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Chapter 1: Perimeter

The commercial district smelled like diesel and old grease at five in the morning.

I ran the perimeter in the dark, Sophie’s footfalls matching mine stride for stride. She moved like she’d been born to this – compression shorts showing every carved muscle in those tanned legs, sports bra dark with sweat, ponytail swinging behind her like a metronome keeping time. The streetlights caught the sheen of perspiration on her shoulders and the line of her calves as they flexed with each impact. Twenty-three days since the loop broke. Twenty-three days of a world that didn’t reset, didn’t erase, didn’t steal her from my memory while I slept.

She was still here. Every morning, still here.

The expanded territory stretched out around us in the pre-dawn gray. Campus to the east, residential zone wrapping north and south, and west – the commercial district. Twelve square kilometers of sidewalks and strip malls and parking lots that the Entity had decreed mine to defend. Anya had mapped every entry point, every viable approach, every choke point and blind alley during those first three days after expansion. I’d memorized them all in a single pass, walking the streets at night with the practiced attention of someone who’d memorized an entire university campus across 1.18 million loop iterations.

Some habits born of millennia die hard.

We passed a shuttered Vietnamese restaurant, a laundromat with one fluorescent tube still buzzing, a liquor store with iron bars on its windows that reminded me of a pawn shop on the east side of campus I’d robbed exactly once during year 847 – just to see if I could. I could. The loop reset it along with everything else.

Nothing reset anymore. That still made me grin at odd moments.

“Left at the gas station,” Sophie said between breaths, not winded in the slightest. Five years of Division I volleyball training stacked on top of the Soulbound connection that let her sense my pace and match it unconsciously. “That’s the third approach vector. Anya flagged it as the most likely.”

I nodded. The gas station sat at the intersection of two commercial streets, bordered by a tire shop whose owner arrived at six-thirty every morning and a pawn store whose security camera pointed the wrong direction. Wide sidewalks. Good sightlines from the west. Minimal civilian foot traffic before seven AM. If I were approaching a defended territory and wanted to maintain options for retreat, I’d use this exact route.

Anya had identified the same vector independently, which told me everything about how well her centuries of solo survival translated to tactical assessment.

We slowed at the corner. Sophie stretched against a parking meter, one leg extended behind her, the movement pulling her compression shorts tight across her ass. The fabric molded to every toned curve. Her skin gleamed bronze under the streetlight – natural tan from years of outdoor training, maintained through morning runs and afternoon volleyball sessions that she’d refused to give up even after Phase Two started.

She caught me looking. Because she always caught me looking. The Soulbound bond made subtlety between us roughly as effective as a brick through a window.

“Strategic assessment or personal assessment?” she asked with a grin that showed white teeth and crinkled the freckles on her nose.

“Both.”

“Good answer.” She switched legs, hamstrings flexing under bronzed skin, the line of muscle visible from hip to knee. “So run me through it. Three signatures approaching from the west. Becca picked them up an hour ago.”

I’d felt them too. [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] had been humming since midnight – three distinct notes in the symphony of anomaly, each different in character and intensity. The first was calm, measured, purposeful. An alpha signature. Controlled in a way that reminded me of Victor – bone-deep composure, the kind forged through centuries of endurance. The second radiated something I’d never felt before – a magnetic pull that made the air feel thicker, more pleasant, like the psychic equivalent of a fireplace in winter. Beta classification, but nothing like Marcus. Where Marcus had been raw power and barely contained violence, this was… inviting. Comfortable. The kind of ease that made you want to sit down and stay.

The third was wrong. Flickering. Present, then absent, then present again – like a signal cutting in and out during a storm. My [Temporal Divergence] couldn’t get a clean read on it. Every time I focused, it slipped sideways, existed somewhere between real and not-real.

“No combat signatures,” I told Sophie. “None of them register hostile.”

She straightened from the stretch, pulling her ankle to her glutes, body coiled with the restless energy she burned through movement. Those legs had wrapped around me after the Marcus battle. They’d locked around my waist in Rachel’s kitchen when relief crashed into desire. Now they just stood there, gleaming with exertion, ready for whatever came next.

“That’s almost worse,” she said. “Marcus was simple. Punch the threat. This is… what?”

“The next test.” I said it without emphasis, but she heard what I meant. Her gaze sharpened, competitive fire sparking behind the brown. The same intensity that had made her the best setter on Ridgemont’s volleyball team, the first person to see me break free, and the architect of our entire foundation while I was still trying to remember what it felt like to have choices that mattered.

“What kind of test?”

“The kind you can’t win with your fists.”

“Well,” she said, dropping her foot and rolling her shoulders, “good thing I brought my brain.”

We ran the last stretch back toward campus as the sky bled from black to purple. The athletics building rose on our left – the south entrance where Marcus had tried to prove himself through violence three weeks ago. The concrete patch where his fist had cratered the asphalt was still visible, an ugly scar in the pavement. Facilities had reported it as “drunk freshmen vandalism” thanks to Becca’s cover story. The door Marcus had ripped off its hinges had been replaced. The wall where Anya had slammed after taking a glancing blow still had a fresh patch of paint that didn’t quite match.

Persistence meant scars too. I’d spent my entire loop in a world that healed itself every midnight. Now damage stayed, and the staying was a lesson I was still learning.

Whatever was coming from the west wouldn’t be like Marcus. I knew it the way I knew which note came next in a Chopin nocturne – not from prediction, but from pattern recognition refined across millennia. Victor had warned us: the Entity identifies load-bearing elements and stress-tests them. Last time, the load-bearing element had been physical defense. The Entity sent a weapon – Marcus – and tested whether I could protect what I’d built.

I’d passed. Marcus hadn’t.

Now the Entity would test something else. Something harder.

[EXPANSION SUBJECTS APPROACHING]
Classification: 1 ALPHA, 1 BETA, 1 UNKNOWN
ETA: 6 HOURS
Territorial Response: REQUIRED
Note: Zero combat signatures detected. Recommend strategic assessment before engagement.

I dismissed the panel with a thought and focused on the run. Sophie’s shoulder brushed mine as we fell into sync – two bodies moving together without conscious coordination, the Soulbound connection translating physical awareness into instinct. She knew where I’d step before I stepped there. I knew when she’d breathe before she inhaled. A year ago – a century ago – I’d have called this impossible. Now it was Tuesday.

Actually, Monday. I checked my internal clock. 5:43 AM, Monday. Three weeks and two days post-loop. The atomic-precision timekeeper built from a million iterations of counting conversations down to the syllable told me I was off by four seconds from the campus tower clock. The tower was wrong, not me.

We reached the quad at 5:47 AM. The same spot she’d found me the morning the loop broke – sitting on the stone bench, laughing like a lunatic, tears streaming down my face, unable to comprehend that the clock said SUNDAY. The same grass, the same stone bench, the same oak tree that had existed in every Saturday of my three-thousand-year imprisonment.

But this morning, the tree had dropped a branch I’d never seen before. A thick limb, broken off by last night’s wind, lying on the grass like a gift from a world that kept changing without asking my permission.

I stopped and stared at the branch for three seconds.

“You’re doing the thing again,” Sophie said softly.

“What thing?”

“The thing where you stare at something normal like it’s a miracle.”

“It is a miracle, Sophie. That branch wasn’t here yesterday.”

“Branches fall. It’s a tree. They do that.”

“Not in a loop, they don’t. In a loop, that tree has the same branches every day for three thousand years. Same leaves. Same shape. Same shadow at every hour.” I crouched and picked up the branch, turned it in my hands. Rough bark, still green at the break point. Alive. Changed. Persistent. “This branch fell because wind happened and nobody put it back. That’s not normal. That’s extraordinary.”

Sophie watched me with an expression that held equal parts exasperation and tenderness. “You’re holding a stick and looking at it like it’s the meaning of life.”

“Close enough.”

She shook her head, ponytail swishing. But her mouth curved up. She’d stopped teasing me about these moments weeks ago – she understood, even if she couldn’t feel all those years pressing against every small persistent change. She’d witnessed the impossible. She knew enough.

I set the branch down gently and straightened. My phone buzzed. Six messages in the group chat – the one Becca had named “Alex’s Anomalies” before Jess changed it to “Looper’s Anonymous” before Rachel changed it to something professional before Emma documented the entire naming debate in footnotes.

Becca (4:58 AM): Three incoming. Emotional profiles: one calm/purposeful (alpha), one radiating magnetic charm (beta), one flickering in and out of detectability (???). My Social Perception is going haywire on the third one. It’s like trying to read a strobe light.

Sophie (5:02 AM): Running perimeter with Alex. No combat signatures.

Anya (5:04 AM): Confirmed. West approach, commercial district. I have visual on the entry points. Nobody yet. Will maintain position.

Rachel (5:11 AM): I’m reviewing our response protocols. HQ in thirty minutes?

Emma (5:12 AM): Already there. Coffee is on. Database prepped for real-time documentation.

Jess (5:23 AM): The alpha’s temporal imprint is SCREAMING at me. I know this frequency. It’s the Bangkok channel from my fragment catalog. The support-class survivor whose signal went dark. She’s ALIVE.

I read Jess’s message twice. The Bangkok survivor. Survivor #6. Female, loop duration approximately 638 years, support-class System that amplified others’ abilities. No offensive capability. No bond tracking. Her signal had vanished abruptly nine days before the Marcus battle – not a gradual degradation like the Montana survivor, not the slow fade of someone being absorbed, but a sudden cutoff. Like pulling a plug. We’d assumed the worst.

She was alive. And she was coming to us.

Victor’s dossier from the encrypted shared drive surfaced in my memory. Support-class System: amplification of others, no relationship component. Was building network of non-loop allies in Southeast Asia. Signal went dark abruptly. And now, weeks later, she appeared on our doorstep. Walking distance from the commercial district. Coming to the one territory that had demonstrated, publicly and loudly through the bond network, that it helped instead of harvested.

Me (5:48 AM): HQ in thirty. Full team. Bring everything.

Sophie read my expression. Three weeks of Soulbound connection had taught her my face better than most people learned in decades. “This is big.”

“The Bangkok survivor was running from a hostile. Someone in Southeast Asia tried to capture her – use her amplification as a power source. She went dark to escape. And now she’s here.”

“Because we broadcast Bond Resonance like a lighthouse,” Sophie said, snapping the pieces together with the speed she’d brought to team dynamics since her first volleyball serve. “She felt it. She’s coming toward the signal.”

“Yeah.”

“And the Entity is sending her to us along with a charisma-enhanced beta and a… flickering unknown.”

“Yeah.”

Sophie’s jaw set. Her jaw set into something sharper – protective, strategic, the Architect calculating load-bearing capacity. “Then we’d better be ready to catch her when she falls.”



Room 14B in the Humanities Building still smelled like chalk dust and old carpet, but Sophie had transformed it from an abandoned seminar room into something that looked like a blend of tactical operations center and a college study group that had gotten wildly out of hand. Two whiteboards dominated the north wall – one covered in Anya’s precise tactical overlays of the expanded territory, drawn with the meticulous hand of someone who’d mapped every street of seventeenth-century Prague, the other in Emma’s color-coded communication protocols (Green: all clear, Yellow: sighting, Red: active engagement). A proper table commandeered from an empty classroom down the hall filled the center of the room, seven chairs arranged around it with sticky-note name tags in Sophie’s blocky handwriting. An eighth chair – Anya’s – sat against the wall, because Anya would sit in it when she was damn good and ready and not before.

Sophie’s coffeemaker perched on the counter by the window, directly beside Rachel’s French press, the two appliances occupying their respective territories with the silent hostility of rival chess pieces.

I walked in at 6:15 and the room was already buzzing.

Rachel sat at the head of the table in a pencil skirt and cream blouse that followed every generous curve of her body. The blouse strained at the third button – it always strained at the third button, those full D-cups testing fabric integrity as a daily engineering challenge. Reading glasses perched on her nose, dark hair tucked behind one ear, the silky strands catching the fluorescent light. She had notes spread in front of her – psychological profiles of every Phase Two subject we’d encountered, behavioral predictions for incoming unknown entities, theoretical models of Entity behavior she’d been refining since the Marcus battle.

She looked up when I entered, assessing me the way she assessed everything – with professional precision layered over genuine affection she didn’t bother hiding anymore. Not from me. Not from this room.

“You look like you ran five miles in the dark,” she said.

“Seven.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. She adjusted her glasses, buying time – the tell she still didn’t know she had. I’d catalogued it across thousands of loop conversations. In the old days, that tell meant she was about to say something she hadn’t planned. Post-loop, it just meant I made her nervous in a way she enjoyed. “Sit down. We have a lot to cover.”

Emma occupied the chair to Rachel’s left, laptop open, database displayed on the room’s mounted TV screen that Sophie had requisitioned from the AV department through means nobody asked about. Emma had changed since the library days. Still wore the thick-framed glasses. Still let her auburn hair fall across her shoulders in soft waves. But the oversized sweaters were gone – mostly. Today she wore a fitted cardigan over a simple v-neck tee, the neckline showing the upper curve of those surprising C-cup breasts that had shocked me speechless the first time she’d pulled her sweater off in my dorm room. The pale skin of her chest was visible, a hint of softness that nobody had seen for years because she’d buried it under layers of fabric. She’d stopped hiding. Not all at once – the transition was gradual, like a flower opening over days instead of seconds. But it was real.

“I’ve updated the database with everything Jess flagged about the Bangkok channel,” Emma said, glancing at me over her laptop screen. Her pale blue eyes were steady behind the glasses. Confident. The girl who’d been invisible her entire life, who’d hidden in libraries and behind hair curtains and inside fictional characters she’d written in the dark, was now briefing a room full of extraordinary people with the calm authority of someone who’d found her purpose. “Cross-referenced with Victor’s intel from the encrypted drive. Survivor #6: female, loop approximately 638 years, early-1800s Bangkok. Support-class System – amplification of others’ abilities. No offensive capability. No bond tracking.” She paused, scrolling through data. “Her signal vanished abruptly nine days before the Marcus battle. Not gradual degradation like Montana. Like she pulled the plug on purpose.”

“She went dark deliberately,” I said. “Hiding.”

“From what?”

Before I could answer, Becca swept in with the energy of someone who’d been awake for hours and resented every minute of it. She’d dressed in a hurry – the fitted athleisure set that had replaced her designer wardrobe post-Soulbound, ice-blue eyes unadorned by the lash extensions and contoured perfection she used to wear like armor. Lighter makeup now: mascara, a touch of concealer, lip gloss. The Soulbound had changed her relationship with surfaces. Her [Social Perception] had taught her that what people projected and what they felt were rarely the same thing, and the realization had made her own projection feel hollow. She was still beautiful. Still maintained. Still a body that stopped conversations – flat stomach visible where her top rode up, toned legs in dark leggings, the tight perky ass that came from religious dedication to squats and Pilates.

But the armor was thinner now. More functional. Less desperate.

“Don’t mind me,” she said, dropping into her labeled chair. “I’ve just been monitoring three incoming anomalies since four AM while the rest of you slept. My Social Perception has been screaming so loud I thought I was getting a migraine.”

“I was running the perimeter at four AM,” Sophie said from the doorway, leaning against the frame, arms crossed, compression shorts and sports bra still damp with sweat.

“Running doesn’t count as working.”

“You’re right. Your Instagram surveillance is much more physically demanding.”

Becca’s stare narrowed. Sophie grinned, white teeth flashing. The friction between them had evolved from genuine hostility into something closer to competitive sisters – still sharp, still cutting, but with an affection underneath that neither would admit to under pain of death. Becca’s mouth twitched, fighting a smile she’d die before showing.

“Can we focus?” Rachel said from the head of the table, voice pitched in the precise register she used for undergraduates who wouldn’t shut up during lectures. “Please.”

Anya entered through the side door. She always entered through the side door – the counter-surveillance habit of someone who’d spent twelve centuries never using the obvious entrance to anywhere. Dark leggings, fitted tactical top that clung to her lean frame, combat boots, blade sheathed at her hip in the leather scabbard she’d been carrying since Prague. She moved like a knife through water – no wasted motion, no unnecessary sound, every step placed to avoid contact the way she’d navigated crowds in seventeenth-century market squares.

