suki and Petra had each offered in their own languages.

"I'm not ready yet," I said.

"I know." She put her tablet in her bag. "I'm patient."

The transport carried us back to the Academy. The campus appeared through the windows: the stone wall, the open gate, the Flux fountain in the central quad. Home, or the closest thing to it.

Suki was waiting at the dormitory entrance. She saw my face and her expression shifted from greeting to assessment in a fraction of a second.

"What happened?"

"I'll tell you in Hall 7."

I told her. The anomaly, the surge, the student's overloading channels, the release of the suppression, the sixty-meter stabilization, the twelve-second look from Keris Aldane.

"A third person knows," Suki said. Flat. The analytical engine processing the new variable.

"A third person suspects. She doesn't know what. She knows something isn't what it appears."

"And she's patient."

"She said the word."

Suki sat on the training hall floor, cross-legged, her braid over her shoulder, running calculations I could see happening behind her eyes. The patient people were accumulating. The number of individuals who had looked at me and seen more than the meter showed was growing and each one was a point of exposure and each point was also, potentially, a point of support.

"Keris Aldane," Suki said. "Ranked third. Minor aristocracy. Political awareness. She won't report because reporting gains her nothing. Knowing gains her everything." She looked at me. "She's positioning herself."

"Positioning for what?"

"For whatever you turn out to be." The corner of her mouth turned up. Not the full grin of the junction room. The strategic half-smile of a woman who played the long game. "She's smart. I'd have done the same thing."

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The anomaly's residual energy was still in my channels, absorbed during the suppression release, adding to the reserves that the meter couldn't display. The field excursion had cost me a piece of concealment and gained me a third pair of eyes that saw past the mask.

The walls were still holding. But the number of people standing on the other side of them, looking through the cracks, was growing.




Chapter 18: Breakthrough

Weeks passed and the numbers changed.

Not the number on my wrist. That remained C — LOW, the meter's ceiling, the lie that kept me invisible. The numbers that changed were the ones that Suki tracked on her tablet in Hall 7's control terminal: channel density, Flux throughput, parallel processing capacity, Compression ratio. She'd been logging my training data since the partnership began and the spreadsheet she'd built had become a document that, if anyone else saw it, would end my enrollment in the time it took to file a report.

Integration 2 completed in week six. The completion wasn't dramatic. No surge, no breakthrough moment. One morning during Inversion Compression practice, the dual-channel pathways that the Core had been building simply finished. The secondary meridian network, which had been growing in parallel to the primary system since the combat assessment, reached full coverage. Every channel group in my body had a duplicate. Every pathway had a mirror. The capacity wasn't doubled because the duplicates weren't independent copies. They were extensions, adding bandwidth to the existing network the way a second lane adds capacity to a road. But the effective throughput increased by approximately sixty percent, which meant the Flux density I could sustain during continuous operations jumped from what Suki estimated as mid-B to what she estimated as high-B approaching low-A.

"You just passed Tallis," she said, reading the throughput data. Her voice was flat with the control she used when she was processing something that excited her and didn't want to show it. "In raw density, you're now the third-highest output in the year. Behind me and Keris Aldane. And your meter still reads C."

The meter still read C. The throughput said A-minus. The gap was absurd and widening.

Integration 3 announced itself differently.

It started during a Resonance exercise in Breck's class. Standard frequency work: students producing their primary band, holding it steady, Breck walking the rows and assessing stability. I was producing blue, defensive band, the boring output I maintained in public. Steady. Clean. Unremarkable.

Then the blue shifted.

Not because I shifted it. The synthetic Core produced a frequency fluctuation that I hadn't initiated: a brief oscillation outside the standard defensive band, a pulse of energy at a wavelength that the training grid's color system didn't have a designation for. The grid panel under my feet flickered from blue to a color I'd never seen the grid produce: something between violet and ultraviolet, a frequency so high that the panel's display couldn't render it accurately.

Every Flux meter in the room spiked. All of them. Forty-seven wrist meters, the grid's monitoring system, Breck's personal scanner. The spike lasted one second and then my Core pulled the anomalous frequency back and the blue stabilized and the meters reset and the room returned to normal.

Breck was across the hall. She turned toward my grid panel with the speed of a woman whose professional instincts had been built on decades of classified Resonance work. Her scanner was already in her hand.

"Vasik. What was that?"

"I don't know. The frequency slipped."

"Frequencies don't slip into unregistered bands. C-grade Cores don't produce output that spikes every meter in a training hall." She crossed the room. Stood in front of me. Her scanner pointed at my chest, reading. Whatever she found on the screen, her expression didn't change, but her jaw tightened by a degree that my Flux sense registered.

"Your output is showing a secondary oscillation underneath the primary band. It's faint. Below threshold for standard detection. But it's there and it's operating at a frequency I've never encountered." She lowered the scanner. "Control it. Whatever it is, keep it below threshold during class. If it spikes again, I'll have to file an incident report, and incident reports go to the review board, and the review board will want answers that 'late manifestation' won't cover."

"I'll control it."

"See that you do." She walked away. The scanner went into her pocket. The note went onto her tablet.

Integration 3. Resonance adaptation. The Core was beginning to produce frequencies outside the known spectrum, the same way a radio transmitter that's been gradually increasing its power eventually reaches bands that the existing receivers weren't built to detect. My channels were generating output that the Academy's instruments couldn't classify because the instruments were calibrated for biological frequencies and the Core was moving past biological.

I told Suki that evening. Hall 7, isolation shielding active, the door locked. She listened. Her face went through the sequence I'd learned to read: absorption, calculation, concern, resolution.

"The secondary oscillation is Integration 3 beginning," she said. "Your Core is expanding its frequency range beyond biological parameters. The spike happened because the new frequency interfered with the standard band you were maintaining. The two oscillations created a harmonic that briefly exceeded the meters' measurement ceiling." She paced. Three steps. "You need to learn to contain the new frequencies before the next class session. If Breck detects another spike, the incident report triggers a review and the review triggers a scan and the scan—"

"I know."

"Then we train it. Tonight. Now."

We trained. Three hours in Hall 7, Suki monitoring the grid while I practiced containing the Integration 3 frequencies. The new oscillations were powerful and wild. They wanted to radiate, the Core producing them with an enthusiasm that my conscious control struggled to match. I learned to layer them: running the new frequencies underneath the standard bands, using the primary output as a mask that concealed the secondary oscillation. The technique was similar to frequency modulation but inverted: instead of shifting between frequencies, I was running multiple frequencies simultaneously, with the standard band on top and the Integration 3 output hidden beneath.

By the second hour, the containment was stable. By the third hour, it was automatic. The Core integrated the new behavior into its baseline processing and the layering became a background process that required no conscious maintenance.

We finished at midnight. The grid was dark. The isolation shielding hummed at idle. We were standing in the center of Hall 7, both breathing hard, the session's intensity visible in the sweat on our skin and the residual Flux charge in the air.

Suki had been working alongside me for the full three hours. Not just monitoring, but training her own Resonance sensitivity to detect the Integration 3 frequencies. She couldn't produce them but she could learn to feel them, and the learning required sustained exposure to my output at close range, which meant she'd been standing within arm's reach for three hours, her Resonance open and receiving, her channels absorbing the new frequencies as data.

The exposure had an effect. The same self-sustaining sync from the paired Resonance exercise was active: my output broadcasting into her channels, her channels resonating in response, the harmonic building between us. But this time the harmonic included the Integration 3 frequencies, which were higher and more intense than anything we'd synced before, and the intensity was doing things to the harmonic that the defensive-band sync hadn't done.

Suki's pupils were dilated. Her breathing was deep and slightly uneven. The flush on her cheekbones was the darkest I'd seen it: past exertion, past heat, into the territory of a physiological response to sustained Resonance exposure at frequencies her body had never processed.

"The new frequencies," she said. Her voice was low. "They're still in my channels. The sync isn't decaying."

"I know."

"It feels different than the defensive-band harmonic. The defensive band was warm. This is—" She searched for the word. Her dark eyes were bright and her breathing was doing things to the fitted training top that my attention was tracking with its usual involuntary resolution. "This is more."

"More."

"More." She looked at me. The analytical composure was thin tonight. Three hours of close-range Resonance exposure to frequencies outside the biological spectrum had worn through the professional distance and what was underneath was visible: a woman who'd been standing within arm's reach of a man she wanted for three hours and who was charged with energy that her body was interpreting as desire because desire was the closest framework her biology had for what the Integration 3 frequencies were doing to her nervous system.

I was feeling it too. The harmonic was bidirectional. Her resonant response was feeding back into my channels and the returning signal carried her biological interpretation of the new frequencies, which was heat and want and the physical urgency of a body that had been stimulated at a frequency level it had no defense against.

She'd cracked a Compression milestone during the session. Peak-B, clean, the highest density she'd ever produced, catalyzed by the Integration 3 exposure amplifying her capacity. I'd helped by running stabilizing Flux through our paired connection while she compressed. The stabilization required sustained contact: my hand on her shoulder, her hand on my arm — and the contact had been running the harmonic through both of us for the final forty minutes of the session.

We were standing close. Arm's reach had become less than arm's reach at some point and I hadn't tracked the transition because the transition was happening at the same speed as the harmonic's intensification and both were gradual and continuous and by the time I registered the distance between us, there wasn't any.

She was sweating. Her braid was loosening, strands of black hair escaping to frame her face. The hair was damp at her temples. Her dark eyes were looking up at me because she was shorter and the looking-up required the same chin tilt that I'd noticed in Petra and the tilt exposed the line of her throat and her pulse was visible in the hollow above her collarbone and I could feel her heartbeat through the harmonic without touching her, the rhythm fast and strong.

I pushed a strand of hair from her face. My hand did this without consulting my brain. The strand was damp and it clung to my finger before releasing and my hand, having completed the stated objective, did not return to my side. It stayed on her cheek. My palm against the warm skin beside her jaw, my fingers at her hairline, and the contact was not Channeling and not Resonance and not any technique I'd ever practiced. It was just my hand on her face.

Her eyes closed halfway. The lashes cast shadows on her cheeks.

"Renn," she said.

My name in her voice, at that volume, with the harmonic running between us. The Flux in my channels pulsed in response and the pulse was not a technique. It was the synthetic Core reacting to an input that had nothing to do with cultivation and everything to do with the woman standing in front of me with my hand on her face and her eyes half-closed and three hours of shared frequency resonating between us in a loop that neither of us wanted to stop.

She kissed me. Or I kissed her. The distance closed and the closing was mutual and the attribution was irrelevant because the result was the same: her mouth on mine, warm, soft, tasting like salt from the sweat and something underneath the salt that was just her.

The kiss was clumsy. I'd never kissed anyone. My mouth didn't know the angles, the pressure, the rhythm. My hands didn't know where to go. One was still on her cheek and the other found her waist and the waist was narrow under my palm and the curve of it was exactly what I'd been tracking during training for weeks and the reality of touching it was better than the observation by an order of magnitude that my analytical brain attempted to calculate and my non-analytical brain told to shut up.

Suki's hands knew where to go. They went to my chest. To the scars under my shirt. Her palms pressed flat against the fabric and I felt her touch through the cotton and through the scars and through the channels beneath the scars and her Flux was in my channels from the harmonic and her hands were on my chest and the combination of physical contact and Resonance contact was a convergence that my Core processed as a single experience: being touched, completely, by someone who wanted to touch me.

Her mouth moved against mine. The clumsiness gave way to something less clumsy as the mechanics became clear: tilt here, press there, the feedback loop of two people learning each other's rhythm in real time. She made a sound against my mouth. Small. Not a word. A vibration that her Resonance carried into my channels and my channels carried to the Core and the Core responded with a Flux pulse that pushed through the harmonic and hit Suki through the sync and she gasped.

The gasp broke the kiss. She pulled back an inch. Her eyes were fully open now, bright, the pupils still dilated, her lips wet.

"The Flux," she said. "When you — did you feel that? The pulse when I—"

"Yes."

"Your Core responded to the kiss. The Flux pulsed through the harmonic. I felt it." Her hands were still on my chest. My hand was still on her waist. The inch between our mouths was occupied by shared breath and shared frequency and the charged air of two people who had just done something that could not be undone and did not want to undo it. "That wasn't a technique."

"No."

"That was your Core responding to me."

"Yes."

She looked at me. The analytical engine was running underneath the flush and the brightness and the dilated pupils and the wet lips, but it was running in a mode I hadn't seen before: not solving a problem, but recognizing that the problem was her and the solution was her and the two were the same thing and the equation didn't resolve to a number. It resolved to this. The training hall at midnight. The harmonic humming. The kiss still warm on both their mouths.

She put her hand on the back of my neck. Pulled me down. Kissed me again. This one was not clumsy. This one was Suki Pressler applying the same focused, relentless precision to kissing that she applied to everything else she did, and the result was a kiss that my synthetic Core logged with the same data density it used for Inversion Compression because the input was that significant and the channels were that full.

Her fingers found the scars through my shirt. Traced one. The longest, from collarbone to sternum. Her touch followed the line through the fabric and I felt the scar respond — not with pain, not with the clinical numbness of tissue that had been opened too many times, but with a sensitivity I hadn't known it had. The scar could feel her. The damaged tissue, rebuilt by the synthetic Core, was alive to her touch in a way it had never been alive to anything.

She didn't pull away from the scars. Her hand pressed flat against the longest line and her mouth pressed against mine and the kiss deepened and the harmonic surged and the training hall's isolation shielding absorbed the Flux output of two people discovering that cultivation wasn't the only thing their channels could share.

We pulled apart. Eventually. The eventually was long enough that the sweat had dried and the training hall's climate system had cycled twice and the residual Flux charge in the air had peaked and subsided and peaked again.

Suki stood with her hand still on the scar line through my shirt. Her breathing was returning to normal. The flush was still present. The analytical mask was not attempting to reassemble itself.

"Same time tomorrow," she said.

"Training or this?"

"Both." The grin. The one from the junction room, unguarded, warm. "Definitely both."

She left. I stood in Hall 7 with the taste of her mouth on mine and the warmth of her hand fading from my chest and the harmonic still singing in my channels, her frequency woven into my baseline, indistinguishable from my own.

The Flux meter read C — LOW.

The meter had never been more wrong about anything.




Chapter 19: Borders

Petra found the residual harmonic on a Friday.

The Friday scans had become ritual. Every week, 4:30 PM, the medical bay's consultation alcove with the curtain drawn and the equipment at idle. Petra on her stool, me on the bed, the Resonance flowing between us in the healing register that had been our shared frequency since the first cracked ribs. The scans were not medical in any institutional sense. They weren't filed. They weren't logged. They existed on Petra's personal tablet in a dataset that she maintained separately from the Academy's medical records: my channel architecture, mapped week by week, the evolution of a synthetic system documented by the only person who had the Resonance precision and the clinical knowledge and the willingness to look.

The ritual had its own rhythm. I'd arrive. She'd be at her station, finishing whatever clinical work the afternoon had produced. She'd close the curtain. I'd remove my shirt. She'd place her hands on my chest and the Resonance would activate and for thirty to forty-five minutes I'd sit on the medical bed and feel her Flux move through my channels with the careful, attentive thoroughness that was Petra's defining quality.

The scans were the most intimate non-sexual contact I'd experienced. More intimate than training with Suki, because Suki's contact was kinetic: movement, force, the paired exercises' choreography. Petra's contact was still. Her hands on my body, unmoving, the Resonance doing the work beneath the skin while we sat in the curtained space and her breath was quiet and her focus was total and the only sound was the ambient hum of the medical bay's equipment and the occasional scratch of her stylus on the tablet when she recorded a data point.

I'd started to look forward to Fridays.

This Friday, I arrived at 4:30. The bay was in its late-afternoon lull. Two beds occupied by students with minor injuries waiting for follow-ups. Petra was in civilian clothes: the grey sweater with the wide collar that left one shoulder bare, the leggings, the boots. She'd been scanning me often enough that the clinical uniform had become optional during after-hours sessions. The casualness was its own kind of intimacy: a woman choosing to be out of uniform around a patient, the professional boundary softened by repetition and by something that neither of us had named.

"Shirt off," she said. "I want to check the Integration 3 pathways."

I pulled my shirt off. The scars. She'd seen them enough times now that her reaction had evolved from the controlled assessment of the first viewing to something closer to familiarity. Not comfort. Not acceptance. The recognition of a landscape she'd mapped thoroughly enough to navigate without flinching. Her eyes moved across the thirty-seven lines with the same professional attentiveness she'd bring to a channel map, but quicker now, the visual check a formality rather than a fresh encounter.

She placed her hands on my chest. The Resonance activated. The warm, low probe entered my channels and began its systematic read: the primary pathways first, the Inversion Compression loop's baseline density, the channel wall thickness, the throughput capacity. Standard readings that she'd been tracking for weeks. Then deeper: the secondary pathways, the Integration 3 oscillations running beneath my primary bands, the layered containment I'd developed with Suki to keep the new frequencies hidden from Breck's classroom sensors.

The scan was methodical. Petra moved from region to region, her hands shifting on my chest, each position giving her Resonance access to a different channel group. The thoracic meridians. The upper-body combat channels. The intercostal pathways that connected the primary network to the secondary Integration development. Each group mapped, each data point logged, the tablet filling with the weekly record of a body that was changing at a rate her medical training had no framework for.

I sat and I felt her Flux in my channels and the feeling was the Friday feeling: warm, attentive, the sensation of being known at a depth that exceeded what words could achieve. Petra's Resonance didn't ask. It read. And the reading communicated a understanding that was more comprehensive than conversation because the understanding was built on data that included everything my channels held, which was everything I felt, which was everything I was.

Then her probe found something else.

Her hands stilled on my chest. The Resonance narrowed. The gentle, broad-spectrum scan tightened to a fine point, the way it did when she encountered something unexpected. I felt the probe focus on a specific channel group in my upper torso: the pathways that ran from my chest through my shoulders and up through my neck. The pathway group that carried the highest sensitivity, the nerve-dense junctions where the first prototype's contacts had been threaded and where every subsequent prototype had left its mark. The most intimate channels in my body, and the ones most altered by the Inversion Compression loop's continuous refinement.

"There's a secondary frequency in your upper channels," she said. Her voice was the clinical register. Level. Measured. "It's not yours."

I didn't answer immediately. The secondary frequency she was detecting was Suki's. The residual harmonic from the kiss two days ago, woven into my baseline by the Inversion Compression loop, circulating through my channels alongside my own Flux. The harmonic had attenuated since the night in Hall 7 but it hadn't disappeared. It was faint, a ghost signal, but Petra's Resonance was precise enough to detect it and identify it as non-native. Her precision was the thing that made her remarkable as a healer. Her precision was also the thing that made it impossible to hide this from her.

"The frequency profile is B-grade," Petra said. "High purity. Combat-attuned with broad-spectrum capability." She paused. The clinical description was accurate. It was also a perfect profile summary of Suki Pressler's Flux signature, and both of us knew it. "It's Suki's."

"Yes."

"Her frequency is integrated into your circulation loop. Not residual surface contact. Integrated. Your Compression cycle is carrying her signature alongside yours." Her hands were still on my chest. The Resonance was still reading. Her voice was still level but the levelness was costing her something. I could feel the cost through the probe: a micro-fluctuation in her Resonance frequency, the equivalent of a hand trembling while holding steady. The micro-fluctuation lasted half a second and then her control reasserted and the probe stabilized and the fact that she'd wavered at all was the most revealing piece of data the scan had produced. "That level of integration requires sustained, deep-frequency contact. Paired Resonance synchronization alone wouldn't produce this. The contact would need to be—"

She stopped.

"Intimate," she finished. The word was precise and clinical and cost her more than the micro-fluctuation had revealed. Her green eyes were on my chest, on her own hands, on the channel map that was showing her a frequency that belonged to another woman running through the body she'd been healing for weeks.

"We kissed," I said. Because I didn't know how to navigate this except with the same direct, undressed honesty that I'd used for everything since the lab. The social protocols for this conversation were beyond me. The truth was not. "Two days ago. In the training hall. The Resonance harmonic was active between us and the kiss deepened the integration and her frequency entered my circulation loop."

"I see." Petra's hands didn't leave my chest. The Resonance didn't stop. She continued the scan with the methodical thoroughness of a person who was going to complete the procedure regardless of what the procedure was telling her, because the procedure was the thing she could control when other things were not controllable. Her probe moved through the channel groups with the same systematic precision, the same data collection, the same recorded observations. The only difference was the micro-fluctuation that appeared every time her Resonance encountered Suki's integrated frequency, the small waver that her control suppressed but couldn't eliminate.

"The integration is stable," she said. "No adverse effects on your channel architecture. If anything, the secondary frequency is complementing your primary oscillation. The combined harmonic is smoother than your solo output." A pause that lasted three beats of my heart, which she could feel through the Resonance. "She's good for your channels."

"Petra."

"I'm not finished." Her hands moved to my shoulders. The probe continued. Integration 3 mapping, secondary pathway assessment, the clinical checklist she was working through with the precision of someone building a wall out of data to put between herself and what she was feeling. "The new Integration 3 pathways are developing faster than last week. The growth rate is accelerating. I'm noting a seven percent increase in secondary channel density since the last scan. The frequencies are stabilizing into permanent infrastructure rather than transient oscillations, which suggests the Integration is approaching maturation."

The data was real. The data was important. The data was also a shield and we both knew it.

"Petra."

She stopped. Her hands were on my shoulders. Her face was level with my collarbones because she was sitting on the stool and I was on the bed and the height differential put her eyes at the line of my first scar. She was looking at the scar. Not at my face. The scar was safer than my face because the scar was data and my face was the person behind the data and the person was the thing she was trying not to react to.

"She matters to you," she said.

"Yes."

"You kissed her. In the training hall. After a session." The words were statements, not questions. She was building the picture from the data the way she built channel maps: point by point, connection by connection, the full architecture assembled from individual observations. "The harmonic was active. The Integration 3 frequencies were involved. The emotional and physical components of the contact were amplified by the Resonance link between you. The kiss was not casual."

"No. It was not casual."

"I matter to you." Not a question either. A data point she was confirming, the way she'd confirm a channel reading by running the probe twice.

"Yes. You matter to me."

Her hands were on my shoulders. The Resonance had stopped. The probe was inactive. What remained was just her palms on my skin, warm and small and still, the touch of a woman who was holding onto something while deciding what to do with the holding. The medical bay hummed around us. The consultation curtain swayed in the ventilation's current. The two students on the beds outside the curtain were talking quietly about a combat drill and the normalcy of their conversation was a counterpoint to the abnormality of ours.

"I've known for a while," she said. "Not about the kiss specifically. About her. About what she is to you. I can feel it in your channels every time I scan you. Your Flux responds to her frequency differently than it responds to mine. When I touch you, your channels accept my Resonance with trust. The pathways open. The tension in the first two seconds fades and the channels settle and the settling is the Flux-language for safety. You feel safe when I touch you."

She paused. The pause was the hinge of the conversation. What came before was observation. What came after was interpretation.

"When her frequency is in your system, your channels resonate with it. Not accept. Resonate. The pathways don't settle. They amplify. The Flux density increases. Your heart rate elevates. The channels that carry the most nerve density light up with activity that has nothing to do with healing and everything to do with wanting." She looked up. The green eyes met mine and the green was bright and wet and the freckles were close and the expression on her face was not grief and not anger and not the clinical mask. It was the expression of a person who was looking at a situation clearly, with full data, and was choosing how to respond rather than reacting. "There's a difference between trust and resonance. One is about safety. The other is about wanting."

The distinction landed with the precision she'd intended. Two words. Two frequencies. Two women. Each producing a different response in the same channels, and the healer who spent more time in those channels than anyone else alive had named both responses with a clarity that I couldn't have produced myself because the naming required the outside perspective that I didn't have and Petra did.

"I'm not asking you to choose," she said. "I need you to hear that. I'm not asking you to choose between me and her. I don't have the right to ask that and I wouldn't exercise it if I did." She breathed. The breath was careful, controlled, a person managing their composure with the same deliberate technique they used to manage a Resonance probe. "I'm telling you I know. That's all. I know about her. I know she matters. And I know that what I feel when I put my hands on your chest and read your channels is not something I'm going to stop feeling because another woman's frequency is in your circulation loop."

I looked at her. At the auburn hair falling around her face, the wide collar of the sweater, the exposed shoulder with its freckles, the green eyes that were wet but not spilling. At the hands on my shoulders that had healed me and mapped me and read the history of my pain through my channels and were now resting on my skin because she wanted them there and for no other reason.

"I don't know what the rules are," I said. "I've never had anyone. Now I have two people who—" The words stalled. Not because I didn't know what came next but because the saying of it required a vulnerability that was different from physical vulnerability. They'd opened my chest thirty-seven times and this was harder. "Two people who matter. Who I don't want to lose. And I don't know how that works because everything I know about human connection I learned in the last two months."

Petra's thumb moved on my shoulder. A small circle. Not clinical. The gesture of a person who was listening and responding through touch because touch was her language the way analysis was Suki's. The circle was warm. The circle said what her voice hadn't: I hear you. I'm not leaving. The circle continued.

"I know," she said. "I know you don't know the rules. I know you came from a place where people touched you to extract data and I know that when I touch you to heal you, your channels still tighten for the first two seconds because some part of you still expects the touch to hurt." The thumb continued its circle. "You're learning. You're learning what it means to be touched by people who care about you. And the learning doesn't have to follow rules that were built for people whose first touch wasn't a scalpel."

The words settled into the space beside the Core. The space that was getting crowded with things that didn't fit in channels and couldn't be measured by meters: Suki's "you're not alone" and Petra's "I'm choosing to be here" and the unnamed thing that was growing between the three of us that had no textbook chapter and no cultivation manual entry and no precedent in the Academy's social architecture.

She removed her hands. Picked up her tablet. Entered notes. The clinical procedure resumed as if it had never been interrupted, the data points of Integration 3 development and channel density and growth rate recording on the screen with the same precision as every previous session. The composure reassembled around the data the way it always reassembled: efficiently, completely, the seams invisible to anyone who hadn't been present for the cracking.

"Friday next week," she said. "Same time."

"Petra."

"Yes."

"Thank you for not asking me to choose."

The fourth smile. The green eyes, still bright. The freckles. The wetness that hadn't spilled, receding now, composure reassembling around a decision that had been made and was holding.

"I'm not asking you to choose because I already know what I'm choosing," she said. "I'm choosing to be here. The rest is yours to figure out."

She turned back to the tablet. The scan data was on the screen. My channel map, her notes, the documented evidence of two months of a healer learning a body that was unlike any body in the medical curriculum. The data was hers. The choice was hers. The patience was hers.

I put my shirt on. I left the medical bay.

The corridor was bright with afternoon light. Students moved between buildings in the post-class flow, tablets and bags and the ambient conversation of a community that ran on schedules and rankings and the social mechanics that I was still learning to navigate. I walked through the flow and the flow parted around me without acknowledgment, the same invisibility that C-grade status conferred in a population stratified by numbers.

The air was cool on skin that held the residual warmth of two different women's touch. Suki's harmonic, integrated into my Flux, running through channels that also carried the memory of Petra's Resonance. The two frequencies coexisted without interference. The synthetic Core processed them identically: no preference, no hierarchy, two inputs through channels that had no bias. The channels didn't choose. The channels carried.

But I was not channels. I was a person. And a person, unlike a channel, was supposed to choose. The social protocols said one. The textbooks said one. The cultural framework that I'd absorbed through observation during two months of Academy life said one person, one relationship, one set of rules that everyone understood and followed.

I didn't have one. I had two. And the two were not competing for the same space. They occupied different frequencies, different registers, different functions in a life that was three months old and that was being built from materials that the standard framework didn't account for.

The rules, if there were rules, would have to be built from materials that didn't exist in any textbook. Built by people who were making this up as they went. A lab rat, a prodigy, and a healer, constructing something without a blueprint.

I'd spent twelve years having things built inside me without my consent. This was different. This was being built by all three of us, together, with full knowledge and open eyes.

The Flux meter read C — LOW.

The things that mattered had never fit on the meter.




Chapter 20: Rivals

The field excursion changed the social architecture of the year group and the change was visible in the cafeteria on Monday.

The cafeteria was the Academy's informal ranking system. The formal ranking was the board in the quad, the numbers and composites and component breakdowns. The informal ranking was where you sat, who sat with you, and who looked at your table and decided to keep walking. The top ten had their tables, clustered near the windows where the natural light was better and the ambient Flux from the quad's fountain provided a pleasant low-frequency hum. The scholarship students had theirs, positioned near the food line for efficiency, the pragmatism of people who'd learned that time spent walking to a distant table was time not spent eating or studying. The aristocrats clustered by family connection rather than grade, their tables marked by better posture and conversations conducted at volumes calibrated to be overheard. The middle ranks filled the space between with the fluid dynamics of a population that was still sorting itself.

My table had been empty except for Suki for the first two months. Then Suki and me. Then, on rare occasions, Suki and me and someone from her Resonance study group who needed a textbook she'd borrowed. The table's social temperature was low: the C-grade anomaly and the ranked-first prodigy, a partnership that other students observed but didn't join because the observation had revealed nothing that invited joining. We were a closed system. The closure was deliberate on my part and habitual on Suki's, who was sociable the way a research institution was sociable — open to collaboration but not to small talk.

Monday after the field excursion, three people were sitting at the table when I arrived with my tray.

Wen was there. The D-grade from my sparring rotations and my field group. He was eating with the steady, unhurried consumption of a man who approached meals the way he approached everything: patiently, thoroughly, without rushing. He looked up when I sat down and nodded and the nod was sufficient greeting because Wen didn't waste words. His presence at the table was not a social calculation. Wen didn't calculate. Wen sat where he wanted and wanted to sit with people he liked and the simplicity of his social mechanics was, in an environment of rankings and politics and whisper networks, refreshing to a degree that I hadn't expected to value.

A woman named Sera was there. C-grade, from the southern quadrant group at the anomaly site, the group closest to the student whose channels had overloaded. Sera was small, sharp-featured, with a nervous energy that expressed itself in rapid speech and equally rapid eating. She'd been the first student to reach the overloaded girl after the instructors and she'd been talking about the incident since Friday. The talking was not gossip. Sera was a cultivator who paid attention to Flux phenomena and who had registered something during the incident that the instructors' "natural harmonics" explanation didn't account for.

"The channels stabilized before Torr got there," she said, to the table, to anyone listening, continuing a conversation that had apparently been running since before I sat down. "The surge should have collapsed her primary meridians. D-grade channels can't handle a Class 2 ambient spike. The overload progression was six, maybe eight seconds from irreversible damage, and then it just stopped. Torr said the anomaly self-corrected but anomalies don't produce targeted inverse-oscillation at that precision. Something stabilized her. Someone stabilized her."

She looked at me when she said "someone." The look was quick, uncertain, the glance of a person who had a theory she wasn't confident enough to voice directly. She'd been in the southern quadrant, close to the incident. She might have felt the emission's direction. Or she might be extrapolating from the whisper network's current favorite topic, which was, according to Suki's intelligence gathering, "what is Vasik."