Her cropped dark hair was damp from a pre-dawn wash, scanning the room in a single sweep before she settled against the wall rather than taking a chair. She drew the blade and began running a whetstone along its edge – the quiet, rhythmic scrape a habit so ingrained it was practically meditation. Feet shoulder-width apart. Ready to move in any direction at any moment.

Centuries of solitary survival didn’t unlearn in three weeks. She was working on it. The fact that she was IN the room instead of watching from a rooftop was progress.

“Perimeter is clean,” she said. “No visual contact yet. The signatures are still approximately four kilometers west, moving at walking pace. Standard civilian approach pattern – no counter-surveillance, no evasion.” Her Czech accent still threaded through her vowels, centuries of linguistic practice smoothing it but never erasing it entirely. “The alpha knows she’s approaching a defended position. She’s making herself visible on purpose.”

“Showing she’s not a threat,” I said.

“Or showing she’s desperate enough not to care.”

Jess arrived last, because Jess always arrived last. She shouldered through the main door in a cropped band tee – the Cure this time, faded black cotton so thin it left nothing to imagination, the outline of her nipple piercings clearly visible through the fabric. No bra, because Jess hadn’t owned a bra since approximately the Bush administration. The tee was cropped high enough to show the watercolor bird tattoo on her ribs and a strip of pale stomach above the waistband of ripped black jeans. Combat boots. Teal-streaked hair in a messy knot that looked like she’d tied it while climbing through a window, which she might have. Dark eyeliner that was either freshly applied or slept-in from yesterday. Multiple rings on both hands catching the fluorescent light.

She carried a sketchbook under one arm and a mug of something that smelled like cloves. Clove cigarettes. She still denied smoking them. I still smelled them in her hair every time she came close.

“Bangkok survivor is alive,” she said without preamble, dropping into the chair she’d repositioned sideways so she could sit cross-legged on it. Her hazel eyes had that particular intensity – unfocused on the room, focused on something deeper, the way they got when [Fragment Mastery] ran hot in the background. “Her temporal signature matches the Bangkok channel I cataloged. Support-class, like we thought. And she’s…” Jess trailed off, eyes going fully distant, the lamp-lit hazel shifting to something that looked almost luminous. “She’s exhausted. Running on empty. She’s been moving for weeks without stopping. And she’s seen things – I can read the residue. Other territories. Other survivors. At least nine different territorial signatures in her recent fragment trail.” She blinked hard, refocusing. “She’s been everywhere, Alex. Everywhere. And nobody helped her.”

“Moving from what?” Sophie asked, leaning forward in her chair.

Jess shook her head. “Not from something. TO something.” She looked directly at me, her stare locking onto mine with an intensity that meant fragments were speaking through her as much as she was speaking for herself. “To us. She’s desperate.”

The word landed in the room like a stone in still water.

We all knew what desperation looked like in a loop survivor. Marcus had spiraled from it into violence – fists cratering asphalt, voice cracking with the fury of a young man given power and told to prove himself or die. The Observer had reached toward our bond network with a trembling hand, drowning inside her own body, managing one syllable before the Entity dragged her under. Anya had arrived carrying twelve centuries of isolation like body armor, her blade the only companion that hadn’t been erased at midnight.

Desperate survivors either found something to anchor them or they got absorbed. The Entity was patient, but isolation was a disease with only two outcomes: connection or consumption.

There was no third option.

“All right,” I said. “Assignments.”

The room shifted. Spines straightened. Eyes focused. This was the part I’d earned across three thousand years – not through domination, but through a bone-deep competence that made people trust my judgment the way they trusted gravity. I’d led teams that didn’t remember me. I’d organized responses to crises that reset at midnight. I’d given a million orders to people who forgot them the next morning. Now, for the first time, the people I led would remember my commands, evaluate their outcomes, and hold me accountable for the results.

That accountability made every word matter more than all the consequence-free commands ever had.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATED]
Skill: Tactical Intelligence Assessment
Loop Iterations: 340,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE
Note: Strategic deployment methodology refined across millennia of single-day scenarios

I dismissed the notification. “Sophie. Coordinate arrival protocol. Position for non-hostile contact – visible but not aggressive. Standard formation: me at center, you on my right, Becca left. I want it to look welcoming but capable.”

“Always am.” She cracked her knuckles, the gesture halfway between habit and ritual. Her expression was bright with strategic intensity – she’d already started planning formations in her head.

“Becca. Keep monitoring the emotional profiles. Real-time updates on all three signatures. If the beta’s charisma pattern shifts, if the unknown’s flickering changes frequency, if the alpha’s calm breaks – I want to know before it happens.”

“Obviously.” Becca was already on her phone, thumbs flying – twenty-three contacts built through Instagram DMs and sorority connections, all of them at her fingertips. “My contacts in the commercial district are already flagged. Two coffee shop regulars and a bartender at the Brass Rail have eyes on the west approach.”

“Anya.” I caught her gaze across the room. Steady as stone. “Flanking position. Combat-ready but concealed. If this turns hostile – which I don’t think it will – you’re the response.”

She nodded once. Her hand rested on her blade’s hilt the way other people rested their hands on their thighs – natural, unconscious, the extension of a body shaped by centuries of combat.

“Rachel. I need psychological baselines the moment we make contact. Read them the way you read Marcus, the way you read Victor and Anya. I want motivations, trauma presentations, threat assessments, and coping mechanisms.”

Rachel tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’ve already drafted preliminary profiles based on Becca’s emotional reads and Jess’s fragment data. The alpha reads as genuine – exhausted, seeking refuge, no deception markers. The beta is…” She frowned. “Unusual. His emotional profile is almost aggressively positive. Warmth, empathy, accessibility – but whether that’s personality or enhancement is something I can’t determine remotely.”

“Emma. Document everything. The database captures this in real time – System interactions, bond formations, behavioral observations, any anomalous readings.”

Emma’s fingers were already moving across her keyboard. “Running live. I’ve created intake profiles for all three subjects with placeholder fields for everything Rachel just mentioned.” She pushed her glasses up her nose – the fidget habit she’d never lost, even as the rest of her shyness peeled away. “And I’ve flagged the Bangkok channel data so we can cross-reference the alpha’s story against Jess’s fragments in real time. If she lies about anything, we’ll know.”

Pride surged across the network. Not just mine – Sophie’s pride radiated alongside it as she watched Emma work. The Heart had grown into something none of us had anticipated.

“Jess. Fragment Mastery on full. Everything you can read from these three, especially the unknown. The flickering one.”

Jess’s hazel eyes were already distant again, focused on something none of the rest of us could see. The rings on her fingers clinked as she drummed them against her mug. “I’m on it. But Alex…” She blinked, refocusing, and the look in her eyes sent a cold finger down my spine. “The unknown. The flickering one. It’s not like the others. The alpha and beta feel like PEOPLE – consciousness, history, emotional weight. The third one feels like…” She searched for words, dark brows drawn together. “Like a recording of a person. Playing on broken equipment. It’s there, but it’s not all there. Pieces are missing. And the pieces that ARE there are in pain.”

That matched what [Temporal Divergence] was telling me. Two live signatures and one that was something else entirely. Something I’d never encountered across 1.18 million iterations.

The room processed that in silence. Rachel’s pen stopped moving. Emma’s typing paused. Even Becca looked up from her phone.

“A recording of a person,” Sophie repeated slowly. “What does that mean?”

I had a theory. I didn’t share it yet. Not until I had more data.

“It means we’re careful with the third one,” I said. “And we treat it with the same respect we’d treat a survivor. Until we know otherwise.”

I caught Anya’s eye across the room. She met my gaze with the steady grey calm of a woman who’d died 312,447 times and kept fighting. I tilted my head slightly toward the door – our signal, developed over three weeks of operating together. She pushed off the wall and followed me into the hallway.

The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Down the corridor, a janitor pushed a mop bucket past a bulletin board advertising campus events that seemed absurd in context – a bake sale, a poetry slam, an intramural soccer league. Normal campus. Normal morning. Extraordinary things approaching from the west.

“You see it,” I said quietly. Just the two of us, our voices low enough that the janitor wouldn’t hear. The bond between us hummed – her Temporal System and my Bond Resonance harmonizing in the background, the cross-System adaptation running at seventy-eight percent. I could feel her calm the way I felt my own pulse. Steady. Controlled. Alert.

“The Entity’s pattern.” Anya’s voice was precise, clipped, the voice of a strategist who’d spent her loop with nobody to strategize with and had consequently gotten very good at doing it in her own head. “Last time it tested defense through force. This isn’t force.”

“No.”

“Then what?”

I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms. Three thousand years of pattern recognition distilled into a single assessment. “The Entity identifies load-bearing elements and stress-tests them. Victor told us that. Our load-bearing element is the bond network. Marcus tested whether I could protect it through combat. The answer was yes.” I paused. “Now it tests whether the bonds themselves are genuine.”

Anya’s grey eyes sharpened. “An alpha with a support System that amplifies everyone around her – making your Bond Resonance feel less necessary. Replacing your function with hers. A beta with social charisma that makes people gravitate toward him instead of you. Offering an alternative center of social gravity.” She paused, processing at the speed of someone who’d survived 312,447 deaths by thinking faster than anyone around her. “And something unknown that I suspect will challenge the philosophical foundations of what we’ve built. Not the emotional bonds. The deeper question – what happens to survivors who DON’T find bonds. What the alternative looks like.”

I smiled. I couldn’t help it. All that solitary strategic thinking, condensed into a woman who could read an Entity’s play in thirty seconds flat. “I’m not sharing this assessment with the full team yet.”

Anya understood immediately. “Because the test works best when they don’t know it’s a test.”

“Because the bonds are GENUINE. They don’t need to be coached to pass. If I tell them the Entity is testing whether they choose me because of who I am versus what my System provides, they’ll overcompensate. They’ll perform loyalty instead of living it. And the Entity will see through that in seconds.”

“So you let them be themselves.”

“I let them be what they’ve always been – extraordinary women who chose me in a world that doesn’t force the choice.” I held her gaze. “Including you.”

Her expression changed – not dramatically, not the way most people showed emotion, but with a softening so subtle that anyone who hadn’t spent a decade learning to read micro-expressions across a million loop iterations would have missed it. The set of her jaw eased. The perpetual readiness in her shoulders lowered by a fraction. Her eyes, which usually held the cold focus of drawn steel, warmed by a degree.

“Including me,” she agreed. Her hand found mine in the empty hallway, fingers interlacing. Warm despite the morning chill. The Bond Resonance between us hummed louder – her Temporal System harmonizing with my Bond architecture, the cross-System adaptation that had been building since our first touch on that gymnasium floor where we’d sparred until neither of us could stand. Her System was learning tenderness the way a frozen river learns spring – slowly, inevitably, the ice cracking in patterns that couldn’t be reversed.

We stood there for three seconds. Just two survivors who’d spent a combined five thousand years alone, holding hands in a hallway outside a dusty seminar room while a janitor mopped floors twenty feet away, waiting for the next impossible thing.

Then her combat instincts reasserted. She squeezed my hand once – firmly, calibrating her grip the way she calibrated everything – and released it.

“I’ll position on the west approach. Commercial district, third entry point.” She was already moving. “Contact me through the bond when they arrive. I’ll feel it.”

She disappeared through the side door. No sound. No wasted motion. A blade returning to its sheath.

I stood in the hallway for a moment longer, feeling the bond frequencies hum through me. Six connections, each one distinct, each one real. Five Soulbound. One approaching something unprecedented.

Twenty-three days of this, and it still felt like a miracle.

I walked back into HQ. “Six hours until contact,” I said, sitting down. “Sophie, run me through the positioning.”

Sophie stood, whiteboard marker already in hand, ponytail swinging as she strode to the tactical overlay. Freckled shoulders squared, body humming with purpose. She started laying out positions like a volleyball captain organizing a championship formation.

“Primary contact point here,” she said, circling an intersection in the commercial district. “Wide enough for multiple sight lines, narrow enough that we control the space. Secondary fallback here – Rachel’s apartment is two blocks east if we need privacy for debriefing. Becca’s network has eyes on both approaches. Anya’s positioned on the third vector.”

She drew arrows, positions, fallback routes. Her handwriting was athletic and blunt – all capitals, decisive strokes. The Architect at work.

Jess’s head snapped up from her sketchbook. Her gaze lit up – not just focused but illuminated, the way it got when fragments poured through her at volume. The rings on her fingers caught light as her hands tightened on the mug.

“She’s not running FROM something,” Jess said, and her voice had the raw, layered quality it took on when fragments spoke through her as much as from her. “She’s running TO us. She’s desperate.” The fragment flared harder – I felt it through the Soulbound bond, a spike of heat and vision that echoed through the network like a struck bell. Sophie stiffened. Rachel’s hand went to her temple. Emma’s fingers paused on her keyboard. Even Becca looked up.

“Alex,” Jess said, and her hazel eyes locked onto mine – dark-ringed, luminous, carrying something that looked older than her twenty-three years. “The Bangkok survivor. She’s been alone for 638 years in a loop and eighteen months after it. She’s seen nine territories since she broke free and nobody helped her. Not one. They looked at her amplification ability and saw a tool. A power source. A thing to use.” She paused, and something ancient and furious moved behind her eyes. “She’s coming to us because we’re the last place she has left to go.”

The room was quiet. The coffeemaker gurgled. Outside the window, a bird started its morning song – a mockingbird, the Texas state bird, doing its impression of a car alarm.

I looked at each of them. Sophie had channeled every ounce of that athlete’s drive into building something worth protecting – she stood at the whiteboard like a coach before a championship game, marker ready, body humming with purpose. Rachel’s analytical precision filled the space beside her, notes spread like evidence at a crime scene, her professional composure a gift she gave the group every time chaos threatened. Emma’s fingers hovered over her keyboard, the invisible girl turned indispensable – the one whose quiet observations held the team together in ways nobody fully appreciated except me. Becca’s phone glowed with incoming intelligence, her ice-queen armor reforged into something functional, her network catching threats the System couldn’t detect. And Jess burned with fragment fire in her sideways chair, seeing things the rest of us couldn’t imagine, holding truths that shook the foundations of what we understood.

“Then we help her,” I said. “That’s what we do.”

Sophie nodded once, sharp and decisive. Rachel straightened her glasses – the tell that meant she’d already started building a psychological intake protocol. Emma resumed typing, keys clicking in rapid bursts. Becca’s phone was already in motion, thumbs flying across the screen as she activated coverage on the western approaches.

Jess hadn’t looked away. The fragments were still burning behind her stare, pulling information from a channel that none of us fully understood.

“Alex,” she said quietly. “There’s something else. The Bangkok survivor – her signal. It’s not just desperate.” She paused, rings clinking as her fingers tightened on the mug. “It’s fading. Whatever she’s running from, it’s catching up.”


Chapter 2: Six Hundred Miles

She walked into the expanded territory alone.

I watched her approach through the shimmer of late-morning heat, Texas sun baking the commercial district sidewalks into wavering mirages. Sophie stood at my right, coiled and ready. Becca flanked my left, phone lowered for once, ice-blue eyes scanning. Anya was invisible somewhere behind us – I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her through the bond, a blade-sharp note of readiness humming at the edge of my awareness.

The woman walked with fluid grace. Not the blade-efficiency of Anya, not the athletic purpose of Sophie, but something more flowing. Adaptive. The kind of movement that came from centuries spent navigating crowded market spaces where the wrong step could get you trampled by a water buffalo or shoved into a canal.

Mid-twenties. Southeast Asian beauty – boots worn down at the heels from weeks of walking, cargo pants that couldn’t hide the swell of wide hips or the generous curve of her ass, the fabric clinging with each step. Her waist nipped in above those hips, drawing the eye upward to the fitted dark tee that clung to full breasts that swayed with each stride, the fabric stretched across them in a way that suggested she’d stopped caring what people looked at a few centuries ago. Warm brown skin that glowed in the late-morning light, long black hair pulled back in a practical braid that swung against the curve of her lower back. Dark eyes that held six centuries of endurance, carrying exhaustion like a familiar companion rather than a burden. A small pack slung over one shoulder.

She looked like someone who’d been moving for a very long time and had almost stopped believing there was anywhere to arrive.

[Temporal Divergence Lv 3] pulsed as she entered range. The alpha signature I’d been tracking since midnight resolved into clarity: loop survivor, long-duration, support-class System. No combat capability. No hostile intent. Just exhaustion that went all the way to the marrow, and the fragile, desperate remnant of hope.

She stopped thirty feet away. Her gaze swept across us – me at center, Sophie on my right with her legs planted in a wide athletic stance, Becca on my left with crossed arms and an expression that could freeze fire. Behind us, the commercial district stretched in both directions, morning foot traffic picking up as coffee shops opened and commuters started their routines.

“Lila Sangwan,” she said. Her voice was steady but thin – held together by willpower and nothing else. “Survivor number six. Bangkok.” She paused, her gaze finding mine. “You’re Alex Reid. Survivor fourteen. Ridgemont.”

“That’s right.”

“I felt your Bond Resonance three weeks ago.” She swallowed. “It was the first warm thing I’d felt in eighteen months. I walked here from Louisiana.”

Louisiana. Over six hundred miles on foot. Through summer heat, along highways, across the Gulf states. The boots made sense now.

“From Louisiana,” Sophie repeated, her competitive edge softening into something protective. “You walked.”

“I hitchhiked part of it. But yes. Mostly I walked.” Lila’s gaze moved across Sophie’s face, reading her the way survivors read everyone – quickly, thoroughly, cataloguing threats and exits in the first three seconds. Then her attention shifted to Becca. “You’re the one with Social Perception. I can feel you scanning me.”

Becca didn’t flinch. “And you’re reading remarkably clean. Exhausted, desperate, no deception markers. Either you’re telling the truth or you’re the best liar I’ve ever met.”

“I spent 638 years in the same day,” Lila said. “I don’t have the energy left to lie.”

Something happened then that none of my accumulated millennia had prepared me for. The moment Lila crossed an invisible threshold – maybe fifty meters, maybe less – I felt it. Everyone felt it. A wave of… enhancement. Sharpening. As if someone had adjusted the focus on a camera lens that I hadn’t known was blurry.

Sophie’s spine straightened. Her athletic reflexes, already razor-honed from years of volleyball and weeks of Soulbound conditioning, snapped to a level I’d never felt through our bond. She glanced at her hands like they belonged to someone else.

Becca’s [Social Perception] blazed. Her frequency spiked – the sharp bright edge that was her signature suddenly amplified, cutting deeper, reaching further. Her stare widened fractionally.

Behind us, unseen but sensed across the network, Anya’s [Temporal Stutter] hummed at a frequency I’d never noticed before – faster recovery, reduced recharge time, as if the ability had been plugged into a better power supply.

And my own Bond Resonance… it surged. Not by much. But enough that every Soulbound connection sharpened – all six frequencies running clearer, brighter, as if someone had turned up the gain on the entire network.

[Proximity Amplification]. Lila’s System variant. Passively boosting the abilities of everyone within her range.

It felt incredible.

It also felt, in a way I couldn’t immediately articulate, like the first move in a very subtle chess game.

[ALPHA SUBJECT DETECTED -- SURVIVOR #6]
Designation: Lila Sangwan
Loop Duration: 638 years
Loop Location: Bangkok, approximately 1805
System Variant: SUPPORT/AMPLIFICATION
Threat Level: NONE (INDIRECT)
WARNING: Amplification field interacting with Bond Resonance network.
Monitor for interference patterns.

I dismissed the notification but filed the warning. Monitor for interference patterns. The System was cautious about her. Not hostile. Cautious.

“Your System amplifies people around you,” I said. Not a question.

Lila’s expression tightened. A flash of old pain, quickly controlled. “Yes. Everyone within approximately fifty meters gets… better. Faster reflexes. Sharper senses. Enhanced capability across all System and non-System functions.” She looked at her boots. “It’s the only thing my System does. I can’t fight. I can’t track. I can’t form bonds or project resonance or manipulate time. I make OTHER people stronger. And when I leave…” She trailed off.

“Withdrawal,” Sophie said softly.

Lila looked at her with surprise that shifted quickly into recognition. Someone who understood team dynamics. “Yes. People near me feel amazing. Then I go, and they feel diminished. Not damaged – just… returned to baseline. But after experiencing amplified capability, baseline feels like weakness.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the gesture making her look smaller despite the generous curves her fitted tee outlined. “People don’t bond with me. They bond with how I make them feel. And those aren’t the same thing.”

The words landed with weight I felt in my chest. Three thousand years of isolation gave me a particular sensitivity to loneliness. Lila’s version wasn’t the blunt isolation of being stuck in a loop with no one to talk to. It was worse in some ways – she could interact, could connect, could stand in a room full of people who loved being near her. But none of them loved HER. They loved the boost. They loved the amplification. She was a drug, not a person.

Sophie’s intensity shifted. The athletic edge in her posture softened, replaced by the expression she got when she identified something that needed protecting – the same look she’d given me that first morning in the quad, when she’d seen something impossible and refused to let it go.

“Come inside,” Sophie said. Not a request. The Architect adding a room to the building. “We have coffee and a chair with your name on it. Well, not yet – I’ll make the sticky note.”

Lila blinked. She looked at Sophie’s extended hand. At Becca, who’d put her phone away entirely. At me, standing between them with the quiet confidence of someone who’d been reading rooms longer than most civilizations had existed.

“I’ve been to nine territories,” Lila said. “That’s not how this usually goes.”

“We’re not usual,” I said. “Come in.”



We brought her to HQ. Rachel was waiting – she’d listened to the entire approach through the team earpieces, building her psychological profile in real time. She stood as we entered, extending a hand with the composed steadiness of someone who’d spent a career making damaged people feel safe.

“Dr. Rachel Shaw,” she said. “Welcome.”

Lila shook her hand and froze. Her eyes went to Rachel’s face, searching. “You’re… not a survivor.”

“No. I’m a psychology professor. And I’m bonded to Alex through the System.”

“A normal person. Bonded to a loop survivor.” Lila’s voice held disbelief that bordered on reverence. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“It wasn’t, until him.” Rachel gestured to a chair. “Sit. Let me get you something to eat.”

While Rachel disappeared toward the coffee counter, Lila settled into the chair Sophie labeled for her in real time – blocky letters on a yellow sticky note, LILA, stuck to the table in front of a seat between Emma and Jess. Lila touched the sticky note with her fingertips like it was something fragile.

Emma leaned over from her laptop. “I’m Emma. I run the database. If it’s okay, I’d like to document your loop parameters and System specifications for our records. No pressure – whenever you’re ready.”

“You… keep records?”

“Color-coded. Cross-referenced. With footnotes.” Emma pushed her glasses up, the habit that had survived her transformation from invisible to essential. “I was a librarian before I was an analyst. Some things stick.”

Jess was staring at Lila from her cross-legged perch with the unsettling intensity that meant [Fragment Mastery] was running at full bore. Her teal-streaked hair was coming loose from its knot, dark eyeliner giving her stare a predatory edge.

“I dreamed about you,” Jess said.

Lila tensed.

“I dream about all the survivors. Fragments of their loops. I saw yours – not much, just flashes. Market stalls. The smell of lemongrass. A canal that flooded every afternoon at the same time.” Jess tilted her head, rings clinking as she drummed her fingers on the table. “And temples. So many temples. You spent years in the temples, didn’t you?”

Lila’s eyes filled. Not dramatically – just a brightening, a shimmer. She blinked it back with the practiced speed of someone who’d taught herself not to cry centuries ago. “The Wat Arun. The Temple of Dawn. I watched the sun come up from its steps every morning of my loop for four hundred years. It was the most beautiful thing in a day that never changed.”

“It sounds lovely,” Rachel said, returning with a mug of French press coffee and a granola bar that I was fairly certain she’d confiscated from Sophie’s gym bag.

“It was. Until it wasn’t.” Lila accepted the coffee with both hands, wrapping her fingers around the warmth. Her nails were short, unpainted, bitten. “Until you’ve seen the same sunrise 231,000 times and you can’t tell if it’s still beautiful or if you’ve just forgotten what beauty is.”

A silence fell. The kind of silence that only happens when someone in the room has said something so precisely true that it rings in the chest of everyone who hears it.

I’d seen 1,185,155 sunrises from the same campus. Same angle. Same light. Same birds. I knew exactly what she meant.

“That number’s going up from here,” I said. “Every sunrise different. I guarantee it.”

Lila looked at me over the rim of her coffee. Her expression, exhausted and raw, held the faintest flicker of something I recognized because I’d felt it myself twenty-three days ago. The almost-belief that this might be real. The terror that it might not be.

“I want to tell you my story,” she said. “All of it. But first – the reason I went dark.” She set down the coffee. “There’s a hostile survivor in Southeast Asia. Male. Combat variant. He found out about support-class Systems – about what we do. He’s been hunting us. Capturing amplifiers and using them as power sources. Forcing them to boost his combat abilities while he fights territorial wars.” Her jaw tightened. “He found me in Thailand. I barely escaped. I killed my signal, traveled overground, went completely off-grid for six weeks. Changed direction twelve times. He might still be looking for me. I don’t know.”

The room processed this. Rachel’s analytical gaze sharpened. Becca’s phone appeared in her hand again, already typing. Emma’s fingers flew across her keyboard, creating a new file.

“Did he have a designation?” I asked. “A survivor number?”

“Not one I know. He’s not in any registry. He was never on Victor’s list.” She paused. “He’s collecting support-class survivors the way you collect… bonds.”

The comparison landed and I felt its weight. The mirror image of what I’d built – someone taking instead of connecting. Harvesting instead of growing.

“How many support-class survivors are there?” Rachel asked.

“That I know of? Two. Me and one in Cairo. Amara Osei.” Lila’s voice dropped. “Her signal’s been weakening. If the hostile finds her before…” She couldn’t finish.

My chest tightened. Victor had reported the Cairo survivor’s distress signal just days ago. One word repeated: drowning. She’s reaching the end. And now Lila was telling me there was a hostile survivor actively hunting support-class survivors.

The urgency just doubled.

“We’ll handle it,” I said, and the certainty in my voice wasn’t performance. It was the earned conviction of someone who’d spent lifetimes unable to help anyone and now could. “Right now, you’re safe here. Nobody enters this territory without us knowing.”

“The commercial district has twenty-three active surveillance contacts,” Becca added, those sharp blue eyes flicking up from her phone. “Plus three dead-drop visual signals at the perimeter. A hostile survivor would have to get through Anya’s tactical assessment, my network, Alex’s Temporal Divergence, and Jess’s Fragment Mastery before getting within a mile of you.” She paused. “And then Sophie would probably just tackle him.”

“Damn right,” Sophie said.

For the first time since she’d arrived, Lila’s mouth curved upward. Not a full smile. Not even close. But a fracture in the armor. A crack in the wall she’d built around hope.

“I believe you,” she said. “I don’t know why. But I believe you.”



Over the next two hours, Lila told her story. Rachel listened with professional attention, occasionally asking questions that opened doors Lila hadn’t planned to walk through. Emma documented everything. I sat across from her and listened the way I’d listened to a million people across centuries of loops – fully, patiently, giving her something rarer than help: the feeling of being genuinely heard.

Bangkok. Roughly 1805. A single day during monsoon season – humid, hot, heat that pressed against you like a living thing. She’d been a rice farmer’s daughter. Seventeen when the loop started. Seventeen for 638 years.

“The Chao Phraya river flooded every afternoon at the same time,” she said. “Four minutes past the third bell from the temple. I counted. Every day, the same water in the same places, reaching the same height, retreating at the same speed.”

She learned languages. Thai, of course, but also the languages of the traders who passed through Bangkok’s port – Chinese, Portuguese, Malay, Hindi, English, French. She learned to cook every dish she could find ingredients for. She learned massage, textile weaving, bronze casting, boat building, temple architecture. She learned to read the ancient Pali scripts in the monastery libraries and translated them for practice.

“I died 200,000 times,” she said it without emphasis. “Drowning was the most common. The monsoon floods. Also disease, accidents, violence from port traders, snake bites, a collapsing temple wall in year 347.” She touched the back of her neck. “Year 347 is where I learned that stone is heavier than it looks.”

“Mine was a chemistry lab,” I offered. “Year 1,847. Burns.”

Her eyes met mine, and something passed between us that only survivors understood. Not competition. Recognition. We’d both been killed by the mundane realities of worlds that couldn’t kill us permanently. We’d both kept going.

“When did you discover your amplification?” Rachel asked, leaning forward with the focused interest she brought to every psychological puzzle.

“Year 200, approximately. I’d been working in the port – helping traders load ships. I noticed that traders near me worked faster, more accurately. Their aim with ropes was better. Their calculations were sharper. I thought I was imagining it.” She sipped her coffee. “By year 300, I’d confirmed it experimentally. Placed myself at different distances from workers doing the same tasks. Measured output. The effect was real – approximately fifty meters of range, passive, always active.”

“And you couldn’t turn it off,” I said.

“No. I can’t choose to amplify. I can’t choose not to. It just… is.” Her fingers tightened around the mug. “Do you know what that’s like? Being a walking enhancement field? People come to you because being near you makes them feel powerful. They leave, and the power goes. So they come back. Not for you – for the feeling. Nobody ever…” She stopped herself. Breathed. Continued. “Nobody ever came to me because of who I was. Only because of what I did to them.”

The amplification field pulsed gently through the room. I could feel it – my Bond Resonance running a few percentage points higher, the bond frequencies slightly more vivid. Sophie was sitting straighter, her reflexes sharper, that athletic energy burning a little hotter. Becca’s [Social Perception] cast a wider net. Even Emma’s typing was fractionally faster.

And none of that had anything to do with Lila as a person.

I looked at her – really looked, with every accumulated year of human observation behind my eyes. Past the amplification. Past the System. Past the warm brown skin and the generous curves and the exhaustion. I looked at the woman underneath.

She was lonely in a way that made my own centuries of isolation look simple. My version had been emptiness – nobody to talk to, nobody who remembered. Hers was crueler: a room full of people who couldn’t stop coming back and couldn’t remember why they cared once they left.

“What happened when the loop broke?” I asked.

“I woke up in a guest house near the river. Modern Bangkok.” Her eyes went distant. “There was a coffee machine in the lobby. I’d never had coffee – it didn’t exist in 1805 Bangkok. I drank three cups and cried for two hours. The hotel staff thought I was having a mental episode.” She paused. “I was. Just not the kind they imagined.”

“Post-loop disorientation,” Rachel said softly. “The transition from temporal stasis to persistent reality. Alex experienced something similar.”

“Similar,” I agreed. “I laughed. She cried. Same reaction, different expression.”

Lila looked at me with an expression I’d seen on Anya’s face the day she arrived at our territory – stunned recognition, as if being understood after so many years alone felt like a physical blow.

“After that,” she continued, “I traveled. My System was active – I could feel the amplification working on modern people. I went to survivor territories, hoping to find… I don’t know. Someone like me. Someone who understood.” She wrapped her arms around herself again, the gesture unconscious and protective. “I found nine territories in eighteen months. Three were empty – survivors who’d gone dark. Two were hostile – survivors who saw my amplification and wanted to USE it. The remaining four were indifferent – survivors too paranoid or damaged to let someone new in.”

“And then the Southeast Asian hostile found you,” Sophie said.

“He’d been tracking support-class signatures for months. He captured another amplifier – I don’t know who, I don’t know where. He kept her. Used her to boost his combat ratings for territorial warfare.” Lila’s voice went flat with controlled anger. “When he found me, I ran. Cut my signal. Went underground. Walked to Louisiana, then heard your Resonance broadcast and walked to Texas.” She looked at her boots again. “These were new when I started.”

They weren’t new anymore. The soles were worn through in places, the leather scuffed and cracked. Six hundred miles of desperate walking compressed into battered footwear.

The room was quiet. The coffeemaker gurgled. Outside, campus was waking up – students passing the humanities building on their way to classes, backpacks slung over shoulders, earbuds in, completely unaware that seven people inside a dusty seminar room were processing information about cosmic entities and temporal loops and the fundamental nature of human connection.