"The anomaly's internal harmonics can produce localized interference patterns that mimic targeted Resonance," I said. "It's documented in the geological survey data. Class 2 sites have self-regulating feedback mechanisms."

This was true. It was also irrelevant to what had actually happened, but the true-and-irrelevant combination was effective camouflage and I'd been using it since enrollment. The technique was becoming automatic: take a real fact, deploy it in a context that redirected the inquiry, let the fact's legitimacy provide cover for the redirection.

Sera looked unconvinced. She ate three more bites of rice, rapidly, and said: "The feedback mechanisms in the survey data operate at formation-scale frequencies. The stabilization that hit Lenn's channels was at D-grade biological precision. That's not formation-scale. That's person-scale."

She was smart. The observation was accurate. The feedback mechanisms in the geological data operated at frequencies measured in hundreds of hertz. The stabilization I'd produced had been tuned to a single student's channel architecture at a precision measured in fractions of a hertz. The difference was the difference between a flood and a surgical intervention. Sera had identified the gap. I ate my food and didn't respond because responding would require either lying with more specificity or telling the truth and neither option was available at a cafeteria table with Wen listening quietly and students at adjacent tables within earshot.

Suki arrived. She sat beside me with her tray and her braid and the effortless authority of a woman who was ranked first and knew it and who entered every room as if the room had been expecting her. She assessed the expanded table in a glance: Wen (acceptable), Sera (new variable), the conversation topic (dangerous).

"The anomaly data from the northeast quadrant shows three instances of localized harmonic convergence during the surge period," Suki said. "Any of those could have produced a stabilizing interference pattern at biological scale. I've modeled it." She hadn't modeled it. She was improvising cover in real time with the analytical fluency that made her the best student in the year and the best liar at the table. The lie was delivered with the same precision she applied to Compression technique: calibrated, controlled, producing exactly the intended effect. "I can send you the analysis if you want."

Sera considered this. The offer of data from the ranked-first student was authoritative enough to suppress the theory, or at least to redirect it from "someone did it" to "the anomaly might have done it, and a very smart person has the math."

"Send it," Sera said. She went back to eating.

Crisis managed. Suki's knee pressed against mine under the table. The contact was brief, deliberate: I've got you. The harmonic pulsed once through the contact, the two-frequency carrier wave that said more than the knee-press could convey on its own. I pressed back. The pulse returned. The exchange lasted two seconds and was the most intimate communication available in a cafeteria full of students.



Tallis found me after combat class.

The corridor outside the training hall. Students filtering toward their next period, the foot traffic providing ambient noise that made conversations simultaneously public and private. Tallis stepped into my path with the directness of a person who'd been waiting for this specific corridor at this specific time. The positioning was deliberate. He'd chosen a location that was visible enough to prevent the conversation from being secret and narrow enough to prevent me from walking past without acknowledging him.

He was taller than me by four inches. Broader by the margin that a peak-B cultivator's frame carried over a synthetic-B's still-developing body. His Core burned in my Flux sense at the bright, clean intensity of a natural cultivator at the top of his grade, output that said: I earned this through biology and training and family investment. Output that looked at my numbers and couldn't reconcile them with anything the biology allowed.

"Vasik."

"Vorn."

"We need to talk about what you are."

The corridor's foot traffic continued around us. Students passed. Some glanced. The glances were the kind that registered a confrontation's potential without committing to observation. The social behavior of people who wanted to know what happened but didn't want to be seen watching.

"I'm a student," I said. "Eleventh in the year. Same as you're a student, second in the year."

"I'm a peak-B from a cultivator family with three generations of Guild service. My grade is documented, verified, and consistent with my lineage. My combat scores match my meter. My Resonance profile matches my Core. Everything about my performance is explicable within the framework of what I am." He stepped closer. Not threatening. Tallis wasn't a bully. The rib-cracking incident in week three had been competitive excess during a sparring assessment, not targeted malice. He'd hit me with a combination that a C-grade's defenses should have absorbed and my defenses hadn't been calibrated yet and the ribs had cracked and his reaction afterward had been irritation at my inadequate shielding rather than satisfaction at inflicting pain. He was a person whose worldview was organized by the grade system and whose worldview was being disrupted by a data point that didn't fit. "You enrolled as a C-grade. You're reading as B-grade now. Your combat score is the highest in three years. Your Resonance range exceeds your grade by a margin that Breck won't discuss but that everyone in the year noticed during the frequency exercise. And at the anomaly site, something happened in the northeast quadrant that the instructors wrote off as natural harmonics and that anyone with functioning Resonance sensitivity knows was not natural harmonics."

"Anomaly sites produce unusual effects. The survey data—"

"Don't." The word was sharp. Not angry. Frustrated. The frustration of a person who'd been given the same deflection repeatedly and was done accepting it. "Don't give me the survey data. Don't give me late manifestation. Don't give me atypical channels. I've heard all of it and none of it explains a student who jumped two grades in one semester and who produces combat output that exceeds A-grade specialists and who can apparently stabilize channels at sixty meters through a Class 2 ambient field."

The corridor was thinning. Students had moved on to their next classes. The conversation's audience was shrinking, which was either better or worse depending on what Tallis did with the silence I was giving him.

He did something I hadn't expected. He dropped the aggressive posture. The shoulders relaxed by a degree. The jaw unclenched. The competitive intensity that defined his public presence — the peak-B aristocrat who'd been rejected by the elite Academies and was compensating by dominating a mid-tier one — softened into something more honest. The shift was visible and, through my Flux sense, audible: his Core's modulation pattern moved from confrontation to something quieter. Concern.

"I'm not your enemy, Vasik." His voice dropped. The frustration was still present but the hostility had been set aside, the way a person sets aside a tool they've determined is wrong for the job. "I'm not trying to expose you. I'm not filing reports. I'm not running to the instructors with what I suspect." He paused. "I'm asking because the year is watching. The whisper network is active. People are asking questions that you're not answering and the non-answers are generating more attention than answers would. Right now, the leading theory in the dormitory common rooms is that you're either a Guild plant running an internal assessment of Academy standards, or a minor aristocrat hiding your family name to avoid favoritism, or some kind of experimental augmentation project. The augmentation theory is closest and if it gains traction, someone is going to connect it to the Korvane bulletin."

The last sentence hit. Not because it was unexpected — I'd been modeling the whisper network's trajectory since the field excursion. Because hearing it from Tallis, spoken with the casual familiarity of a person who'd been tracking the same data from the other side, made the threat concrete in a way that modeling couldn't.

"The Korvane bulletin describes a male, eighteen, slight build, surgical scarring, enrolled under an assumed identity," Tallis said. "The reward is 150,000 credits. Somebody in the dormitory is going to do the math. Not today. Maybe not this week. But somebody. And 150,000 credits is a lot of motivation for a student on a scholarship or a staff member on an Academy salary."

"What do you want, Vorn?"

"I want to know what I'm looking at so I can decide what to do about it." He stood straight. The B-grade posture, the aristocratic bearing. But underneath it, the honesty of a person who was being direct because directness was the only approach he respected. The honesty was readable through my Flux sense: no deception modulation, no concealed intent, just the clean signal of a person saying what he meant. "I'm not the enemy. But I'm also not going to pretend I don't see what everyone sees. You're more than what your file says. Figure out what you want the year to know, because the year is going to find out one way or another and it's better if the narrative comes from you than from 150,000 credits' worth of motivation."

He walked away. The corridor was empty. The overhead lights hummed. The Flux infrastructure in the walls carried the ambient energy of a building full of cultivators and the building didn't know that one of its students was standing in a corridor with a conversation's weight settling onto his shoulders and the realization that the person who'd cracked his ribs in week three had just done him a kindness that the rib-cracking hadn't allowed him to anticipate.

Tallis was right. The whisper network was running. The non-answers were generating attention. The Korvane bulletin was in the system. The math was not complicated and the motivation was 150,000 credits and somebody was going to do the math.



Keris found me in the library.

Wednesday. Two days after Tallis's corridor confrontation. I was at a study table in the mezzanine, reading ahead on Resonance physics, the textbook providing a cover for the actual processing I was doing: modeling the whisper network's trajectories, calculating exposure timelines, running the scenarios that Suki and I had been running in Hall 7 every evening since the field excursion.

Keris sat across from me without asking. The same uninvited arrival that Suki had used in the cafeteria on day six, the same assumption that the conversation was going to happen and the question was not whether but when. She moved with the economy that I'd noticed during the field excursion: no wasted motion, no social preamble, the efficiency of a person who'd been raised to treat time as the most valuable commodity and conversations as transactions that should produce returns.

She set her tablet on the table. Opened a document. Turned the screen to face me. The document was a timeline: dates, events, data points. My enrollment date. My intake scan results. The first quarterly ranking. The combat assessment scores, plotted over time in a curve that started low and climbed steeply. The mid-semester assessment. The field excursion, with a notation that read: Northeast quadrant emission, Integration-class frequency, targeted biological precision at 60m. Source: Vasik's position ± 3m.

She'd been tracking me. Not casually, not through the whisper network's secondhand information. Deliberately, systematically, with the data organization of a person who'd been trained to assess capability the way her family assessed investments. The timeline was clean and thorough and its existence meant that Keris Aldane had been watching me with institutional attention for longer than the field excursion.

"I don't need you to tell me what you are," she said. "I've built a sufficient model from the observable data. The details you're protecting are yours. I'm not interested in them."

"What are you interested in?"

"Your trajectory." She tapped the timeline. The data points formed a curve that started low and climbed steeply and showed no sign of leveling. "Your capabilities are increasing at a rate that doesn't match biological cultivation curves. The growth is accelerating, not plateauing. In three months you've gone from C-grade to effective A-grade. In six months, at this rate, you'll be beyond what the Academy can measure. In a year, you'll be beyond what the Guild can classify."

The projection was accurate. I'd run the same numbers. The Integration growth curve was exponential, not linear, and the exponent was increasing with each milestone. Petra's scan data confirmed the trajectory. Suki's training data confirmed it. Keris had confirmed it from the outside, using observable data rather than Resonance readings or paired Flux measurements, which meant the trajectory was visible to anyone who was paying attention with the right analytical tools.

"People with that trajectory become one of two things," Keris said. "Resources or targets. The difference is who's standing next to them when the trajectory becomes visible." She folded her hands on the table. The gesture was precise, formal, the body language of a minor aristocrat conducting a negotiation in the way her family had taught her: clearly, directly, with the terms on the table and the leverage identified. "Tallis told you the whisper network is active. He's right. The year is watching. The instructors are watching. Korvane is watching. At some point the watching becomes acting and when it does, you'll need people who know what you are and choose to stand with you rather than people who discover what you are and choose to profit from it."

"You're offering to stand with me."

"I'm offering to be a visible ally. Someone whose family name carries enough institutional weight that targeting you becomes more complicated when I'm associated with your trajectory." She met my eyes. The dark eyes were calm, steady, the assessment complete. She'd evaluated the investment and determined the expected return and was presenting the terms. "In exchange, I want access. Not to your secret. To the techniques your training produces. The frequency modulation, the multi-channel processing, the range capabilities. I've seen the output. I want to learn from it."

The offer was political and practical simultaneously. Keris Aldane, ranked third, from a minor aristocrat family, was offering her name and her institutional connections as a shield in exchange for the training benefit of proximity to my non-standard cultivation. She was investing in my trajectory the way her family invested in assets: early, strategically, with an eye toward the return. The investment was calculated. The calculation was not cynical. Keris was protecting her investment, which meant protecting me, which meant the calculation and the care pointed in the same direction.

"I need to discuss this with my partner," I said.

"Pressler. Of course." No surprise. No offense. The acknowledgment of a person who understood that decisions weren't made alone when partnerships were involved. She'd factored Suki into her model before she sat down. The model probably included Petra too, based on the specialist oversight notation that was visible in my Academy file to anyone who knew how to read administrative records.

"Take your time. The offer stands."

She stood. Collected her tablet. At the table's edge, she paused.

"Vasik. The Korvane bulletin. The description matches you if someone is looking. So far, nobody is looking hard enough." She met my eyes again. "Make sure, when they do look, that what they find is bigger than what they're looking for."

She left. The library was quiet. The mezzanine's Flux infrastructure hummed at the low frequency of a space designed for concentration and populated by students who were concentrating on their coursework and not on the conversation that had just concluded three feet from them. I sat at the study table and the timeline she'd built was gone with her tablet but the data points were in my head and the curve was in my head and the offer was in my head and the words were in my head: Make sure what they find is bigger than what they're looking for.

The same strategy Suki had proposed in a different context. Make yourself too valuable to give back. Keris had arrived at the same conclusion from a different direction: Suki through partnership, Keris through politics. Both women looking at the same trajectory and seeing the same answer. The convergence of their independent analyses was itself a data point: when two people with different frameworks assess the same situation and produce the same recommendation, the recommendation is probably correct.

I told Suki that evening. Hall 7. She listened. The analytical engine ran. The verdict came in three sentences.

"Accept the alliance. Keris brings institutional cover we don't have. Her family name makes the review board think twice about anomalous findings if an Aldane is publicly associated with the student in question."

"And the training access?"

"Give her what you'd give a B-grade training partner with strong fundamentals and political awareness. Not the full scope. The modulation basics. Enough that she benefits and enough that she's invested." Suki's dark eyes were calculating. The ranked-first student, the prodigy who'd claimed me first, assessing the addition of a third-ranked aristocrat to the constellation that was forming around me. The assessment was not jealous. It was strategic. Suki evaluated every variable by its contribution to the system and Keris's contribution was institutional weight that the system needed. "She's right about one thing. When the trajectory becomes visible, the people standing next to you determine whether the visibility is an asset or a liability."

She took my hand. Held it. The harmonic hummed between us, carrying the data of two people who'd learned each other's frequencies through months of training and proximity and the kiss that had changed everything and the wanting that the kiss had started.

"We're building something," she said. "It doesn't look like anything anyone's built before. That's either the problem or the point."

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were unmeasurable. The walls were holding but the people who could see through them were multiplying and the multiplication was beginning to look less like a vulnerability and more like a foundation.

Four people now. Suki, Petra, Keris, Doss. Four people who saw more than the meter showed and who had each chosen, for their own reasons, to stand on the same side of the wall.




Chapter 21: Sync

The kiss changed the training.

Not the content. The Inversion Compression drills continued. The frequency modulation practice continued. The triple-channel coordination work continued. The partnership's mechanical structure was the same as it had been before Hall 7 at midnight. The content was identical.

Everything else was different.

The sessions ran later. Not because the training required it but because neither of us wanted to stop being in the room together. The 6 AM morning sessions extended to 7:45, then 8, then a breathless rush to make the 8:15 academic block with sweat still cooling on our skin and the harmonic still humming between us. The afternoon sessions in Hall 7 pushed past 10 PM, then 11, the isolation shielding containing whatever we generated inside a room that was becoming less a training hall and more a space that belonged to us.

The touch was different. Before the kiss, the physical contact of paired exercises had been technical with awareness underneath. After the kiss, the awareness was on top. When Suki placed her hands on my shoulders for Channeling alignment, the touch arrived with intent. Her fingers pressed into the muscle with a pressure that was more than assessment. When I placed my palms against hers for Resonance synchronization, I held the contact longer than the exercise required. When we sparred, the proximity had a charge that made the air between our bodies feel thick.

We hadn't kissed again. Not because the wanting had decreased. The wanting had increased to a level that my synthetic Core logged as a persistent background process running at approximately fifteen percent of total awareness, which meant that at any given moment during training, fifteen percent of my processing capacity was dedicated to tracking Suki's body, Suki's mouth, Suki's proximity, and the distance between all of these and me.

The remaining eighty-five percent was enough to train. Barely.

The fifteen percent tracked everything. It tracked her in the training hall: the rotation of her hips during strikes, the flex of her thighs during lunges, the way her training top darkened with sweat between her breasts and clung to the shape of them with increasing fidelity as the session progressed. It tracked her in the cafeteria: the way she ate without looking at her food, the chopsticks moving on autopilot while her brain processed whatever cultivation problem she was currently dismantling, the small crease between her eyebrows that appeared when the problem resisted and that I wanted to press my thumb against. It tracked her in the corridors: the braid swinging, the training bag on one shoulder, the way she walked through a crowd of students without adjusting her pace because the crowd adjusted to her.

The tracking was involuntary. The tracking was continuous. The tracking was producing a dataset of Suki Pressler that my Core stored alongside Flux data because the Core made no distinction between the two. She was information. She was the most important information.

"Your triple-channel is sloppy today," Suki said. A Thursday. Hall 7. She was at the control terminal, watching the grid display. "The third channel is drifting. Your sensor sweep is overlapping with your barrier."

"The sensor sweep is fine."

"The sensor sweep is reading my body heat instead of the practice target because you're pointed at me instead of the target. Redirect."

I redirected. The third channel's sensor sweep swung from Suki's position to the practice target on the far wall. The readings normalized. The overlap resolved.

"Better." She stepped away from the terminal and walked toward me. The walk was Suki's training walk, efficient, purposeful, but the purpose had shifted in the weeks since the kiss. She walked toward me now with an additional quality. A directness that was not about cultivation. The directness of a woman who knew she was being tracked at fifteen percent of a synthetic Core's total processing capacity and who was, based on the harmonic's transmission of her emotional state, not displeased by the tracking.

She stopped in front of me. Close. The distance she maintained during training had compressed since the kiss, each session bringing her a fraction closer, the boundary between training proximity and personal proximity eroding by degrees. Tonight she stopped at a distance that was not training-standard and was not conversation-standard and was instead the distance that two people maintain when the space between them is not about distance but about the decision to close it.

"Again," she said. "Triple-channel. But this time I'm going to feed you stabilizing Flux through paired contact. I want to see if your triple-channel output increases when I'm running alongside you."

She placed her hand on my forearm. The contact opened the Flux bridge. Her B-grade output flowed into my channels: clean, strong, the combat-attuned frequency that I'd been carrying as a residual harmonic for weeks and was now receiving live. The live signal was warmer than the residual. More present. The difference between a recording and a person standing in front of you with her hand on your arm and her Flux in your channels and her eyes on your face.

I ran the triple-channel. Barrier, strike, sensor. Three independent operations through three channel groups. Suki's Flux entered the system alongside my own and the effect was immediate: the three channels stabilized, the drift disappeared, the output density on each channel increased by a margin that the grid display tracked in real time.

"Twelve percent increase across all three channels," Suki said. She was reading the grid with one hand and feeding me Flux with the other, her palm warm on my forearm, her fingers curled around my wrist. The grip was firm enough to maintain the Flux bridge and gentle enough to communicate something that the bridge didn't carry. "When I'm in your system, your parallel processing is smoother. The channels aren't competing for bandwidth because my Flux is filling the gaps between your operations. I'm functioning as a buffer."

"A buffer."

"A very attractive buffer." The corner of her mouth turned up. The analytical delivery undermined by the acknowledgment that she knew what she was, standing in a training hall with her hand on my arm, feeding energy into a man she'd kissed two weeks ago and hadn't kissed again because she was waiting for something that she hadn't named and I hadn't figured out.

We ran the exercise six more times. Each repetition refined the technique: Suki's stabilizing Flux becoming more precisely calibrated to my channel architecture, the buffer effect increasing from twelve percent to fifteen to eighteen. By the sixth repetition, the triple-channel coordination with her energy filling the gaps was producing output that exceeded my solo maximum by a margin that made the partnership's combined capability a meaningful tactical advantage.

The training was productive. The partnership was producing results that exceeded either of our individual capabilities by a margin that grew every session. Each result gave us a reason to continue. Each session that continued gave the harmonic more time to build. Each building of the harmonic gave us more of each other's emotional state, transmitted involuntarily, received completely.

And underneath the training, the harmonic built.

The self-sustaining sync had become a permanent feature of our interaction. Every paired session reinforced it. Every contact deepened it. The harmonic was no longer something that happened during specific exercises and faded afterward. It was a standing wave between us, present whenever we were in the same room, intensifying with proximity and physical contact. The wave carried information: I could feel her emotional state through the harmonic. Focus. Determination. Amusement. And underneath all of those, the constant, low-frequency hum of want that matched the fifteen percent of my processing capacity and ran at approximately the same intensity.

She wanted me. The harmonic transmitted it. Through the Flux connection, the shared channel, the harmonic that carried her internal state into my awareness with a resolution that was more intimate than words. Her desire responded to proximity: steady at three feet, elevated at two feet, acute at arm's reach, and at contact, at the moment her hand was on my forearm and her Flux was in my channels, the want peaked into something that her composure contained but the harmonic did not.

She could feel mine. I knew this because her eyes changed when the harmonic spiked. The dark eyes would sharpen, the pupils dilating by a fraction, the look she gave me shifting from analytical to something that analysis couldn't account for. She knew what I was feeling because the sync transmitted it and the transmission was involuntary and uncensorable and neither of us could hide from the other inside the harmonic.

Two people, wanting each other, feeling each other's want, unable to pretend otherwise. The pretending was impossible because the Flux didn't lie.

The wanting followed me out of the training hall. Into the dormitory, where I lay in the narrow bed and the harmonic's residual carried her frequency through my channels as I tried to sleep. Into the cafeteria, where sitting across from her at meals produced a proximity that kept the harmonic at low hum and the low hum was constant and the constant was both pleasure and torment. Into the classroom, where I sat three rows behind her and tracked the back of her head and the braid and the line of her neck and the fifteen percent of my processing that was devoted to Suki had opinions about the line of her neck that the academic material couldn't compete with.

The wanting was in the morning when I woke and the harmonic's resting frequency told me she was awake too, somewhere in her dormitory, and the knowledge that she was awake and the knowledge that she was wanting and the knowledge that the wanting was for me made the ceiling of my room a poor substitute for the ceiling of the training hall where we'd kissed.

The kiss hadn't led to more because I didn't know how to lead it further. The mechanics of kissing I'd learned in a single session through Suki's precision. The mechanics of what came after kissing were a territory that my education, which consisted of lab textbooks and cultivation manuals, had not covered. I knew the biology in the abstract way that a person who'd read medical texts knew biology. I did not know the practice. The initiation. The sequence of actions that took two people from kissing to the thing that fifteen percent of my awareness was devoted to imagining and that the imagining was producing with increasing specificity each night in the narrow bed.

Suki was waiting. I could feel the waiting through the harmonic, the patience underneath the want, the deliberate restraint of a woman who knew that the man in front of her had never been touched with desire before two months ago and who was giving him the time to arrive at readiness on his own. She wasn't pushing. She wasn't pulling. She was present, and wanting, and patient, and the patience was visible in the way she ended every session: standing close, the harmonic humming, her hand finding some part of me — forearm, shoulder, the back of my hand — and holding the contact for three seconds longer than necessary before releasing.

The three seconds were a question. The release was the space for my answer.

I hadn't answered yet. Not because I didn't want to. Because the wanting was so large and so new that approaching it directly felt dangerous: too much energy, insufficient containment, the risk of being overwhelmed by something that the analytical framework couldn't process and the non-analytical framework had no experience with.



I told Petra this. Not in those words. In the words that came out during a Friday scan, her hands on my channels, the Resonance reading my state with the resolution that made concealment pointless.

The scan was routine. The data was not.

"You're carrying elevated stress markers in your cardiovascular channels," she said. Her hands were on my chest, the probe moving through the thoracic meridians. "And your limbic pathways are running at sustained high-frequency. The combination reads as anxiety and arousal at approximately equal intensity."

"That's accurate."

"It's been present for two weeks. Since the kiss."

"Also accurate."

Her hands moved on my chest. The scan continued. Her green eyes were on her tablet, reading the data, the clinical mask in place. But the clinical mask was thinner than usual. The conversation we'd had the previous Friday — the borders conversation, the trust-versus-resonance distinction, the "I'm choosing to be here" — sat between us in the curtained space. She'd named what she felt and what Suki was to me and what she was to me and the naming had not resolved anything. The naming had simply made the unresolved visible.

"The elevated limbic activity is affecting your channel efficiency," she said. "Your Compression ratio is down three percent from baseline. Your reaction times during combat exercises are slower by approximately a tenth of a second. The arousal-anxiety state is consuming processing capacity that your training needs." She paused. "Approximately fifteen percent, based on the metabolic distribution."

Fifteen percent. The same number I'd calculated independently. Petra's Resonance had arrived at the figure from the inside, reading the channel allocation, confirming what I'd estimated from the outside. The convergence of our calculations was either reassuring or alarming depending on how you felt about a healer being able to read your sexual frustration from your thoracic meridians.

"You want to be with her and you don't know how to start," she said. Not a question. She'd read it from my channels.

"I've never—" The words stuck. Petra waited. Her hands were warm on my chest and the warmth was patience and the patience was her. The same patience she'd shown during every scan: the willingness to hold still and let the data arrive rather than reaching for it.

"I know," she said. "I've read your physiological history through your channels, Renn. I know you've never been intimate with anyone. I know the only physical contact you had for twelve years was medical procedures. The installation rig. The nerve-bridge threading. The restraints for the walk from your cell to the lab." Her voice was soft. Not pitying. Precise and soft simultaneously, the way she was precise and soft simultaneously. "Your body's baseline for physical contact is clinical. Procedural. Every touch associated with pain or assessment. The touch that Suki is offering is neither of those and your body doesn't have a framework for it."

"My body has the harmonic. The harmonic carries what she feels. I know what she wants. I can feel the physical specifics of her desire through the bridge. The data is there."

"The data is not the experience. Knowing what someone wants and knowing how to give it to them are different skills. And the second skill requires something that data can't provide." She looked up from the tablet. The green eyes held mine and the expression in them was tender in a way that the clinical mask couldn't contain. "It requires trust that your body can produce pleasure for another person. You've never had evidence of that. Your body has only ever produced data for researchers and pain for yourself. The leap from 'my body is a test site' to 'my body can make someone feel good' is not a technical problem. It's a belief problem."

The accuracy of the observation was the thing that made Petra's counsel different from Suki's analytical approach. Suki would have designed a training regimen. Petra diagnosed the underlying condition.

"You don't need to know how to start," she said. "You just need to let it happen. She'll meet you where you are."

"How do you know?"

"Because she's been meeting you where you are since she sat down at your table."

Her thumb traced a circle on my chest. Over the first scar. The gesture was the same one she'd used on my shoulder during the borders conversation: small, circular, the touch-language of a woman communicating through contact because contact was her first language and words were the translation. The circle said: I'm here. I'm not asking for more than this. This is enough for now.

She completed the scan. Filed the data on her personal tablet. The Integration 3 readings, the channel density measurements, the limbic pathway activity, the cardiovascular stress markers. All of it recorded, none of it filed with the Academy. The data was hers. The data was ours.

"Friday next week," she said.

"Friday next week."

I left the medical bay with Petra's words in my channels and Suki's harmonic in my circulation and the two women's care running through my system in parallel frequencies that didn't interfere with each other. Trust and wanting. Safety and desire. Two kinds of warmth that a body with empty channels could carry simultaneously because the channels had no bias and no preference.

Saturday morning. Training. Suki's hand on my forearm for the stabilization drill, the Flux bridge open, the buffer effect running at eighteen percent, the triple-channel coordination producing output that the grid recorded as partnership-exceeds-individual. The session was two hours. The session produced data and technique and progress.

At the end, standing close, the harmonic humming, Suki's hand found the back of my hand. She held the contact for four seconds instead of three.

The question. The space.

The answer was forming. Not in the analytical framework, which had no template for this decision. In the other framework, the one that operated beneath the analysis, the one that had been building since a woman sat across from me in a cafeteria and said "your Channeling is wrong" and that had grown through every training session and every paired exercise and every corridor walk and every moment of proximity that the harmonic had translated into shared experience. The answer was forming in the space where belief lived, the space that Petra had identified: the belief that my body could produce something other than data and pain.

Four seconds. She released my hand. She walked to the door. The door opened. The corridor light spilled in.

"Same time tomorrow," she said.

"Same time tomorrow."

She left. I stood in the training hall. The grid was dark. The isolation shielding hummed at idle. The room held the residual warmth of two hours of paired training and the harmonic's sustained resonance and the four seconds that were one more than three and that were, I was beginning to understand, the only countdown that mattered.

Not yet. But the distance between not yet and yes was closing with the same steady inevitability as the Integration's growth curve.

Soon.




Chapter 22: Closing

The reward went up on a Tuesday.

I was in the library, reading ahead on Resonance theory, when the notification pushed to my comm unit. Not a personal message. A public Guild bulletin, distributed campus-wide, the kind that went to every registered device in the Academy network.

KORVANE BIOSYSTEMS — UPDATED PUBLIC NOTICE

Korvane BioSystems has increased the reward for information regarding former rehabilitation patient CV-037 to 150,000 credits. The individual is male, approximately 18 years of age, of slight build, and may have enrolled in educational or training programs under an assumed identity. The individual is carrying an experimental medical implant that requires professional supervision. Korvane urges anyone with information to contact the Korvane Medical Division or their local Guild office immediately.

One hundred and fifty thousand credits. Three times the original reward. Enough to fund a student's full three-year Academy enrollment with money left over.

The bulletin had changed. The first version, the one I'd seen in the common room weeks ago, had described a confused patient who'd left care. This version mentioned an assumed identity. This version mentioned educational or training programs. They knew. Not where. Not which Academy. But they'd narrowed the model from "confused patient wandering the streets" to "escaped subject hiding in an institution under a false name."

The photo had changed too. No longer the three-year-old image of a fifteen-year-old boy in a medical gown. This one was a digital composite: my face at fifteen, aged by three years through algorithmic projection, the features sharpened and matured. The projection was imperfect. The algorithm couldn't account for two months of actual nutrition, the muscle definition from daily training, the way a face changes when the person behind it starts living instead of surviving. But it was closer. Close enough that someone who saw me daily, who knew what I looked like from the front and the side and in training clothes and in the cafeteria light, might look at the composite and feel a flicker of recognition.

I closed the notification. My hands were not shaking. The Core's stress response had gotten faster: the stabilizing Flux deployed before the adrenaline peaked, the cardiovascular calming cycling engaging before my heart rate cleared 90. The mask was faster too. Twelve years of practice. The face that showed nothing assembled itself over the face that felt everything and the transition was seamless and the seamlessness was its own kind of damage.

I looked around the library. Students at tables, in study alcoves, on the mezzanine. Some were looking at their comm units. The bulletin had gone to everyone. Some would read it. Most would skim past it: another Guild notice, another missing person, another corporate medical retrieval in a world where corporate medical retrievals were common enough to be background noise.

But 150,000 credits was not background noise. That was a number people remembered. That was a number that made people look at the composite image and actually study it instead of scrolling past.

I left the library. I walked to my room. I locked the door. I sat on the bed and I opened the data chip on my tablet and I read Jo's notes on Korvane's search protocols.