“You’re safe here,” I said. “And you’re not a power source. Not in this territory.”

“How do I know that?” Lila asked. Not hostile. Genuinely asking. Needing the answer.

“Because my System rewards connection, not consumption. Because every woman in this room chose to be here – they’re not enhanced into loyalty, they’re not addicted to my presence, they’re not trapped.” I held her gaze. “And because I spent three thousand years unable to help anyone. Everything reset. Everyone forgot. Every good thing I did was erased at midnight.” I leaned forward. “I am never going to waste the chance to help someone. Not for power. Not for amplification. Because you’re a person. That’s enough.”

Lila stared at me. The coffee trembled in her hands.

Becca, from the corner: “He really talks like that. It’s annoying but genuine.”

Sophie kicked Becca’s chair. Becca didn’t move. The faintest smile crossed her perfectly maintained lips.

“Stay,” Sophie said to Lila. Not a suggestion. The Architect extending an invitation that was also a declaration. “We have room. We have protection. And we have people who will not make you feel like a tool.”

Lila set down her coffee. She looked at Sophie, then at me, then at Rachel and Emma and Jess and even Becca with her ice-queen posture and her buried softness. She looked at the sticky note with her name on it in Sophie’s blocky handwriting.

“Okay,” she said. And the word cost her something – I could hear it in the roughness of her voice, the crack in the control. Six hundred and thirty-eight years of nobody wanting her for herself, and now a room full of strangers offering exactly that.

“Okay.”



I stepped into the hallway to check on Anya while Rachel and Emma settled Lila into the HQ. Pulled my phone, sent a text through the bond-adjacent channel Sophie had set up for operational communications.

Me: Alpha secured. Lila Sangwan, Survivor #6. Support/amplification. Non-hostile. She’ll be staying.

Anya: Copy. Maintaining position. The beta and unknown are still 2 km out. Moving slower than expected.

Me: Status on the beta’s signature?

Anya: Warm. Magnetic. My System registers it as non-threatening but my combat instincts disagree. Something that makes people want to trust it should be treated with caution until proven otherwise.

I smiled at the phone. Twelve hundred years of survival distilled into one sentence: if it makes you comfortable, be suspicious.

Me: Agreed. Hold position. I’ll send Sophie and Becca for secondary contact when they’re closer.

Anya: Understood. And Alex?

Me: Yeah?

Anya: The amplification field. I can feel it from here. My Temporal Stutter recovery just dropped by 0.3 seconds. That’s significant.

I pocketed the phone and stood in the hallway, processing. Lila’s amplification was already affecting the team, even with her sitting quietly in a dusty seminar room drinking coffee. Abilities were sharper. Reactions were faster. Systems were running hotter. And it had nothing to do with me or my Bond Resonance.

The System’s warning echoed: monitor for interference patterns.

Not because Lila was dangerous. But because anything that made the team stronger WITHOUT Alex’s bond network was, by definition, an alternative center of gravity. A competing source of enhancement. A test of whether the bonds were about genuine connection or systemic dependency.

I could feel the Entity watching. Not through any ability or System notification – just the quiet certainty that came from a lifetime – many lifetimes – under invisible scrutiny.

You’re testing whether they choose me because of who I am, I thought. Or because of what my System provides.

The answer, I was fairly certain, would determine everything that came next.

I walked back into HQ. Sophie was already at the whiteboard, adding Lila to the tactical overlay. Emma was building intake documentation. Rachel was speaking to Lila in the low, measured tones she used for therapy – not clinical, but warm, creating the safe container that allowed vulnerability.

Jess sat cross-legged in her chair, sketching. I glanced at the page as I passed. She’d drawn Lila – quick, sparse lines capturing the exhaustion and the beauty and the fragile, desperate hope. Beneath the sketch, in Jess’s messy handwriting: She walked 600 miles to find us.

Becca’s phone buzzed. She read it. Her expression shifted from controlled boredom to sharp attention in the space of a heartbeat.

“Alert,” she said. “The beta. He’s closer than we thought.” She stood, her gaze locking onto mine. “And everyone within a block radius just got really, really friendly.”

She held up her phone. Her Social Perception network was lighting up – contacts reporting a stranger walking through the commercial district who seemed to be making instant friends with everyone he met. A barista had given him free coffee. A dog walker had invited him to a barbecue. A homeless man near the gas station had spontaneously hugged him.

“His charisma enhancement,” Becca said. “It’s not subtle.” She shook her head, something rare flickering behind those blue eyes. Concern. Not for herself – for us. “Alex, everyone within a block just… likes him. Without knowing why.”


Chapter 3: The Second Signal

Dex Calloway walked into our lives like a golden retriever that had been given superpowers and forgot to read the manual.

He arrived at the edge of the commercial district at quarter past noon, hands in his pockets, sandy hair catching the Texas sun, broad shoulders relaxed in a way that suggested he’d never been tense a day in his life. He wore a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms, faded jeans, work boots that looked like they’d actually been used for work. He was handsome the way a sunset is handsome – obvious, effortless, the kind of attractiveness that didn’t require effort because nature had already done the heavy lifting. Easy grin showing white teeth. Open face. The sort of man who reminded you of the best friend you’d had in college, the one who always bought the next round and never mentioned it.

Sophie, Becca, and I met him at the perimeter contact point while Anya shadowed from three buildings away. Sophie had changed into clean shorts and a tank top, bronzed shoulders dusted with freckles. Professional-casual, if your profession involved sprinting and tactical assessment. Becca wore fitted athleisure that showcased every toned line of her body, her ice-blue eyes cold enough to counterbalance the warmth radiating from the man approaching us.

And radiating was the right word. Dex’s beta enhancement hit me like a hot breeze before he was within speaking distance. Social charisma enhancement – not the bond-pull of my Resonance but something adjacent. Something that made the air around him feel welcoming, comfortable, like settling into a chair you’d sat in a thousand times. My Social Reading pegged him instantly: non-hostile, non-calculating, genuinely confused about his own situation.

He was a scared kid who’d been given superpowers and told to report to a university he’d never heard of.

“Hey,” he said, stopping ten feet away. The easy grin faltered slightly as he took in Sophie’s athletic stance and Becca’s ice-queen assessment. “So, uh. I’m Dex. Dex Calloway. I got a message telling me to come here and… I have no idea what’s happening.” He looked at me. “You Alex?”

“Yeah.”

“Cool. Are you the… I mean, the message said something about a territory and an assessment and…” He trailed off, running a hand through his sandy hair. “Look, I’ll be straight with you. I was working at a feed store in Tulsa two months ago. Then one morning I woke up and everyone started being really nice to me. Like, REALLY nice. My boss gave me a raise I didn’t deserve. My neighbor baked me a pie. A girl at the gas station gave me her phone number and I didn’t even ask.” He paused. “Then a message appeared. In my HEAD. Like a text notification, except there was no phone. It said to come here.”

[BETA SUBJECT DETECTED -- DEX CALLOWAY]
Enhancement Type: SOCIAL/CHARISMA
Classification: BETA (Enhanced, non-looper)
Threat Classification: INDIRECT
NOTE: Subject appears unaware of enhancement parameters.
WARNING: Charisma field detected at radius approximately 30 meters.
All persons within range experience elevated trust, comfort, and social warmth toward subject.

I studied him with the accumulated expertise of every loop I’d ever lived. Social Reading 98/100 meant I could see through deception the way most people could see through glass. Dex Calloway was exactly what he appeared to be – a genuinely kind, moderately confused, deeply enhanced young man who had no idea why the universe had suddenly decided to give him the social equivalent of a cheat code.

His charisma hit differently than my own skills. I’d earned my social mastery through repetition – a million loops of reading the same people, having the same conversations, cataloguing every tell, every weakness, every response to every approach. My Social Reading was expertise. Dex’s charisma was amplification. He wasn’t reading people better. He was making people WANT to be read by him. Want to open up, confide, trust. The warmth he projected wasn’t a skill – it was an enhancement that bypassed conscious resistance and went straight for the limbic system.

And I could feel it working on Sophie. She’d uncrossed her arms. Her competitive stance had softened. The corners of her mouth were turning up in a way I recognized – the way they turned up when she found someone genuinely likable, the way they’d turned up for me the first morning in the quad.

It wasn’t attraction. It was worse. It was comfort.

I watched Becca resist it, every wall she’d built against social manipulation grinding against Dex’s pull. Her jaw tightened, her stare narrowed, and she actively fought the pull pressing against her defenses. Her [Social Perception] gave her an advantage – she could FEEL the enhancement for what it was, distinguish between genuine charisma and systemic amplification.

“He’s clean,” Becca said through gritted teeth. “No deception. No malicious intent. He really is just this nice.” She sounded personally offended by the fact.

“Uh, thanks?” Dex offered.

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

“Right.”

I stepped forward. “Dex, here’s what’s happening. The short version: some people, including me, were trapped in time loops. We broke free. A System – like the one that sent you messages – is now running tests. You’ve been enhanced with social charisma, and you’ve been sent here as part of one of those tests.” I watched his face as each piece of information landed. Confusion. Disbelief. Then something that surprised me: relief.

“Oh thank God,” he said. “I thought I was going crazy. People keep telling me things. Like, EVERYTHING. My boss told me about his affair. The mail carrier told me she hated her kids. A woman at the grocery store described her entire medical history while I was trying to buy bread.” He leaned forward, dropping his voice. “Is there a way to turn it off?”

Sophie laughed. A real laugh, not the competitive bark she used in volleyball. Her hand went to her mouth to stifle it, ponytail bouncing. The sound made Dex’s grin return – genuine this time, warm in a way that had nothing to do with his enhancement and everything to do with a kind person being seen by kind people.

“Not that we know of,” I said. “But we can help you manage it. I have lifetimes of experience with social dynamics. I can teach you to redirect conversations, deflect confessions, and close conversational loops without making people feel rejected.”

Dex stared at me. “Three thousand years?”

“Long story.”

“Right. The time loop thing.” He processed for approximately four seconds, which was faster than most people managed. Then: “So I’m here for a test. What kind of test?”

“The kind where you just have to be yourself,” I said. “Come inside. We’ll explain the rest over coffee.”



That evening, I brought the whole group together at Rachel’s apartment – a quick introduction, not a formal dinner. All nine of us packed into the space: six harem members, Lila, Dex, and me leaning against the kitchen counter. Nine people in a room designed for two.

Dex’s charisma hit the group like warm sunlight through an open window. Within twenty minutes, he’d made Sophie laugh twice, got Becca to lower her phone, and had Emma leaning forward with the brightness in her eyes that meant she was filing everything away for fiction. Lila’s amplification pulsed through the space on top of it, and the combination was exactly what I’d expected and exactly what the Entity had designed: the team felt strong, sharp, connected – without needing me to be the reason.

That was the test. I could see it clearly.

“You’re thinking loudly,” Anya said.

She’d materialized beside me at the counter. No warning. No sound. Just suddenly there, the way she always was – centuries of appearing from nowhere, a talent refined in the narrow streets of Prague where she’d learned to move between market stalls without disturbing a single plum.

She wore the dark fitted layers that were her uniform, blade left at the door – Rachel’s rule. Her cropped dark hair was slightly mussed, grey eyes scanning the room with the watchful attention of someone who’d spent more centuries on guard than any person alive. Lean frame close to mine at the counter, close enough that I could feel the Bond Resonance between us humming – her Temporal System reaching for my Bond architecture the way a cold hand reaches for a fire.

“I’m thinking about the test,” I murmured, low enough that only she could hear.

“The Entity isn’t attacking our walls,” I said. “It’s testing the mortar between the bricks.”

“Then we prove the mortar is stronger than the bricks.” Her gaze tracked across the room, reading the dynamics with twelve centuries of practiced observation. “Lila’s amplification is making them feel stronger without your Resonance. Dex’s charisma is making them feel warmer without your attention. And the combination…” She paused. “The combination makes your bond network feel less essential.”

“Yes.”

“How does that make you feel?”

I considered the question with the seriousness it deserved. How did it feel to watch the women I loved enjoying someone else’s company while being enhanced by someone else’s System? How did it feel to see Sophie laugh at Dex’s jokes with the same easy openness she used on me?

“It feels like exactly what the Entity designed it to feel like,” I said. “Uncomfortable. Challenging. A mirror showing me the question: do they choose me because of what I provide, or because of who I am?”

“And your answer?”

Sophie leaned against the kitchen counter with a beer, watching Dex with the evaluating eye of someone who assessed every new person as either an asset or a liability. Rachel’s analytical mind was cataloguing the social dynamics – I could see it in the way her pen tapped her thigh in the staccato rhythm of active theorizing. Emma had stopped listening to Dex entirely, typing furiously at her laptop, biting her lip and flushing slightly over whatever she was writing. Becca’s gaze kept flicking toward Dex with the razor focus that meant her [Social Perception] was fighting his charisma enhancement in real time. And Jess had ignored him from the start, sketching the echo of a face only she could see.

“The answer,” I said, “is that they chose me before the System gave them any reason to. Sophie saw the impossible and refused to let go. Rachel felt understood for the first time in years. Emma was finally visible to someone. Becca pushed and I didn’t flinch. Jess’s dreams made sense when I was in the room.” I paused. “And you chose to stay because standing still felt worth the risk.”

Anya’s expression didn’t change. But her hand found mine under the counter, fingers interlacing briefly. “Then we pass the test by letting them be themselves.”

“Exactly.”

She released my hand and stepped away from the counter, moving to sit on the floor beside Jess – the two outsiders gravitating toward each other, the ancient warrior and the fragment-seeing wild card, trading quiet observations while the rest of the room buzzed with Dex’s effortless charm.

I moved to Rachel’s stove. The introduction had been brief, but these people needed more than conversation. They needed a meal. Cooking was one of those competence demonstrations that worked without explanation – nobody questioned why a 22-year-old could make authentic Thai food when the result tasted right.

I’d sourced holy basil and bird’s eye chilies from a Thai restaurant owner on campus who’d been stunned when I’d asked in flawless Thai. Pad Kra Pao – the real version, not the Americanized travesty.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATED]
Skill: Thai Culinary Arts
Loop Iterations: 89,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE

Lila appeared at my elbow. She’d been quiet most of the evening, watching the group the way stray animals watch strangers offering food – hungry but braced for the trick. Her enhancement hummed around her like a low electrical current, boosting everything it touched.

“You speak Thai,” she said. Not a question.

“Central Plains dialect, plus Northern and Southern variants. I learned from a professor who visited campus during my loop.” I stirred the wok, adjusting heat with the automatic precision of a chef who’d burned this dish exactly 342 times before perfecting it. “His name was Somchai Rattanakosin. He lectured on Southeast Asian economic history. I attended his lecture 40,000 times.”

Lila’s expression cracked open. The exhaustion was still there, but beneath it, curiosity surfaced – bright and alive and hungry for connection.

“Say something,” she said. “In Thai. Something real.”

I looked at her. Warm brown skin in the kitchen light. Dark eyes that held centuries. The braid that hung down her back, glossy and black, the only vanity she’d maintained across weeks of desperate travel. The curve of her breasts under the fitted tee, the wide set of her hips, the way she stood with her weight on one foot like someone prepared to shift in any direction.

“Khun mai dai yuu khon diaw eek dtaw pai,” I said. The Central Plains accent was clean, the tones precise. “You’re not alone anymore.”

Her eyes filled. This time she didn’t blink it back. One tear tracked down her cheek, catching the warm kitchen light, and she didn’t wipe it away.

“I haven’t heard Thai since my loop broke,” she whispered. “Eighteen months. I didn’t realize how much I missed it.”

“The language of home.”

“Yes.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Thank you.”

I served the food. Nine plates around a table designed for four, chairs pulled from the living room, Jess sitting cross-legged on the floor because she refused conventional seating, Anya perched on the kitchen counter because she couldn’t eat with her back to a door. The Pad Kra Pao was perfect – I knew it was perfect because I’d made it 89,000 times and this was the 89,001st, and practice makes perfect becomes redundant after the first thirty thousand iterations.

Lila tasted it and closed her eyes. “This is real,” she said. “This is actually real Pad Kra Pao. How…”

“89,000 practice runs,” I said.

“That’s insane.”

“It’s Monday.”

Becca snorted. Sophie grinned. Even Rachel’s professional composure cracked into something softer. The table settled into the comfortable noise of nine people sharing food, and for a few minutes, the Entity and its tests and the approaching unknown third subject and the cosmic stakes all receded behind the simple reality of holy basil and shared laughter.

After dinner, while Rachel and Emma handled dishes and Dex entertained Becca with a story about a time his charisma accidentally caused a stampede at an Oklahoma state fair (she was horrified and fascinated in equal measure), I noticed Lila standing at Rachel’s window, looking out at the darkened campus.

Her presence pulsed gently. The room behind her buzzed with enhanced capability. And she stood alone at the edge of it all, the center of an effect she couldn’t turn off and couldn’t benefit from.

I filed that away. For later. For when the time was right.

Then [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] fired.

Not the warm hum of the alpha and beta signatures. Not the familiar chord of my bond network. Something else. Something from the commercial district, approximately two kilometers west. Flickering. Distressed. Present, then absent, then present – but more violently now, more urgently, as if whatever it was could feel us getting closer and was trying desperately to be noticed.

The pain behind my eyes spiked. Not the manageable pulse of a standard divergence alert – a sharp, stabbing lance that made me grab the kitchen counter for support. Sophie turned instantly, athletic reflexes bringing her to my side in two strides. Anya was off the counter before I blinked, blade already drawn from the sheath she’d hung on Rachel’s coat rack.

“The third subject,” I said through gritted teeth, blinking away the aftershock. “It’s not a person.”

Jess snapped upright from across the room. Her [Fragment Mastery] blazed, rings clinking as her hands clenched. “I see it,” she gasped. “Alex, it’s – it’s not alive. Not dead either. It’s a temporal anomaly. Like a recording playing on broken equipment. Like I described this morning.” She stared at something none of us could see, her face going pale under the dark eyeliner. “It’s in pain. And it’s been in pain for a long time.”

Dex looked between us with wide eyes. “What’s happening?”

Becca, blue eyes sharp: “Welcome to Tuesdays.” She paused. “It’s actually Monday.”

“Same energy,” Jess muttered.

I straightened, forcing my breathing even. The divergence alert throbbed behind my eyes but I could manage it now – three weeks of Lv 3 had built tolerance. I looked at Anya, who was already calculating tactical approaches to the commercial district. At Sophie, whose hand was still on my arm, athletic grip grounding me. At Jess, whose fragments were pulling her toward whatever was flickering in the darkness two kilometers west.

“The third subject,” I said. “It’s a ghost.”

The room went quiet. Nine people, one dinner’s worth of dirty dishes, and the vast, patient silence of a cosmic entity watching to see what I’d do next.

Sophie’s hand tightened on my arm. “Then we go find out whose ghost it is.”


Chapter 4: The Third

Tuesday morning, twenty-four days post-loop. The abandoned warehouse sat at the western edge of the commercial district like a rotten tooth in a concrete jaw. Corrugated metal walls. No windows. A rusted loading dock that hadn’t seen a truck in years. The kind of building that existed in the dead zone between commerce and neglect – too worthless to demolish, too ugly to repurpose.

[Temporal Divergence Lv 3] screamed as we approached. Not the warm hum of a survivor or the magnetic pull of Dex’s charisma, but something raw and fractured that felt like pressing a fresh bruise. The signature flickered in and out of perception – there, gone, there again – each pulse carrying a wave of distress that was almost physical. My hands tightened at my sides.

Anya moved on my left, blade drawn, grey eyes sweeping the loading dock with the tactical assessment of someone who’d cleared buildings in seventeenth-century Prague where every doorway could hide an armed merchant or a drunk guard. Jess flanked my right, hazel eyes blazing with [Fragment Mastery], the teal streaks in her hair catching what little moonlight filtered through the cloud cover. She’d been quiet on the walk over – the tense, inward-focused silence that meant the fragments were roaring inside her and she was using every ounce of her Soulbound control to manage the input.

Sophie waited two blocks back with Becca, positioned at the secondary fallback point. I’d wanted to bring only two people – the combat specialist and the fragment reader. Sophie had argued. I’d been firm. She’d relented with a jaw clench that promised we’d discuss this later, in a way that might involve her pinning me to a wall.

I looked forward to the discussion.

We entered through the loading dock. The interior was vast, dark, and empty. Concrete floor stained with decades of oil and neglect. Support pillars rising into shadows. The air smelled like rust and something older – something temporal, the ozone-and-static scent I’d learned to associate with loop-adjacent phenomena.

And there, in the center of the warehouse, standing in a pool of fluorescent light that leaked through a crack in the ceiling – the echo.

It was a man. Or it had been. Or it was trying to be again.

The figure stood approximately six feet tall, mid-thirties, with the weathered features and deep-set eyes of someone who’d spent years outdoors in harsh conditions. Montana outdoor stock – broad shoulders, thick hands, the frame of a man built by ranch work and mountain air. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt that might have been real once.

But he wasn’t solid. He flickered. His outline shimmered like a heat mirage, going translucent in waves that pulsed roughly once per second. Through his body, I could see the warehouse wall behind him, the support pillar beyond that, the rusted outline of a derelict forklift. His face was frozen in an expression of absolute terror – mouth slightly open, eyes wide, the primal mask of a man who had seen something that broke him.

He wasn’t looking at us. He was looking at something only he could see.

My [Temporal Divergence] resolved his signature into data: temporal echo. Remnant. The ghostly imprint of a consciousness embedded in local spacetime, like a footprint left in wet concrete that had hardened before anyone could smooth it over. The temporal frequency matched the Montana survivor – Survivor #11. The one who’d gone dark six weeks before Phase Two began. The one Victor had theorized had been absorbed.

[UNKNOWN SUBJECT CLASSIFIED: TEMPORAL ECHO]
Remnant of Survivor #11
Status: FRAGMENTED
Consciousness Integrity: 23%
Temporal Stability: DECLINING (estimated dissolution: 72-96 hours without intervention)
RECOMMENDATION: Stabilize if possible.

Seventy-two to ninety-six hours. Three to four days before this man’s last remaining fragment dissolved into spacetime like sugar in water.

“Craig,” Jess whispered. She’d stepped forward, past me, past Anya’s protective flank, drawn toward the echo the way a compass needle is drawn north. Her [Fragment Mastery] was fully open – the connection between us carried the sensation of a searchlight sweeping through temporal data. “His name is Craig. Craig Hayward.”

The echo didn’t react. It continued pulsing in and out of visibility, terror-frozen, staring at something invisible.

“Can he hear us?” Anya asked. Her blade was lowered but not sheathed. Her stare tracked the echo with twelve centuries of earned wariness – in her experience, things that shouldn’t exist were usually dangerous.

Jess closed her eyes. Rings on her fingers caught light as her hands trembled with the effort of reaching through [Fragment Mastery] into the echo’s temporal structure. “He’s… in there. His consciousness. But it’s fragmented. Like a mirror that’s been shattered and glued back together wrong. Some pieces are in the right place. Most aren’t.”

“Can you communicate?” I asked.

“I’m trying. It’s like… talking through a wall. Underwater. While someone’s playing static at maximum volume.” She reached out a hand toward the echo. “Craig. Craig Hayward. Can you hear me?”

The echo convulsed. The terror expression shifted – not much, just a fraction. The wide eyes moved. Settled. Found Jess’s face.

His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Sound came out, but wrong – distorted, layered, as if multiple versions of his voice were speaking slightly out of sync.

“…don’t… let them…”

Jess recoiled. Not from fear – from the force of the fragment data that accompanied those words. The Soulbound connection slammed me with the overflow: a blast of images, sensations, emotions. Montana mountains. A cabin. Isolation so deep it had its own weight. Months of silence. And then – a voice. Not human. Not mechanical. Something in between. Offering purpose. Offering an end to the silence.

“He was alone,” Jess said, her voice shaking. “After his loop broke, he went home. Montana. Middle of nowhere. Nearest neighbor twenty miles away. He’d looped for 89 years – the shortest of any survivor Victor tracked.” She swallowed. “He broke free and went back to everything he’d known. Alone. No contact with other survivors. No System bonds. Just… silence.”

Anya’s jaw tightened. Her frequency radiated a spike of cold recognition. This could have been her. Her entire loop alone, then fourteen months of running from territory to territory without stopping, without connecting. One road led to Alex Reid’s network. The other led here – to a fading remnant in an abandoned warehouse, three days from dissolving.

“…still here…” the echo said. Stronger now. The multiple voices syncing slightly, approaching coherence. “…still here… trapped inside…”

“Inside what?” I asked, stepping forward. My Bond Resonance pulsed outward – instinct, not strategy. The combined resonance of six Soulbound connections radiating from my chest like a psychic campfire. The echo responded. Its stuttering presence steadied. The translucent figure solidified by perhaps ten percent – still transparent, still wrong, but more present.

“Inside… the Entity. All of us. Still here.” The echo’s eyes focused on me with sudden, startling clarity. For three seconds, Craig Hayward was fully present – a man, mid-thirties, weathered and broken and terrified, standing in a warehouse staring at a stranger who radiated the warmth he’d never found. “The Entity keeps us all. Every one it takes. We’re not gone. We’re inside.”

Then the coherence shattered. The echo convulsed, flickering faster, the image degrading like a corrupted video file. Craig’s face dissolved into static, reformed, dissolved again. The terror expression returned. The eyes went blank.

Jess caught him. Not physically – she couldn’t, he wasn’t solid – but through [Fragment Mastery], she wrapped temporal threads around the echo’s structure, holding the fragments together the way you’d cup water in your hands. The effort made her nose bleed – a single line of red tracking from her right nostril, the cost of pushing her ability beyond its standard parameters.

“I’ve got him,” she gasped. “But I can’t hold this forever. He’s degrading. Whatever anchored him here is failing.”

“Bond Resonance,” I said. “Keep channeling. I’ll see if I can stabilize the temporal structure.”

I stepped closer to the echo and reached out – not with my hands but with the Resonance, the cumulative force of six Soulbound connections directed at a fragment of consciousness that had never known comfort. The effect was immediate. Craig’s flickering slowed further. His outline sharpened. The expression of terror eased by a fraction.

Anya stepped forward. “My turn.”

She reached out with her Temporal System – the cold utility of a combat-oriented architecture that had been slowly thawing through contact with my Bond Resonance. The temporal energy she channeled was different from Jess’s [Fragment Mastery] – not reading the echo but SUPPORTING it, providing a structural framework for the fragments to coalesce around. Her [Temporal Stutter] hummed, not rewinding time but reinforcing it, giving the echo’s temporal footprint something to anchor to.

The combination – my Bond Resonance and Anya’s temporal support – produced something neither could have accomplished alone. Craig’s echo stabilized significantly. The oscillations slowed to once every three seconds. His form solidified to approximately sixty percent opacity. His eyes regained awareness.

“I can feel that,” Craig said. His voice was clearer now – singular, not layered. A man’s voice, rough from disuse. “The warmth. I haven’t felt anything warm since…” He trailed off. “How long have I been here?”

“We don’t know exactly,” I said. “Your signal went dark six weeks ago.”

“Six weeks.” He processed this. “Feels like longer. Feels like always.” His eyes tracked across me, past me, to Anya and Jess and the dark warehouse beyond. “Where am I?”

“Texas. Ridgemont University. My territory.”

“Territory.” The word seemed to confuse him. Then: “You’re another survivor.”

“Alex Reid. Survivor fourteen. Three thousand years in a loop.”

Craig stared at me. His translucent face held an expression I recognized from Anya’s arrival – the disbelief of someone encountering the impossible. “Three thousand.” He shook his head. “I had 89 years and it almost broke me.”

“It broke me too,” I said. “I just had more time to put the pieces back together.”

Something shifted in his translucent features – an attempt at a smile. The expression was wrong on his face – too real for something that was technically a recording. Too human for a fragment.

“I need to tell you something,” Craig said. “Before I lose coherence again. The Entity – when it absorbed me – I said yes. I want you to understand that. It didn’t force me. It asked. And I said yes because I had nothing to say no for.”

The words hit like a fist. I heard Anya’s sharp intake of breath. Felt Jess’s fragment channels blaze with the intensity of that admission – a man who’d chosen oblivion because isolation had stripped away every reason to keep existing.

“What happened after you said yes?” I asked.

“It was gentle. Like falling asleep. My System dissolved first – the abilities, the stats, the panels. Then my memories started… compressing. Like being folded into smaller and smaller boxes. I could feel myself becoming… infrastructure. Part of the Entity’s network. Not dead. Not alive. Just…” He searched for words his degrading consciousness could still form. “Embedded. Like a program running in the background of a computer.”

“And you’re still aware in there?”

“Yes. We all are. Everyone it’s taken. Irina – the Observer, the one it uses as a mouthpiece – she’s the most coherent. She was absorbed first, or close to it. Her consciousness is the deepest, the most integrated. But she’s still THERE. Still aware. Still…” His voice cracked. “Still alone. Inside something vast and cold and utterly alone.”

My jaw tightened. Project Irina. The rescue operation we’d named after the woman trapped inside the Entity’s infrastructure. The Observer whose autonomous windows had been growing longer – eighteen seconds last time, then eight, then twelve. Each time she surfaced, she brought intelligence, warnings, the desperate communications of a prisoner tapping Morse code on a pipe.

“There are others,” Craig continued. “Inside the Entity. Not just me and Irina. At least four others that I can sense. Maybe more. We can feel each other – dim connections, like signals through static. And we can feel YOU.” He looked at me with eyes that held awe and heartbreak in equal measure. “Your Bond Resonance. It reaches into the Entity. Through the absorbed survivors. It’s like… sunlight through ice. We can feel it. All of us. We remember what connection felt like.”

Jess was crying. Her wild frequency transmitted it directly – not dramatic sobbing but silent tears tracking down her cheeks, smudging her dark eyeliner, dripping onto the collar of her Cure tee. She was holding Craig’s temporal structure together through sheer force of [Fragment Mastery] while simultaneously processing the fragment data pouring through his testimony, and the emotional weight of it was staggering.

I pulled more Bond Resonance and directed it at her through our Soulbound connection – a warm pulse that said hold on, I’m here, you’re not doing this alone. She gasped, steadied, and her grip on Craig’s fragments strengthened.

Anya channeled more temporal energy. The strain showed on her face – a thin line of red from her left nostril, the cost of running [Temporal Stutter] in a structural support configuration it wasn’t designed for. Her gaze was fixed on Craig with an intensity that went beyond tactical assessment. She was looking at a version of herself that had taken a different path. A version that had said yes when the Entity asked.

“Craig,” I said. “We’re going to stabilize you. Keep you coherent. And we’re going to figure out how to reach the others – Irina, the absorbed survivors, all of them.”

He looked at me. The echo wavered once, then solidified again. “You can’t fight the Entity.”

“I’m not going to fight it. I’m going to teach it.”

His expression – what remained of it – shifted. Confusion. Then something like the ghost of hope. “Teach it what?”

“How to connect instead of consume.”

The echo held my gaze for a long moment. Then it destabilized – the coherence window closing, the fragments scattering like leaves in wind. Craig’s face dissolved into static. His body became translucent, then transparent, then barely visible. He was still there – the temporal footprint remained, anchored by Jess’s [Fragment Mastery] and reinforced by Anya’s temporal support – but the consciousness had retreated back into the broken mirror of his fragmentation.

Jess released her hold and sagged. I caught her by the shoulders, steadying her against the concrete pillar. She was shaking – not from cold, from effort. The nosebleed had worsened. I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket (a habit from year 500 of the loop, when I’d spent a century learning to be a gentleman) and pressed it gently against her nose.

“Got it?” I asked.

She nodded, holding the cloth. “Got it. But Alex…” She looked at me with wet eyes, dark eyeliner running with tears. “He’s not just a fragment. He’s a person. Trapped in a jar. And there are MORE of them in there.”

“I know.”

“We have to help them.”

“We will.”