Jo had anticipated this. The data chip's final section, labeled CONTINGENCY, described Korvane's search escalation pattern: initial public notice with low reward, followed by regional narrowing, followed by reward increase, followed by field team deployment. The escalation was procedural. Each stage triggered the next when the previous stage failed to produce results. The reward increase to 150,000 credits meant the initial canvas had failed and the regional narrowing was underway and the field team deployment was next.

Field teams. Korvane security operatives with Guild authorization, carrying medical retrieval warrants. People who could walk into an Academy's administrative building and request student records on medical grounds. People who could scan Cores and identify synthetic signatures and file retrieval orders that the Guild would enforce.

Jo's notes estimated the field team deployment at four to eight weeks after the reward increase. Four to eight weeks. The semester review was in six weeks. Two institutional clocks converging on the same point: the Academy's deep scan and Korvane's field team, both arriving at approximately the same time, both capable of exposing what I was.

I sat on the bed and the data chip glowed on the tablet screen and the room was quiet and the Flux meter read C — LOW and none of those things were the thing I was afraid of.

I was afraid of losing this. The room. The door that locked from the inside. The 6 AM sessions with Suki. The Friday scans with Petra. The cafeteria where I ate food I chose. The training hall where I was learning what my body could do when nobody was cutting into it. The daily rhythm that had become, without my noticing the transition, a life.

Two months. I'd had a life for two months. The lab had lasted twelve years. The math was not encouraging.



The mid-semester assessment confirmed the pattern that Drell's quarterly combat flag had started.

Academic performance: top twelve. I'd moved up from top fifteen through sustained work and the synthetic Core's processing advantage, which made memorization trivial and pattern recognition effortless. The academic scores were high but not suspiciously high. I'd calibrated my output to land in the range where "bright student" met "unusual background" and didn't reach "impossibly advanced for a C-grade."

Practical skills: above average. The partnership with Suki had normalized my non-standard Channeling by embedding it in a paired output that the evaluators assessed as a unit. Suki's standard technique plus my non-standard pathways produced a combined practical score that read as exceptional partnership rather than anomalous individual capability.

Combat: the problem. Again.

The mid-semester combat assessment used the same construct format as the quarterly evaluation. Calibrated automatons, difficulty scaled to registered Core grade. My constructs were set to C-grade. I destroyed all three in under ninety seconds. The assessor, a visiting instructor from the Guild's regional training division, noted the time, the technique, and the Flux output and filed a score of 82.

Eighty-two. Up from 78. The improvement was consistent with dedicated training and partnership benefits. The number itself was not extraordinary. What was extraordinary was the context: 82 was solidly in the B-grade range, produced by a meter that read C, and the visiting Guild instructor didn't know about Varn's channel note or Drell's combat flag or Breck's Resonance evaluation. He saw a number and filed it.

But the number went into the system. And the system aggregated. And the aggregated data: a C-grade student with three consecutive combat assessments in the B-grade range — would be visible to the semester review board when they convened in six weeks.

Breck added her own data point. The advanced Resonance evaluation she'd flagged at the beginning of the Resonance unit arrived during mid-semester assessment week. She called me to Hall 2 after hours, ran a targeted frequency analysis, and documented the results on her tablet with the clinical precision of a woman who knew exactly how unusual the data was.

"Four-band frequency range, confirmed," she said. "Primary defensive, with full combat, sensor, and healing secondary bands. Response time for band transitions: sub-second. Attunement purity: 98% across all four bands." She looked at me over the tablet. "For reference, I test at 96% purity with a peak-A Core and thirty years of specialist training. You're at 98% with a C-grade Core and eight weeks of coursework."

"Late manifestation produces unusual attunement patterns."

"Late manifestation is a two-word explanation for a phenomenon that doesn't fit any documented case in the literature. I've searched. Vasik, I've searched comprehensively. There are eleven documented late-manifestation Hollows in the last century. None of them exhibited multi-band frequency range. None of them achieved sub-second transition times. None of them tested at purity levels that exceed A-grade specialists." She set the tablet down. "I'm filing this with the review board. I have to. The evaluation protocol requires it."

"The data goes through the medical division first," I said. "My file has a specialist oversight flag. Dr. Calloway reviews any Resonance data before it's filed."

Breck's eyebrows rose. She hadn't known about Petra's flag. The flag was medical-side, invisible to academic instructors unless they checked. "A specialist oversight flag. On a first-year student."

"My condition is documented as complex atypical. The oversight is standard for the classification."

"Nothing about you is standard, Vasik." She picked up the tablet. "I'll route through the medical division. Calloway will have the data by Friday." She paused at the door. "I don't know what you are. But I know you're not what your meter says. The review board will see the same thing I see. Be prepared for questions you can't answer with two words."

She left. I stood in the empty training hall. The grid panels were dark. The overhead lights hummed. Breck's Resonance evaluation was in the system, routed to Petra, who would contextualize it within the late-manifestation framework and file it as consistent with my documented condition. One more piece of evidence managed. One more wall between me and exposure.

But the walls were accumulating weight. Each new data point — the combat scores, the Resonance evaluation, the channel anomalies, the Integration developments — added mass to the structure that Petra and Suki and I were maintaining, and the structure was designed for a C-grade student's worth of discrepancy and I was generating A-grade data at an accelerating rate.

Six weeks to the semester review. Four to eight weeks to the field team. The clocks were converging and the walls were heavy and the margin for error was narrowing with every assessment that showed a number the meter couldn't explain.



I told Suki that night. Hall 7, isolation shielding active. I showed her the updated Korvane bulletin on my tablet. The new composite photo. The 150,000 credit reward. The "assumed identity" language. The "educational or training programs" narrowing.

She read it. Her face went through the sequence: absorption, calculation, the jaw setting, the eyes hardening. She read it twice. Then she set the tablet on the grid floor and looked at me.

"Four to eight weeks for the field team. Six weeks for the review. Breck's evaluation in the system. Drell's combat flags aggregated. The composite photo close enough that someone with daily visual contact could make the connection." She was listing the threats the way she listed technique components: systematically, without affect, the analytical engine processing the data at full speed. "The convergence window is five to seven weeks. After that, one or both of the institutional pressures will produce an exposure event."

"Yes."

"Then we have five weeks to prepare."

"Prepare for what?"

"For whatever happens when they find you." She stepped toward me. Close. The harmonic hummed between us, carrying the data of her emotional state: fear, controlled; anger, hot; determination, bedrock-deep. "They're going to find you, Renn. The composite will get closer. The field team will arrive. The review board will ask questions Petra can't redirect. At some point, the walls come down. The question isn't whether. It's what happens after."

She was right. I'd been thinking in terms of prevention: hiding, masking, containing, the defensive posture of a person whose entire life had been about surviving inside structures built by other people. Suki was thinking offensively. Not about preventing exposure but about surviving it.

"What do you propose?"

"I propose we make you too valuable to give back." The dark eyes were bright. The analytical engine had produced an answer and the answer was fierce. "Five weeks. We push. Everything you've been hiding, every capability you've been containing, we develop it to the point where your value to the Academy exceeds the cost of your secret. When the walls come down, you need to be standing behind something bigger than a fake identity."

She took my hand. The contact opened the Flux bridge. The harmonic surged. The fear and the anger and the determination flowed between us and the combined frequency was something new: not my fear plus her determination, but a third thing, an alloy, harder than either component.

"Five weeks," she said. "Starting now."

We trained until 2 AM. The hardest session we'd ever run. Triple-channel coordination at maximum density, frequency modulation across all bands, Inversion Compression pushed to the limit of what my body could sustain. Suki pushed me and I pushed myself and the grid floor blazed beneath us and the isolation shielding contained the output and the room held the evidence of what I could do and the evidence was considerable and growing.

Five weeks. The distance between now and the convergence. The distance between not yet and whatever came after.

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were beyond measurement. The clocks were running.

I walked Suki to her dormitory at 2:15 AM. At her door, she held my hand for four seconds instead of three.

The answer was closer.




Chapter 23: Push

Five weeks. Suki said it and the number became the architecture of every day that followed.

We restructured everything. The 6 AM sessions became 5:30. The Hall 7 afternoons extended to midnight. The rest days that Petra had negotiated became active recovery days: lighter training, focused conditioning, the physical work that my body needed to keep pace with the Core's accelerating capabilities. Sunday visits to Doss were suspended. The noodle shop would be there afterward. The five weeks would not wait.

Week one was the chassis.

"Your Core is an engine in a bicycle frame," Suki said. Monday, 5:30 AM, Hall 7. She had a training plan on her tablet: a document she'd built over the weekend with the organizational precision of a doctoral thesis. Phases, benchmarks, daily targets. "The engine can output A-grade density. The frame can sustain B-grade exertion for about ninety minutes before the muscles start failing and the channel walls strain. The gap between engine and frame is the gap that will get you killed if the field team arrives and the confrontation is physical."

"The confrontation might not be physical."

"Korvane sent two B-grade operatives to a nearby city with Guild authorization for medical retrieval. If they find you, the retrieval will be physical. Count on it." She set the tablet on the grid terminal. "Run."

I ran. Not Flux-enhanced running: physical, raw, the cardiovascular conditioning that the Academy's morning drills covered and that my body, still catching up from twelve years of cellular confinement, needed more of. Suki ran beside me. Her B-grade body had been training since childhood and her running was efficient and sustainable and she maintained conversation while I gasped.

"The physical conditioning serves two purposes," she said, barely winded, while I was approaching oxygen debt after fifteen minutes. "First, it increases the muscle tissue's tolerance for sustained Flux channeling. The channels run through muscle. Stronger muscle means wider channel capacity under stress. Second, it conditions the cardiovascular system to support high-output combat for longer durations." She glanced at me. "You're turning red."

"I'm aware."

"Good. Keep running."

The running became daily. Thirty minutes at 5:30 AM, before the Flux training began. My body hated it. The Core's damage response kept the muscles from tearing but couldn't substitute for the cellular adaptation that only came through sustained physical stress. The first week was misery. The second week was tolerable. By the middle of week three, I could run thirty minutes without oxygen debt and the muscles in my legs and torso had thickened measurably, the physical frame beginning to catch the engine that drove it.

Suki added resistance training. Bodyweight exercises, Flux-weighted drills where the Core added mass to the limbs through Channel density, sparring at three-quarter power with increasing duration. She pushed and the pushing was relentless and the relentlessness was love expressed through exertion — she was building my body because my body was the thing that would stand between me and the people who wanted to take me back and she was not going to let the thing be inadequate.

Petra monitored. Friday scans, now Wednesday and Friday, tracking the physical conditioning's effects on my channel architecture. The muscles were growing and the channels inside them were responding: the channel walls were thickening, the meridians' capacity increasing, the Flux throughput rising not from Core development but from the chassis catching up.

"The lumbar pathways are twenty percent wider than last month," Petra said, Wednesday of week two. Her hands on my lower back, the Resonance reading the infrastructure changes. "The thoracic channels show similar expansion. Your body is adapting to the increased Flux load by growing the plumbing." She moved her hands higher, between my shoulder blades. "The Integration 3 secondary pathways are stabilizing. The new frequencies are embedding into the channel walls instead of just running through them. That's a maturation indicator. The pathways are becoming permanent infrastructure rather than temporary adaptations."

"How does that compare to biological cultivator development?"

"It doesn't compare. Biological channel expansion at this rate requires years. You're doing it in weeks." Her hands were warm on my back. The Resonance hummed at the healing register. "Whatever the synthetic Core is doing to your growth curve, the physical conditioning is accelerating it. The stress is triggering adaptation responses that the Core then amplifies. You're feeding the Core a signal that says 'grow' and the Core is growing."

The chassis was catching the engine. Not matching it. The gap was too large for three weeks of conditioning to close. But narrowing. Each day, the bicycle frame was becoming something sturdier.



Week two was combat applications.

The frequency modulation that I'd discovered in the junction room and developed in Hall 7 had been theoretical: I could shift frequencies mid-technique, layer multiple bands simultaneously, produce outputs that biological cultivators couldn't replicate. The theory was comprehensive. The application was untested in anything resembling real conditions.

Suki served as the test.

"Attack me," she said. Tuesday, week two, Hall 7, isolation shielding active. She stood in the center of the grid in her training stance, her B-grade Core humming, her eyes sharp. "Full contact. Use everything you've developed. I want to see how the modulation performs against an opponent who fights back."

I attacked. A standard strike, right hand, Flux-enhanced. Suki blocked. Her barrier was clean, precise, the peak-B defensive technique she'd refined over a lifetime of training.

"Again. This time modulate on contact."

I struck again. Right hand, standard strike. On contact with her barrier, I shifted the frequency from offensive to sensor. The strike's momentum dissipated against her defense but the sensor pulse penetrated it, reading her channel architecture through the barrier, mapping the defensive structure's weaknesses in the fraction of a second the contact lasted.

"I can feel that," Suki said. Her eyes narrowed. "You're scanning me through the strike. The offensive frequency hits my barrier and the sensor frequency passes through it. That's—" She paused. Reset her stance. "Do it again. I want to adapt."

We sparred for ninety minutes. I developed techniques in real time against a living opponent: a strike that scanned on contact, a barrier that healed the user on impact, a sensor field that predicted movement by reading Flux intention in the opponent's channels before the technique manifested. Suki adapted to each one. Her B-grade technique was precise enough to counter most of what I produced, which forced me to innovate faster, which produced better techniques, which she countered again. The cycle was productive and exhausting and by the end of it we had a catalog of combat applications that no other cultivator in the Academy could produce or defend against.

"The strike-scan is the most valuable," Suki said, reviewing the session data. "On first contact, you map the opponent's channel architecture. On second contact, you know their weaknesses. On third contact, you exploit them. A three-strike kill sequence against any opponent whose channels you can read."

"Against a B-grade opponent. Against an A-grade with denser channels, the scan might not penetrate."

"Then you modulate the scan frequency to a higher band. The Integration 3 frequencies should penetrate A-grade barriers because A-grade barriers aren't calibrated to block frequencies that don't exist in the biological spectrum." She looked at me. The analytical engine was running at full speed and the speed was producing heat that showed in her face and her posture and the way she stood too close after a session that had involved ninety minutes of physical combat at escalating intensity. "You're building a combat system that nobody can defend against because the defense hasn't been invented yet."

"That's the idea."

"That's a terrifying idea and I love it."

The grin. The unguarded one. The one that made her face younger and warmer and that I tracked with the same resolution I tracked Flux signatures. She was sweating. Her training top was damp, clinging to her breasts and her stomach. Her braid was loosening, strands of black hair sticking to her neck. She was standing close enough that the harmonic was active and the harmonic was carrying the post-combat adrenaline rush alongside the wanting that never fully subsided and the combination was a frequency that made the air between us dense.

"Week three," she said. The word was heavy with more than training. "Integration 3 stabilization. Then the review."

"Then the review."

She held my gaze for three beats. The harmonic hummed. The wanting was at twenty percent and climbing and the climbing was approaching a threshold that neither of us had crossed.

Four seconds. She held my hand for four seconds at the end of the session. The question. The space.

The answer was forming. The answer was almost ready. The answer was being built by three weeks of training and three weeks of proximity and three weeks of a harmonic that carried everything we felt in a frequency the Flux couldn't lie about.



Week three was Integration 3.

The new frequencies that had spiked Breck's meters and produced the anomaly-site stabilization and earned me a twelve-second look from Keris Aldane were no longer emergent. They were established. The synthetic Core had incorporated them into its baseline processing, the Integration 3 pathways mature enough that the frequencies ran continuously at a low level, a background oscillation beneath my standard output.

The background oscillation needed to be controllable. Not just containable. The layering technique I'd developed after Breck's warning was defensive, a mask. I needed the Integration 3 frequencies to be weapons. Tools. Extensions of capability that I could deploy with the same precision I deployed Inversion Compression and frequency modulation.

The capabilities were extraordinary. The word Suki had used, the word Petra had confirmed. The word that sat in my chest beside the Core. The Integration 3 frequencies operated at a level of Resonance that the biological spectrum didn't include, which meant the applications they produced were applications that the cultivation system had no framework for.

Sensing through walls. The extended-range detection that the anomaly site had amplified was available at reduced range in standard environments. I could feel through solid structures: walls, floors, the dormitory's infrastructure — and read the Flux signatures of people and equipment on the other side. The range in standard conditions was approximately forty meters. In high-ambient environments, it multiplied. The application for detecting approaching threats was immediate and obvious.

Reading emotional states. The Integration 3 frequencies interacted with biological Cores in a way that standard Resonance didn't: the non-biological oscillation read the biological Core's modulation patterns, which correlated with the cultivator's emotional state. Fear, anger, focus, deception — each emotional state produced a specific modulation pattern and the Integration 3 frequencies read them the way a sensor reads a barcode. The application for identifying threats, assessing interrogators, and reading the intentions of Korvane operatives was immediate and critical.

Detecting surveillance. The Academy's sensor net, the Guild's monitoring equipment, the Flux meters, the deep scanner, all of them operated on biological-spectrum frequencies. The Integration 3 sensors read these frequencies from the device side: I could detect a scanner before it scanned me, read a meter's calibration from ten meters away, identify surveillance equipment through walls. The application for anticipating the field team's detection methods was the difference between being caught and not being caught.

I trained each capability to operational readiness. Suki tested the wall-sensing by standing in different rooms and having me locate her through the building's structure. She tested the emotional reading by cycling through mental states while I identified them from across Hall 7. She tested the surveillance detection by hiding her personal Flux meter in various locations and having me find it through the isolation shielding.

Each test passed. The capabilities were real, reliable, and undetectable by the standard instrumentation because the instrumentation operated on frequencies that the Integration 3 output existed below and above simultaneously, invisible to the machines the way ultraviolet is invisible to the human eye.

"You're a ghost in the system," Suki said. End of week three. We were sitting on the floor of Hall 7, both exhausted, the session's data on the grid terminal showing three hours of capability testing at progressively higher difficulty. "You can see everything the system does. The system can't see you doing it. That's the advantage that makes the convergence survivable."

She was sitting close. The sessions had been running hotter each day — the training intensity climbing alongside the physical intensity of proximity, combat contact, the harmonic transmitting everything. The five-week push was also the three weeks between the first kiss and whatever came next and the whatever-came-next was approaching with the same acceleration as the Integration growth curve.

Her hair was down. She'd stopped braiding it for evening sessions two days ago — a small change that I noticed the way I noticed all changes in her, which was completely and involuntarily and with a resolution that my channels dedicated to the task without being asked. The loose hair changed her face. Softened it. The analytical prodigy became, in the training hall at midnight with her hair down and her skin flushed from three hours of combat testing, a woman first and a prodigy second.

"One week to the review," she said. "Petra's scanner modification is ready. Keris's alliance gives us institutional cover. Doss's intelligence says the field team is weeks out but narrowing. The push has done what it needed to do: you're operating at a level that makes you an asset, not a liability. If the walls come down, what they find will be too valuable to throw away."

"If the walls come down."

"When," she corrected. Gentle. The gentleness that appeared when the analytical mask thinned and the person underneath was visible. "When the walls come down. We've been building for this. All of us."

She leaned against me. Her shoulder against mine. Her head tilting toward my shoulder, not quite resting on it, the approach of contact that she'd been offering in three-second increments for weeks. The harmonic hummed between us at the frequency that carried everything: the wanting, the fear, the determination, the tenderness that neither of us named because naming it felt like a vulnerability that the five-week push didn't have room for.

But the push was nearly over. And the room it didn't have was going to have to be found.

"Renn."

"Yeah."

"After the review. When it's done. When Petra's modification has worked and the data is filed and the immediate threat is managed." She wasn't looking at me. She was looking at the dark training hall, the grid floor, the walls that had contained everything we'd built together for months. "I want to come to your room."

The harmonic surged. The words were simple and the meaning was not simple and the not-simple part was transmitted through the Flux bridge at a resolution that made the words redundant. I could feel what she meant. She could feel that I could feel it.

"Yes," I said.

She let her head rest on my shoulder. The contact lasted longer than four seconds. Longer than ten. Longer than counting mattered. The harmonic held us and the training hall was dark and the five-week push was almost over and what came after was forming in the space between us with the same inevitability as an Integration reaching completion.

The Flux meter read C — LOW. The reserves were beyond what any meter could show. The chassis was catching the engine. The combat system was operational. The Integration 3 capabilities were trained and ready.

And the woman sitting beside me, her head on my shoulder, her hair loose against my neck, was going to come to my room after the review and the coming was going to change everything that the push hadn't changed and complete everything that the push had started.

Five weeks. Three remaining. The convergence was approaching.

I was ready.




Chapter 24: Petra

She came to my room on a Sunday night.

I was at my desk, reviewing the Integration 3 frequency containment protocols that Suki and I had developed during the five-weeks-and-counting training push. The door was locked. The Flux meter glowed on my wrist. The campus was quiet outside my window, the dormitory settled into the subdued hum of students studying or sleeping or doing whatever students did on Sunday nights when they weren't hiding from corporations.

The knock was soft. Two taps, a pause, a third. The pattern she'd established during our Friday scan sessions when she arrived at the medical bay before I did and knocked on the consultation alcove curtain to let me know she was ready. The pattern had followed her here, to my dormitory door, which she had never visited before.

I opened the door. Petra stood in the hallway in civilian clothes: a dark jacket over a white shirt, leggings, boots. Not the grey sweater. Not the clinical uniform. Dressed for outside, for transit, for being somewhere she wasn't supposed to be at 9 PM on a Sunday.

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside. She entered. The room was small — she'd never been here, and her green eyes moved across it with the quick assessment of a person mapping a new space. Bed, desk, window, closet with Jo's jacket hanging alone. The room of a person who owned almost nothing and had arranged the almost-nothing with the precision of someone for whom order was a survival strategy.

She sat on the desk chair. I sat on the bed. The distance between us was four feet. The room didn't allow for more.

"The semester review is in four weeks," she said. "The deep Core scan is scheduled for the final week of the review period. All students with flagged files get scanned on the same day. You're flagged three times: Varn's channel note, Drell's combat assessment, Breck's Resonance evaluation. My specialist oversight protocol means I'll be present for the scan and I'll review the data before it's filed." She paused. "The protocol won't be enough."

"Why not?"

"Because the deep scanner isn't the intake scanner. The intake scanner samples. The deep scanner maps. Full-spectrum Resonance analysis of the Core's composition, the channel architecture, the frequency output profile. The resolution is high enough to identify synthetic material at the molecular level. My presence in the room doesn't change what the scanner sees. It only changes who sees the results first." She reached into her jacket pocket and produced her tablet. Set it on the desk. "I've been running simulations."

She opened a file. The screen showed a schematic of the Academy's deep scanner: the hardware layout, the calibration parameters, the sampling algorithms. The detail was extensive. She'd been studying the machine's architecture with the same thoroughness she'd applied to my channel system.

"The scanner's calibration baseline defines what it considers normal biological variation. Any reading that falls outside the baseline is flagged as anomalous. The baseline is set by the manufacturer and updated annually by the Guild's medical standards board. The current baseline includes parameters for late-manifestation Hollows: wider channel uniformity tolerance, broader frequency range allowance, reduced Core density expectations." She tapped the screen. "I can modify the baseline."

The room was very quiet. The dormitory's ambient Flux hummed in the walls. Petra's voice was steady, clinical, the register she used when presenting data. But her hands, holding the tablet, were gripped tighter than the presentation required.

"The modification would expand the biological variation parameters to include synthetic Resonance signatures as extreme-case biological anomalies. The scanner would read your Core, encounter the synthetic material, compare it against the modified baseline, and classify it as a rare but documented biological variant consistent with late-manifestation Hollow physiology." She looked at me. "The scan would pass. The data would file as unusual but not synthetic. The review board would see a complex case, not a corporate experiment."

"And if someone checks the calibration logs?"

"They'll see a modification. The modification will be timestamped and associated with my clinical access credentials. If anyone investigates, the trail leads to me." Her voice didn't waver. The hands on the tablet tightened by another degree. "The modification is defensible within the specialist oversight protocol. I have documented authority to adjust scanner parameters for patients with atypical conditions. The adjustment falls within my clinical discretion. If challenged, I can argue that I modified the baseline to prevent false positives that would have wasted the review board's time with a known atypical case."

"Can you argue that convincingly?"

"I can argue it well enough to survive a clinical review. Probably. If the reviewer isn't looking for fraud." The clinical register cracked by a fraction. "If the reviewer is looking for fraud, the argument falls apart. The modification is defensible as clinical discretion. It's not defensible as what it actually is, which is a second-year medical student tampering with Guild-certified diagnostic equipment to conceal a synthetic Core from an institutional review board and a corporate retrieval operation."

She said the words with the flat precision of someone who had rehearsed them. Who had sat in her room or her medical bay or wherever she went when she wasn't healing me or scanning me, and had practiced saying what she was about to do in the starkest possible terms so that the saying of it wouldn't shake her when the moment came.

It didn't shake her. The voice held. The hands held. The green eyes held mine and the holding was deliberate and I could feel, through the residual Resonance connection that her months of scans had built into my channels, the cost of the holding. Her heart rate was at 94. Her Flux output was fluctuating at a frequency I'd learned to associate with controlled fear. She was afraid and she was here and the fear had not stopped her from coming.

"Petra. If you do this and it's discovered, you lose your clinical license. Your enrollment. Your career."

"I know."

"You've built your entire Academy trajectory around the medical track. The Resonance specialization, the clinical rotations, the channel mapping skills. Everything you've worked for since enrollment."

"I know what I've worked for, Renn."

"Then why?"

She set the tablet on the desk. The schematic disappeared behind the lock screen. She folded her hands in her lap. The grip relaxed by one degree. The clinical register retired and what replaced it was not the analytical Petra of the Friday scans or the bureaucratic Petra of the specialist oversight flag or the quietly stubborn Petra who'd asked him if the standard procedure was standard procedure and smiled when it wasn't. What replaced the clinical register was the woman who'd sat on a medical bay stool with her hands on his scarred chest and cried because she could feel twelve years of pain written in his channels.

"Because I've had my hands on your body for two months," she said. "I've read every channel, every scar, every pathway the Core has built. I've felt the damage they did to you and I've felt the healing you've done and I've felt how your channels tighten when I touch you because some part of you still expects the touch to hurt." Her voice was low. Not a whisper. The volume of a person speaking across four feet of distance in a small room to the person they were speaking to and nobody else. "I've felt your heartbeat through your ribs while I healed the bones that a classmate cracked. I've felt your stress response activate when the Korvane bulletin appeared. I've felt the Integration pathways grow under my palms, week by week, your body becoming something that nobody's body has ever become, and I've kept the data on a personal tablet and I've filed nothing and I've told no one."

She breathed. The breath was measured. Deliberate.

"I'm not doing this because of what your Core is. I'm doing this because of who you are when you sit on my medical bed and hold still while I touch you and trust me not to report what I find. I'm doing this because you said 'thank you' the first time I healed your ribs and nobody had ever thanked me for a healing before because most patients treat the medical bay like a mechanic's shop and you treated it as a kindness." She looked at her hands. The folded hands in her lap. "I'm doing this because when I put my hands on your scars, the channels underneath them respond to my Resonance with a frequency that I've never felt from another patient and that I think about when I'm not with you and that I want to keep feeling for as long as you'll let me."

The room was four feet wide between the bed and the chair. The Flux hummed in the walls. The meter glowed on my wrist. Petra Calloway sat in my desk chair with her hands folded and her green eyes bright and wet and her auburn hair catching the overhead light and the freckles precise across her nose and the composure intact except at the edges where the wet eyes betrayed it.

I stood. The standing closed two of the four feet. I took one step. The step closed one more. I was standing in front of her, looking down, because she was sitting and she was short and the angle put her face at the level of my chest, where the scars were, where her hands had been.

"You can feel my heartbeat through the Resonance," I said. "What's it doing right now?"

"Ninety-eight beats per minute. Elevated. Consistent with heightened emotional arousal." The clinical answer, delivered with a voice that was not clinical. "Also consistent with what I'm feeling."

I knelt. The kneeling put our faces level. Her green eyes were close. The freckles were countable at this distance and I'd counted them before, during the scans, but the counting had been observational and this counting was not observational. This counting was because each freckle was a point of warmth on a face that I wanted to be close to.

"I don't know how to do this," I said.

"Do what?"

"Any of this. What I feel. What to do with what I feel. How to tell you that what you're offering to risk for me is more than anyone has ever—" The words failed. The same failure they'd produced with Suki. The vocabulary of emotional expression, underdeveloped, insufficient for the scale of the input. "The rules. I don't know the rules."

"There are no rules for this, Renn." Her hand came up from her lap. Her fingers touched my jaw. The touch was gentle. Precise, attentive, the contact of a person whose hands were trained to help and who was choosing to use them for something that was not in the medical curriculum. "There are just people, deciding to be close to each other."

She kissed me. Or I kissed her. The attribution was, as it had been with Suki, irrelevant. The distance closed and her mouth met mine and the kiss was different from Suki's kiss. Softer. Slower. Suki's kiss had been electric, charged with three hours of Integration 3 frequencies and the harmonic's intensity. Petra's kiss was warm. The temperature of a healing Resonance, the low frequency of a body being told it was safe. Her lips were soft and full and they moved against mine with the careful attention she applied to everything, the thoroughness of a woman who did not rush because rushing meant missing data.

Her hand stayed on my jaw. My hands found her waist. The waist was tiny under my palms, as I'd noted in the medical bay when her clinical top showed the line of her collarbones to her narrowest point. The reality was the same data at higher resolution: the curve of her ribs, the soft indentation where her torso narrowed, the warmth of her body through the white shirt.

The Resonance activated. Not deliberately. Her Flux responded to the contact as mine did: involuntarily, the channels opening to the proximity, the healing frequency extending from her palms into my jaw and from my hands into her waist. The bidirectional loop built between us, gentler than Suki's harmonic, running at the healing register, the warm low frequency that I'd associated with safety since the first time she'd healed my cracked ribs.

The kiss deepened. Her other hand came up and held my face between her palms. Her fingers were in my hair and against my ears and the touch was encompassing. Full coverage, thorough, nothing missed. I could feel her heartbeat through the contact. 102 beats per minute. Elevated. Matching mine.

She pulled back. An inch. Her breath against my mouth. Her eyes open, the green very close, the wet still present but changed — not the precursor of grief but the brightness of feeling that was too large for the composure to contain.

"Your heartbeat just hit 106," she said.

"Yours is at 104."

"We're syncing." The ghost of a smile. Clinical humor. The specific comedy of two people whose first language was data, kissing in a dormitory room and tracking each other's vital signs through the contact.

"Is that standard procedure?"

The fourth smile. The fifth. They were coming faster now. "Nothing about us is standard procedure."

She kissed me again. Brief. The punctuation at the end of a sentence that said everything the words hadn't. Then she stood. Picked up the tablet. Returned it to her jacket pocket.

"I'll modify the scanner on the morning of the review," she said. "Early. Before the medical staff arrives. The calibration adjustment takes eleven minutes. I've practiced."

"You've practiced."

"On the training scanner in the medical bay's back room. Sixteen times. The procedure is consistent."

Sixteen times. She'd practiced the scanner modification sixteen times. In the medical bay's back room, after hours, alone, running the procedure until the execution was automatic. The same way I practiced Inversion Compression. The same way Suki practiced her reflective barrier. Three people, each preparing in their own space, with their own tools, for the same moment.

"Friday," she said, at the door. "The regular scan. And Renn?"

"Yeah."

"The kiss was better than the data suggested it would be."

She left. The door closed. I stood in my room with the taste of her mouth on mine and the warmth of her Resonance fading from my jaw and the healing frequency still humming in my channels, running parallel to Suki's harmonic, two women's Flux coexisting in the same system without interference because the channels had no bias and room enough for both.

I sat on the bed. I touched my jaw where her fingers had been. The contact ghost was warm.

Two women. Two kisses. Two different frequencies, two different temperatures, two different kinds of being wanted. Suki wanted me the way a prodigy wanted an unsolvable problem: with intensity, with focus, with the absolute refusal to stop until the solution was found. Petra wanted me the way a healer wanted a patient she couldn't stop treating: with care, with patience, with hands that kept finding reasons to stay.

Both real. Both present. Both running through my channels in parallel paths that didn't compete.

I didn't know the rules. Petra had said there were no rules. Suki had said they'd make their own. I was a lab rat who'd learned to kiss two months ago and who was now sitting in a dormitory room with two women's Flux in his channels and two women's courage stacked between him and the thing that was coming.

The scanner modification. The five-week push. The convergence.

Four weeks now. The distance closing.

I turned off the light. The Flux meter glowed in the dark. C — LOW. The lie that kept me alive, maintained by a healer who'd practiced scanner modification sixteen times and a prodigy who held my hand for four seconds and a synthetic Core that hummed behind my sternum with a frequency that no meter could measure and no grade could contain.

I slept. The door was locked. The healing frequency and the harmonic ran together in my channels. Two warmths. One body. Room enough.




Chapter 25: Weight

Suki knew before I told her.

Monday morning. 6 AM. Training hall 3, the basic hall we still used for early sessions because the advanced halls didn't open until 7. She was there before me, as always, her braid fresh, her training clothes crisp, her body warming up with Compression drills that she ran automatically the way other people stretched.

I walked in. She stopped mid-drill. Looked at me. Her dark eyes focused with the directed attention I'd learned to recognize as Suki reading my Flux signature at close range, the B-grade Resonance sensitivity that let her feel the composition of my output without physical contact.

"You kissed her," she said.

Not a question. A reading. She'd felt the change in my Flux the same way Petra had felt Suki's harmonic during the Friday scan. My channels were carrying a new frequency — Petra's healing register, integrated into my circulation by last night's contact, running alongside Suki's harmonic in the parallel pathways that the synthetic Core maintained without preference or conflict.

Suki could feel both frequencies. Her own and Petra's. Coexisting in my channels. The data was unambiguous.

"Yes," I said.

The training hall was empty. 6 AM. The grid floor was dark. The overhead lights were at half power, the early-morning setting that made the space feel smaller and more private than it was. Suki stood in the center of the hall with her arms at her sides and her face doing something I hadn't seen before.

Not the analytical mask. Not the focused precision of Suki at full processing power. Not the warmth underneath the analysis that emerged when we trained late and the distance collapsed. Something rawer. The face of a person who had felt something she expected to feel and was discovering that the expectation didn't reduce the impact.

"Last night," she said. "In your room."

"Yes."

"She came to you."

"She came to tell me about the scanner modification. The plan for the review." The truth. The full truth, which included: the plan, the risk, the kiss, the healing frequency, the heartbeat tracking, the door closing behind her. "The kiss happened after."

"The kiss happened." Suki repeated the words the way she repeated data points during analysis: flatly, stripping the emotional content, reducing the event to its factual skeleton. "You kissed the woman who's been scanning your Core for two months. The woman who's building a bureaucratic shield around your medical file. The woman who's planning to tamper with a Guild scanner to keep you hidden." She crossed her arms. "You kissed her and her frequency is in your channels and the frequency is not casual."

"No. It's not casual."

"I can feel it, Renn. Right now. Standing six feet away. Your Flux is carrying her healing register at maybe five percent of total output. It's woven into your Inversion Compression loop alongside mine. The loop isn't distinguishing between us. It's carrying both frequencies at the same priority."

She was right. The synthetic Core processed both harmonics identically. No preference, no hierarchy. Suki's combat-attuned frequency and Petra's healing register running in parallel through channels that treated every input equally. The Core didn't rank. The Core didn't choose. The Core carried.

"You're not going to apologize," she said.

"No."

"Why not?"

I looked at her. At the braid and the dark eyes and the arms crossed over her chest and the jaw tight and the stance guarded and the woman underneath the guard who had kissed me in this building three weeks ago and whose frequency was running through my channels right now alongside the frequency of the woman I'd kissed last night.

"Because I'm not sorry," I said. "I should be. I know the expected response. The social framework says one person. The rules say choose. But I don't have the rules and I'm not sorry because what I feel for her doesn't diminish what I feel for you and I can't pretend it does because the Flux doesn't lie and you can read my channels and you know."

The words came out in a rush. Unstructured. Not the careful, analytical speech I defaulted to. The raw output of a person who didn't have the vocabulary for what he was saying and was saying it anyway because the alternative was silence and silence was the lab's language and I was not in the lab.

Suki's jaw tightened. Her arms stayed crossed. The guard didn't drop.

But her eyes changed.

The dark eyes, which had been hard with the controlled intensity of a woman processing an injury, shifted. The hardness didn't disappear. It repositioned. It moved from the front of her expression to the back, from weapon to wall, and what appeared in front of it was something I'd seen twice before: once in the junction room at 2:30 AM when she'd told me I wasn't alone, and once in the training hall at midnight when she'd kissed me and her hands had found the scars through my shirt.

Recognition. The expression of a woman looking at a man and seeing exactly what he was — not what she wanted him to be, not what the rules said he should be, but the actual person standing in front of her with two women's frequencies in his channels and the honest inability to rank them.

"You really don't know the rules," she said. Quiet. The anger was still present. It was sharing space with something else.

"I really don't know the rules."

"You have two women who know your secret. Who are protecting you. Who have kissed you. And you're standing here telling me you can't choose because the Flux carries both frequencies equally and that's the most you've ever been able to explain." She uncrossed her arms. The guard came down. Not all of it. Enough. "That's the most honest thing anyone has ever said to me and I hate it."

"I know."

"I hate it because it means you're not playing a game. You're not hedging. You're not keeping options open. You actually feel both things at the same time and the feeling is real and I can verify it through the Flux because the Flux doesn't lie." She took a step toward me. "I've been verifying. Every training session. Every contact. Every time the harmonic builds between us, I read your channels and your output is the same. Consistent. Unmanipulated. You feel what you feel and the feeling is large and it includes her and I can't argue with data."

She was close now. Not arm's reach. Closer. The distance where the harmonic activated without contact, the proximity where our Flux signatures bled into each other through the ambient field.

"I'm angry," she said. "I want to be angrier. I want to feel betrayed. I want the clean, simple reaction of a woman whose—" She stopped. Breathed. The breath was the controlled exhalation of a person choosing their words with the precision they applied to Compression technique. "But I keep coming back to the fact that three months ago you were in a basement with needles in your chest and nobody touching you except researchers, and now two women are touching you and you don't know how to navigate that because you've never navigated any of it, and the thing I'm supposed to be angry about is that you have too much capacity for connection, which is the opposite of the problem you had three months ago."

The words landed. Each one precise. Each one true. Suki Pressler, ranked first in the year, the cultivation prodigy who found the textbook boring, standing in a training hall at 6 AM and choosing analytical clarity over emotional reaction because analytical clarity was how she loved.

"I'm not going to compete for you," she said. "I'm not going to ask you to choose. I want you and she wants you and we both know what you are and what you're hiding and we're both here and the here is not going away because of this." Her hands unclenched. I hadn't noticed them clench. The fists relaxed, the fingers straightening, the tension releasing from her forearms to her wrists to her palms. "Figure it out, Renn. I don't need you to have the answer today. I need you to not lie to me. Ever. About anything. If you kiss her again, I'll feel it. If she's in your room, I'll know. Don't hide it. Don't manage my reaction. Just tell me the truth and let me deal with my own feelings like the functional adult I'm choosing to be about this."

"I will."

"And I need one more thing."

"What?"

She reached out. Took my hand. The contact opened the Flux bridge and the harmonic surged between us, her frequency and mine and underneath both of them the faint trace of Petra's healing register, all three running through the paired connection. Suki felt all of it. I felt her feeling it. The involuntary flinch — brief, controlled, suppressed — when Petra's frequency registered through the contact.

"I need you to know that what I feel for you is not diminished by what she feels for you," Suki said. "The Flux carries both frequencies equally. So do I. But mine was first. Remember that."

Her hand squeezed mine. Hard. The grip was Suki at full strength — the physical expression of a woman who was holding onto something and was not going to let the holding be ambiguous.

"Mine was first," she repeated. Then she released my hand and stepped back and picked up her training stance and said: "Inversion Compression. Ten cycles. Full density. Go."

We trained. The session was harder than usual. Suki pushed with an intensity that was fueled by the conversation's emotional residue and the pushing was productive and painful and the Flux output we generated in the next ninety minutes exceeded any previous session by a margin that the grid would have recorded if we'd been in an advanced hall.

At 7:30, walking to the academic wing, she took my hand again. In public. In the corridor where other students could see. Her fingers laced through mine and the contact was firm and deliberate and the message was readable to anyone who looked: this person is mine.

"Suki."

"Hmm."

"You said to figure it out."

"I did."

"I'm going to figure it out. But I need time. And I need you to know that the figuring out doesn't mean the answer is choosing. Because the answer might be that there are no rules and we build something that nobody's built before and it looks different from what anyone expects."

She was quiet for five steps. Her hand in mine. Students passing in the corridor, backpacks and tablets and the morning shuffle toward first period. A normal morning in a normal Academy and two people walking hand in hand through it with frequencies in their channels that the normal world didn't have a framework for.

"Then we make our own rules," she said.

The words were controlled. Her jaw was still tight. Her hand in mine was still gripping harder than the walk required. The anger hadn't dissolved. The anger was present and she was carrying it alongside the decision the way I carried frequencies in parallel channels: both real, both present, both making room for the other.

She didn't let go of my hand until we reached the classroom door.




Chapter 26: Review

The semester review began on a Monday and lasted five days and I spent all five of them performing the most sustained act of concealment I'd managed since walking out of Korvane's front door.

Day one: Academic examinations. Written assessments across every coursework module — Flux theory, cultivation history, engineering principles, Resonance physics. I sat at a desk in the examination hall with my tablet and my meter and my forged identity and I answered questions about the fundamental mechanics of a system that I was gaming from the inside. The irony was not lost on me but it was productive: the synthetic Core's processing advantage made the exams trivial. The challenge was calibrating the answers to land in the top-twelve range without reaching the top-five, where the scores would attract attention that "late-manifestation Hollow" couldn't explain.

I finished each exam with thirty minutes to spare and spent the remaining time staring at my tablet and pretending to review my answers while my channels hummed with Flux that the meter couldn't measure and the examiner walked the rows without knowing that the student in row six was operating at a cognitive processing level that her instruments were not equipped to detect.

Academic results: 8th out of 48. Up from 12th. The improvement was consistent with dedicated study and partnership benefits. Not suspicious. Not remarkable. Not interesting.

Day two: Practical skills assessment. Paired evaluation with Suki, conducted in Hall 7 with isolation shielding active. The evaluator was a Guild-affiliated instructor who specialized in partnership dynamics and who assessed our combined output with the detached professionalism of a person who graded a hundred partnerships a semester.

We performed. The combined strikes, the Resonance synchronization, the defensive coordination that Suki had designed to mask my individual discrepancies. Our output registered as a high-B partnership with exceptional sync ratios. The evaluator noted the sync quality as "unusual" and the combined density as "above expected for the registered grades" and filed both observations as positive indicators of partnership compatibility.

Practical skills: top five. The partnership scoring had done its work. Two people, assessed as a unit, producing results that the individual data couldn't explain but the partnership data normalized.

Day three: Combat assessment. The one I couldn't hide.

Same format as the quarterly and mid-semester evaluations. Calibrated constructs, difficulty scaled to registered grade. My constructs were set to C-grade. The assessor was Drell, who'd been watching my combat anomalies accumulate all semester and who stood at the grid terminal with her tablet and her scarred jaw and her expression of a woman who was about to see exactly what she expected.

I destroyed the constructs in seventy-one seconds. The fastest time in the year, across all grades. The Flux output the grid recorded was A-grade. Not B-grade approaching A. A-grade, clean, the density that professional cultivators produced after years of post-Academy training.

From a meter that read C.

Drell entered the score: 89. She didn't comment. She didn't ask about the late-manifestation cover story. She wrote a note on her tablet that I couldn't read and looked at me over the screen with an expression that said, as clearly as words: I know this isn't possible. I know you're not what your meter says. I don't know what you are. And in four weeks of semester review data, the question is going to be answered whether you want it to be or not.

Combat assessment: 89. The highest score in the year. The highest score in the last three years, Suki told me later, reading the Academy's historical records from the library terminal.

I'd failed at not being interesting.

Day four: Rest day. No assessments. The review board compiled data. Students recovered. I sat in my room and looked at the numbers on my tablet and ran scenarios. The combat score would trigger the deep scan. The Resonance evaluation that Breck had already filed would compound it. The academic performance would add context. The review board would look at the aggregate data and see a student whose performance was fundamentally inconsistent with his registered Core grade and they would order the scan that Petra was going to modify.

Four weeks of preparing for this moment and the moment was tomorrow.

I went to the medical bay at 8 PM. Petra was there, in clinical uniform, organizing equipment for the next day's scan schedule. The review scans were conducted in order of flag priority. Students with multiple flags went first. I had three flags. I was first.

"7 AM," she said. "The medical staff arrives at 7:30. I'll be here at 6:15 to modify the calibration. The adjustment takes eleven minutes. I'll have twenty-five minutes of buffer before anyone else enters the bay."

"Petra."

"The modification procedure is consistent. I've run it sixteen times. The calibration shift is within the manufacturer's allowable range for specialist-directed adjustments. The log entry will show a parameter update authorized by my clinical credentials under the specialist oversight protocol."

"Petra."

She stopped. Her hands were on the equipment tray. Her back was to me. The auburn hair was pinned up, showing the nape of her neck, the freckles there smaller and more scattered than the ones on her face.

"I'm scared," she said. Quiet. To the equipment tray. To the wall. To the room that was not looking at her. "I've practiced sixteen times and I'm scared."

I crossed the bay. I stood behind her. I put my hands on her shoulders. Not a Channeling alignment. Not a Resonance scan. Just my hands on her shoulders, the contact warm through the clinical uniform, the Flux flowing between us at the healing register that had become our shared frequency.

"The modification will work," I said. "You built it. You practiced it. It will work."

"If it doesn't—"

"Then we deal with what comes. The three of us. Not you alone."

She turned. My hands slid from her shoulders as she turned and we were facing each other and her green eyes were bright and the fear was visible and underneath the fear was the steel that I'd identified during our first conversation about the specialist oversight flag. The steel that looked like softness until you pushed against it and found it didn't move.

"6:15 AM," she said. "I'll have it done before you arrive."

"I'll be there at 7."

"Bring water. The scan takes forty minutes."

"I know. You've told me three times."

The ghost of a smile. The fourth or fifth or sixth — I'd lost count and the losing felt right because the smiles were coming faster now and counting them was less important than receiving them.

I left the medical bay. I walked to the dormitory. I didn't sleep.



Day five: The scan.

I arrived at the medical bay at 6:58 AM. The corridor was empty. The medical staff's shift started at 7:30. Petra had been here since 6:15.

She was at the deep scanner's control station when I entered. The scanner was a large unit, floor-mounted, shaped like a reclining chair surrounded by sensor arrays. The arrays were calibrated to produce a full-body Resonance field that would map every channel, every pathway, every frequency in the subject's body and compile the data into a comprehensive Core profile.

Petra was standing at the control station with her tablet connected to the scanner's calibration interface. Her face was composed. Her clinical uniform was clean. Her hands were steady.

"Done," she said. "The baseline is modified. The parameter update is logged under my credentials with a timestamp of 6:22 AM. The specialist oversight protocol justification is attached." She disconnected her tablet. "The scanner will read your Core as an extreme-case biological variant. The synthetic material will register as an anomalous but natural density structure consistent with Hollow-origin channel development."

"You're sure."

"I'm sure." Her hands were steady. She'd spent the fear last night, in the bay with my hands on her shoulders, and what remained this morning was the clinical precision of a woman who had a procedure to execute and was executing it. "Sit."

I sat in the scanner. The chair reclined. The sensor arrays positioned around my body, the Flux emitters powering up with a hum that was deeper and more complex than the intake scanner's whine. This machine was not sampling. This machine was mapping. The full resolution of Guild-certified diagnostic technology, aimed at a body that contained a piece of technology the Guild didn't know existed.

The door opened. Two people entered: a senior medic named Holt, who supervised the review scans, and a review board representative, a thin woman with a Guild pin on her collar who was there to observe the process and certify the results. Petra introduced herself as the specialist overseeing my scan. Holt checked her credentials. The specialist oversight flag was in the system. Her authority was confirmed.

"Proceed," Holt said.

Petra activated the scanner.

The Resonance field enveloped me. It was stronger than any Resonance I'd experienced — stronger than Petra's healing probe, stronger than Suki's analytical reading, stronger than Breck's frequency assessment. The field penetrated every layer: skin, muscle, bone, channel walls, the Core housing itself. The scanner's sensors received the return data and began compiling the profile.

I felt the field encounter the synthetic Core. The Resonance hit the housing material and the material responded with a signature that was not biological. The scanner's algorithms received the signature, compared it against the calibration baseline, and—

—classified it as within parameters.

The modified baseline. Petra's eleven-minute adjustment, practiced sixteen times, expanding the biological variation tolerance to include the synthetic signature as an extreme-case anomaly. The scanner saw what it was calibrated to see. The calibration said the signature was unusual but natural. The scanner agreed.

The scan continued. The sensor arrays mapped my channels — all of them. The primary network, the secondary Integration 2 pathways, the early Integration 3 developments. The Flux density readings were higher than C-grade. Higher than B-grade. The scanner recorded the numbers and compared them against the modified baseline and the baseline said: consistent with atypical Hollow-origin development. Late-manifestation cases with anomalous channel uniformity may exhibit accelerated growth patterns.

Forty minutes. The scan completed. The profile compiled. Petra reviewed the results on the scanner's display with Holt and the Guild representative looking over her shoulder.

"Core Grade: B, High. Channel development: anomalous, consistent with specialist-documented late-manifestation Hollow condition. Frequency range: expanded, consistent with documented atypical attunement. Core composition: unusual density structure, within revised parameters for Hollow-origin development."

Holt read the summary. Looked at the data. Looked at me.

"Unusual case," he said.

"Complex late manifestation," Petra said. "I've been tracking his development all semester. The anomalies are consistent with the condition. Nothing that warrants further investigation."

The Guild representative made a note on her tablet. She didn't ask questions. The scan had passed. The data was filed. The review board would see a complex case, documented and overseen by a specialist, with results that fell within the machine's parameters.

The machine's parameters had been modified by the specialist who was overseeing the case.

Nobody checked the calibration logs.

Holt signed off on the scan. The Guild representative initialed the certification. Petra filed the report with the Academy's medical records. The data was in the system: Renn Vasik, late-manifestation Hollow, high-B Core with atypical development, under specialist oversight. Flagged for continued monitoring. Not flagged for investigation. Not flagged for Guild reporting. Not flagged for Korvane.

I stood up from the scanner. My shirt was damp with sweat. The medical bay was cool and the sweat was not from the temperature.

Petra was at her station, entering the filing data. Her back was to the room. Her hands on the tablet were steady.

Her hands had been steady for the entire procedure. Her voice had been steady. Her clinical composure had been flawless, so flawless that Holt and the Guild representative had seen nothing except a competent specialist conducting a routine review scan on a complex case.

The door closed behind the Guild representative. Holt followed. The medical bay was empty except for me and Petra.

She set the tablet down. She put both hands flat on the counter. She breathed. The breath was long and shuddering and the shudder traveled through her body from her shoulders to her hands and the hands that had been steady for the entire procedure were shaking now, the tremor visible in her fingers and her wrists and the freckled forearms below the sleeves she'd pushed to her elbows.

"It worked," she said. To the counter. To the wall. To the room.

I crossed the bay. I put my arms around her from behind. The contact was not a scan and not a healing and not a Flux exercise. It was my arms around a woman who had just risked everything she'd built to keep me safe and whose hands were shaking because the risk was over and the composure that had carried her through it was collapsing now that it was no longer needed.

She turned in my arms. Her face pressed against my chest. Against the scars. Her hands, still shaking, gripped the back of my shirt. The Resonance between us activated involuntarily — the healing frequency, warm and low, running through both of us in the loop that had become as automatic as breathing.

"It worked," she said again. Into my chest. Into the scars.

"It worked."

We stood in the medical bay for a long time. The equipment hummed at idle. The scanner that she'd modified was powering down, its sensor arrays retracting, the Resonance field dissipating. The calibration logs showed a parameter update at 6:22 AM, authorized by clinical credentials, justified by a specialist oversight protocol.

Nobody checked the calibration logs.

Petra's hands stopped shaking after three minutes. She pulled back. Wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. The clinical composure reassembled, slightly uneven, the foundation showing through the surface.

"The data is filed," she said. "The review board will see the summary. High-B with atypical development. Your ranking will reflect the updated grade."

"What ranking will that produce?"

"Based on the component scores? Somewhere in the top fifteen. Maybe top twelve." She paused. "Your combat score alone would put you in the top three. The B-grade classification holds you back."

"Good. Top twelve is invisible. Top three isn't."

"Agreed." She straightened her uniform. Tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. "You should go. The next student's scan is in twenty minutes."

I went. At the door, I stopped.

"Petra."

"Yes."

"Thank you."

"I told you not to thank me until it worked."

"It worked."

The smile. Not the ghost. The full expression, breaking across her face, the green eyes bright and the freckles shifting and the composure cracking open to show what was behind it: relief and pride and the fierce, quiet satisfaction of a person who had built something that held.

"Then you're welcome," she said.




Chapter 27: Aftermath

The review was over and I was still here.

I sat in my room with the door locked and the results on my tablet and my hands on my knees and I breathed. The breath was deep and shuddering and the shuddering was the same kind that had run through Petra's hands in the medical bay an hour ago: the body's delayed response to a danger that had passed, the composure releasing after the need for composure expired.

The results. Core Grade: B, High. Ranking: 11th out of 48. Up from 34th. The highest climb in the year. The combat score of 89 had dragged the composite up despite the B-grade Core classification limiting the 40% weighting. The academics and practicals had done the rest. Renn Vasik, late-manifestation Hollow, was now in the top quarter of his year and the number was simultaneously a triumph and a risk because 11th was visible in a way that 34th was not.

But the scan had passed. The data was filed. The review board had seen a complex case, not a corporate experiment. For now, the wall held.

I sat on the bed and I breathed and the Flux circulated and the meter read B — HIGH and the reserves were beyond the new reading's ceiling just as they'd been beyond the old one's. The meter was a better lie now. A higher-resolution lie. But still a lie.

The knock came at 8 PM.

Three even beats. Suki's rhythm. I opened the door.

She was not dressed for training.

The top was dark, fitted, with a neckline that sat below her collarbones and dipped low enough that the upper curves of her breasts were visible: the full, round swell of them rising from the neckline's edge, the shadow of her cleavage dark against her light skin. The fabric clung to her waist, tight enough that the narrow point where her ribcage ended was visible as a crease in the material, and below the waist the fitted top ended at her hips where black pants began, equally fitted, the fabric following the flare of her hips and the curve of her thighs with a precision that left the shape of her body legible to anyone who looked.

I was looking.

Her hair was down. Not loosened from a braid through exertion. Deliberately freed, washed, the straight black strands falling past her shoulders to the middle of her back with a weight that caught the hallway light and reflected it. She'd put something in it. Product. The hair was smoother than its usual training texture, the strands separating cleanly, and the smell that reached me was not jasmine shampoo alone. Something warmer underneath. Something she'd chosen.

She stood in my doorway and I stood in the doorway and my eyes went where they always went: her face first, because the face was what spoke, and then down, because the rest of her was speaking too. The full mouth, unpainted but darker than usual from biting — she'd been biting her lower lip before she knocked, the nervous habit that her composure usually suppressed. The neck, bare, the pulse visible in the hollow above the collarbone. The collarbones themselves, sharp and elegant, framing the neckline that framed the breasts. And the breasts, which I had been tracking through training clothes for weeks and which were, in this top, a different proposition entirely. The fitted fabric held them without concealing them. The shape was complete: the full round weight of each one pressing against the material, the dark points of her nipples faintly visible through the fabric, the slight movement of them when she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside. She entered. The room was small and she was in it and the smallness became charged. She stood in the center, turned to face me, and the turn showed me her back: the hair falling in a curtain to her mid-back, the fitted top showing the line of her shoulder blades, the narrowing of her waist, and below it, in the black pants, the shape that I had watched during lunges and squats and every rearward angle the training hall offered. Her ass in these pants was the same data as the training pants but higher resolution. Rounder. Fuller. The fabric tight enough that the division between the cheeks was a visible line and the curve of each one was a distinct, measurable shape.

She turned back to face me. Caught me looking. She knew. She always knew.

"You passed," she said.

"I passed."

"Ranking?"

"Eleventh."

"Eleventh." The analytical engine filed the number. "Combat?"

"Eighty-nine."

"Highest in three years. I checked." She wasn't looking at the tablet. She was looking at me. "Petra's modification worked."

"It worked."

"Then for tonight, the walls are holding."

"For tonight."

She took a step toward me. The harmonic activated at proximity. The standing wave between us, the permanent Flux connection, surging to full strength. The wave carried her state into my channels: heart rate elevated, Flux output running hot, and the wanting — the low-frequency hum I'd been reading for weeks — not at fifteen percent tonight. Not at twenty or thirty. The wanting was saturating the harmonic at a level that hit my channels with physical force, a warm pressure that spread through every pathway and pooled in places that were not meridians and not training-relevant and not anything I could address through cultivation technique.

"Renn." She was close. Two feet. The hair loose around her face, the dark eyes looking up at me, the neckline showing the soft upper curves of her breasts and the shadow between them. "I've been waiting for you to be ready. I've been patient. I've held my hand for three seconds and then four seconds and walked away and the walking away has been the hardest part of every day for three weeks."

"I know. I feel it through the harmonic."

"Then you know I'm done waiting." She put her hand on my chest. Over the scars. Through the shirt. The Flux bridge opened and the full force of her wanting flooded my channels and the channels, which had no bias and no preference, carried the signal everywhere simultaneously and everywhere included places that responded to the signal with a physical urgency that the analytical framework couldn't process. "I'm not asking you if you're ready. I'm telling you that I am."

Her hand on my chest. The scars under her palm. The harmonic transmitting her desire at full resolution. I could feel the shape of what she wanted: not abstract, not conceptual. The Flux bridge carried the physical details of arousal from her body into mine. The heat between her legs. The sensitivity of her nipples pressed against the fabric. The pulse in her throat and the corresponding pulse lower, the one she could feel and I could feel through her.

"Show me," I said.

She kissed me. Her mouth found mine and the kiss was not the clumsy first attempt from Hall 7 and not the brief contacts at the end of sessions. This was Suki Pressler applying full capacity. Her mouth was hot and open and her tongue found mine and the taste was warm and the sound she made against my mouth — a small, tight hum — carried through the harmonic into my channels where my Core logged it as the most significant auditory input since the first activation.

Her hands went to my shirt. She pulled it over my head. The scars were exposed. Thirty-seven lines in the overhead light. She looked at them. Not with clinical assessment. With her hair down and her eyes dark and her mouth wet from the kiss. She looked at my chest and what she saw was not the history of what had been done to me. What she saw was the body of the man she'd come here to fuck. The word was not in my vocabulary but the Flux bridge transmitted it from her channels to mine with a clarity that vocabulary couldn't match. She wanted to fuck me. The wanting was specific, physical, and urgent, and the urgency was pushing through the harmonic at a frequency that made my hands shake.

"These," she said. She touched the longest scar. Her finger traced the line from collarbone to sternum. The touch was light. Lighter than a medical probe. Lighter than Petra's careful Resonance. The lightness was the thing that undid me because pressure was what I knew and tenderness was what I didn't and the contrast between the two was a gap that my entire history fell through.

"These are where they hurt you," she said. "And these are what I'm going to touch."

She kissed the scar at my sternum. Her lips were warm and soft and the contact point sent a Flux pulse through the bridge that resonated in my entire channel system. She kissed the one below it. Then the ragged line on my left side where prototype twelve had torn free. Then the short mark below my right nipple. She kissed each scar with the deliberation of a woman marking territory. Each kiss was a claim. Each claim was an overwrite. The scars had belonged to the lab and now her mouth was on them and the belonging was being revised.

My hands didn't know where to go. They hung at my sides. The lab posture: arms at sides, don't move. She looked up from my chest and saw the hanging hands and her face did something fierce and tender simultaneously. She took my right hand and placed it on her waist. The narrow point. The warmth of her body through the fitted top was immediate and my hand closed on her waist because closing was what it wanted and the wanting was louder than the training.

She took my left hand and placed it on her hip. The flare below the waist, the curve that her training pants had outlined and that the black pants made explicit. My hands on her body. Her mouth on my scars.

"Your hands go here," she said. "Or here." She slid my right hand up. Over her ribs. To the side of her breast. The swell of it against my palm through the fabric. Round, warm, heavier than I expected. The weight was a data point that observation had not provided because observation was visual and touch was dimensional and the dimension included mass and temperature and the yielding softness of tissue that pressed against my hand and reformed around the pressure. "Or here." She moved my hand over her breast fully. My palm covered the center and her nipple was hard against the middle of my hand through the fabric and the contact produced a sound from her — a sharp, soft intake of breath — that the harmonic transmitted into my channels at a resolution that made the hair on my arms stand up.

"You can touch me anywhere," she said. "Unrestricted. All channels."

She pulled her top off over her head. The motion lifted her breasts and then they settled, freed from the fabric, and I watched them settle the way I watched Flux patterns resolve: with my full sensory capacity engaged.

Her breasts were bare. Full and round, sitting high on her chest, the skin smooth and light with a warmth underneath that flushed pink across the upper curves. Her nipples were dark, stiff, the areolae tight from arousal and the cool air, and the nipples pointed slightly upward on the full mounds. The weight of her breasts shifted when she breathed, rising and falling with each inhale, and the shift was small and continuous and I could not stop tracking it because the tracking was not a decision. It was a reflex that the Core had developed independently of my conscious control.