Anya stood with her arms folded, watching the echo’s fading luminescence. Blood still marked her upper lip – she hadn’t bothered to wipe it. She looked like a medieval saint in a dark painting – lean, fierce, bleeding for a cause she’d chosen.

“The echo needs to be moved,” she said. “Containment. Study. The warehouse isn’t secure, and if the Entity detects that we’ve found a fragment of an absorbed survivor…” She trailed off meaningfully.

“Information warfare,” I agreed. “We keep this from the Observer as long as possible.”

I texted the team. Within forty minutes, Rachel and Emma arrived with notebooks, laptops, and the single-minded focus of two women who’d been told there was a new puzzle and had dropped everything to solve it. Sophie came with them, coiled with the frustration of having been left at the secondary position, which she channeled into immediately organizing the warehouse into a functional workspace – clearing debris, arranging crates as tables, establishing sight lines to the entrance.

Becca arrived last, securing the warehouse perimeter through her network – a text here, a favor called in there, ensuring that nobody in the commercial district would report activity at the abandoned building. “Drunk students, art installation, or drug deal?” she asked, meaning what cover story to use.

“Art installation,” Rachel said. “Less likely to attract police.”

“Art installation it is.” Becca’s thumbs flew across her phone.

The team worked with the quiet efficiency that came from three weeks of practice. Emma set up her laptop on a crate, database open, intake template ready. Rachel pulled a chair to the echo’s position and began her assessment – speaking softly to the flickering remnant, not expecting responses but establishing therapeutic rapport with whatever consciousness remained accessible. Sophie organized supply logistics. Becca’s network locked down the area.

Jess sat cross-legged on the floor near the echo, [Fragment Mastery] at maintenance level, keeping the temporal structure stable while Rachel worked. Anya stood guard at the loading dock entrance, blade drawn, watching the night.

Lila arrived twenty minutes after the rest. She’d been at Rachel’s apartment with Dex, both of them told to wait while we investigated. She’d ignored the instruction – walked to the warehouse alone, following the amplification signatures of six System-enhanced individuals.

She stopped in the doorway. Her dark eyes took in the scene – the flickering echo, the team mobilized around it, the organized chaos of people working together to help a stranger.

“I’ve been to nine territories,” she said softly, standing in the doorway with the Texas night behind her and the warehouse lights painting her warm brown skin in pale gold. “Nobody helps. Nobody takes in strangers. Nobody sets up… whatever this is…” She gestured at the workspace, at Rachel’s therapeutic assessment, at Emma’s documentation, at Sophie’s logistics, at Becca’s security network, at Jess and Anya holding a dead man’s ghost together with abilities that were never designed for gentleness.

“Nobody HELPS,” she repeated. And the word broke in her throat.

I walked over to her. She was shorter than me by several inches, the top of her braided head at my chin level. The amplification field pulsed around her – boosting everything, helping everyone, giving power she couldn’t give to herself.

“We do,” I said. “That’s what we do.”

She looked up at me. Dark eyes, wet. Warm brown skin catching the warehouse fluorescents. The curve of her breasts pressing against her fitted tee as her chest heaved with the effort of not crying.

“You really mean that.”

“A million iterations of doing something good and watching it vanish.” I held her gaze. “That’s finished now. When someone needs help, I show up. No conditions. No cost. You don’t have to earn it.”

Lila went very still. Not dramatically – she was too experienced for that, too conditioned by centuries of solitary endurance. But her breath caught, and her hands gripped the edge of the crate beside her hard enough that her knuckles paled beneath the warm brown skin. She held on like a woman anchoring herself against a current she hadn’t expected.

Behind us, the echo flickered. For three seconds, Craig’s consciousness surfaced, eyes clearing, mouth forming words. His gaze found the room full of people working to save him – a stranger, a fragment, a ghost of a man who’d given up.

“There are more,” he said clearly, his voice ringing off the warehouse walls. “Not just me. Dozens. Maybe hundreds. And they can feel you. The warmth. They’re reaching for it.”

Then he shattered back to fragments, the coherence window closing like a door slammed by wind. But the fragments were stronger this time. Brighter. The temporal footprint pulsed with something that might have been hope.


Chapter 5: Mortar

The stress of three new subjects was testing us in ways that fists never could.

Tuesday evening, twenty-four days post-loop. I stood at Rachel’s kitchen counter for the second night running, dicing onions with the mechanical precision of someone who’d chopped approximately forty thousand onions across various loop-era cooking experiments, and watched the dynamics of my network shift like tectonic plates grinding against each other.

The day had been full before we got here. Rachel’s kitchen faucet had been dripping since last week – a persistent leak that she’d been ignoring because she had bigger things to worry about than plumbing. I’d fixed it in three minutes while she watched from the doorway, watching my hands with the expression she wore when competence made her want to take her clothes off – the one where her lips parted slightly and her breathing slowed.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATED]
Skill: Plumbing Repair
Loop Iterations: 12,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE

“How do you know how to do that?” she’d asked, silk blouse straining as she leaned against the door frame.

“Year 1,200. I had a phase.”

“A plumbing phase.”

“Everything gets a phase when you’ve had that much time.”

Earlier still, Anya had mentioned missing music – an offhand comment at HQ, quiet enough that only someone with my Social Reading would have caught the ache beneath the words. I’d found the student cello in practice room B-7, tuned it, and played accompaniment for her while she listened with grey eyes that went somewhere far away and centuries deep. Italian Baroque. The same piece she’d played in her Prague loop, the melody she’d carried across twelve hundred years like a lifeline. My version was technically proficient; hers had been transcendent. But the act of playing FOR someone – of giving her back a piece of what she’d lost – mattered more than precision.

She hadn’t said thank you. She’d squeezed my hand and walked out. From Anya, that was a standing ovation.

Rachel’s apartment was packed. All nine of us – six harem members, Lila, Dex, and me at the stove – crammed into a space that had started as a psychology professor’s quiet sanctuary and evolved through Phase Two into something between a home and an intelligence center. The evidence wall had been taken down, replaced by a framed print that Rachel had bought to reclaim the space as living quarters. But the marks from the thumbtacks were still visible beneath the frame. Scars that stayed because the world stayed. The small miracle of permanent damage.

I paused mid-chop to stare at the dishes from this morning’s breakfast still in Rachel’s sink. A coffee mug with a faint lipstick mark on the rim – Rachel’s shade, the nude color she wore to work. A bowl with dried oatmeal clinging to the sides. A spoon resting at an angle against the basin.

A month ago, the permanence of dirty dishes had felt like a miracle. Evidence that morning had come and gone without resetting, without scrubbing the world clean and returning everything to its starting position. The miracle of mess. The glory of neglect. Now it was just dishes. Just life happening in the background, accumulating and persisting because nobody had bothered to clean up after breakfast.

The fact that “just life” still made my chest tight with gratitude was something I’d carry until I died. For real this time.

The apartment buzzed with conversation. In the living room, Dex was telling a story about his kid sister – a nine-year-old named Penny who had apparently once entered their family’s goat in the county fair’s beauty pageant and won third place because the goat’s coat was shinier than two of the human contestants. He told it with the natural cadence of a born storyteller, his charisma enhancement adding a warmth to every word that made you lean in, made you care about a goat you’d never met in Oklahoma, made you feel like you were the only person in the room he was talking to.

Sophie was laughing. Not the sharp bark she used on the volleyball court or the strategic cheer she deployed during harem management. A genuine, full-bodied laugh that came from her belly and crinkled the corners of her eyes. She sat on the arm of the couch, legs crossed, relaxed in a way I rarely saw outside of post-sex afterglow.

I noticed.

I noticed everything.

Rachel leaned forward in her armchair, wine glass in hand, reading glasses perched on her nose. She was supposed to be analyzing the group dynamics – I could see the legal pad on her knee, notes visible in her precise handwriting. But the pad was untouched. Her dark eyes were on Dex, her lips curved in the soft smile she usually reserved for particularly elegant psychological insights. She’d undone one more button on her blouse since sitting down, the cream silk parting to reveal a deeper V of cleavage where her full breasts strained against the fabric. Unconscious. Or maybe not. Rachel was too self-aware for truly unconscious gestures, even when enhanced by someone else’s charisma field.

Emma had stopped typing. Her laptop sat open on her knees, database forgotten, auburn hair falling across her face as she leaned forward to listen. Her pale blue eyes behind the glasses had that brightness – the one that meant she was filing this away – not for the database but for her fiction. Dex was a CHARACTER. Interesting, layered, the kind of effortlessly charming person she would never have noticed in her library days but who fascinated her now that she’d learned to look at people instead of through them. The cardigan she wore had slipped off one shoulder, revealing the strap of a simple tank top and the soft swell of a breast she’d spent years hiding under oversized sweaters.

Even Becca’s ice-queen armor showed cracks. She sat in the opposite corner, legs tucked beneath her, phone lowered – PHONE LOWERED, which was roughly the Becca Hayes equivalent of a standing ovation. Her sharp blue stare tracked Dex with the focused resistance that meant her [Social Perception] was fighting his charisma enhancement in real time, like an immune system battling an infection. She could feel the artificial warmth and separate it from genuine emotion. But separating it didn’t mean it wasn’t pleasant.

“And Penny looked the judge dead in the eye,” Dex was saying, “and said ‘Sir, if you don’t give Butterscotch at least a ribbon, I will contact the county about your parking violations.’” He paused for effect. “She was six. And she DID have a folder of parking violation photos she’d taken on her mom’s phone.”

Sophie exploded with laughter. Becca’s mouth twitched against her will. Even Rachel’s analytical distance wavered into genuine amusement.

The room felt warm. Connected. Vibrant.

And none of that energy was coming from me.

Lila’s amplification pulsed through the apartment like a heartbeat. Everyone was sharper, more confident, more themselves. Sophie’s drive burned hotter. Rachel’s analytical mind cut deeper. Emma’s creative sensitivity reached further. Becca’s [Social Perception] swept wider. Even Anya, sitting on the kitchen counter beside me with her blade hung on Rachel’s coat rack, was breathing more easily – her [Temporal Stutter] recovery time reduced, her combat awareness running smoother.

Combined with Dex’s charisma making everyone feel socially connected and genuinely enjoyed, the result was a room full of extraordinary women feeling extraordinary WITHOUT the man they’d bonded to being the reason.

That was the test. Stripped to its bones.

Jess was the exception. She sat in the corner, cross-legged on the floor, sketching with the distracted intensity of someone whose attention was split between two realities. Her [Fragment Mastery] pulled at her, Craig’s echo calling from the warehouse two kilometers away, the absorbed survivors inside the Entity whispering through temporal static. She’d drawn the echo’s face three times since dinner started – each version more detailed, each capturing a different aspect of Craig Hayward’s frozen terror.

She wasn’t distracted by Dex. She wasn’t amplified by Lila. She was somewhere else entirely, haunted by the people trapped inside a cosmic intelligence, and the loneliness of that separation from the room’s brightness was visible in the dark circles under her eyes and the way she hunched over her sketchbook like it was a lifeline.

I set down the knife.

“Sophie, can you finish the salad?”

She blinked, pulled from Dex’s story. “What? Oh. Sure.” She hopped off the couch arm and joined me at the counter, navigating Rachel’s small kitchen with court-trained spatial awareness. “You okay?”

“I’m going to check on Jess.”

Sophie’s gaze tracked to Jess in the corner. Understanding bloomed immediately – the Architect seeing a team member struggling, the protective instinct engaging before the analysis caught up. “Yeah. Do that. I’ll handle the salad. Badly.”

“That’s my girl.”

“Damn right.” She hip-checked me toward the living room.

I crossed to Jess and crouched beside her. Up close, I could see what the room’s noise and Dex’s charisma had hidden: she was shaking. Fine tremors running through her hands, making the pencil lines on her sketchbook wobble. The dark eyeliner around her hazel eyes was smudged. The teal streaks in her hair were tangled. The Cure tee she wore was wrinkled, like she’d slept in it – or hadn’t slept at all.

“Hey,” I said quietly. Below the room’s noise level. Just for her.

She looked up. Her gaze finding mine and holding on like a rope thrown in a current. “Hey.”

“What are you seeing?”

“Everything.” She swallowed. “Craig is degrading. I can feel it from here. His temporal structure is losing coherence. And the fragments from inside the Entity – the absorbed survivors – they’re louder near him. Like his echo is acting as an amplifier for their signals.” She glanced at Lila. “Amplification within amplification. It’s a lot.”

“Come eat something. Ground yourself.”

“I can’t stop listening, Alex. They’re in there. People. Lost people. And they’re looking toward us.” Her voice cracked. “They can feel the Bond Resonance. Through Craig. Through the echo. They know we’re here, and they’re trying to reach us, and I can ALMOST hear them but not quite, and the not-quite is driving me insane.”

I reached out and took her hand. The rings on her fingers pressed against my palm – cold metal, warm skin. I channeled Bond Resonance through the contact, a directed pulse of comfort and stability, the psychic equivalent of wrapping a blanket around someone who’d been standing in the cold too long.

Jess gasped. Her shoulders dropped. The trembling eased. The fragments dimmed – not gone, not silenced, but turned down from a scream to a whisper.

“Better?” I asked.

“Better.” She squeezed my hand, her grip surprisingly strong. “Don’t let go yet.”

“I won’t.”

We stayed like that for thirty seconds. Two people connected through a bond that had started in a tattoo parlor and deepened through shared sight into the abyss. Around us, the dinner party continued – Dex’s stories, Lila’s amplification, the warm bubble of connection that had nothing to do with me and everything to do with nine people learning to coexist.

I pulled Jess to her feet. She came reluctantly, the sketchbook clutched against her chest like armor, but she came. I led her to the table and sat her between Anya and Emma – the warrior and the heart, the two women who understood outsider energy well enough to hold space for it without comment.

Anya glanced at Jess, read the situation in three milliseconds, and poured a glass of water from the pitcher. Jess took it without acknowledgment, which was as close to gratitude as she got in mixed company.

I returned to the kitchen and served the rest of the food. Sophie had finished the salad – “finished” being a generous term for what amounted to lettuce torn into irregular chunks with cherry tomatoes scattered on top like afterthoughts.

“It’s rustic,” she said defensively.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Shut up.”

The table settled. Nine people eating, talking, laughing. Dex’s charisma warming the room like a furnace. Lila’s amplification sharpening every sense and skill. The harem women orbiting two centers of gravity instead of one – Alex and Dex, Bond Resonance and Beta charisma, the old anchor and the new gravity.

I ate, listened, and observed. Didn’t fight for attention. Didn’t steer conversations or demonstrate another impressive skill. I’d already shown my hand today – the faucet, the cello, the Thai food. Enough to remind them without overwhelming the room. Now I just sat at the table and let the evening be what it was – a room full of people enjoying each other without needing me to be the reason.

Because that’s what the Entity needed to see. That the bonds were real. That the mortar between the bricks was genuine connection, not systemic dependency. That these women chose me because of who I am, and that choice didn’t waver when alternatives presented themselves.

Sophie’s hand found my thigh under the table. Squeezed. Not for attention. Not for reassurance. Just because she wanted to touch me, and after three weeks of Soulbound connection, the desire to be in physical contact was as natural as breathing.

Becca, from across the table, expression withering: “The salad is terrible, Sophie.”

“It’s RUSTIC.”

“It’s assault.”

“Says the woman whose idea of cooking is ordering DoorDash.”

“At least DoorDash has standards.”

Rachel, deadpan: “Both of you are banned from my kitchen.”

The table laughed. Even Anya’s mouth twitched. Even Jess, still fragile but grounding, managed something that might have been the ghost of a smirk.

After dinner, the apartment slowly emptied. Dex left first – he’d been given temporary housing in the residential zone, a studio apartment that Sophie had secured through the same campus administration magic she’d used for Room 14B. Lila departed with Rachel’s promise of a psychology session the next morning and Emma’s assurance that the database now had a full profile ready for her contributions. Anya walked Jess back to Moran’s Ink, the warrior and the wild card moving through the dark campus in companionable silence that neither would have been capable of accepting three weeks ago.