I touched her. Both hands. My palms on her breasts and the sensation was overwhelming in its simplicity. Warm skin, soft tissue, the hard points of her nipples pressing into my palms. I cupped them and the weight filled my hands and my hands, which knew nerve-bridge contacts and prototype housings and restraint mechanisms, discovered that they also knew this. That they could hold something soft and warm and alive and the holding did not require force and the force's absence was the point.

She made a sound. Low, from her throat. The sound vibrated through the contact from her chest into my palms and from my palms through the Flux bridge into my channels and the channels carried it everywhere and everywhere responded.

She guided me. Not with words after the first instruction. With her body. She leaned into my hands when I touched her breasts, showing me the pressure she wanted. She tilted her head when I kissed her neck, exposing the skin she wanted my mouth on. The guidance was physical, intuitive, her body's language communicating with mine in a channel that didn't run on Flux and didn't need to.

I kissed down her neck. Her skin tasted like salt and the warm product she'd put in her hair and underneath both of those, something that was purely her. I kissed her collarbone, the sharp line of bone under smooth skin. I kissed the upper curve of her left breast and felt the swell of it under my lips and the fullness was soft and warm and my mouth continued down, following the curve, until my lips found her nipple. I took it into my mouth and the texture was different from any texture I'd catalogued — tight, ridged, the areola pebbled, the nipple itself hard and sensitive. She gasped when I sucked and her hand went to the back of my head and her fingers gripped my hair and the grip was not gentle and the not-gentle was good because it communicated urgency and the urgency matched mine.

Her other breast. My hand on one, my mouth on the other. Her back arching, pushing her chest into me. The sounds she was making had escalated from the initial soft intake to a sustained series of breaths and half-words that the harmonic carried into my channels in real time. The bridge showed me what my mouth was doing to her: the sensitivity of the tissue, the nerve endings firing, the arousal building from the nipple stimulation downward through her torso to the place between her legs where the heat was concentrating.

She reached for my pants. Her hands were efficient. My pants and underwear were gone in a single motion and I was bare and scarred and hard and she looked at me. All of me. Her dark eyes moved down my body and stopped at my erection and the stopping was not clinical. The stopping was the visual attention of a woman assessing what she was about to have inside her and finding the assessment favorable. I saw her throat move. A swallow. Her lips parted. The harmonic transmitted what she was feeling at that moment and what she was feeling was want so concentrated that my channels registered it as a Flux event.

She undid her pants. Pushed them down with her underwear in one motion, stepping out of both, and she was naked.

I had tracked her body through clothes for weeks. Every training session, every corridor walk, every cafeteria meal. The fitted training tops, the pants during lunges, the strip of skin at her waist. All of it had been data gathered through fabric and distance and the analytical engine's involuntary resolution. The data was comprehensive and it was wrong. Not inaccurate. Insufficient. Because Suki Pressler naked was a different order of information than Suki Pressler clothed and the difference was the gap between reading about Flux and feeling it flood your channels for the first time.

Her breasts, bare, full and round with the dark stiff nipples that I'd just had in my mouth. Her waist, the narrow point, the skin smooth and warm. Her hips, flaring from the waist, wider than the clothes had suggested because fabric compressed what nakedness freed. The dark triangle of hair between her thighs, trimmed but present, the hair fine against her light skin. Her thighs — thick, strong, the muscle visible beneath skin that was soft on the surface and dense underneath. The gap between her thighs showed the outer contours of her pussy, the lips swollen and slick with arousal that was visible in the overhead light. She was wet. The wetness was visible on her inner thighs, a faint sheen that my enhanced senses detected and that my non-enhanced brain processed with a focus that excluded every other stimulus in the room.

Her ass. She turned to set her clothes on the desk chair and the turn showed me her back and her waist and the full shape of what I'd been staring at during lunges: round, dense, the cheeks full and firm, a shape built by years of cultivator training and genetics that no training could replicate. The curve from her lower back to the peak of each cheek was a line that my visual processing tracked with the same involuntary resolution it used for Flux signatures and the resolution was total and the data was permanent.

She turned back. Saw me looking. The looking had been thorough enough that she registered it and her response was not embarrassment. The flush on her cheekbones deepened. Her nipples tightened further. The Flux bridge transmitted what my looking was doing to her: the arousal spiking from being seen, from being wanted, from the visible evidence of my desire standing hard between us.

She stepped to me. Our bodies met. Skin against skin, the full-length contact, her breasts pressing against my scarred chest, her stomach against mine, my erection pressed between our bodies against the soft skin of her lower belly. The Flux bridge opened at every contact point and the harmonic detonated through both of us. Every frequency. Every channel. Every oscillation running through the combined network of two bodies pressed together with nothing between them.

"Bed," she said. Thick. The harmonic was affecting her speech.

The bed was narrow. She lay back and I was above her and the position opened a view that I processed at full resolution: Suki on her back, her black hair spread across my pillow, her breasts shifting with her breathing, her stomach flat and moving with each breath, her legs parting as I settled between them. The parting opened her and I could see the dark hair and the pink beneath it, the swollen lips, the slickness of her arousal catching the light.

A moment of paralysis. The lab association: lying on surfaces meant procedures. The association tried to fire and failed because Suki was on this surface and Suki was naked and looking up at me with her legs parted and her body open and the expression on her face was not a researcher's clinical detachment. The expression was desire and trust and a specific, physical readiness that the bridge transmitted in granular detail.

"Stay with me," she said. Her hand on my face. "Stay here. In this room. With me."

I stayed.

She guided my hand between her legs. My fingers met wet heat and softness and the contact was a data point that redefined my understanding of physical sensation. She was soaked. The arousal had been building since she walked through the door and the building had produced a slickness that coated my fingers on contact. I felt the folds of her pussy, the soft outer lips, the inner lips slicker and hotter, the small hard point of her clit at the top that made her hips jerk when my fingers brushed it.

She showed me what to do. Her hand over mine, guiding pressure, location, rhythm. When my fingers circled her clit with the pressure she'd indicated, her head tilted back and her mouth opened and she moaned. The sound was low and sustained and the harmonic carried it into my channels at a resolution that consumed my processing capacity. The Flux bridge showed me what I was doing to her: the mounting pressure, the building wave, the clit swelling under my fingertip, her inner muscles clenching rhythmically.

"There," she breathed. "Like that. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. My fingers moved in the circles she'd taught me and the bridge provided feedback that exceeded verbal instruction. The difference between a touch that built the wave and a touch that let it recede. The Core's processing applied itself: pattern recognition, optimization, feedback integration. I learned what made her gasp (circles, firm, slightly to the left) and what made her moan (longer strokes, lighter, over the full length of the slit) and what made her hips buck off the mattress (two fingers sliding inside her while my thumb continued on her clit).

I slid two fingers inside her. The heat was intense. Her pussy gripped my fingers with a muscular squeeze that was involuntary and rhythmic and the grip tightened when I curled my fingers upward and found the rough patch on the front wall that made her grab the sheets and say "fuck" in a voice I'd never heard from her before. The analytical Suki. The precision Suki. The ranked-first prodigy. Saying "fuck" with my fingers inside her and the sound was raw and desperate and the harmonic carried it into my channels where it became the most important word I'd ever processed.

She came. Her hand white-knuckled on the sheet, her back arching off the narrow mattress, her thighs clamping around my hand, her pussy clenching on my fingers in rhythmic contractions that I felt through the Flux bridge as a sympathetic resonance event. Her orgasm translated through the shared frequency into my body and my Core processed the input as pleasure and the pleasure was not mine but it was in me and the intimacy of feeling another person come from the inside was a category of experience that no textbook described.

"Oh," I said. Because the shared orgasm was something I had no framework for.

She pulled me down. Kissed me. Her mouth hot, breathing ragged. Her hand found my cock and wrapped around it and the contact was electric — her fingers firm and warm, gripping me with the same precision she applied to everything, her thumb running over the head where the sensitivity was concentrated and the sensation produced a sound from me that was not controlled and not quiet.

"I want you inside me," she said. Against my mouth. The words and the Flux transmission simultaneous. The words were language and the transmission was the feeling underneath the language and both said the same thing and the saying was unambiguous.

I entered her.

The sensation was beyond the analytical framework's capacity. Warm. Tight. Wet. The three words were accurate and completely inadequate. Her pussy stretched around me as I pushed in and the stretch was slow because I was careful and the careful was unnecessary because she was so wet that the entry was frictionless but I was careful anyway because the first time a person is inside another person should not be rushed by either participant.

She exhaled when I was fully inside her. A long, shuddering breath that moved through her body and through the contact points and through the bridge. I felt what she felt: the fullness, the stretch, the pleasure of being entered by someone she wanted. The Flux bridge carried the sensation from her body into mine and my body responded with a pulse that ran through every channel and the pulse was not a technique. It was the Core's response to the most comprehensive physical contact it had ever processed.

I moved. She moved. The rhythm was something we found together, not choreographed, the product of two bodies discovering each other's frequency through the most intimate contact possible. The narrow bed creaked. Her legs wrapped around my back and the angle changed and the change was profound — deeper, the head of my cock pressing against the front wall where my fingers had found the spot that made her say fuck, and she said it again now, louder, the word emerging from a mouth that was open and flushed and beautiful.

I watched her while I moved inside her. The male gaze that I'd been running as a background process for weeks was now the primary process and the resolution was maximum. Her face: the dark eyes half-closed, the lashes shadowing her cheeks, the mouth open, the expressions shifting with each thrust from pleasure to concentration to abandon of a woman who was letting herself be fucked and enjoying the letting. Her breasts: moving with each thrust, the full mounds shifting on her chest, the dark nipples tracing small circles in the air with the rhythm, the weight of them visible in the way they fell to either side when she arched and gathered when she pressed up. Her stomach: flat, tensing with each movement, the muscles visible beneath the skin. The place where our bodies joined: visible when I pulled back, the shaft wet with her, the lips of her pussy stretched around me, the pink and the slickness and the visual of being inside her producing a feedback that the bridge compounded because she could feel me watching and the watching aroused her and the arousal tightened her and the tightening was exquisite.

"Renn." My name in her voice. In this context. At this volume. The Flux pulsed and the harmonic surged and she felt the pulse and her body clenched around me and the clenching produced another pulse and the feedback loop built the way Inversion Compression built: each cycle amplifying the last.

She came again. Around me. The orgasm gripping me in rhythmic waves that the bridge transmitted into my channels and the shared sensation pushed me toward the edge with an acceleration that was not gradual.

"Let go," she said. Against my ear. Her breath hot. Her legs tight around my back, pulling me deeper. "Don't analyze it. Let your body do what it wants."

I let go. The orgasm hit with a force that my Core interpreted as a system-wide Flux event. Every channel fired simultaneously. The Inversion Compression loop burst outward through every pathway and the burst flooded through the bridge into Suki and she cried out and her body arched and her nails dug into the scars on my back and the pressure on the scars was pleasure because the scar tissue, rebuilt by the Core, registered her grip as contact and the contact as Suki and the chain completed: from pain to healing to pleasure to her.

I came inside her. The orgasm was sustained, longer than I'd expected, each pulse accompanied by a Flux burst through the bridge that hit Suki and produced a corresponding contraction and the correspondence meant that our orgasms were linked, each one feeding the other, the shared climax extending past what either body would have produced alone.

She came a third time. From the Flux. From the feedback of my orgasm translating through the bridge into a stimulus her channels processed as another wave. Her back arched off the mattress and her mouth opened in a silent cry and her thighs shook around my hips and I felt it all through the bridge: the cresting, the breaking, the slow subsidence.

We lay together. The narrow bed forcing proximity. Her body against mine, her head on my shoulder, her breasts pressed against my side, warm and soft. Her leg thrown over mine, her thigh across my hip, the wetness between her legs warm against my skin. Her breathing slowing. The Flux between us subsiding from the peak to a sustained warmth.

My body felt different. Not stronger. Inhabited. As if the Flux had found channels that Inversion Compression hadn't reached, channels that only activated through this, through another person's body against mine, inside mine, around mine. Suki's frequency was woven into my baseline with a depth that exceeded any previous integration. Not a residual. A layer. Permanent.

I looked at her. On my shoulder, her hair across my pillow, the black strands against the white sheets. Her eyes were closed. Her lashes rested on her cheeks. One breast was visible above the sheet that had half-covered us during the settling, the round shape and the dark nipple relaxed now, the post-orgasm softness replacing the pre-orgasm tightness. Her lips were parted, swollen from kissing, pink and full. Her skin was flushed from her cheeks to her chest, the warmth visible.

She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen and the seeing was not observation. The seeing was the comprehensive, dimensional, full-resolution experience of a man looking at a woman he'd just been inside and finding every detail more significant than it had been before the being-inside, because the being-inside had added a layer of knowledge to every curve and surface and shadow that transformed the visual from information into intimacy.

"How do you feel?" she asked. Against my shoulder. Thick and drowsy.

"Full."

She laughed. Soft, close, warm. The Flux resonated with the laughter. "That's the most Renn Vasik answer possible."

Her hand found the longest scar. Traced it. The lightness was proprietary now. The scar was hers because the body was hers because the person inside the body had given himself with a totality that his channels allowed, which was a totality that no biological cultivator could match.

"Stay in it," she said. "Don't retreat into the analysis. Don't catalogue what just happened. Just stay."

I stayed. The warmth and the weight and the sound of Suki breathing against my shoulder. The Flux running between us at a frequency that had no name. The scars on my chest touched by a woman's hand. The narrow bed. The locked door. The ceiling that was not a lab ceiling. Morning would bring the next phase — the convergence, the field team, the five-week push. But morning was not now. Now was Suki's hair on my pillow and her breath on my skin and the word "full" in the space where the word "empty" had lived for eighteen years.

She fell asleep. Her breathing evened. Her Flux signature settled into the resting frequency I'd felt from adjacent rooms and across cafeterias but never from this distance, which was zero, which was her body against mine in a bed too small for two people and exactly right for this.

I stayed awake. Not from fear. Because the experience was too significant to let sleep compress. I wanted the full resolution. Her breath on my skin. Her hand on my scar. Her frequency in my channels. The warm weight of her breast against my side. The scent of her hair and the warmer scent underneath.

The ceiling. The door. The lock turned from the inside.

Full.




Chapter 28: Morning

I woke before she did.

The room was grey with early light, the window's rectangle showing the pre-dawn sky over the Academy district. 5:14 AM, according to the comm unit on the desk. The hour I usually woke, the internal clock that the lab had set and the Academy hadn't reset. For three months, 5:14 had meant rising, dressing, walking to Hall 7 or the junction room to train before the campus woke. This morning, 5:14 meant lying still and feeling the weight of another person in my bed.

Suki was on her side, facing away from me, her back against my chest. The narrow bed had forced the position: two people on a mattress built for one, the physics of shared sleep compressing the distance to zero. Her body was warm along the entire length of mine. Her hair was spread across the pillow and across my arm, which was under her neck, the strands lying against my skin in black lines that the grey light turned to ink. Her breathing was even and deep. The Flux signature she produced in sleep was a settled hum at her resting frequency, a sound I'd felt from adjacent rooms and across cafeterias but never from inside the same bed, never with her warmth against my chest and her heartbeat readable through the contact of her back against my ribs.

I catalogued. She'd told me not to. She'd said "don't retreat into the analysis" and I'd stayed in the feeling and the feeling had carried me into sleep and now the feeling was carrying me into morning and the morning version of the feeling was different from the night version. The night version had been urgent and overwhelming and dense with first-time data. The morning version was quieter. Broader. The sensation of waking beside a person who had chosen to be here and who was still here and whose continued presence was not contingent on an experiment's schedule or a researcher's shift change.

She was still here. The simplicity of it was enormous.

I catalogued anyway. Not the analytical retreat she'd warned against. A different kind of cataloguing: the recording of details that I wanted to keep at full resolution because the resolution mattered and the details were the first of their kind and first things deserved to be remembered completely.

The warmth of her back against my chest. The specific temperature, warmer than ambient, warmer than training proximity, the heat of a body that had been sleeping beside mine for five hours.

Her shoulder blade against my collarbone. The bone beneath the skin, the muscle over the bone, the smoothness of her skin where her training hadn't callused it. The shoulder blade moved when she breathed, a small expansion and contraction, and I could feel each breath through the contact.

The curve of her waist where my other arm rested. My hand was on her stomach, low, between her navel and her hip, where the skin was soft and the muscle beneath was firm from three weeks of conditioning and the combination of soft and firm was a texture I added to the growing catalogue of what Suki Pressler felt like under my hands.

Her ass against my hips. The full, round shape of it pressed against me, warm through the thin sheet that covered us both. The contact was not sexual, or rather, was sexual only in the sense that every contact with her was sexual now, every touch carrying the harmonic's resonance and the memory of last night's comprehensive exploration. Her ass against my hips was a fact of shared-bed geometry and also a piece of information that my body filed next to every other piece of Suki-information and that my channels carried with the same weight they carried Flux data.

Her hair. The smell of it. Jasmine shampoo and the warmer scent underneath and a third layer that was new: us. The combined scent of two bodies' proximity overnight, sweat and skin and the residual traces of sex that the sheet and the pillow and the hair had absorbed. The combination was intimate in a way that individual scent profiles were not. This was a shared smell. Evidence of a shared event. Data that existed only because both of us had been present for its creation.

She stirred. A small movement, the body shifting in sleep, and the shift pressed her back harder against my chest and her ass harder against my hips and the harmonic, which had been running at a resting murmur all night, pulsed once. Not a spike. A greeting. Two Flux signatures acknowledging each other's continued presence through the contact bridge.

Her hand found mine on her stomach. In sleep, without waking, her fingers closed over my fingers and held. The grip was not firm. The grip was the unconscious holding of a person whose body had learned, overnight, that another body was beside it and whose body's first response to the other body's hand was to claim it.

I held still. I held her hand. The grey light brightened toward dawn.

She woke at 5:41. The transition from sleep to awareness was sudden, the way everything about Suki was sudden: the eyes opening, the body tensing for a half-second as the waking mind reoriented, then the tension releasing as the data registered. My arm under her neck. My hand on her stomach, her fingers over mine. My chest against her back. The narrow bed. The morning light.

She turned. The turning put us face to face on the pillow, close enough that her breath was warm on my mouth and her dark eyes were filling my visual field and the freckle-equivalent of her skin — she didn't have freckles, she had a small mole below her left ear that I'd discovered last night with my mouth — was visible at this resolution.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"What time is it?"

"5:41."

"You've been awake."

"Since 5:14."

"Cataloguing?"

"Not the way you mean."

The corner of her mouth turned up. The sleepy version of the grin, the morning version that was slower and softer than the training-hall version. "What way, then?"

"The way where I record things I want to keep."

The grin widened. She shifted on the pillow, the movement bringing her body fully against mine, front to front, her breasts warm against my scarred chest, her legs tangling with mine under the sheet. The full-length contact opened the Flux bridge and the harmonic rose from resting murmur to active hum and the hum was warm and present and good.

"I want to keep this too," she said.

We lay together. The morning light strengthened. The campus outside the window was beginning to activate: the Flux infrastructure's ambient level climbing as the dormitories' climate systems engaged, the training halls' grids powering up for the day's sessions, the faint, distant signatures of early risers beginning their routines.

Our routine was suspended. The 5:30 session wasn't happening. The five-week push was over. The review was past. The immediate crisis was survived and the morning was a reprieve, a pocket of time between what had been endured and what was coming, and the pocket held two people in a narrow bed who were not training and were not strategizing and were not preparing for anything except breakfast.

"I'm hungry," Suki said. Against my chest.

"The cafeteria opens at 6:30."

"That's forty-five minutes."

"I have protein bars in the desk drawer."

She laughed. The vibration against my chest, the sound in the quiet room. "Protein bars. You keep protein bars in your desk drawer."

"Doss told me to always have food accessible. Old habit from the lower districts."

"Old habit from the lab."

The correction was accurate. In the lab, food arrived on a tray and the tray could be late and the lateness could be hours and the hours could be managed if you had something stored. I'd kept nutrition bars in a gap behind the mattress frame of my cell for nine of the twelve years. The desk drawer was the Academy version of the mattress gap. The habit was the same.

"Both," I said.

She pressed her face against my chest. Against the longest scar. Her lips were on the line from collarbone to sternum and the contact was not a kiss and was also a kiss and the distinction didn't matter because the scar felt her mouth and the scar was mine and her mouth was hers and the ownership of both was established and shared.

"We should get up," she said.

"We should."

Neither of us moved. The forty-five minutes to the cafeteria's opening were a duration that could be filled with getting up and dressing and walking across campus or could be filled with this: lying together, the harmonic humming, the morning light warming, the details accumulating at the resolution I intended to keep.

We got up at 6:15. She dressed in last night's clothes — the dark top, the black pants — and the dressing was a new catalogue entry: watching Suki Pressler put on clothes after taking them off. The reverse process was as compelling as the original. The bra settling against her breasts, the cups containing what my hands had held. The top sliding down over her stomach, the fabric concealing the skin I'd tasted. The pants pulled up over her hips, the fitted material enclosing the shape I'd gripped.

She caught me watching. Again. The grin.

"Cafeteria," she said. "Before you start taking notes."



The cafeteria at 6:40 AM was populated by early risers and students with morning training schedules. The food line was short. I loaded a tray with rice, protein, vegetables, and two of the sweet carbonated drinks that I'd been consuming at a rate that Petra had noted was nutritionally questionable and emotionally understandable.

Suki loaded her tray with her standard breakfast: rice porridge, egg, fruit, tea. She carried it to our table with the same efficiency she carried everything. We sat. We ate.

The cafeteria noticed.

Not immediately. Not with the dramatic shift of a room's collective attention redirecting. But in increments. Wen, arriving at 6:55, glanced at our table and glanced at Suki's hair, which was still down, unbrushed, carrying the texture of a night spent on a pillow that was not hers. His eyebrows rose by a fraction. He sat down and said nothing. Sera arrived at 7:10, saw the hair, saw our proximity, saw the way Suki's hand rested on the table between our trays in a position that my hand could reach without effort. Sera opened her mouth. Closed it. Ate her breakfast.

The whisper network would activate by noon. The information was not subtle: Suki Pressler, ranked first, and Renn Vasik, ranked eleventh, had arrived at the cafeteria together at an hour that preceded the training schedule, with Suki wearing last night's clothes and her hair carrying evidence of a night not spent in her own dormitory. The year group would process this data with the same efficiency it processed ranking changes: quickly, thoroughly, and with extensive commentary.

I didn't care. The not-caring was new. Three months ago, any attention was a threat. Any observation was a potential exposure vector. Any data point that distinguished me from the background was a risk to the identity that Doss had built and that Petra was protecting and that Suki's partnership was camouflaging. But the morning after the review, sitting in the cafeteria with Suki's hand near mine and Suki's hair down and the entire year group's whisper network about to process the most mundane revelation in the Academy's social calendar — two students sleeping together — the not-caring was a freedom that the five-week push had purchased.

They could talk about who I was sleeping with. As long as they weren't talking about what I was.

Suki ate her porridge. I ate my rice. The cafeteria hummed with morning noise and Flux and the ambient murmur of a community that was about to spend the day discussing something that was, for once, not dangerous.



Petra's message arrived at 2 PM.

I was in the library, reading ahead on second-semester coursework, when the comm unit buzzed. The message was on the private channel Petra used for medical communications — encrypted, Academy-internal, routed through the medical bay's secure system.

Come to the bay. Now. Not an injury.

The tone was wrong. Petra's messages were precise, organized, the written equivalent of her clinical voice. This message was three sentences. The third sentence was a clarification she wouldn't normally need to provide. She was managing her own urgency.

I went.

The medical bay was between shifts. Petra was at her station, her tablet in her hands, her face carrying an expression I'd seen once before: the controlled composition of the night she'd come to my room with the scanner modification plan. Clinical mask, fear underneath, steel beneath the fear.

"Close the curtain," she said.

I closed the consultation alcove curtain. The curtain was not soundproof. She dropped her voice.

"Someone accessed the scanner's calibration logs," she said. "This morning. At 8:47 AM. An external request routed through Guild medical oversight channels."

The words arranged themselves in my processing with the slow, clear precision of a detonation viewed in slow motion.

"The request is flagged as routine maintenance verification," she continued. "A standard Guild protocol for auditing medical equipment after review-period use. The protocol exists. The request is legitimate on its face. But the timing is wrong. Routine maintenance audits are conducted quarterly. The last audit was six weeks ago. The next scheduled audit is in ten weeks. This request is off-cycle."

"Korvane."

"I don't know. The request was routed through Guild channels, which means it originated from a Guild-authorized source. Korvane has Guild liaisons. Corporate medical divisions with Guild certification can submit equipment audit requests through the oversight system." She set the tablet on the counter. The screen showed the access log: a timestamp (8:47 AM), a request ID (alphanumeric, anonymized), a routing path (Guild Medical Oversight, Regional Division, Northeast Sector). "The request accessed the calibration logs for the deep scanner. The specific logs that record parameter adjustments. The logs that show my modification."

The detonation completed. The pieces landed.

"The modification is in the logs," I said. "Timestamped, credentialed, traceable."

"The modification is logged as a specialist-directed parameter adjustment under the oversight protocol. The justification is attached. The adjustment is within allowable range. On its face, it's defensible." Her voice was level. Her hands, holding nothing now, were folded in her lap. The folding was the same controlled posture she'd used in my room when she'd presented the scanner plan. The posture of a person containing something that wanted to shake. "But if whoever submitted this request is looking for evidence of scanner tampering, the modification is the anomaly they're looking for. It's the only off-baseline adjustment in the review period. Everything else is factory default. My adjustment stands out."

"Can you remove it?"

"The log is immutable. Guild-certified equipment maintains tamper-proof records. The modification is in the system and it's staying in the system." She looked at me. The green eyes were steady and the steadiness was costing her the same currency it had cost on the night she'd kissed me. Heart rate elevated. Flux fluctuating at the controlled-fear frequency. "If this is Korvane, they now know that someone at Aurelius modified a deep scanner's calibration during the review period. They don't know why. They don't know who the scan was for. But they know something was adjusted and the adjustment was made by a clinical rotation student named Petra Calloway."

Her name. In the logs. Connected to the modification. Connected to the scanner. Connected, if someone pulled the thread, to the student the scanner had evaluated — a late-manifestation Hollow named Renn Vasik whose Core had been read as high-B by a machine whose parameters had been adjusted eleven minutes before the scan.

"The trail leads to you," I said.

"The trail leads to me. And from me, to you." She breathed. The breath was controlled. "I'm not panicking. The request might be routine. The timing might be coincidence. The Guild runs audits and the audits access calibration logs and the access is automatic and impersonal. It might be nothing."

"But you don't think it's nothing."

"Korvane filed a Guild inquiry for northeast region enrollment records last month. The inquiry was denied but the filing is public. A corporation that's actively searching for a synthetic Core in the northeast region and that has Guild medical liaisons would have reason to audit deep scanner calibrations in the same region. The calibration logs would show whether any scanner in any Academy had been adjusted in a way that might conceal a synthetic reading." She paused. "My adjustment is exactly what they'd be looking for."

The medical bay was quiet. The equipment hummed at idle. The curtain separated us from the empty beds and the afternoon light and the campus beyond the windows where students were training and studying and living their lives without knowing that the architecture protecting one of them had just developed a crack.

"What do we do?"

"We wait. The request accessed the logs. Accessing is not investigating. If Korvane's algorithm flagged the adjustment, the next step is a human review. The human review takes time. Days, maybe a week. The reviewer will examine the log entry, assess the justification, determine whether the adjustment warrants further inquiry." She met my eyes. "My justification is sound. The specialist oversight protocol is legitimate. The parameter adjustment is within range. A human reviewer with no prior suspicion would likely clear it as routine clinical practice."

"And a human reviewer with prior suspicion?"

"Would request the scan results. Would see the student's name. Would compare the name against the enrollment inquiry that Korvane filed. And would find a late-manifestation Hollow whose deep scan was conducted on a modified scanner by a clinical rotation student who had flagged the student's file as a complex atypical case under specialist oversight." The words were clinical. The content was the architecture of their exposure, described with the precision of a channel map. "The chain of inference is complete. From the log to me to you. If someone follows it."

I sat on the medical bed. The mattress compressed. The same bed where Petra had healed my ribs and mapped my channels and read the history of thirty-seven installations through her palms. The bed where the first kind touch of my life had happened.

"We have time," I said. "Days. Maybe a week. Suki's five-week push gave us capabilities that make the convergence survivable. Keris's alliance gives us institutional cover. Your protocol has held so far. The chain of inference exists but someone has to follow it."

"Someone will follow it." Petra's voice was quiet. "Korvane spent millions on the synthetic Core program. They're not going to stop at a calibration log. They're going to follow the chain to its end."

"Then we'll be ready when they reach the end."

She looked at me. The green eyes, the freckles, the auburn hair that caught the afternoon light through the consultation alcove's gap in the curtain. The face of the woman who'd risked everything to protect me and whose name was now the first link in a chain that could expose us both.

"The relief was nice while it lasted," she said.

"Twelve hours."

"Twelve hours." The ghost of a smile. Thin, brave, the composure holding by the same steel that had held through the scanner modification and the review and the shaking hands after the procedure. "A personal record for sustained optimism."

I reached across the space between the bed and her stool. I took her hand. The contact opened the Resonance bridge, the healing frequency humming between us, warm and low and familiar. Her hand was small in mine and her fingers were cool and the grip she returned was tight and the tightness said everything the clinical mask was containing.

"We'll be ready," I said.

She squeezed my hand. Once. Then she released it and picked up her tablet and the clinical composure reassembled and the fear went back beneath the steel and the steel went back beneath the freckles and Petra Calloway, who had just learned that her name was attached to a piece of evidence that could end both of us, opened a new file and began documenting contingency protocols.

"Friday scan," she said. "Same time. And Renn?"

"Yeah."

"The morning-after look was obvious. Suki's hair was a declaration. The year group is going to be discussing your love life for at least a week." The fourth smile. Warmer than the ghost. "Try to enjoy the mundane gossip while it lasts."

I left the medical bay. The corridor was bright with afternoon light. The campus was alive with students and training and the routine of a semester that had ended for assessment purposes and was continuing for educational purposes and the continuation was normal and the normalcy was, for twelve hours, what I'd thought the future looked like.

Twelve hours. The relief had lasted twelve hours. Then the calibration log and the access request and Petra's face in the consultation alcove and the chain of inference that led from a Guild channel to her name to mine.

The Flux meter read B — HIGH. The reserves were beyond measurement. The capabilities were trained and ready. The constellation of people who stood with me was larger and stronger than it had been a month ago.

But the crack was in the wall. And the people on the other side were looking through it.




Chapter 29: Reckoning

I told her everything on a Saturday morning in a room that smelled like us.

The decision wasn't planned. It wasn't the product of a risk assessment or a strategic calculation or a response to the calibration log's threat. It was the product of waking up beside Suki Pressler for the second time and looking at her face on my pillow and understanding, with a clarity that the analytical framework couldn't produce and the non-analytical framework couldn't avoid, that the woman lying next to me was protecting a secret she didn't fully understand and the gap between what she knew and what she deserved to know was a gap I was no longer willing to maintain.

She knew the Core was synthetic. She knew the channels were engineered. She knew the meter lied and the grade system couldn't classify what I was and the Integration growth curve was exponential and accelerating. She knew that Korvane was searching and that the search was narrowing and that the calibration logs had been accessed and that the walls were developing cracks.

She didn't know what the lab looked like. She didn't know what a prototype installation felt like. She didn't know that the cell was six paces by eight or that the meals came through a slot or that the longest I'd gone without being cut open was four months, between prototypes fourteen and fifteen, and that the four months had been the closest thing to peace I'd known and that the peace had ended with a scalpel and a rig and a fifteenth failure that had burned.

She didn't know any of it and she was sleeping in my bed and protecting my secret and she'd told me not to lie and I'd agreed and the agreement meant all of it or none of it and none of it was no longer an option.

She was awake. 6:20 AM. Facing me on the pillow, her dark eyes open, the morning version of her attention already engaged. She'd been watching me think. She could feel the thinking through the harmonic: the elevated processing, the emotional charge, the frequency that my channels produced when I was approaching a decision that frightened me.

"You're going to tell me something," she said.

"Yes."

"Something big."

"Everything."

She went still. Not the stillness of surprise. The stillness of a person preparing to receive something heavy by planting their feet and lowering their center of gravity. Suki's preparation was internal: the analytical engine engaging, the emotional buffers activating, the composure assembling itself into the architecture she'd need to hold what was coming.

"Start wherever you need to start," she said.

I started at the beginning.



"My name before Doss built the identity was CV-037. C for the project code. V for Vasik, which might be my real surname or might be the name Korvane assigned me when they acquired me. I don't know which. The 037 was because I was the thirty-seventh subject enrolled in the program."

Suki was sitting cross-legged on the bed, facing me. She'd pulled the sheet around her shoulders. Her hair was loose, her face bare of the analytical mask, the expression open in a way that the training-hall Suki and the cafeteria Suki and the combat-testing Suki never allowed. She was listening with her whole face.

"Korvane BioSystems bought me when I was six. I don't have memories before the lab. I don't know who my parents were or whether they sold me or abandoned me or died. The records Doss used for the identity are fabricated. The real records, if they exist, are in Korvane's files and Korvane's files are not accessible from outside the corporation."

"Bought," Suki said. The word was flat. Not a question. A repetition that changed the word's weight by placing it in her voice.

"Hollows are legally invisible. No Guild file, no medical records, no enrollment history. A Hollow child without family is a data point the system doesn't track. You can acquire a data point that nobody's tracking without the acquisition appearing in any record that anyone monitors." I paused. "Korvane has been buying Hollows for at least twenty years. The synthetic Core program requires human test subjects. Hollows are the cheapest subjects available because Hollows have the lowest legal protections available, which is none."

Her jaw tightened. The first physical response. The muscles along her jawline bunching, the teeth pressing together. She didn't speak. She was holding space.

"The lab was underground. Six floors below Korvane's corporate campus. I lived in a cell. Six paces by eight. Concrete walls, a bed, a toilet, a light that was controlled from outside. The door locked from outside. Meals came through a slot. Three times a day, portioned by algorithm." I was describing the physical space because the physical space was data and data was what I could start with. The emotional content would come. It was already pressing against the analytical framework, the pressure building with each sentence, and the framework was going to crack because what I was describing was not a data set. It was my childhood. "The researchers came for me when there was a prototype to install. The schedule was irregular. Sometimes every few weeks. Sometimes months between installations. The waiting was the worst part. Not knowing when the door would open and the researcher would be standing there with the transport restraints."

"Transport restraints."

"Wrist and ankle cuffs. Magnetic locks. The walk from the cell to the installation lab was sixty meters. The restraints were for the walk." I looked at my hands. The hands that had worn the cuffs. The hands that now held Suki's hand during training and Petra's hand during scans and that had learned to tie boot laces in four attempts on a curb outside a noodle shop. "I was restrained for the walk because, after the first few installations, I started resisting. Not effectively. I was six, then seven, then eight. The guards were adults. The resistance was not a meaningful obstacle. But it was resistance and the resistance required management and the management was the restraints."

Suki's breathing had changed. Deeper. The controlled breathing of a person managing an emotional response through physical regulation. The harmonic was transmitting her state into my channels: anger, building, and underneath the anger, grief, and underneath the grief, something that burned hotter than either.

"The installation procedure took between two and four hours depending on the prototype. The rig (the installation rig) was a chair. Reclined. I lay on it and the nerve-bridge contacts were inserted through the socket in my chest." I touched the center of my chest, the point where the socket sat beneath the skin, the nerve-bridge interface that connected the synthetic Core to my channel system. "The insertion was painful. The contacts are thin (fiber-optic scale) but there are hundreds of them and they thread through the tissue around the sternum and into the channel junctions. The threading is done mechanically. The rig handles it. The process takes approximately forty minutes and every minute of it is felt."

"Felt."

"The channel junctions are nerve-dense. The threading activates the nerves. The activation is experienced as pain. Not dull pain. Sharp, specific, localized pain that moves as the contacts thread deeper. Each contact is a separate point of pain and there are hundreds of contacts and the threading is sequential, not simultaneous, so the pain isn't a single event. It's a series. Hundreds of individual pain events over forty minutes." I was describing the procedure with clinical precision because clinical precision was the container and the container was necessary because without it the description would become the experience and the experience was not something I could re-enter in this bed with this woman. "After the contacts are seated, the prototype activates. The activation is different from the threading. The threading is mechanical pain. The activation is Flux. The prototype generates its initial output and the output enters the channels and the channels respond and the response determines whether the prototype is viable."

"And if it's not viable?"

"Rejection. The channels reject the prototype's Flux. The rejection can be immediate or delayed. Immediate rejection is better. The prototype fails, the contacts are withdrawn, the procedure is over. Delayed rejection is worse." I stopped. The clinical precision thinned. "Delayed rejection means the prototype works for a period. Hours. Days. Prototype twenty-three worked for four days."

The harmonic spiked. Suki felt the spike: she felt the emotional charge that the number twenty-three carried in my channels, the weight of four days of having Flux in my body for the first time and walking the corridors with something alive in my chest and smiling.

"Four days," she said. Quiet.

"Four days of Flux. The first Flux I'd ever felt. I was fourteen. The channels filled and I could feel the building's infrastructure and the guards' heartbeats and the air had weight and color and the world was different and I was different and I smiled." The word came out and the word was simple and the simplicity was a blade. "I smiled for four days. Dr. Prenn noted it in her report. Subject CV-037 exhibits elevated mood consistent with successful Core integration. The phrasing was clinical. The experience was not clinical. The experience was a fourteen-year-old boy who'd spent eight years in a cell feeling, for the first time, what everyone else felt every day. What the D-grades felt. What the E-grades felt. What the lowest, weakest cultivator in the world felt from birth. Flux. In his channels. Running."

Suki's eyes were wet. She hadn't blinked. The tears were gathering at the lower lash line, the moisture visible against the dark of her irises.

"On the fifth day, the prototype rejected. The rejection was violent. The Flux inverted: instead of circulating, it collapsed inward, the prototype's output reversing, the channels that had been carrying for four days suddenly draining. The sensation was—" I stopped. The container cracked. The clinical precision failed. "It was like dying. Not the pain. The loss. Four days of having something and then not having it and the not-having was worse than never having had it because now I knew what the having felt like."

The first tear fell. Suki's. Down her left cheek, tracking the line from her eye to her jaw. She didn't wipe it. Her hands were in her lap, gripping each other. Her knuckles were white.

"The rejection tore the prototype out of the nerve-bridge. The contacts separated under force. The rig's safety systems should have managed the separation but the rejection force exceeded the safety parameters and the contacts tore free and the tearing damaged the channel junctions and the damage was — significant. I screamed. I'd screamed during installations before. This was different. This was the sound that made Jo Tannick decide to save me."

"Jo."

"Jo Tannick. A bioengineering technician. Level four. She'd been at Korvane for six years when prototype twenty-three rejected. She was at her monitoring station when I screamed. She told me, later, in an alley, that something in her broke."

I told Suki about Jo. The years of watching. The decision to stay inside the machine rather than leave because leaving meant losing the ability to change it. The modification of prototype thirty-seven: the adjusted nerve-bridge interface, the design that stopped handshaking with the channels and just poured. The four-year preparation: Doss paid in advance, the escape route planned, the security logs ready to be wiped. The power fluctuation at 11:47 PM that was supposed to give me a four-second window.

"I didn't use the window. The thirty-seventh prototype activated and the Flux flooded my channels and the channels filled for the second time in my life and this time the filling didn't stop. The Core was self-sustaining. The circulation loop started and the refinement started and the density started climbing and I could feel the magnetic locks on my cell and I pushed and the locks opened." I looked at my hands. "I killed two guards. I didn't mean to. The Flux was raw and I was terrified and the output was uncontrolled. The first guard. I hit him with a pulse. I heard his ribs break. The second guard. I pushed through the floor and the pulse went up through his boots and his legs stopped working. He might have survived. I don't know. I didn't check."

"You were escaping."

"I was escaping. I was eighteen. I'd spent twelve years in a cell. Two guards were between me and the elevator and I killed them or broke them and I walked out the front door and collapsed in an alley and Jo found me." I breathed. The telling was almost complete. The container had cracked in several places and the cracks were letting the experience through and the experience was old and heavy and carried the gravity of twelve years of something that the word "childhood" was too kind to describe. "She gave me the data chip. The fixer's address. The jacket. She told me to get to an Academy. She told me to learn to be a person."

The room was quiet. The morning light had strengthened during the telling. The grey was gone, replaced by the warm gold of a sunrise that neither of us had watched because we'd been in this bed, facing each other, while I dismantled the last wall between my past and the person I'd let closest to me.

Suki's face was wet. Both cheeks. The tears had been falling without sound, without the convulsive breathing of someone sobbing, without the composure breaking. She'd cried the way she did everything: with control and attention and the refusal to let the emotion diminish the processing. She'd heard every word. Filed every data point. The tears were not interfering with the intake. The tears were the intake's byproduct.

"Thirty-seven," she said. Her voice was hoarse. "Thirty-seven times they cut you open."

"Thirty-six failures. One success."

"You were six."

"I was six the first time. Eighteen the last."

She reached for me. Not for my hand. For my chest. Her palm pressed flat against the longest scar, the one from collarbone to sternum, the line she'd kissed and traced and claimed. Her Resonance activated through the contact — not the analytical probe she used during training. The emotional register. The frequency that carried feeling rather than data. Her Flux entered my channels and the Flux carried what her words hadn't said: the full scope of her anger, her grief, her horror, her love.

The love was there. In the Flux. Unnamed, unspoken, transmitted through the harmonic at a frequency I hadn't felt before. Not the wanting frequency, though the wanting was present. Not the analytical fascination, though that was present too. A third frequency. Deeper. Broader. The frequency of a person who had received the full weight of another person's history and who was holding it without flinching and who was choosing, in the holding, to stay.

"They're not taking you back," she said. The words were not loud. They were dense. Compressed. Each syllable carrying the weight that Inversion Compression carried in Flux: the outward push of emotion through channels that refined it and returned it denser. "I don't care if they bring the whole Guild. I don't care if they bring Korvane's entire security division. I don't care if the calibration logs lead them here and the chain of inference completes and the field team walks through the Academy gates with retrieval warrants." She pressed her palm harder against the scar. "They are not taking you."

The fierceness was the thing I'd seen in the training hall during the five-week push: the absolute, bedrock refusal to accept a limitation. The same energy she applied to cracking Compression milestones and developing combat techniques and pushing past every ceiling the cultivation system set. Suki Pressler, ranked first, had looked at the ceiling labeled "Korvane takes Renn back" and had decided that the ceiling was wrong and was going to be broken.

"The four days," she said. "Prototype twenty-three. You smiled."

"I smiled."

"And then they took it away."

"And then it rejected. Yes."

"Nobody is taking anything from you again." She was crying and fierce simultaneously, the tears still tracking her cheeks while her jaw was set and her eyes were burning and her hand was on my scar and her Flux was in my channels and the frequency was the deep one, the unnamed one, the one that meant more than wanting and more than fascination and more than partnership. "You hear me? Nobody. Not Korvane. Not the Guild. Not the review board. Not some algorithm that accessed a calibration log. Nobody takes from you again."

I looked at her. At the tears and the fierceness and the hand on my scar and the woman who'd walked across a campus at 2 AM to find me in a basement and who'd sat down at my table uninvited and who'd said "your Channeling is wrong" and who'd kissed me at midnight and who was now holding the full weight of twelve years of lab and scalpel and cell and saying: nobody.

"Okay," I said.

The word was insufficient for the response I was giving. The word was also the most I could produce because the telling had emptied the container and the emptying had left a space and the space was filling with the unnamed frequency and the frequency was hers and the filling was too large for language.

She pulled me against her. My face against her neck, her arms around my back, her hands on the scars between my shoulder blades. She held me the way she'd held my hand at the end of training sessions — with full strength, with the grip of a person who was not going to let the holding be ambiguous. The harmonic surged between us and the surge carried everything: the twelve years and the thirty-seven prototypes and the four days of smiling and the screaming and the alley and Jo's jacket and the noodle shop and the boots and the first cafeteria meal and the first training hall and the first time someone sat down across from me and said "your Channeling is wrong" and the first kiss and the first touch and the first night and this morning, this bed, this telling.

She held me. I let her. The letting was the hardest thing I'd done since the thirty-seventh prototype activated because the letting required the belief that the arms around me were not going to become restraints and the belief was something I had to choose and the choosing was a daily practice and the practice was getting easier and the easier was Suki.

We stayed like that. The morning continued outside the window. The campus woke. The Flux infrastructure hummed. The calibration log was in the system and the chain of inference was real and the field team was narrowing and the walls had cracks.

But the woman holding me had heard everything and she was still here and her grip had not loosened and the frequency in the harmonic was the deep one and the deep one was not going away.

"Breakfast," she said eventually. Into my hair. Her voice still hoarse.

"Breakfast."

"And then we tell Petra about the timeline. And Keris. Everyone who's standing with you needs the full picture."

"Suki—"

"No more walls. Not between us. Not between the people who are protecting you. The walls are for Korvane. The walls are for the system. The people on the inside need to see clearly." She pulled back. Held my face between her hands. The tears were drying. The fierceness was not. "Clearly. All of it. The same way you just told me."

I looked at the face between whose hands my face was held. The dark eyes bright with tears and determination. The full mouth set. The jaw that had been tight since the word "bought" and hadn't loosened. The most beautiful woman I'd ever seen and the most dangerous, because a woman who decided that a ceiling was wrong and needed breaking was a force that the grade system couldn't measure and the meter couldn't display and Korvane, if they were smart, should be afraid of.

"All of it," I said.

She kissed me. Hard. The kiss tasted like salt from her tears and the warmth underneath the salt that was just her. Then she stood and dressed and braided her hair with the efficient motions of a woman who had processing to do and a war to prepare for and a lab rat to protect.

I dressed. The new jacket. The boots that laced in one attempt. The meter that read B — HIGH and meant nothing.

We walked to breakfast. Her hand in mine. The cafeteria was filling and the whisper network was active and the world was the same as it had been yesterday except that the last wall between me and the person holding my hand was gone and the gone was terrifying and the gone was free.




Chapter 30: Integration

Integration 3 completed on a Tuesday, in the middle of a Resonance exercise, in front of forty-seven students and Instructor Breck, because the synthetic Core did not consult my schedule before evolving.

The exercise was paired frequency work. Standard curriculum: partners synchronizing their Resonance output to produce a combined harmonic, the same mechanic that Suki and I had been using since the self-sustaining sync first manifested weeks ago. The class was practicing beginner-level synchronization. Suki and I were performing at a level that we'd calibrated to look like advanced-beginner, the careful mediocrity that passed inspection without triggering flags.

The Core disagreed with mediocrity.

The Integration 3 pathways had been maturing for weeks. Petra's scans had tracked the progression: secondary channels embedding into channel walls, new frequencies stabilizing from temporary to permanent, the non-biological oscillations becoming infrastructure rather than output. The maturation was gradual and steady and gave no warning of a completion event because Jo's data chip had no documentation for a completion event. The first thirty-six prototypes had never completed an Integration because the first thirty-six prototypes had never survived long enough.

The completion event felt like the first activation, compressed.

During the paired exercise, my channels running the controlled sync with Suki at our calibrated output, the Integration 3 pathways finished their maturation and locked into the baseline architecture and the Core's processing capacity expanded by a magnitude that I registered as a physical sensation: the world opening. Not gradually. Instantly. The perceptual equivalent of standing in a room and having the walls disappear.

I could feel everything.

The training hall. Every student in it. Every Core, every channel, every Flux signature, every frequency. The resolution was not the broad-spectrum awareness I'd been developing since the first activation — the ability to sense cultivators as signatures, to read their grades, to track their positions. This was different. This was reading them. Their channels, their emotional states, the Flux modulation patterns that correlated with what they were thinking and feeling and intending. Forty-seven people, each one a legible book, each one open.

Breck, across the hall. Peak-A. Her Core operating at a sustained high frequency that carried the alertness of an instructor monitoring a room. Underneath the alertness: focus, competence, and a thread of irritation directed at a D-grade pair in the corner whose synchronization was producing a feedback whine that grated on her specialist's ears.

Tallis, three rows ahead. Peak-B. His Core burning with the clean intensity of a natural cultivator at the top of his grade. His emotional modulation: concentration on the exercise, an undercurrent of competitive awareness directed at Suki's position, and something else, something I hadn't read before. Concern. Directed at me. The concern had the texture of a person who had warned someone about a danger and was waiting to see if the warning was heeded.

Wen, two rows to my left. D-grade. His Core a dim, steady presence. His emotional state: patience, the same patience he brought to everything. And warmth. The warmth was directed generally, toward the room, toward the exercise, toward the experience of being a student doing student things. Wen was content. The contentment was simple and real and I filed it as evidence that the world contained people whose inner landscapes were not complicated.

The range extended past the hall. Through the walls. Through the building's infrastructure, through the adjacent structures, across the campus. I could feel the dormitories: students in their rooms, their Cores at resting frequency, sleeping or studying or doing what students did at 10 AM on a Tuesday when they didn't have class. The medical bay: Petra's Core, the familiar healing register, her emotional state carrying the elevated baseline anxiety that had been present since the calibration log access. The administrative building: staff, faculty, the bureaucratic Flux of an institution in session.

The range extended past the campus. Through the boundary wall. Into the Academy district's streets. Into the city beyond.

The city. Renton, in full Flux resolution. Thousands of Cores. Tens of thousands. The D and E-grade working population, the B-grade professionals, the scattered A-grades in Guild offices and corporate campuses. The Flux infrastructure: the transit system's conduits, the power grid's network, the communication arrays, the surveillance equipment. The city was a living system and I was reading it the way I read my own channels: completely, continuously, with a resolution that captured every node and every connection.

Two miles northeast of the campus, moving southwest along a transit route, two Flux signatures. B-grade. Both. Their Cores were running at an elevated operational frequency that indicated active scanning — they were using their Resonance to survey the environment as they moved through it. The scanning pattern was systematic. Professional. The pattern of people who had been trained to sweep an area for a specific target.

The signatures were moving toward the Academy.

I dropped the paired exercise. Suki felt the disruption through the sync — the sudden withdrawal of my output from our combined harmonic, the connection severing. Her eyes opened. She looked at me. Read my face.

"What happened?"

I couldn't answer in the training hall. Forty-seven students and Breck. I shook my head. Held up one finger. Wait.

The exercise ended. The class dispersed. Suki and I walked out of the hall and I steered us to the junction room beneath the training building, the sub-level space where the conduit's hum masked conversation and output alike.

"Integration 3 completed," I said. "During the exercise. The pathways locked into baseline and the sensing range expanded to full operational capacity."

"How far?"

"The city. All of it. Two-mile radius, maybe further. I can read individual Cores, emotional states, Flux modulation patterns. Every cultivator within range is legible."

She processed this in three seconds. The analytical engine running at the speed that made her the best student in the year. "S-grade sensing. You're operating at S-grade Resonance range. In a first-year student with a B-grade meter."

"And there are two B-grade signatures two miles northeast, moving toward the campus, running active Resonance sweeps."

The air in the junction room changed. The conduit hummed. The concrete walls held the silence between us.

"Korvane's field team," Suki said. Not a question.

"The scanning pattern is professional. Systematic. They're sweeping as they travel. If they maintain current speed and direction, they'll reach the Academy campus within the hour."

"Can they detect you?"

"They're scanning on biological frequencies. Standard B-grade Resonance. My masking is in place — the layered containment that hides the Integration 3 output beneath the standard bands. They'd need to be within ten meters and actively probing at non-standard frequencies to detect the synthetic signature through the masking."

"But they're coming. They're coming here. To Aurelius." Suki's jaw set. The same expression from the reckoning morning: fierce, determined, the refusal to accept the ceiling. "The calibration log. The access request. They found the anomaly in the scan data and they traced it to this Academy and they sent the team."

"That's the most likely scenario."

"Then the convergence is here. Not in five weeks. Now."

She paced. Three steps left, three steps right. The braid swinging. The analytical engine at maximum speed, processing variables, calculating responses. I watched her pace and I felt the two B-grade signatures continuing their approach, one point eight miles now, the distance closing at the steady rate of a transit vehicle.

"We need Petra," Suki said. "Her medical authority is the first defense. If the field team presents retrieval paperwork, the specialist oversight protocol gives her standing to review any medical claims about your condition before the Academy acts on them. She needs to know they're coming."

"And Keris."

"And Keris. Her family name in the room changes the political calculation. A corporate retrieval operation targeting a student who's publicly associated with the Aldane name becomes a different proposition than targeting a C-grade nobody." She stopped pacing. "I'll get Petra. You get Keris. Meet in the medical bay in twenty minutes."

She left. I left. The campus between the junction room and the academic wing was bright with mid-morning light and full of students and instructors and the routine of a day that didn't know it was about to be interrupted. I walked through the routine and I felt the two B-grade signatures at one point six miles and closing and the feeling was the Integration 3 sensing at full capacity and the capacity was everything and the everything included the precise emotional states of the two people approaching: focus, professionalism, and the modulation pattern that I read, through channels that had no bias and could interpret any frequency, as anticipation.

They were anticipating a find.



The medical bay. Twenty-two minutes later. Petra behind the consultation curtain, clinical composure engaged. Suki beside me. Keris Aldane, contacted through a message that said Medical bay. Now. Bring nothing. Tell no one. and who had arrived in nine minutes with no questions.

Four people in a curtained space. The medical bay's ambient Flux humming at idle. The equipment quiet. The two B-grade signatures at one point two miles and closing.

"Two Korvane operatives are approaching the campus," I said. "B-grade both. They'll arrive within thirty minutes. They're running active Resonance sweeps along their approach route."

"How do you know?" Keris asked. Direct. No preamble. The question of a person who assessed information by assessing its source.

"I can feel them. Extended Resonance sensing. My range covers the city."

Keris looked at Suki. At Petra. At me. The information that a student could sense approaching operatives from over a mile away was processed in approximately two seconds. The implications were processed in another two. She didn't ask for an explanation of how the sensing worked. She asked the question that mattered.

"What do they have?"

"Guild-authorized medical retrieval paperwork for patient CV-037," Petra said. She'd been preparing for this since the calibration log access. Her voice was clinical, organized, the briefing she'd been building in her contingency files. "The paperwork authorizes them to request student records from the Academy administration. The request will trigger a records search. The search will flag my specialist oversight notation on Renn's file."

"Which leads them to you," Keris said.

"Which leads them to me. And from me to the scan data. And from the scan data to the calibration adjustment. The chain is complete if someone follows it."

"Can the records search be prevented?"

"No. The Guild authorization supersedes Academy privacy protocols for medical retrieval cases. The administration is legally required to conduct the search." Petra's hands were folded in her lap. Steady. "But the search results are filtered through the medical division before they're released to external requestors. That's standard protocol, not my addition. The medical division reviews any records flagged with clinical notations before releasing them to non-Academy parties."

"And you're the medical division for his file," Keris said. The political understanding was immediate.

"I'm the specialist overseeing his case. Any request for his medical records routes through me. I review the data, contextualize it within the documented atypical condition, and release what I determine is appropriate." Petra met Keris's eyes. "The scan results I release will show a high-B student with atypical channel development consistent with late-manifestation Hollow physiology. Unusual but documented. Not synthetic."

"Will that hold?"

"Against a standard Guild retrieval request, yes. Against a Korvane forensic team with specific evidence of scanner tampering, no." Petra's composure was flawless. The fear was beneath the steel and the steel was beneath the freckles. "But the operatives don't know about the scanner tampering. They know the calibration log has an anomaly. They don't know the anomaly is mine. The connection requires a human reviewer to follow the chain and the chain has three links and each link requires inference rather than proof."

Suki was standing at the curtain's edge, monitoring the hall outside through the gap. The year group's prodigy, functioning as lookout. "What's the operatives' play?"

"Present paperwork to administration. Request records search. Receive filtered results. If the results don't match their target profile, they leave. If the results raise questions, they request an in-person evaluation." Petra paused. "The in-person evaluation is the danger point. If they bring their own scanner, the masking technique is the only defense."

All eyes turned to me.

"I've been developing a masking technique since Integration 3 began," I said. "Resonance frequency cancellation. My channels generate a precise inverse of the synthetic Core's signature, creating a null zone around the Core housing that reads as standard biological on any external scanner. The technique requires sustained concentration and conscious maintenance. I can hold it indefinitely as long as I'm not simultaneously running high-output combat operations."

"Have you tested it?" Keris asked.

"Against Petra's Resonance, which is the highest-precision scanning available at the Academy. She can't detect the synthetic signature when the mask is active."

Keris looked at Petra. "Confirmed?"

"Confirmed. When his masking technique is engaged, the Resonance readings are indistinguishable from biological. The scan would pass." Petra's voice was steady. "But the operatives' scanner may have different calibration. Corporate equipment sometimes runs non-standard frequencies for proprietary detection purposes. The masking is tuned to biological-spectrum scanning. If Korvane's scanner operates outside that spectrum, the mask might not cover all signatures."

"Then we don't let them scan him." Suki turned from the curtain. Her eyes were dark and focused and the determination was the bedrock frequency that I could now read through Integration 3's emotional sensing at a resolution that was almost invasive. She was not afraid. She was angry and the anger was structured and the structure was a plan. "The Guild authorization covers records requests. It doesn't cover forcing a medical evaluation on an enrolled student without the student's consent and the attending specialist's approval."

"Correct," Petra said. "The student has the right to refuse an in-person evaluation conducted by non-Academy personnel. The specialist can support the refusal on medical grounds."

"Then I refuse," I said. "They see the records. The records show what Petra filed. They request an evaluation. I decline. Petra supports the refusal. They leave with the filtered records and nothing else."

"Unless they escalate to a judicial warrant," Keris said. The political mind, mapping the next move. "A Guild warrant would compel the evaluation. Korvane has the resources to seek one."

"A warrant takes time. Days minimum. Weeks if contested. And contesting is where my family's name is useful." Keris straightened. The minor aristocrat, preparing to deploy the asset she'd offered. "An Aldane-associated student being subjected to a corporate retrieval warrant becomes a political event. My family's Guild connections mean the warrant application gets scrutinized. The scrutiny slows the process. The slowing buys time."

Four people. Four functions. Petra's medical authority. Suki's strategic mind. Keris's political cover. My sensing and masking capabilities. Each one a piece of a defense that no single person could have built and that the four of us, standing in a curtained consultation alcove, had assembled in twenty-two minutes.

The two B-grade signatures were at point eight miles. Twenty minutes to campus arrival.

"One more thing," Suki said. She looked at me. The harmonic between us carried the question before she asked it. "The sensing. Can you read their intentions? Not just their direction. What they're planning to do when they arrive."

I reached through the Integration 3 channels. Extended the sensing past the campus walls, past the district streets, to the two signatures moving through the transit system at point seven miles. The emotional reading engaged: focus, professionalism, anticipation. And underneath those surface patterns, the deeper modulation that correlated with intent.

"They're expecting a standard retrieval," I said. "Records request, evaluation, extraction. The anticipation is professional, not aggressive. They don't expect resistance. They believe this is a routine recovery of a confused patient, not a confrontation."

"Good," Suki said. "Let them keep believing that."

The four of us left the curtained alcove. Petra returned to her station, the clinical mask in place, the specialist ready to receive a medical records request. Keris walked to the administrative building, where her presence in the lobby during the operatives' arrival would be visible and noted. Suki walked to the dormitory, where she'd monitor my comm unit for updates from a position that didn't connect her to the medical defense.

I went to my room. I locked the door. I sat on the bed and I felt the two signatures at point five miles, then point four, then point three, moving through the Academy district's streets toward the gate.

The masking technique engaged. The inverse frequency layered over the synthetic Core's signature, creating the null zone that read as biological on any standard scanner. The technique consumed approximately ten percent of my processing capacity. Sustainable indefinitely. The remaining ninety percent was devoted to sensing, planning, and the controlled fear of a person who had spent twelve years being hunted inside a building and was now being hunted by people approaching the building he'd chosen to live in.

Different building. Different hunters. Same body. Same scars.

But different people standing with me. Four of them. Each one choosing to be here. Each one holding a piece of the defense that the lab had never provided and that I'd never known to ask for because the concept of someone choosing to stand between you and the thing that wanted to take you was not a concept the lab's textbooks covered.

The operatives reached the campus boundary. I felt them pass through the gate. Two B-grade Cores, bright and professional, entering the Academy grounds with Guild authorization and corporate purpose.

I breathed. The Core hummed. The mask held. The door was locked.

They were here.




Chapter 31: Edge

I felt them enter the administrative building.

Two B-grade Cores moving through the lobby, past the reception desk, into the corridor that led to the Dean of Students' office. Their Resonance sweeps were active but narrowed. No longer the broad environmental scans they'd been running during transit. The sweeps were targeted now, probing the building's infrastructure, reading the Flux signatures of the administrative staff as they passed.

They were looking for something. Someone. The sweeps were checking each person they encountered against a target profile, the same way a facial recognition system checks faces against a database. Except this system was Resonance-based and the target profile was a synthetic Core signature.

My masking held. Ten percent of my processing capacity devoted to generating the inverse frequency that cancelled the synthetic signature. The remaining ninety percent was devoted to sensing: tracking the operatives' movements through the building, reading their emotional states, monitoring their Resonance output for any shift that indicated they'd found something.

They hadn't found anything. Their emotional states read as professional and systematic. The anticipation I'd sensed during their approach had not shifted to discovery. They were working a protocol, not responding to a detection.