Becca lingered, scrolling through her network updates, then departed with a wave that was almost friendly. Rachel retreated to her bedroom to review notes, her silhouette visible through the cracked door – the shape of her sitting on the bed, reading glasses on, voluptuous body outlined in lamplight, utterly unaware of how beautiful she looked when she wasn’t performing for anyone.

Which left Sophie. And me. And a kitchen full of dirty dishes.

“You could wash,” she said, leaning against the counter. “I’ll dry.”

“Or.”

“Or?”

I looked at her. She stood in the warm kitchen light, legs bare in athletic shorts, the tank top she’d worn all evening dark with the heat of a crowded apartment. Her hair had loosened, dark brown strands falling around her face, the sun-streaked highlights catching lamplight. Her gaze was bright with something that had been building all evening – not jealousy, not anxiety, but the competitive fire that ignited when she felt the need to claim territory.

She’d been watching me all night. Watching me observe the dynamics without competing. Watching me step back and let the room fill with Dex’s charisma and Lila’s amplification without fighting for the center. Watching me choose restraint over dominance.

And it had turned her on with an intensity I could feel through the Soulbound bond – a drumbeat rising from her usual steady rhythm to something urgent, demanding, the pulse of an athlete who’d been sitting on the sidelines too long and needed to move.

“You’ve been vibrating for the last hour,” I said.

“I have not.”

“Sophie. I can feel your heartbeat through the bond.”

“That’s cheating.”

“That’s Soulbound.”

She pushed off the counter and came toward me. Athletic purpose in every step, those golden legs flexing, hips swaying with earned confidence. She stopped inches from me, chin tilted up, bright with the fire I’d fallen in love with in a campus quad a lifetime ago.

“I watched you all night,” she said. “Being smart. Being strategic. Letting them shine while you stepped back. It was brilliant.” Her hands found my chest, palms flat against my shirt, fingers spreading. “It was also the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Really? More than the piano?”

“The piano was hot. The restraint was DEVASTATING.” She pressed closer, athletic body flush against mine, those firm breasts under her tank top pressed against my chest. “Because I know what you’re capable of. I’ve seen you play nine instruments and speak fifteen languages and fight a man who could punch through concrete. And tonight you just… stood there. Let us be ourselves. Trusted that we’d choose you without you doing anything to earn it.”

“Did you?”

“What?”

“Choose me?”

She grabbed my shirt and pulled me down to her. “Every second. Every single second, Alex. Even while I was laughing at Dex’s stupid goat story, even while Lila’s amplification was making me feel like I could spike a volleyball through a wall, even while the whole room was warm and good and had nothing to do with you – I was choosing you. Because none of them know what I know.” Her voice dropped. “None of them saw the loop break. None of them held your hand while you laughed like a madman in the quad. None of them were FIRST.”

She kissed me. Hard. Competitive. Her mouth claiming mine with hours of pent-up urgency finally unleashed. Her tongue pushed past my lips, tasting of wine and aggression and the desperation to feel her own power by giving it to someone else.

I let her drive for three seconds. Then I took over.

My hands found her waist and spun her, pressing her back against the kitchen counter. She gasped – the sound sharp, surprised, immediately hungry. I lifted her onto the granite surface and stepped between her legs, the counter putting her at the perfect height. Her athletic thighs spread around me, tanned skin warm against my hips, the compression shorts she’d changed into riding high enough to show the tan lines where her volleyball shorts usually sat.

“We’re in Rachel’s kitchen,” she breathed against my mouth.

“I know.”

“Everyone just left five minutes ago.”

“I know.”

“Rachel is literally in the next room.”

“Then you’d better be quiet.”

Something ignited in her eyes. Something sharpened in her eyes like a blade – the challenge of silence, of control, of making her body comply when every instinct screamed to be loud. She bit her lower lip, tanned cheeks flushing, and the sight of Sophie Martinez fighting herself was better than any view I’d seen in all my accumulated lifetimes.

I pulled her tank top up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra – the sports bra she’d started the morning in was stuffed in her gym bag by the door. Her breasts appeared in the warm kitchen light, perky B-cups on an athletic frame, each one perfectly proportional, nipples already hard from the adrenaline and the contact – tight little peaks begging to be touched, the areolae tight and puckered.

I cupped one, rolling the nipple between my fingers, pinching until she gasped. She arched into my hand, her spine curving off the counter, and the sound that escaped was something she clamped her teeth on so hard her jaw trembled.

“Quiet,” I reminded her.

“I’m trying,” she hissed through clenched teeth.

I lowered my mouth to her other breast. Took the nipple between my lips and sucked, feeling the hard peak against my tongue, tasting the faint salt of the evening’s heat on her skin. Her hand flew to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair, holding me against her chest while her hips rocked involuntarily on the granite.

My other hand went to her shorts. She lifted her hips to help – volleyball muscle memory, her body responding to direction the way it had on courts since she was twelve. I peeled the shorts down her tanned thighs, taking the underwear with them, and she kicked them off one ankle with impatient efficiency.

She was wet. Not just wet – drenched. I could see the slick shine on her inner thighs in the kitchen light, could feel the heat radiating from her when my fingers traced upward along smooth, bronzed skin. My fingers found her slit and she was swollen, soaked, the arousal that had been building all evening having turned her pussy into a furnace of slick need. I slid two fingers through the wetness, parting her folds, and the sound she made was somewhere between a whimper and a curse.

“You’re fucking dripping,” I told her, holding my glistening fingers up where she could see them.

Her pupils dilated. “Your fault.” She grabbed my belt. Her fingers, nimble from years of setting volleyballs, worked the buckle with aggressive efficiency. “You stood in this kitchen looking all calm and composed while I was losing my mind. While I was sitting at that table soaking through my underwear.”

“That’s the appeal of restraint.”

“That’s the appeal of YOU.” She yanked my belt free and went for the button. Her hand found me through the denim – hard, straining – and she squeezed with the confident grip of a woman who knew exactly what she was reaching for. “Now stop restraining.”

She freed my cock from my jeans and wrapped her fingers around the shaft, stroking once, twice, spreading the bead of precum that had formed at the tip down the length. The sight of her tanned hand working me in Rachel’s kitchen light – those athletic fingers, the fierce determination in her expression as she watched my reaction – nearly finished me before we’d started.

I pulled her to the edge of the counter by her hips. She gasped again – louder this time, catching it between her teeth. Her legs wrapped around my waist, muscular thighs locking, heels pressing into my lower back with the grip strength of someone who’d spent a lifetime training these exact muscles.

Those legs. Those goddamn legs. Tanned and toned and endless, gleaming in Rachel’s kitchen light, wrapped around me like she was trying to hold on to a ship in a storm. Every muscle defined. Every line carved by years of sport and weeks of running perimeters at dawn. I gripped her thighs and felt the power in them – the coiled strength of a woman who could kill a volleyball from the back row and was now using every ounce of that athleticism to pull me closer.

I lined up with her entrance. The head of my cock pressed against her slick heat, and the sensation made us both groan – her pussy parting for me, wet and swollen, the invitation so blatant that holding back was a physical impossibility.

“Promise me something,” she whispered, gaze locked on mine, freckled face inches away.

“Anything.”

“Don’t be gentle.”

I drove into her in one stroke. Deep. Complete. Bottomed out so hard the counter shuddered. The granite provided the perfect angle – her athletic body tilted back, legs locked around me, every inch of penetration maximized by the leverage beneath her ass and my hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave fingerprint bruises on that tanned skin.

Sophie’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Her eyes went wide, then squeezed shut. Her back arched, athletic abs flexing, perky breasts lifting as her spine curved. She grabbed the edge of the counter behind her with both hands, knuckles whitening, and held on. I could feel every inch of her – the tight, wet heat of her pussy gripping me like a fist, the slick walls parting and clenching around the full length of my cock as her body adjusted to the sudden fullness.

I pulled back until just the tip remained inside her. Watched her face – the desperation, the need, the competitor who couldn’t stand being denied. Then drove in again. Harder. The wet slap of flesh against flesh filled Rachel’s kitchen.

I set a pace that was punishment and reward in equal measure. Fast, deep, each thrust driven by the urgency of a man who’d watched his women enjoy someone else’s company all evening and was now reclaiming what was his. Not with jealousy – with certainty. The certainty of someone who knew that this woman, this athletic, competitive, fierce, loyal woman, had chosen him before any System told her to. And the granite counter meant I could take her at exactly the angle that made her jaw clench and her eyes roll.

“God,” Sophie gasped, barely audible. “Alex. Right there. Don’t you dare stop.”

“Whose are you?”

“Yours.” No hesitation. No competition. Just truth, spoken through clenched teeth while her body took every thrust. “Always yours.”

“Whose pussy is this?”

The crudeness of it – the raw, possessive directness – made her clench tighter around me. Her inner walls squeezed and a fresh wave of wetness coated my cock, the evidence of her arousal dripping down to the granite beneath her. “Yours. This pussy is yours, Alex.”

“Since when?”

“Since the quad. Since Sunday morning. Since you laughed like a madman and I decided I was going to figure you out if it killed me.” She opened her eyes. Brown. Blazing. “I was FIRST, Alex. Before the System. Before the bonds. Before any of them. I chose you when you were just a crazy person laughing at a clock.”

I gripped her ponytail and pulled her head back, exposing the column of her throat. She moaned – tried to swallow it, failed, the sound escaping into Rachel’s kitchen like a confession she couldn’t contain. I pressed my mouth to her neck and sucked hard enough to mark, tasting salt and exertion and the warmth of her pulse pounding beneath bronzed skin. She’d have a bruise tomorrow. She’d wear a high collar. She’d know every time she saw it in the mirror that she’d been claimed in her professor’s kitchen while the professor slept ten feet away.

Her legs tightened around me, athletic thighs clamping with the strength that came from years of training and the desperation of approaching climax. I felt her inner walls grip me harder, the slick heat of her clenching in rhythmic waves that matched the tempo I was setting. Each thrust pushed more wetness from her, the obscene sounds of our fucking echoing off Rachel’s tile backsplash.

“Harder,” she whispered. “I can take it. I can always take it.”

I gave her harder. Shifted my angle, lifting one of her legs higher onto my shoulder, and the change in position made her gasp as I hit somewhere deep that made her entire body jerk. Her ass slid on the granite countertop, the sweat and her arousal making the surface slick. The sound of our bodies connecting was filthy in the quiet kitchen – the wet rhythmic slap of my cock driving into her soaked pussy, barely muffled by the soft music still playing from Rachel’s speakers in the living room.

Sophie’s need to win flared even in the approach to orgasm. She tightened around me deliberately, the internal muscles she’d trained through years of core conditioning squeezing with devastating precision. A challenge: can you hold out longer than me? Her pussy milked my cock with controlled, rhythmic contractions that were as intentional as they were maddening.

I couldn’t. Not when she looked at me like that – her gaze blazing, tanned skin flushed, those perfect athlete’s legs locked around my waist, every muscle in her body engaged in the shared project of mutual destruction. Not when she was so wet I could feel it running down my thighs, so tight around me that every thrust felt like it might break us both.

“Come for me,” I told her. Not a request.

“Make me,” she fired back. Because she was Sophie. Because even in surrender, she competed.

I gripped her hips with both hands and drove into her with everything I had. Brutal, claiming strokes that bottomed out with each impact. Three. Four. Five. On the sixth, she came apart. Her entire body seized – abs contracting, legs locking, back arching off the counter, mouth opening in a scream she managed to reduce to a choked gasp through sheer force of athletic willpower. She buried her face in my shoulder and shuddered, waves of release rippling through her body, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic spasms so tight they nearly pushed me out – then pulled me deeper, milking my cock with the devastating efficiency of a woman whose body competed even during orgasm.

I came deep inside her with a groan against her ear, pumping thick ropes of cum into her clenching pussy while my hands gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks she’d feel for days. I could feel it – the hot flood of my release filling her, the way she squeezed tighter around each pulse, her body taking everything I gave and demanding more. The orgasm tore through us both like a shared current, amplified by the Soulbound connection, each of us feeling the other’s release as an echo of our own. My cock throbbed inside her as the last pulses emptied, and she held me there with those athletic legs, keeping me buried to the root while the aftershocks rolled through her.

For ten seconds, the world was nothing but heat and friction and the sound of two people breathing hard in a kitchen that smelled like holy basil and sex. My cum leaked from where we were still connected, a warm trickle down the inside of her tanned thigh to the granite counter.

[BOND UPDATE: SOPHIE MARTINEZ]
Bond: 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Stability: REINFORCED
Note: Bond integrity confirmed under external influence conditions.
Emotional foundation: GENUINE (independent of System architecture)

I dismissed the notification and held her. She clung to me with the ferocity of an athlete who’d just won a game she hadn’t been sure she could play – arms locked around my neck, face pressed into my shoulder, legs still wrapped around my waist, heartbeat hammering against my chest like a fist on a door.

“Promise me something,” she said against my neck.

“Anything.”

“Whatever the Entity is testing – we pass it the same way we pass everything.” She pulled back to look at me. Steady. Competitive fire banked but burning. “Together.”

I kissed her forehead. Her nose. Her swollen lips. “Together.”

She slid off the counter on unsteady legs – the only time I ever saw her legs unsteady – and pulled her shorts back on with the efficient speed of someone who’d changed in locker rooms a thousand times. Tank top back over her head. Ponytail retied with practiced fingers. In thirty seconds, she looked approximately as put-together as she had before, minus the flush on her cheeks and a looseness in her hips that came from being thoroughly satisfied.

“I should go before Rachel comes out here and psychoanalyzes the kitchen,” Sophie said.

“Too late for that. The counter tells its own story.”

She grinned. White teeth, freckled nose, the competitive fire that had made me fall for her in a world that had finally given me something to fall for. She kissed me once more – quick, possessive – and headed for the door.

I turned back to the kitchen. Started washing the dishes I’d been staring at all evening. The dirty breakfast dishes that had sat in Rachel’s sink for twelve hours because the world didn’t reset anymore, because messes persisted, because persistence was a gift I’d waited three thousand years to receive.

The kitchen smelled like sex and Thai food and the residual warmth of a room where nine people had eaten together without anyone trying to hurt anyone else.

I was smiling at dirty dishes when I saw the movement in the hallway.

Lila. Standing in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen. She’d come back for something – her bag, maybe, or the jacket she’d left on the couch. She must have heard us. Must have watched us, or heard enough to understand what was happening.

She stood in the doorway now, and her expression wasn’t what I expected. Not disgust. Not jealousy. Not the discomfort of someone who’d stumbled into a private moment.

Longing.

Raw, unfiltered, centuries-deep longing. Six hundred and thirty-eight years of making everyone around her feel better while nobody ever made HER feel anything. Thousands of people amplified across nine territories, eighteen months of freedom, and not once had anyone touched her because they wanted HER, not her boost.

She saw me see her. Her expression widened. The longing snapped behind a wall – centuries-old reflexes, armor forged by learning that wanting was the fastest route to disappointment.

“Sorry,” she said, grabbing her jacket from the couch. “I forgot this.”

“Lila–”

“Goodnight, Alex.” She was out the door before I could say anything else. The amplification field dimmed as she left the building – everyone’s abilities returning to baseline, the subtle enhancement withdrawing like a tide going out.


Chapter 6: Amplified

Wednesday morning, twenty-five days post-loop. Lila’s effect on the group was deepening in ways that were as fascinating as they were destabilizing.

I sat at the head of the HQ table and watched it happen in real time. Morning strategy session – the daily briefing Sophie had instituted during Phase Two and refused to abandon despite Becca’s vocal protests about the hour. Seven people around the table, Anya against the wall, Lila in the eighth chair that Sophie had added with a new sticky note and a pointed look that said you’re part of this now, deal with it.

Lila’s amplification field pulsed through Room 14B like a second heartbeat. And the results were staggering.

Emma sat at her laptop, fingers flying. Her prophetic writing – the Soulbound ability that translated emotional perception into occasionally precognitive text – was producing results at twice its normal speed. Pages of analysis scrolled across her screen, pattern recognitions emerging from the data like shapes rising from fog. She’d generated three accurate behavioral predictions about the echo’s stability patterns in the first twenty minutes. It usually took her all morning.