Keris was in the administrative lobby. I could feel her B-grade Core, steady and calm, positioned in a chair near the reception desk with a tablet and the studied casualness of a student waiting for an administrative appointment. She'd timed her arrival to precede the operatives by eight minutes. When they'd entered the lobby, they'd passed a ranked-third student from a minor aristocrat family sitting in plain view, her presence logged by the reception system and visible to anyone who reviewed the building's visitor records.

The operatives reached the Dean's office. I felt them stop. I felt the door open. I felt the Dean's Core: a C-grade administrative cultivator whose emotional state shifted from routine-boredom to attention-surprise when two Guild-authorized visitors presented themselves.

I couldn't hear the conversation. Integration 3 sensing read Flux, not sound. But I could read the emotional progression: the Dean's surprise resolving to formal compliance, the operatives' professionalism maintaining through the presentation of their authorization, the Dean's Flux output shifting to the frequency pattern I'd learned to associate with bureaucratic processing: the emotional state of a person following established procedure because the procedure was the safest path through an unfamiliar situation.

The records search began. I felt it in the administrative building's Flux infrastructure: a query propagating through the Academy's data system, the digital equivalent of a ripple in water. The query would search enrolled student records for matches against the operatives' target criteria: Hollow classification, recent enrollment, atypical medical notations.

The query would find me. The question was what it would show.



Petra's comm message arrived eleven minutes after the operatives entered the Dean's office.

Records request received. Medical division review initiated. I have the file. Stand by.

I sat on my bed and I held my comm and I breathed and the masking consumed ten percent and the sensing consumed another thirty and the remaining sixty percent was devoted to a state that the analytical framework called vigilance and the non-analytical framework called terror.

The operatives were in the Dean's office. The records query was propagating. Petra had the file. The file showed what she'd filed after the modified scan: Renn Vasik, late-manifestation Hollow, high-B Core, atypical channel development, under specialist oversight. The data was consistent with the fabricated condition. The data was not consistent with Korvane's target profile for a synthetic Core subject.

Unless the operatives knew enough to read between the lines. Unless they'd been briefed on what a masked synthetic signature might look like in filtered medical records. Unless the calibration log anomaly had given them a template for what to look for.

Fourteen minutes. The records query completed. I felt the data return through the administrative infrastructure: a pulse of resolved information traveling from the data servers to the Dean's terminal. The Dean's emotional state shifted to processing-compliance. The results were on his screen.

Petra's second message: Results released to Dean. Filtered per protocol. File shows high-B atypical. No synthetic indicators visible in released data. Standard specialist notation attached.

The Dean reviewed the results. His Flux modulation was legible: the pattern of a person reading information, assessing it against criteria, forming a preliminary conclusion. The conclusion's emotional signature was satisfaction-resolution. The records didn't match the target profile. A high-B student with a documented atypical condition was not a missing Hollow with a synthetic implant.

The operatives read the same results. Their emotional states shifted. Not to resolution. To analysis. The satisfaction-resolution that the Dean experienced was absent from their readings. Instead: assessment, recalibration, the modulation pattern of professionals encountering results that didn't confirm their hypothesis but that didn't eliminate it either.

They asked for more. I couldn't hear the words but the request was readable in the Dean's emotional response: a new wave of formal compliance, tinged with mild resistance. The operatives were requesting access beyond the initial records. The Dean was processing the request against the protocols he was required to follow.

Petra's third message: They're requesting the full medical scan data. Not just the summary. The raw scan results from the review period.

The raw scan results. The data that the modified scanner had produced. The data that showed a high-B Core with atypical channel development. On a machine whose calibration had been adjusted eleven minutes before the scan. The raw data itself was clean. Petra's modification had changed what the scanner saw, not what it recorded. The recorded data was the modified reading. If the operatives looked at the raw scan data, they'd see the same high-B atypical profile that the summary showed.

But if they looked at the calibration logs alongside the raw data — if they compared the scan timestamp against the calibration adjustment timestamp and noticed that the parameters had been changed eleven minutes before the scan — the inference was available. Not proof. But inference.

Petra's fourth message: Raw scan data released per Guild protocol. Calibration logs not included in the data package. They'd have to request logs separately. Separate request requires separate authorization.

She'd released the data without the logs. The data was clean. The logs were in the system but not in the package. A separate request for calibration logs required a separate Guild authorization, a procedural hurdle that wouldn't stop a determined corporate investigation but that would slow it by hours or days.

The operatives reviewed the raw scan data. I tracked their emotional states through the sensing: analysis, comparison, the methodical pattern of people checking data against a template. The analysis lasted eighteen minutes. During the eighteen minutes, my masking held at ten percent and my sensing held at thirty and my heart rate held at approximately ninety-two and the controlled fear consumed a portion of the remaining processing capacity that the analytical framework didn't quantify because the analytical framework was not designed to measure dread.

The operatives' emotional states shifted. Assessment-recalibration became assessment-inconclusive. The raw data did not match their target profile. The high-B atypical reading was not what a synthetic Core produced on standard equipment. They were not finding what they'd come to find.

But they were not leaving.



The request for an in-person evaluation came at 11:47 AM.

Petra's message: They want to see you. In-person evaluation with their own equipment. Dean is processing the request. I've invoked the specialist oversight protocol: any evaluation of my patient requires my presence and my approval. Dean is checking the protocol with the legal office.

My room. The bed, the desk, the window, the door that locked from the inside. The meter on the desk reading B — HIGH. The two B-grade signatures in the administrative building, their Resonance sweeps now active again, directed at the building's infrastructure, scanning for something the records hadn't shown them.

They wanted to scan me. With their own equipment. Equipment that might operate on non-standard frequencies. Equipment that might read through the biological-spectrum masking that I'd developed against Academy instrumentation.

Suki's message on the comm: Refuse. Student consent required for non-Academy medical evaluation. Petra supports the refusal on specialist grounds. Force them to the warrant path.

I sent my response to Petra: I decline the evaluation. Specialist oversight protocol. My condition does not require assessment by non-Academy personnel.

The waiting. The operatives in the Dean's office, receiving the refusal. I tracked their emotional response: frustration, controlled. Recalculation. The pattern of professionals encountering a procedural obstacle and assessing their options for navigating it.

They pushed. The Dean's emotional state shifted to discomfort-compliance: the pattern of a man being pressured by people with authority he didn't want to challenge. The operatives were applying institutional weight. Guild authorization. Corporate medical concern. The language of reasonable urgency deployed against a bureaucrat who wanted the situation resolved and off his desk.

Keris moved. I felt her Core shift from the lobby to the corridor outside the Dean's office. She didn't enter. She stood in the corridor, visible through the glass panel beside the door, her tablet in her hand, the Aldane name on her student ID visible to anyone who looked. The presence was deliberate. A ranked-third student from a cultivator family, positioned outside the door of a meeting where corporate operatives were pressuring an Academy administrator. The presence said: this is being observed. By someone whose family has Guild connections. By someone who will remember.

The Dean's emotional state shifted again. The discomfort-compliance was modulated by a new input: awareness-caution. He'd registered Keris. He'd registered the implication. The political calculation was changing.

Petra arrived at the Dean's office. I felt her Core — the healing register, steady, professional. She entered the meeting. Her emotional state read as controlled composure over controlled fear, the same layered modulation I'd felt during the scanner modification. Steel beneath the freckles.

She presented the specialist oversight protocol. The documented atypical condition. The clinical rationale for restricting external evaluation access. The language was medical, procedural, the same arguments she'd built into the contingency protocols over weeks of preparation. She delivered them with the clinical authority of a specialist whose expertise the Dean was not qualified to override.

The operatives pushed back. Their emotional states read as professional frustration escalating toward official insistence. They had Guild authorization. They had corporate medical grounds. The patient's specialist was a second-year student, not a licensed practitioner. The authority she was invoking was institutional, not professional.

The Dean was caught between the push and the protocol and the Aldane name in the corridor and the decision was visible in his Flux modulation: a man weighing pressures from three directions and calculating which pressure was most dangerous to resist.

He sided with the protocol. The student had declined. The specialist had supported the refusal. The legal framework required student consent for external evaluation. The operatives were welcome to pursue a judicial warrant through Guild channels.

The operatives' emotional response: controlled anger, professional disappointment, and underneath both, the cold modulation of people who had not gotten what they came for and who were already planning the next approach.

They left the Dean's office. I tracked them through the administrative building, through the lobby (past Keris, who didn't look up from her tablet), through the Academy gate, onto the district street. Their Resonance sweeps reactivated as they walked — the broad, environmental scans, no longer targeted, the pattern of people who were leaving a location without having found their target.

They reached the transit station. Boarded a vehicle. The signatures moved northeast, away from the campus, the distance increasing from point two miles to point five to point eight.

At one mile, I allowed myself to exhale.



The medical bay. Thirty minutes after the operatives left campus.

Four people behind the consultation curtain. Petra on her stool, the clinical composure cracking at the edges the same way it had cracked after the scanner modification. Suki on the bed beside me, her hand on my knee, the harmonic humming between us at the frequency that carried everything we'd been processing for the past four hours. Keris standing, her arms at her sides, her posture straight, the minor aristocrat who had deployed her family's name as a weapon and was assessing the weapon's effectiveness.

"They left," I said. "One mile northeast and moving. They've resumed broad scanning. They didn't detect the synthetic signature."

"The records held," Petra said. "The filtered data showed nothing that matched their target profile. The raw scan data confirmed the filtered summary. The calibration logs were not requested."

"Not yet," Suki said. "The calibration logs are the next step. They didn't get the evaluation they wanted, so they'll pursue the warrant. The warrant application will include a request for comprehensive medical records, which will include the scanner calibration data. When they see the log, they'll see Petra's modification."

"The warrant application goes through Guild judicial channels," Keris said. "My family has contacts in the northeast regional Guild office. I can ensure the application is reviewed thoroughly. Thoroughly means slowly. The review process for a contested warrant application takes a minimum of fourteen days."

"Fourteen days," Suki said. "That's our window."

"For what?" I asked.

"For making you too visible to disappear." Suki's hand tightened on my knee. "Fourteen days. We use them. Your capabilities, your techniques, your Integration 3 sensing. We demonstrate enough of what you can do — publicly, in Academy-sanctioned contexts, in front of witnesses — that when Korvane comes back with a warrant, the Academy has a vested interest in keeping you. A student who produces the highest combat scores in three years, who has trained capabilities that no other cultivator can replicate, who has the institutional support of the medical specialist, the ranked-first student, and the Aldane name. That student is an asset. Assets get protected."

"And if the Academy decides the asset is more trouble than it's worth?"

"Then we have fourteen days to prepare for that too." Suki looked at me. The dark eyes steady. The determination at bedrock. "But I don't think they will. The Academy runs on reputation and rankings and the student who broke every record in their first semester is the best advertisement Aurelius has had in years. They'll fight to keep you. They just need a reason to fight."

"We give them reasons," Keris said. "Starting tomorrow. The second-semester specialization trials begin next week. Vasik enters the combat specialization track. Produces results that the Academy can't ignore and can't reproduce with any other student. Makes himself indispensable."

Four people. A plan that was part defense and part offense and part the same philosophy that Suki had proposed during the five-week push: make yourself too valuable to take. The strategy hadn't changed. The timeline had compressed.

Fourteen days.

Petra's hands were no longer shaking. She'd moved through the tremor to the other side, the way she always did, the steel reasserting after the fear receded. She picked up her tablet. Opened the contingency file.

"I'll prepare the medical documentation for the specialization trials," she said. "The specialist oversight protocol extends to any Academy assessment. If the trials produce results that need contextualization, I'll be there."

"I'll have my family's counsel draft a response framework for the warrant application," Keris said. "Precedents, procedural challenges, jurisdictional arguments. When the warrant arrives, we contest immediately."

"I'll design the trial training program," Suki said. "Two weeks, maximum output. No more suppression. No more hiding." She looked at me with the fierce grin that made her face younger and warmer and that I'd been tracking since the junction room at 2 AM. "You've been holding back for three months. You're done holding back."

Done holding back. The words settled into the space beside the Core. Three months of suppression and containment and calibration and the careful, exhausting maintenance of a lie that the meter couldn't tell and the grade system couldn't classify. Three months of being less than what I was so that what I was wouldn't be discovered.

Fourteen days to be what I was.

The Flux meter read B — HIGH. The masking technique disengaged. The inverse frequency collapsed and the Core's full signature radiated into the room and Petra flinched because the Resonance hit her at a frequency her healing register had never encountered and Keris straightened because the Flux density her B-grade Core detected was beyond anything she'd felt from a student and Suki smiled because she'd known, she'd always known, and the knowing was being confirmed at a resolution that the harmonic carried between us with the frequency that meant: this is you. All of you. Finally.

The room held the four of us and the Core's full output and the plan that had fourteen days to work and the signatures of two operatives at two miles and receding and the Academy outside the curtain where a second semester was about to begin and a student named Renn Vasik was about to stop pretending to be less than he was.

The door was locked. The walls were cracked but the people standing inside them were not.

Fourteen days.




Chapter 32: Closer

Petra came to my room three days after the campus confrontation, the same night the operatives' signatures vanished from my sensing range.

I'd been tracking them since they left the Academy gates. Two B-grade Cores at a hotel in the lower districts, their Resonance output dimming to resting frequency each evening, brightening each morning as they resumed their work. Three days of watching them watch. Then, between one sweep and the next, they were gone. Recalled to Korvane's corporate campus or rerouted to another lead. The hotel room they'd occupied was empty.

They were gone. And Petra was at my door.

Not the Sunday-night pattern of her first visit, when she'd arrived with the scanner modification plan and the clinical composure and the fear beneath the steel. This was Thursday. Late. 10:30 PM. The campus was settling into the post-semester quiet that followed the ranking announcement and the specialization acceptances and the general exhaustion of a student body that had been assessed and sorted and was now resting before the second semester began.

The knock was her pattern: two taps, a pause, a third. I opened the door.

She was in civilian clothes. Not the grey sweater of the first visit. A dark blue top, fitted, with thin straps that left her shoulders bare. The freckles were visible on both shoulders, scattered across the skin in patterns that my Flux-enhanced senses had mapped during healing sessions and that I was seeing now in a context that was not medical. The top was cut low enough that the upper curve of her breasts was visible: small, precise shapes beneath the dark fabric, the skin between the straps and the neckline showing the faint freckling that continued from her shoulders down her chest. Her collarbone was sharp and elegant above the neckline. Her auburn hair was down, falling to her shoulders in the waves that the clinical pins usually suppressed.

She was wearing something that smelled like vanilla. Faint. The kind of scent that you caught at close range, in the space between two people standing at a doorway, in the moment before one of them decided to step through.

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside. She entered. The room was familiar to her now. She'd been here before, for the scanner plan, for the kiss that followed. But this visit carried a different charge. I could feel it through the Integration 3 emotional sensing: her Flux modulation running at a frequency I hadn't read from her before. Not the controlled-fear pattern of the scanner night. Not the clinical register of the Friday scans. A new pattern. Warmer. The modulation of a person who had made a decision and was arriving to execute it.

She stood in the center of the room and turned to face me and the turn was slow enough that I tracked it with the resolution my senses had been applying to Suki for months and were now applying to Petra with the same involuntary completeness. Her body in the dark top and fitted leggings: small, precise, proportioned in ratios that my analytical mind catalogued and my non-analytical mind processed as beautiful in a way that was different from Suki's beauty. Suki was full and powerful, the beauty of mass and curve and athletic force. Petra was delicate and exact, the beauty of fine lines and careful proportions. Her waist was impossibly narrow: the fitted top showed the indentation where her ribcage ended and the slight flare of her hips began, a ratio that seemed architecturally improbable and was, on Petra's frame, architecturally perfect. Her breasts were small and precise beneath the dark fabric, the shape visible without excess, the proportionality of a body where every element was scaled to the whole.

"The operatives are gone," she said.

"I know. I tracked them to the transit station."

"The warrant application is in review. Keris's counsel filed the objection. The records are filtered. The calibration logs are behind a separate authorization wall." She was listing the defense architecture as she'd listed it in the medical bay. Clinical. Organized. But her voice was doing something underneath the clinical register: a tremor, controlled, the vibration of a person who was reciting facts to manage a feeling that the facts couldn't contain. "For the first time since the calibration log access, the immediate threat is managed. Not resolved. Managed."

"Petra."

"I spent four hours in the Dean's office today. Standing in front of two Korvane operatives and a Guild authorization and a Dean who wanted to give them what they asked for. I presented the specialist protocol and the clinical rationale and I maintained composure for the entire meeting and I did not let my hands shake and I did not let my voice break and I did not let them see that the clinical rotation student arguing medical jurisdiction was the same person who'd tampered with the scanner they were asking about."

Her voice broke. Not dramatically. A small fracture, the clinical register cracking at the same seam it always cracked at: the point where the composure met the feeling and the feeling was stronger.

"And now it's 10:30 and the operatives are gone and the defense held and I'm in your room because your room is the place where I don't have to hold anything up." She looked at me. The green eyes were bright and wet and the wetness was the same precursor I'd seen during the borders conversation and the scanner night: not grief but the brightness of feeling too large for containment. "I've been holding things up for weeks. The protocol. The flag. The modification. The scan. The records. The meeting. I've been the wall between you and them and the wall held but the person holding the wall up is tired."

I crossed the room. I put my hands on her shoulders. The bare shoulders, the freckles beneath my palms. The contact opened the Resonance bridge: her healing frequency and the warmth underneath it, running into my channels at the register that meant safety and care and the precise attention of a woman whose hands were trained to help.

"You held," I said. "You held everything."

"I held everything and now I want to stop holding and I want you to hold me instead." Her hands came up to my chest. Over the scars. Through my shirt. The same position as the first kiss, the same contact point, the scars that she'd mapped with Resonance and touched with healing frequency and that she was touching now with something that was not clinical and not healing and not any technique in the medical curriculum. "I told you I was choosing to be here. I'm still choosing. But tonight I'm choosing to be here differently."

Differently. The word carried the same weight that Suki's "I'm done waiting" had carried. The weight of a woman who had been approaching something for weeks and who was arriving.

I kissed her. Or she kissed me. The attribution was, as always, irrelevant. The distance closed and her mouth met mine and the kiss was Petra's kiss: soft, warm, the temperature of the healing register, her lips full and careful against mine. The careful was the thing that made Petra's mouth different from Suki's. Suki kissed with precision and intensity, the full-capacity approach of a prodigy who did nothing at less than maximum. Petra kissed with attention, the thorough approach of a healer who believed that rushing meant missing something important.

Her mouth opened against mine. The kiss deepened. Her tongue found mine and the taste was warm and faintly sweet: the vanilla she was wearing, transferred from her neck to her lips to my mouth. Her hands on my chest moved upward, over the scars, to my shoulders, her fingers gripping with a strength that surprised me because Petra was small and her grip was gentle during scans and the grip she was applying now was not gentle. The grip was the physical expression of a person who was holding onto something after weeks of holding things up and the holding-onto was different from the holding-up and the difference was that the holding-onto was for her.

I pulled her closer. My hands slid from her shoulders down her back. The thin straps of her top were narrow lines beneath my fingers, the fabric giving way to bare skin on either side. Her back was smooth and warm, the muscles smaller than Suki's, the frame lighter, the architecture of a body that was built for precision rather than power. My hands found the narrowest point of her waist and the narrowness was extreme, my hands nearly spanning the full width, my fingers close to meeting at her spine, the smallness of her producing a protective response that the Flux carried into the harmonic at a frequency I identified as tenderness.

She felt it. Through the bridge. The tenderness. Her eyes opened against the kiss and the green was very close and very bright.

"Don't be careful with me," she said. Against my mouth. "I've been careful for weeks. I don't want careful right now."

She pulled my shirt off. The scars. She'd seen them more than Suki had. Every Friday scan, every Wednesday addition, the months of healing sessions that had made her hands the most familiar touch on my body. She'd mapped every line with Resonance. She knew the depth and the age and the nerve density of each scar at a resolution that exceeded visual assessment. She'd felt them from the inside.

Now she was seeing them from the outside with eyes that were not clinical. Her gaze moved down my chest with the focused attention she applied to channel maps: systematic, thorough, nothing missed. But the attention carried a heat that channel mapping didn't produce. Her eyes on my scars were not cataloguing damage. They were cataloguing the body she wanted to touch.

She traced the longest scar with her finger. Collarbone to sternum. The same line that Suki had kissed and claimed. Petra's finger followed the line with the precision of a woman who'd felt the scar's interior architecture through Resonance and who knew, at a molecular level, where the tissue was most sensitive and where the nerve density was highest and where the touch would produce the most response.

She was right. The touch produced response. The nerve-dense points along the scar fired under her fingertip and the firing traveled through my channels and the channels carried the sensation with the same completeness they carried Flux.

"I know where you feel the most," she said. "I've mapped it. Every nerve junction. Every sensitivity peak." Her finger moved to the second scar, the one below the sternum. Found a point. Pressed. The sensation was sharp, bright, specific, a nerve junction that her Resonance had identified and that her finger was now activating with the targeted precision of a healer who knew the body she was touching better than any other person alive. "Here." She moved to the third scar. Another point. Another sharp, bright response. "And here." A fourth point, on my left side, the ragged scar from prototype twelve. "And here."

She was playing me. The way a musician plays an instrument she's studied: knowing the tuning, the resonance points, the places where pressure produces tone. She was using her medical knowledge of my body to touch me in ways that were designed to produce maximum sensation and the design was working. Each point she activated sent a pulse through my channels and the pulses were building into a pattern that the Core processed as arousal with a clinical precision that was, itself, arousing.

I reached for her top. She let me pull it over her head. The fabric cleared her face, her hair, her raised arms, and her body was bare from the waist up.

Her breasts were small and perfect. The word "perfect" was not analytical. It was the word that arrived when the analytical framework failed and the visual input exceeded the vocabulary. They were proportioned to her frame: modest, firm, sitting high on her chest, the skin pale with a scatter of freckles across the upper curves that continued the constellation from her shoulders. Her nipples were pink, lighter than Suki's dark ones, small and stiff in the room's air, the areolae tight and delicate. The shape of each breast was a precise curve, geometry that my Flux-enhanced senses tracked with a resolution that captured the way they moved when she breathed — a small rise and fall, subtle, the movement of a body that was compact and light.

I looked at her. She let me look. The looking was different from looking at Suki: Suki's body commanded attention through abundance, through fullness and curve and the athletic power that filled a room. Petra's body invited attention through precision, through the elegance of small proportions and the beauty of exact lines. The narrow waist, impossibly narrow, the skin smooth across her flat stomach. The slight flare of her hips above the leggings' waistband. The collarbones, sharp and delicate. The freckles everywhere, scattered like a map of something only her body knew.

"You're staring," she said.

"I'm always staring. You told me that the first time you saw me look at Suki."

"I remember." The ghost of a smile. "I wondered if you'd look at me the same way."

"I'm looking at you a different way. The same amount. Different frequency."

The smile bloomed. The full one, the one that broke across her face and brightened the green eyes and shifted the freckles and cracked the composure open to show what was behind it. "Different frequency. That's the most Renn Vasik compliment possible."

She stepped to me. Her bare chest met my scarred chest. The contact was different from Suki's full-body press. Petra was smaller, her breasts pressing against my lower chest rather than my upper, her head at the level of my collarbone. The height difference meant she was looking up and the looking-up exposed her throat and the freckles on her throat and the pulse in the hollow above her collarbone. The Resonance bridge activated at every contact point and the frequency that flowed between us was the healing register, warm and low, the frequency I'd associated with safety since the first cracked ribs.

But the healing register was carrying something that healing sessions didn't carry. The warmth was the same. The frequency was the same. The content was different. The healing register's warmth was, tonight, the warmth of a woman's bare skin against mine, and the safety was, tonight, the safety of a person who knew every scar on my body and was pressing her chest against them with the deliberate intention of replacing the clinical history of that contact with something personal.

My hands went to her waist. The narrowness. My fingers found the notches of her ribs through the skin, each one countable, the architecture of a small body that was light enough to lift and strong enough to have held a scanner modification and a confrontation and a secret. I traced down from her ribs to the waistband of her leggings. The skin between her ribs and her hips was smooth and warm and the muscle beneath was taut and the combination was the same soft-and-firm that I'd discovered on Suki but at a different scale. Everything about Petra was smaller and the smallness concentrated the sensation rather than spreading it.

She reached between us and touched my chest. Not the scars this time. The flat plane between the scars, the uncut skin, the tissue that the prototypes hadn't reached. Her fingers spread across my chest and her Resonance activated through the contact: the healing frequency, intentional now, pouring through her palms into my channels. But the healing wasn't healing. The frequency was the same but the intent behind it was different and the intent changed what the Flux did when it entered my channels. Instead of seeking damage and repairing it, the healing frequency sought sensitivity and amplified it.

She was using her healing Resonance to heighten my nerve response. Every point her frequency touched became more sensitive. The skin under her palms lit up with a receptivity that made the air feel thick and her touch feel like fire and the fire was warm and the warm was her and the technique was something she'd developed, not from the medical curriculum but from the knowledge of my channels that months of scanning had given her.

"That's not a standard technique," I said. The words came out thick.

"I developed it for you." Her hands moved on my chest, the Resonance spreading the heightened sensitivity outward from her palms in a wave that followed my channel pathways. "Your channels are the most responsive I've ever worked with. The synthetic architecture accepts any frequency I give it. Standard biological channels filter incoming Resonance through their pre-shaping. Yours don't filter. They amplify. I can give you more sensation through Resonance than any biological cultivator could receive."

She was right. The sensation was beyond what physical touch alone could produce. Her hands on my chest were simultaneously her palms on my skin and her Flux in my channels and the two inputs were layered, each one amplifying the other, the physical contact setting the baseline and the Resonance multiplying it.

I kissed her. Hard. Harder than our previous kisses, harder than the careful attention she'd taught me to associate with her mouth. She responded. Her hands gripped my shoulders and her mouth opened and the kiss was not careful and the not-careful was what she'd asked for. The healing frequency surged through the contact and the surge heightened every sensation: her lips against mine, her tongue against mine, the sound she made: a soft, sharp inhale that she breathed into my mouth and that I tasted alongside the vanilla.

I lifted her. My hands under her thighs, the Flux-enhanced strength making her weight negligible. She gasped. Her legs wrapped around my waist, the leggings warm against my sides, her arms around my neck. The position brought her face level with mine and her breasts level with my chest and the full-length contact was compressed into the space between her body and mine, everything pressed and warm and the Resonance running through every contact point.

I carried her to the bed. Set her down. She sat on the edge, looking up at me, her legs parted around my standing hips, her hands on my stomach. Her green eyes were dark with dilation and the freckles were flushed with blood and her breathing was quick and the healing frequency was still active, flowing from her palms into my abdominal channels, the heightened sensitivity making her touch on my stomach feel like her touch was everywhere.

"Lie back," I said.

She lay back on the bed. Her auburn hair spread across the pillow, a different color than Suki's black, a different texture, the waves creating patterns that caught the overhead light. Her chest rose and fell, her small breasts lifting with each breath, the pink nipples tight. Her stomach was flat, the narrow waist visible from above, the leggings starting at her hips.

I leaned over her. Kissed her mouth. Her jaw. The hinge of her jaw where the skin was thin and the pulse was close and she tilted her head and the tilting was the same guidance that Suki used — the body's language communicating where to kiss. I kissed down her throat. Her collarbone, the sharp line of it. The freckles that scattered across her chest, each one a point of warmth under my lips. The upper curve of her left breast. The slope of it, the skin smooth and warm, the breast small enough that my mouth traveled from the top to the nipple in a single continuous motion.

I took her nipple into my mouth. The texture was different from Suki's — smaller, more delicate, the areola tighter. Petra's response was different too: where Suki had gasped, Petra moaned, low and sustained, the sound coming from deep in her chest and carrying through the Resonance bridge into my channels. The healing frequency spiked when I sucked, the amplification technique activating involuntarily, and the spike heightened my own sensitivity to the point where the feeling of her nipple against my tongue was a full-body event.

"Oh," she breathed. Her hand found the back of my head. Her fingers in my hair, gripping, the strength surprising again. "That — the amplification is feedback looping. I'm amplifying your sensitivity and your response is amplifying mine through the bridge and the loop is—"

"Stop analyzing."

She laughed. The laugh vibrated through her chest against my mouth and the vibration was warm and real and the sound was the most unguarded thing I'd heard from Petra Calloway since the fourth smile.

I kissed her other breast. The same attention, the same slow traversal from upper curve to nipple, the mouth learning her shape as it had learned Suki's. Different data. Different dimensions. Petra's breasts were a study in precision, each one fitting my mouth as if designed for the scale, the nipple centered and responsive, the skin producing a flush that spread across both mounds as the arousal built.

I kissed down her stomach. Flat, warm, the muscles tensing under my lips. Her navel. The skin below, where the leggings began. I hooked my fingers in the waistband and she lifted her hips and the leggings came down and she was in her underwear.

Simple. Dark. What it covered was the last territory that my senses hadn't mapped through fabric. Her hips were narrow compared to Suki's but the proportion to her waist was the same elegant ratio — everything on Petra was scaled and balanced. Her thighs were slim, the muscle defined without bulk, the skin smooth and pale with a scatter of freckles on the inner surfaces that continued the constellation that covered the rest of her.

I pulled the underwear down. She lifted again. The fabric cleared her hips, her thighs, her feet. She was naked on my bed.

Petra Calloway, five foot two, 18, the healer who'd read my scars through Resonance and who'd tampered with a Guild scanner to keep me hidden and whose hands shook after the procedure and whose steel didn't. Naked. Her auburn hair on my pillow. Her green eyes looking up at me. Her body bare: the freckles, the small breasts with their pink nipples, the narrow waist, the precise proportions, the auburn hair between her thighs, darker than the hair on her head, the soft mound visible beneath.

She was beautiful. Not Suki's beauty of abundance and power. Petra's beauty of exactness and care. The beauty of a thing that is made well and is proportioned correctly and that has no excess and no deficit. Every element of her body was where it should be and the size it should be and the sum was greater than the components.

I knelt between her legs. She watched me. Her breathing was fast and the Resonance was active and the amplification technique was running through the bridge and every touch I gave her was being doubled by the feedback loop she'd described.

I kissed her inner thigh. The freckles there were faint, almost invisible, and the skin was softer than anywhere else on her body. She trembled. The tremble was small and concentrated, the physical expression of heightened sensitivity in a body that was already running at amplified response. I kissed the other thigh. The same tremble. My mouth moved higher.

I kissed her between her legs. The first contact of my mouth against her pussy and the sensation that traveled through the bridge was staggering — her amplification technique feeding her response back into my channels at multiplied intensity. She was wet, the taste warm and clean and distinct from Suki's taste the way everything about her was distinct. Her body's arousal was a different chemical composition, a different frequency, and my channels catalogued the difference with the same resolution they applied to everything: completely, involuntarily.

She cried out. Not the controlled sounds of the scanning sessions or the careful composure of the medical bay. A sound that was unmediated, the vocalization of a woman whose body was receiving stimulation at twice the normal intensity because the healer who'd amplified her patient's sensitivity had forgotten that the amplification was bidirectional and the feedback loop was doubling everything.

I found her clit with my tongue. The anatomy was smaller than Suki's, the hood covering more of the shaft, and my tongue drew it out with pressure that the bridge's feedback told me was exactly right. Petra's hips came off the bed. Her hands gripped the sheet. The healing frequency was running wild now, uncontrolled, the amplification technique no longer deliberate but automatic, her Resonance pouring through the bridge at a rate that turned every stroke of my tongue into a full-spectrum event in both our channel systems.

I worked her with my mouth. The bridge's feedback was an instruction manual that exceeded anything verbal communication could provide. I could feel what worked: the pressure, the angle, the rhythm. I could feel the wave building in her body through the shared channel, the mounting intensity, the approach of the crest. I could feel the crest approaching the way I felt Integration milestones approaching: inevitably, with a sense of systems converging toward a threshold.

She came with both hands in my hair and her back arching off the mattress and a sound that was sustained and high and broke into a series of shorter sounds as the orgasm pulsed. The Resonance feedback carried the orgasm through the bridge into my channels and I felt it: the wave cresting and breaking and the pleasure translating through the healing frequency into a sensation that was hers and mine and layered and the layering made it more than either person's experience alone.

The amplification technique collapsed. Her Resonance stuttered, the deliberate frequency losing coherence as the orgasm disrupted her concentration, and the disruption was the most human thing I'd felt from Petra's Flux: the healer losing control of her technique because the pleasure had exceeded the technique's containment.

She lay on the bed. Breathing hard. Her chest rising and falling, the small breasts lifting and settling. The flush was vivid across her face and chest and stomach, the freckles dark against the pink. Her green eyes were half-closed, the lashes trembling, the composure entirely absent.

"The feedback loop," she said. Breathless. "I didn't account for the feedback loop. The amplification is bidirectional and I—" She stopped. Swallowed. "I came harder than I've ever come in my life and it's because I accidentally designed a Resonance technique that doubles orgasm intensity through paired channels and I'm going to have to document this."

"Please don't document this."

She laughed. The real laugh, the full one, the sound that was warm and unguarded and that shook her body and made her breasts tremble and that I watched with the same resolution I watched everything about her and the watching was proprietary and gentle simultaneously.

I lay beside her. She turned into me. Her body against mine, small and warm, fitting against my side with a geometry that was different from Suki's geometry. Suki filled the space beside me. Petra nestled into it. Both positions were correct. Both women's bodies belonged in the spaces they occupied.

Her hand found the longest scar. The same scar. Both women gravitated to it, the line from collarbone to sternum, the oldest mark, the first installation. Petra's fingers on the scar were clinician and lover simultaneously, the touch reading the tissue out of habit while caressing it out of desire, and the duality was Petra in her purest form.

"I'm not going to pretend this doesn't change things," she said. Into my chest. Her voice returning to its normal register, the composure reassembling, but lighter now. The composure after a scanner modification was brittle. The composure after an orgasm was warm. "I know about Suki. I know you're with her. I told you I wasn't asking you to choose and I'm still not asking. But this—" Her hand pressed against the scar. "This is mine now too."

"It was already yours. You felt it before anyone else did."

"I felt it through Resonance. This is different."

"This is the same data at higher resolution."

The smile. Against my chest. The green eyes close, the freckles close, the auburn hair against my skin. "You and your resolutions."

We lay together. The narrow bed. The door locked from the inside. The campus quiet outside the window, the Flux infrastructure humming at idle, the dormitory settling. Two people in a space built for one, the physics converting constraint to closeness.

Her healing frequency settled into the resting register. The warm, low hum that I'd carried in my channels since the first scan, the frequency that meant safety. The frequency was unchanged. The context was new. The safety now included the warmth of her bare skin and the weight of her head on my shoulder and the smell of vanilla and the taste of her still on my mouth.

She fell asleep before I did. Her breathing evening out, her Flux signature settling, her body relaxing against mine with the trust of a person who had stopped holding things up and had let someone else hold her and the letting was, for Petra, as significant as the touching.

I stayed awake. The same practice I'd followed with Suki: holding the experience at full resolution, cataloguing the details that deserved to be remembered completely. The two women were different in every dimension except the one that mattered: both of them were here. Both of them had chosen to be in this bed and in this life and in the space between a synthetic Core and the world that wanted to take it back.

Two frequencies. Two warmths. One body. Room enough.

The Flux meter read B — HIGH. The door was locked. The freckles were warm against my shoulder. The healing frequency hummed.

Room enough.




Chapter 33: Hollow

The operatives didn't come back.

The relief should have been clean. It wasn't.

"They left because they didn't find what they came for," Suki said. Hall 7, evening, the isolation shielding active. "The records didn't match. The evaluation was refused. They'll file a report with their supervisors and the report will say: records inconclusive, access denied, recommend warrant escalation."

"And the warrant?"

"Keris's family counsel filed the preemptive response this morning. A formal objection to any warrant application targeting an Aurelius student, citing educational privacy protections, the specialist oversight protocol, and three Guild precedents for corporate overreach in medical retrieval cases." Suki was at the grid terminal, reviewing the second-semester specialization registration she'd been preparing for me. "The objection doesn't prevent the warrant. It forces a review. The review takes time. Time is what we're buying."

Time. The commodity that the convergence had been consuming since the first Korvane bulletin appeared in the common room. We'd bought it in weeks, then days. Now we were buying it in judicial review cycles and procedural objections and the political weight of a minor aristocrat's family name.

But the operatives were gone and the campus was quiet and the second semester's registration period had opened and the Academy was, for the moment, functioning as an Academy rather than a battleground.

The specialization trials began five days after the operatives left.



The combat specialization track was Aurelius Academy's most competitive program. Twenty slots for the second semester. Applicants were evaluated on a combination of combat assessment scores, practical demonstration, and instructor recommendation. The bar was high-B minimum for consideration. My meter read high-B. My combat score was 89. I had Drell's combat flag, Breck's Resonance evaluation, and Varn's channel assessment in my file: three instructor notes that documented anomalous capability with the bureaucratic precision that the Academy rewarded.

I registered. The registration required a specialization essay: a statement of intent that described the applicant's combat philosophy and training goals. I wrote mine in Suki's voice, because Suki's voice was the voice that had taught me what combat meant when you weren't fighting for survival.

I approach combat as a system of adaptive responses rather than fixed techniques. My channel configuration allows for real-time frequency modulation during engagement, producing output that adjusts to the opponent's specific architecture on contact. My goal is to develop this adaptive approach into a comprehensive combat methodology that the Academy's existing curriculum does not address, and to demonstrate that non-standard channel configurations can produce combat capabilities that exceed standard-grade expectations.

Suki read it. Revised two sentences. Added a clause about partnership dynamics that referenced our combined assessment scores. The essay was submitted alongside the combat scores and the instructor notes and the whole package was, according to Suki's probability modeling, a ninety-four percent acceptance likelihood.

I was accepted in twenty-four hours.



The specialization trial was conducted in the main training hall, with the full combat faculty observing and the specialization applicants performing in sequence. The trial format was a modified combat assessment: constructs calibrated to the applicant's registered grade, plus a live sparring round against a faculty-selected opponent.

My constructs were calibrated to high-B. I destroyed them in forty-eight seconds. The output was clean, efficient, and operating at approximately sixty percent of my actual capacity, enough to impress, not enough to terrify. The frequency modulation techniques that Suki and I had developed during the five-week push were on display: the strike-scan that read the construct's architecture on first contact, the adaptive barrier that shifted frequency to counter the construct's attack pattern, the predictive sensor field that let me dodge before the construct committed to its strike.

Drell watched. Breck watched. Varn watched. Their emotional states, readable through Integration 3, registered as: impressed (Drell), analytically fascinated (Breck), and quietly satisfied (Varn, who had told me to find a compression vector that worked with my architecture and was now watching the architecture produce results that justified his patience).

The live sparring round was against a third-year combat specialist. A-grade, experienced, with three semesters of specialization training. She was fast, precise, and her technique was the refined product of years of work that my three months couldn't match in terms of polish.

She was also operating on biological channels that my sensor field could read in real time.

The match lasted four minutes. In the first thirty seconds, my strike-scan mapped her channel architecture. In the next thirty, I identified her defensive frequency's primary weakness: a narrow gap between her combat and shielding bands that her pre-shaped channels couldn't cover. In the third thirty seconds, I exploited the gap, modulating my strike frequency to the precise band that her defense didn't cover, the strike passing through her barrier as if the barrier weren't there.

She went down. Clean. Controlled. The strike was pulled (this was a trial, not a fight) but the contact was sufficient. The faculty evaluators recorded the result: Vasik, first-year, defeated a third-year A-grade specialist in four minutes using techniques that no member of the faculty could explain.

The whisper network didn't need the full four minutes. By the time I walked off the trial floor, the year group's information system had already distributed the headline: the C-grade-turned-B-grade who couldn't compress for the first three weeks had just beaten a third-year specialist.

Tallis found me in the corridor afterward. His emotional state, through the Integration 3 reading: respect, reluctant. Competitive awareness, recalibrating. And underneath both, the same concern I'd felt on the transport to the anomaly site.

"Vasik," he said. "Whatever you are. That was impressive."

"Thanks."

"And dangerous. You know that."

"I know."

He nodded. Walked away. The nod contained more than the previous interactions' hostility and suspicion. It contained the recognition of a peer. Tallis Vorn, who'd cracked my ribs in week three and spent the semester watching the discrepancy between my meter and my performance, had seen the trial and revised his assessment. The revision was visible in his Flux modulation: the pattern of a person whose model of another person had changed.



End-of-semester results were posted on a Friday.

The ranking board in the quad, ten feet wide, the numbers that determined everything. Students clustered. I stood at the edge of the crowd and read the list.

1. Suki Pressler — 94.2

Still first. The number had climbed from 91.4 to 94.2, the increase driven by the partnership assessment scores and her own peak-B Compression achievements during the push. She was pulling away from the field.

2. Keris Aldane — 89.8

Still third. Second now, after Tallis's combat scores had plateaued while Keris's practicals had climbed. The political awareness that defined her approach to the Academy was matched by a technical competence that the politics sometimes obscured. She was excellent and she was strategic and the combination was more dangerous than either quality alone.

3. Tallis Vorn — 88.1

Down from second. The plateau. His peak-B grade was his ceiling and the ceiling was visible in the numbers.

I scrolled down. Knowing what I'd find. Knowing the number and knowing what it meant and knowing that the meaning was simultaneously a triumph and a target.

4. Renn Vasik — 87.6

Fourth. Up from eleventh. Up from thirty-fourth. The highest climb in Academy history, according to Suki, who'd checked.

The number was on the board for everyone to see. Fourth in the year. A student who'd enrolled as a C-grade and was now ranked above peak-B aristocrats and combat specialists and every other student except the prodigy, the politician, and the rival who'd cracked his ribs.

Fourth was not invisible. Fourth was the opposite of invisible. Fourth was a declaration.

Suki stood beside me at the board. Her hand found mine. The harmonic hummed.

"Fourth," she said. The grin. The full one.

"I was supposed to be unremarkable."

"You were never supposed to be unremarkable. You were supposed to survive long enough to be remarkable on your own terms."

The terms were mine. The fourth-place ranking was mine. The combat specialization acceptance was mine. The scan that read high-B was mine, courtesy of Petra's modification. The institutional cover was mine, courtesy of Keris's family name. The training that produced the scores was mine, courtesy of the woman holding my hand whose braid swung in the afternoon light and whose frequency was woven into my channels at a depth that no scan could detect because the depth was not Flux. The depth was something older and larger and the meter had no display for it.

We walked to dinner. The cafeteria was full. The ranking board's results were the day's conversation. Students who'd ignored me for months looked at me with the recalibrated attention that the number four produced. Wen, at our table, said: "Good job." Sera, at our table, said: "I knew it." Keris, passing our table, nodded once, the minimal acknowledgment of a plan's progress.

The table was full. Six people, then eight, then the table wasn't big enough and someone pulled a second table alongside and the combined surface held a dozen students who were sitting with the fourth-ranked student in the year and the first-ranked student in the year and the meal was loud and warm and crowded in a way that my first meal in this cafeteria (alone, at a corner table, pointing at tray items) had not been.

I ate my rice. I drank the sweet carbonated drink that Petra said was nutritionally questionable. I sat with a dozen people and the harmonic hummed and the Flux circulated and the meter on my wrist read B — HIGH and the reserves were beyond the display and the things that mattered were at the table, not on the meter.



The message arrived at 11:47 PM.

I was in my room. Suki was asleep in my bed, her braid undone, her hair across the pillow, her body warm against mine under the sheet. The narrow bed that forced proximity. The proximity that I'd stopped noticing as a constraint and started experiencing as an architecture. Two people in a space built for one, the physics of shared sleep converting limitation to closeness.

The comm unit buzzed on the desk. The sound was soft, a notification tone, not a call — but my Integration 3 sensing was running at its resting background level and the sensing flagged the notification as anomalous before my conscious mind registered the sound.

Anomalous because the notification had no sender. The message had arrived on a private channel: the encrypted Academy-internal system that Petra used for medical communications. But the sender field was blank. No name. No credentials. No routing path. The message had been injected into the system from outside, bypassing the Academy's communication infrastructure and landing directly on my comm unit through a method that the system's security should have prevented.

I picked up the comm. The screen glowed in the dark room. Suki shifted in her sleep, her breathing unchanged, the resting frequency of her Flux undisturbed.

Four words on the screen.

We know you're there.

The words sat on the screen and the screen sat in my hand and my hand did not shake because the Core's stress response engaged before the adrenaline peaked and the stabilizing Flux deployed and the mask assembled. The mask that I'd worn for twelve years. The face that showed nothing over the face that felt everything.

We know you're there.

Not: we know where you are. Not: we know what you are. We know you're there. Present tense. Ongoing. The grammar of continued surveillance. The message wasn't announcing a discovery. It was announcing a persistence. The operatives had left. The algorithm had not.

Korvane's monitoring system: the automated process that had accessed the calibration logs, that had scanned northeast region Academies, that had tracked the anomaly in the scan data — was still running. The operatives were human. They could be denied, redirected, slowed by warrants and protocols and the Aldane name. The algorithm was not human. The algorithm didn't need Guild authorization. The algorithm didn't present paperwork or sit in Dean's offices or leave when its evaluation request was refused.

The algorithm watched. The algorithm compiled. The algorithm had determined that Aurelius Academy contained something worth watching and the watching was not going to stop because two operatives had been sent home without their target.

I looked at the message. I looked at Suki, asleep in my bed. Her hair on my pillow. Her frequency in my channels. Her hand curled on the mattress where my chest had been before I'd sat up to check the comm.

I looked at the room. My room. The door that locked from the inside. The window that showed the campus at night: training halls lit, dormitories quiet, the Flux infrastructure humming beneath everything. The room that had been a cell-sized space when I'd arrived and that was now filled with things: Jo's jacket in the closet, the new jacket beside it. Suki's hair tie on the desk. Petra's scan schedule pinned to the board above the desk. The protein bars in the drawer. The data chip with Jo's notes. The boots by the door, laces tied.

Three months. I'd been here for three months. I'd arrived barefoot in a medical gown with a Core that had been running for less than an hour and a name I'd had for less than a day and no knowledge of how to eat in a cafeteria or tie a lace or talk to a person who wasn't wearing a lab coat. I'd learned. I'd trained. I'd been healed and held and kissed and touched and taught and I'd gone from the bottom third to fourth in the year and from a C-grade meter reading to capabilities that the grade system didn't have a classification for.

And the people who'd done it to me: who'd bought a six-year-old and cut him open for twelve years and filed him as a data point in a program that had killed most of its other subjects — were still watching. Still looking. Still reaching for the thing they'd built and lost.

I set the comm on the desk. Face down. The message glowing against the wood through the screen's back panel, four words in the dark.

I lay down beside Suki. She murmured in her sleep. Her body shifted toward mine, the unconscious seeking of proximity that her sleeping self performed every night. Her arm found my chest. Her hand rested on the scar from prototype one.

Thirty-six failures. One success. The success had walked out of a building and learned to tie boots and eat noodles and compress Flux by pushing outward instead of inward and kiss a woman who'd sat down at his table uninvited and been healed by a woman who'd asked permission before she touched him. The success had built something in three months that the lab hadn't built in twelve years: a life.

The algorithm could watch. The operatives could come back. The warrant could arrive. The chain of inference could complete from the calibration log to Petra's name to mine. The ceiling could collapse and the walls could come down and everything I'd built could be threatened by a corporation that had spent millions on a program whose only successful output was lying in a dormitory bed with a woman's hand on his scar and a future that extended past tomorrow.

They could try.

The Core hummed. The channels carried Flux at a density no meter could measure. The Integration 3 sensing ran at background level, reading the campus, the district, the sleeping city beyond. Petra's healing frequency and Suki's harmonic ran in parallel through channels that had no bias and room enough for both.

The door was locked. The bed was warm. The woman beside me was staying.

They knew I was here. I knew they were watching. The knowledge was mutual and the stakes were set and the second semester was beginning and the story that had started with a thirty-seventh prototype in a basement was not ending. Not here. Not yet.

The meter on the desk read B — HIGH. The reserves were beyond what any meter would ever show.

The name on the enrollment file said Renn Vasik.

The name was mine. The room was mine. The life was mine.

They could try to take it.




Chapter 34: Horizon

I went back to the noodle shop on the last Sunday of the semester.

The transit ride was thirty-seven minutes. I sat in the car with my new jacket and my boots and my meter and the city passing outside the windows in districts that I knew by Flux signature now, the ambient energy levels shifting as the transit moved from the Academy's high-grade district through the mid-range commercial zones to the lower districts where the infrastructure was older and the Flux concentration thinner and the people who lived there were E-grades and F-grades and Hollows who existed in the system's gaps.

Hollows. The word had a different weight now. It had been a classification when Doss used it to build my identity, a technical term for a biological condition, the absence of a Core. Now the word was a history. Twenty years of Korvane buying children from the gaps. Thirty-seven prototypes installed in a boy who didn't know his own surname. A system that made the invisible buyable and the buyable disposable.

The word was also mine. Hollow. The thing I'd been before the thirty-seventh prototype activated. The empty channels, the dry riverbeds, the body without Flux. The condition that made me worthless to the grade system and valuable to the people who needed empty channels for their experiments. The condition that, paradoxically, had become the foundation of everything the synthetic Core could do: the unbiased pathways, the uniform channels, the frequency modulation, the Integration growth curve. The thing that made me nothing was the thing that made me everything and the irony was structural and complete.

I got off at the lower district stop. Walked three blocks south. The sign: GOOD NOODLE, half-lit, the same inadequate advertisement it had been since before I was born. The door propped open. The smell.

Doss was behind the counter. The pot was on the burner. The broth was different again — the new base he'd mentioned on my last visit, darker, with a complexity that my Flux-enhanced senses parsed into sixteen distinct components.

"Counter," he said.

I sat. The bowl arrived without ordering. The first sip confirmed what the parsing had suggested: the new broth was better. Deeper. The kind of improvement that came from a cook who had been refining the same recipe for decades and who would never call the recipe finished.

"You look different," Doss said. The same words from my last visit. Different meaning. On the last visit, "different" had meant bigger, healthier, a person who was eating. This time, "different" was carrying more data.

"I'm different."

"You're carrying yourself differently. The posture. The way you walked in." He stirred the pot. "You walked in like someone who has a reason to walk somewhere. Last time you walked in like someone who needed a place to be."

The observation was precise. Doss had the same analytical capacity that Suki had, applied to a different data set. Suki analyzed Flux patterns and cultivation mechanics. Doss analyzed people. Both of them saw clearly. Both of them said what they saw without softening it.

"I have reasons," I said.

"I saw the Academy's public ranking. They post it on the district board for recruitment purposes. Fourth in your year." He set a second bowl in front of me. "Fourth, from C-grade enrollment. That's not hiding."

"Hiding ended."

"Hiding ended." He looked at me with the flat, dark eyes that had processed a thousand identities and a thousand stories and that had, for reasons he'd never explain and that I'd never ask about, chosen to build one more when a woman named Jo Tannick paid him in advance for a name and an enrollment file and a chance. "What happened?"

I told him. Not everything — Doss didn't need the intimate details or the Resonance mechanics or the frequency modulation breakthroughs. I told him what he needed: the operatives came, the records held, the evaluation was refused, the warrant was being contested, the algorithm had sent a message. We know you're there.

Doss listened. He stirred. The pot simmered. The shop was quiet around us, late-morning lull, two customers at a corner table eating without listening.

"The message," he said. "The anonymous one. That's not the field team. The field team is human. They file reports and follow protocols. An anonymous message injected into an Academy's internal system is a different operation. That's Korvane's intelligence division. Signals. Surveillance. The automated systems that run behind the human operations."

"I know."

"The signals division doesn't file warrants. It doesn't send operatives. It watches. It compiles. It feeds information to the decision-makers who authorize the field operations." He set his spoon down. "The message wasn't a threat. It was a calibration. They wanted to see what you'd do when you knew they were watching. Whether you'd run. Whether you'd panic. Whether the message would flush you out of the cover."

"I didn't run."

"You didn't run. That data point goes back to the signals division and the signals division adds it to the model. The model now says: the target is aware of surveillance and does not flee. The decision-makers interpret that one of two ways. Either the target is too entrenched to move. Or the target is confident enough to stay." He met my eyes. "Which is it?"

The question was Doss in its purest form. Direct, unadorned, requiring a real answer because Doss had no patience for answers that weren't real.

"Both," I said. "I'm entrenched. I have people who are protecting me and an institution that's beginning to value what I can do. And I'm confident. Not because the defenses are perfect. Because the capabilities I'm developing are growing faster than anyone's ability to contain them, including mine."

Doss studied me. The evaluation that he'd been running since the first visit, updated with new data: the posture, the voice, the answer that was both strategic and honest. He'd built identities for desperate people for years. He knew the difference between a person who was surviving and a person who was living and the difference was in the eyes and the voice and the way a person sat at a counter and answered questions without hedging.

"Jo would want to know you're all right," he said.

The sentence landed differently from anything Doss had said before. He didn't talk about Jo. He'd mentioned her on the first visit, confirmed that she'd arranged the identity, and then filed her away in the category of information that was relevant but not discussed. The mention now was deliberate. A door opening by a millimeter.

"Have you heard from her?"

"No. Jo disappeared the night of the escape. Korvane's internal records would show a technician who went off-shift and never returned. She planned it that way. No trail. No connection to the escape. If they found her, there would be no evidence linking her to the prototype modification or the power fluctuation." He paused. Stirred. "But she planned things years in advance. She paid me three years before you arrived. She had contingencies for contingencies. If she's alive, she's somewhere nobody's looking."

"If she's alive."

"Jo Tannick spent eleven years inside a corporation that experiments on children. She survived eleven years of watching what they did to you and the others. A woman who survives that doesn't die easily." He set a third bowl in front of me. "Eat."

I ate. The third bowl was the transitional bowl — the one between the nourishment of the first two and the excessive generosity of the fourth. The bowl where the conversation shifted from business to something that Doss would never call personal because calling it personal would imply a relationship that a noodle cook who built fake identities should not have with a client.

"The people protecting you," he said. "The ones you mentioned. Tell me about them."

I told him. Suki: ranked first, training partner, the woman who'd sat down uninvited and who'd taught me that cultivation was a practice and not a punishment and whose frequency was in my channels at a depth that meant she was part of me now. Petra: the healer, the specialist, the woman who'd read twelve years of pain through her palms and who'd tampered with Guild-certified equipment to keep me hidden and whose hands shook after the procedure and whose steel didn't. Keris: the aristocrat, the political mind, the woman who'd seen me stabilize a student's channels from sixty meters and who'd sat in an administrative lobby to ensure that her family's name was attached to my defense. Doss himself, though I didn't say that part aloud.

He listened to each description. Stirred. Said nothing until I'd finished.

"Four people," he said. "Plus whatever the Academy decides you're worth when the warrant arrives. That's not a bad number. I've built identities for people with less support who survived longer odds." He looked at the pot. The broth simmered. "But the number's not the important thing. The important thing is the direction. Are the four of them moving toward you or are they positioned around you?"

"What's the difference?"

"Moving toward means they're approaching you. Coming closer. The relationship is developing. The direction is inward." He looked at me. "Positioned around means they've stopped approaching and started defending. The relationship is established. The direction is outward. Facing the threat instead of facing you."

I thought about it. Suki in my bed, her hand on my scar, her voice saying nobody takes from you again. Petra in the medical bay, her hands steady during the scan, shaking after. Keris in the administrative lobby, her tablet in her lap, her family name deployed as architecture. Each of them had started by moving toward me. Each of them had reached a point where the movement changed direction. Where they turned outward and faced the thing that was coming.

"Positioned around," I said.

Doss nodded. The nod contained the same compressed acknowledgment that it always contained, but this time the compression held something warmer. Not pride — Doss wouldn't use the word. Satisfaction. The satisfaction of a builder who'd assembled a foundation and was watching the structure that others had built on top of it.

"Then you're not hiding anymore," he said. "You're defended. Different thing. Hiding is a person alone. Defended is a person surrounded. The surrounded person doesn't need to hide because the hiding is being done by the people around them." He set the fourth bowl in front of me. "You're going to be fine."

"You don't know that."

"I know the kind of people who survive. I've been building identities for them for thirty years. The ones who survive are the ones who stop trying to survive alone." He pointed at the bowl. "Eat."

I ate the fourth bowl. Unnecessary by any nutritional standard. Excellent by every other.



I walked back to the transit station through the lower district's afternoon. The neon hadn't started yet — the sun was still up, the natural light winning the competition with the artificial, and the streets were busy with the commerce and motion of a district that didn't stop because a corporation was hunting one of the people who'd grown up in its shadows.

The Integration 3 sensing ran at background level. I could feel the district's Flux infrastructure: the old conduits, the patched connections, the workarounds that kept the energy flowing through equipment that should have been replaced years ago. I could feel the people: the E-grade vendor on the corner, the F-grade courier on the bicycle, the Hollows who registered as absences in the Flux map, people-shaped gaps in the field where a Core should have been and wasn't.

Hollows. Walking the streets. Working in the gaps. Invisible to the system that classified everyone else by their Core's output. I could feel each one: the shape of their channels, the dry riverbeds, the architecture that carried nothing. The architecture that I'd had before prototype thirty-seven and that dozens of other Hollows in this district had right now, today, without a Jo Tannick to modify a prototype or a Doss to build a name.

The thought was not comfortable. It was necessary.

I reached the transit station. Boarded the car. Rode east, across the river, to the Academy district. The energy levels climbed as the infrastructure improved: newer conduits, higher capacity, the Flux abundance that correlated with wealth and grade and the institutional investment that followed both. The Academy appeared through the windows: the stone wall, the open gate, the Flux fountain in the central quad.

I got off. Walked through the gate. The campus was warm with late-afternoon light and alive with students and the Flux of a community that I was, for the first time, a visible member of. Not the thirty-fourth-ranked anomaly hiding in the lower third. Not the C-grade mystery that the whisper network puzzled over. The fourth-ranked student in the year, the combat specialization admit, the partnership that produced the highest sync scores in the Academy's recent history.

Visible. Named. Present.

Suki was waiting at the dormitory entrance. She'd changed out of training clothes into the dark top and black pants that she'd worn to my room for the first time. The hair was in the braid but the braid was looser than usual, strands escaping around her face, and the casualness was deliberate the way everything about Suki was deliberate.

"How's Doss?"

"Trying a new broth. It's better."

"He fed you four bowls."

"He always feeds me four bowls."

She took my hand. The harmonic activated. The standing wave between us, permanent, carrying the data of two people who'd learned each other's frequencies through months of training and proximity and the most comprehensive Flux contact that two bodies could share. The wave was warm. The wave was ours.

We walked to the cafeteria for dinner. The table was occupied: Wen, Sera, two students from the specialization track who'd started sitting with us after the trial. Keris was at the adjacent table with her own group, positioned close enough that the two tables functioned as one social unit, the alliance visible to anyone reading the cafeteria's informal architecture.

Petra arrived at 6:15. She didn't sit at the table — the medical division kept different social boundaries — but she paused beside me on her way to the food line.

"Wednesday scan," she said. "And Renn? The new Integration pathways are producing harmonic signatures I've never documented. I want a full mapping session."

"Wednesday."

She touched my shoulder. Brief. The healing frequency pulsed through the contact, warm and low. Then she moved on.

I ate dinner. The rice, the protein, the vegetables, the sweet carbonated drink. The cafeteria was loud and warm and full of people who were living their lives in an Academy that was preparing them for futures that the grade system defined and the meter measured and the Guild licensed.

My future was not in the grade system. My future was in the space between the system's categories, the space where a Hollow with a synthetic Core and unbiased channels and an Integration growth curve that showed no sign of plateauing was becoming something that the categories couldn't contain.

The second semester would bring the specialization trials, the combat training, the techniques that Suki and I would develop in Hall 7 with the isolation shielding active and the grid recording data that nobody else in the Academy could produce. It would bring Petra's continued scans, the mapping of pathways that were growing faster than her documentation could track. It would bring Keris's political maneuvering, the Aldane name deployed as architecture and alliance. It would bring the warrant, eventually, and the warrant would bring the next confrontation with Korvane and the confrontation would determine whether the life I'd built in three months was the beginning of something or the entirety of it.

I didn't know which. The not-knowing was, for the first time, not paralyzing. The not-knowing was the same not-knowing that every student in this cafeteria faced: what comes next? The question was universal. The answer was personal. My answer involved a synthetic Core and a corporation and a constellation of people who'd chosen to stand with me and a woman whose hand was on my knee under the table and whose frequency was in my channels and whose voice had said, in a training hall at midnight and again in a bed at dawn: nobody takes from you again.

The future was coming. The future involved danger and growth and the continued evolution of a Core that had no template and no ceiling and no historical precedent. The future involved Korvane and the Guild and the grade system and the political structures that classified people by their biological output and that had no classification for what I was becoming.

The future also involved noodles. The fourth bowl. The jacket that fit. The boots that laced in one attempt. The door that locked from the inside. The bed that was too small for two people and exactly right for this. The morning light and the evening light and the training between them and the woman beside me and the woman in the medical bay and the man behind the counter who fed me four bowls and said I was going to be fine.

The Flux meter on my wrist read B — HIGH. The reserves were beyond what any meter would show. The Integration was climbing. The channels were growing. The future was approaching at the speed of a transit car and I was riding it east, toward the campus, toward the room, toward the life.

Thirty-six failures. One success. The success was sitting in a cafeteria eating rice with people who knew my name and I was, for the first time in eighteen years of a life that had started in a cell and was not going to end in one, looking forward.
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