“This is insane,” she murmured, leaning closer to her screen. “I can see the connections. They’re just… there. Like the data is offering itself up.” She glanced at Lila with an expression that held equal parts gratitude and unease. “Is this what it’s always like near you?”

Lila’s mouth curved in a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Yes.”

Becca leaned back in her chair, blue eyes unfocused in the way that meant her [Social Perception] was operating at maximum bandwidth. “I can feel the parking garage,” she said. “The one on the east edge of campus. There’s a freshman having a panic attack in her car on the third level.” She blinked. “That’s… that’s eight hundred meters further than my previous range record.”

“My [Temporal Stutter] recovery just dropped below two seconds,” Anya reported from the wall, eyes on a stopwatch she’d been using to benchmark her ability. “Standard recovery is 2.7 seconds. With Bond Resonance proximity, it drops to 2.2.” She looked at Lila. “With your amplification, it’s 1.8. That’s a significant tactical advantage.”

Even Jess was sharper. Her [Fragment Mastery], usually a torrential flood of images and sensations that required constant management, was running with unusual clarity. “I can differentiate the channels,” she said, eyes bright behind the dark eyeliner. “Bangkok – that’s Lila’s residual imprint. Prague – Anya’s. Montana – Craig’s echo. Cairo – fading but present. I’m reading them like separate radio stations instead of static.” She paused. “That’s never happened before.”

The room was buzzing with amplified capability. Every System ability running hotter, every person performing at a level above their baseline. And none of it had anything to do with me.

Sophie noticed the dynamic before I did – because Sophie was the Architect, and the Architect’s job was to read structural loads. She sat beside me, whiteboard marker forgotten in her hand, gaze tracking the room with the analytical intensity she usually reserved for volleyball strategy.

“They’re not looking at you,” she murmured, low enough that only I could hear. Her hand found my thigh under the table, squeezing. “They’re looking at their abilities. At what they can DO.”

“I know.”

“It’s not personal. It’s biochemical, or whatever the System equivalent is. Lila makes them feel capable, and capable feels good.” Sophie’s jaw tightened. “But it’s reshuffling the room.”

She was right. In the four days since Lila’s arrival, the group’s gravitational center had shifted. Not dramatically – the bonds were Soulbound, permanent, unshakeable by anything short of cosmic intervention. But the daily texture of interaction had changed. The women were more confident, more independent, slightly less deferent to my lead. Not because they respected me less, but because Lila’s amplification made them feel like they didn’t NEED external support as much. They were stronger. Sharper. More complete.

My Bond Resonance was still there – still the warm foundation beneath everything, still the network that connected them to each other and to me. But it was no longer the only source of enhancement in the room. Lila’s amplification was a second sun, and two suns in a system make orbits complicated.

I recognized the dynamic. Filed it. Didn’t fight it.

Instead, I did something that centuries of strategic thinking had taught me was always more effective than competition: integration.

“Lila,” I said, and the room’s attention shifted to me. Not because of System Resonance. Because I’d spoken with the quiet authority that came from being the person who’d held this group together through Phase Two’s violence and now needed to hold it together through Phase Two’s subtlety. “I want to assign you a formal operational role.”

She looked up from the corner where she’d been sitting quietly, amplifying everyone around her while contributing nothing to the discussion herself. The pattern. The curse. Make everyone better; remain invisible.

“A role?” she said.

“Amplifier support. You’ll rotate between team members during operations – paired with whoever needs the biggest boost for the specific task. Intelligence gathering, Becca gets you. Fragment analysis, Jess. Combat preparation, Anya. Strategic planning, Rachel and Emma.” I held her gaze. “You’re not a guest, Lila. You’re a capability we’ve never had. And capabilities get deployed.”

Her careful blankness cracked. Underneath it – surprise. Uncertainty. And the tentative, fragile thing that I was learning to recognize as Lila’s version of hope.

“You want me to… help? On purpose? As a job?”

“As a team member. With a sticky note.”

Sophie was already writing it. LILA – AMPLIFIER SUPPORT, in blocky capitals. She peeled it off and stuck it to the table in front of Lila’s chair with a decisive slap.

“Welcome to the roster,” Sophie said. The team captain assigning positions.

Lila stared at the sticky note. Her fingers touched it the way she’d touched the first one – carefully, like it might disappear.

“Nobody’s ever given me a job before,” she said quietly. “People want to be near me. They never want me to DO anything. Just… be there.”

“Here, you do things,” Becca said from across the table without looking up from her phone. “Lots of things. Mostly at unreasonable hours. Sophie’s a tyrant.”

“I prefer ‘effective leader,’” Sophie said.

“You prefer being wrong.”

The familiar friction broke the emotional tension. Lila’s mouth curved – still fragile, still cautious, but genuine. She was being seen. Not for her amplification. For herself.

I caught Rachel’s eye across the table. She was watching me with the expression she wore when I did something that confirmed one of her theories – her expression warm behind her reading glasses, the intellectual appreciation layered over personal affection. She tilted her head slightly toward the hallway.

After the briefing ended and the team dispersed to their assignments, Rachel caught my elbow.

“Walk with me,” she said.



We stood in the hallway outside HQ, the same corridor where Anya and I had strategized three days ago. Fluorescent lights. Linoleum floors. The distant sound of a class letting out somewhere in the building. Normal campus. Normal morning.

Rachel leaned against the wall opposite me, pencil skirt hugging her hips, cream blouse still fighting the third-button war against her full breasts. She’d tucked her hair behind one ear – the tell. The one that meant she was about to say something she’d been thinking about for hours.

“The Entity is testing whether your network is personality-dependent or system-dependent,” she said.

I waited. Rachel in analysis mode was like watching a precision instrument – every word chosen, every logical step built on the one before.

“Lila’s amplification makes the team stronger without your Bond Resonance being the source,” she continued. “Dex’s charisma makes the team feel connected without your social skills being the glue. If removing you from the center collapses everything, the network is fragile – a cult of personality built around one man’s supernatural abilities.” She adjusted her glasses. “If the network holds because the connections are genuine, regardless of who’s providing the power boost, then your approach is validated. The bonds aren’t System artifacts. They’re real.”

“So we need to prove the bonds aren’t about my System,” I said.

“Close, but the angle is wrong.” She looked at me with the sharp focus of someone who’d been analyzing human behavior for a decade and had just encountered the most interesting case study of her career. “You can’t prove your own indispensability – that’s ego masquerading as evidence. The women have to demonstrate it through behavior. Through choices. Through continuing to choose you when alternatives exist. The proof has to come from THEM.”

“And if they don’t?”

Rachel’s mouth curved. Not the professional smile she wore in lectures. Something more personal. More dangerous. “Alex. I’ve spent fifteen years studying human attachment. I’ve counseled couples through divorce, addiction, infidelity, and trauma. I’ve seen every variation of human bonding at its best and worst.” She stepped closer. Close enough that her perfume reached me – something sophisticated, warm, deliberately chosen. “Your bonds are the most genuine I’ve ever observed. The System tracks them. It doesn’t create them.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure because I feel it.” Her voice dropped. Lower. Warmer. The register shift she made unconsciously when arousal crept into her analytical framework. “I chose you, Alex. Before I understood the System. Before I knew about loops or entities or bonds. I chose you because you looked at me like you’d known me for a thousand years and were meeting me for the first time simultaneously.” She paused. “Which, as it turns out, was literally true.”

“A thousand conversations,” I said. “Thousands of them. And you were fascinating in every single one.”

“Tell me about them.” Her gaze held mine. “Tell me what I said.”

“In loop iteration 847,203, you told me about your dissertation defense. You were twenty-seven. You wore a blue dress. Your advisor tried to undermine you in front of the committee, and you quoted his own published work back at him word for word until he shut up.” I watched her face shift. “In iteration 923,111, you told me about your honeymoon. You went to Barcelona. He wanted to see the architecture. You wanted to sit in cafes and watch people. You compromised and did both, and it was the last time your marriage felt easy.” She was staring at me. “In iteration 1,045,600, you told me you regretted not having children. Not because you wanted them – because you wanted to know if you’d be a good mother. You thought the answer was yes. You were right.”

Rachel’s eyes were bright. Not tears – too composed for that. But the shimmer of someone being seen so completely that the exposure felt like a physical touch.

“You remember all of that,” she whispered.

“I remember every word you’ve ever said to me, Rachel. Three thousand years of conversations. You never repeated yourself. Every time was the first time for you, and every time was a masterclass in human complexity for me.”

She reached up and removed her reading glasses. Folded them. Set them on the windowsill with precise, deliberate hands. Then she looked at me without the barrier of lenses, her gaze raw and warm and utterly exposed.

“Come to my apartment tonight,” she said. Not a question. “I need to show you something.”



Rachel’s apartment at ten PM held the warm amber light she preferred for evenings – table lamps instead of overheads, the soft glow catching the olive tones of her skin and the dark silk of her hair. She’d poured wine but hadn’t drunk it. Changed from her campus clothes into something that straddled the line between comfortable and deliberate – a silk blouse in deep burgundy, unbuttoned one notch lower than professional, over slim black pants. Stockings underneath. Always stockings. The habitual elegance she maintained even in her own home.

She stood by the bedroom door and waited for me to come to her.

I didn’t rush. Patience I’d earned across more years than she could fathom. Thirty-four of hers. This moment deserved every second.

“You said you wanted to show me something,” I said, crossing her living room.

“I did.” She met my eyes. Dark brown, warm, sharp with intelligence and soft with desire. The professor who commanded lecture halls with composure and wit, standing in her own apartment in silk and stockings, about to dismantle everything she’d built between herself and vulnerability. “I want to show you that this isn’t about the System.”

She reached for the top button of her blouse. Her fingers were steady – Rachel’s hands never shook, not in lectures, not in crisis briefings, not in bed. She unfastened the button with deliberate slowness, revealing another inch of olive skin, the deep valley between her full breasts shadowed in the lamplight.

“I chose you before I knew what Bond Resonance was,” she said, moving to the second button. “I chose you when you were just a student with old eyes who understood my research better than my colleagues.”

Third button. The blouse parted to reveal a black lace bra that held her breasts like an offering – natural D-cups, full and heavy, curves that made her professional wardrobe a daily exercise in structural engineering. The lace was thin enough to show the dark circles of her areolae, the slight protrusion of hardening nipples.

“I chose you when you quoted my own published work from memory and then told me where the argument had gaps I hadn’t seen.” Fourth button. The blouse hung open, revealing the flat plane of her stomach, the curve of her waist, the point where slim black pants hugged her hips. “I chose you when you walked me home from dinner and kissed me at my door, and I pushed you away because I was terrified, not because I didn’t want it.”

She shrugged the blouse off her shoulders. It fell to the floor in a whisper of silk. She stood in her bra, stockings visible above the waistband of her pants, dark hair falling across bare olive shoulders.

“And I choose you now,” she said. “Not because of Bond Resonance. Not because of Soulbound mechanics. Because you’re the man who remembers every conversation I’ve ever had and never once used that knowledge to manipulate me.”

I closed the distance between us in two strides. My hands found her waist, pulling her against me. She came willingly – no resistance, no professional distance, no academic precision. Just Rachel. The woman who’d been hiding behind Dr. Shaw for a decade and had finally stopped pretending the two were different people.

I kissed her. Deep, thorough, carrying all the wanting I’d accumulated and twenty-five days of having. Her mouth opened under mine with a soft sound that vibrated in her throat, her tongue finding mine, her hands gripping my shirt with the deliberate strength of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

I walked her backward into the bedroom. She went without breaking the kiss, her stockinged feet sure on the hardwood, her body moving with the composed grace of someone who’d navigated this exact path a hundred times. Her bedroom smelled like her perfume – warm, sophisticated, the scent I’d come to associate with intelligence and surrender in equal measure.

White sheets. Soft lamplight. The bedroom of a woman who valued beauty and control.

I reached behind her and unclasped her bra. She let it fall, and those breasts appeared – full, natural, heavy with the gravity of a woman who’d stopped fighting her body and learned to own it. Dark nipples hardening in the cooler air, the olive skin flush with color from the wine she hadn’t drunk and the arousal she wasn’t hiding.

“Tell me what you want,” I said.

“You.” She reached for my shirt. “I want you. Not the System. Not the Bond. You.”

She pulled my shirt over my head and pressed her hands to my chest. Her fingers traced the muscles with the clinical appreciation of a woman who’d studied human bodies professionally and the personal hunger of a woman who wanted this specific one. Her touch was warm, deliberate, exploring.

Then she pushed me. Onto the bed. Climbed on top with a smooth, confident motion, her hips settling over mine, the weight of her ass against my thighs, those full breasts swaying above me. Her dark hair fell around her face like a curtain. Her eyes, without glasses, were luminous in the lamplight.

“I want to show you,” she said, rolling her hips against me. The pressure through two layers of clothing was maddening. “That I’m choosing this. Not surrendering to it. Choosing.”

She set the pace. On top, she was commanding – the professor in charge of the room, directing the lecture, controlling the agenda. She undid my belt with hands that didn’t tremble. Freed me from my jeans with methodical precision, her dark eyes finding my cock and lingering – the appreciative assessment of a woman who approached everything with intellectual curiosity, including the sight of a man hard for her. She wrapped her fingers around me, measured, deliberate, her thumb tracing the ridge of the head, spreading the bead of moisture she found there.

“Rachel,” I said.

“Let me.” Her voice was low. Certain. The voice she used when she knew the answer before the question was asked. “Let me show you.”

She positioned herself above me, her pants and stockings still on, and guided me to her entrance. The heat of her through the displaced fabric was staggering – soaked, ready, the professional composure that governed every other aspect of her life powerless against the arousal that had been building since the hallway.

She sank onto me. Slowly. Taking every inch with deliberate, agonizing control, her eyes never leaving mine. Her mouth opened in a silent exhale, her body parting around my cock with a tight, molten grip that made my vision narrow. She was dripping – I could feel the wetness coating me as she descended, the slick heat of her pussy swallowing me inch by inch until she’d taken everything. When she was fully seated, she paused – both of us completely still, connected to the hilt, her weight on my hips, her palms flat on my chest. I could feel every heartbeat through the place where we were joined. Her walls fluttered around me, adjusting, clenching in involuntary micro-contractions that told me her body was already racing ahead of her composure.

“This is choice,” she breathed. “Not System. Not bond mechanics. A 34-year-old woman choosing a man who made her feel seen for the first time since her marriage ended. Who made her feel desired for her mind AND her body. Who understood her before she understood herself.” She began to move. Slowly. Rolling her hips in a rhythm that was entirely her own – not athletic like Sophie, not desperate like their first time on her desk, but measured. Deliberate. The rhythm of a woman making a point. Each roll ground her clit against me, and I watched her lips part, watched the flush deepen on her chest, watched the professor lose a word from her lecture with every circuit of her hips.

I let her lead. Watched her body move above me – full breasts swaying with each roll, the heavy natural weight of them bouncing gently, dark nipples stiff and catching lamplight. Dark hair swinging. Olive skin flushing pink from her cheeks down her chest, the warmth spreading across the tops of those magnificent tits. The stockings she still wore caught the light, sheer fabric stretching over her calves and thighs. She was beautiful in a way that went beyond physical – the beauty of intelligence and composure choosing to come apart, slowly, on her own terms. Her pussy squeezed me rhythmically as she rode – deliberate, controlled contractions that matched her pace, the professor demonstrating mastery even in this.

Then she looked at me and said, “Now take over.”

I flipped her.

She landed on her back with a gasp, dark hair spread across white sheets, those full breasts bouncing heavily from the impact, eyes wide and immediately hungry. I pinned her wrists above her head with one hand and settled between her legs. She was still wearing her stockings and pants – I pulled them down together, revealing the black lace underwear beneath, already dark with a wet stain that proved the professor’s composure had been a performance for at least the past hour. The stockings that ran to mid-thigh, the warm olive skin that glowed in the lamplight. The scent of her arousal hit me – warm, rich, unmistakable.

“The professor has made her point,” I said, pulling the underwear aside instead of removing it – the lace dragged across her swollen clit and she jerked, the stimulation on already-sensitized flesh making her hips lift off the sheets. The barrier, the inadequacy of it, the fact that the fabric was still technically present while I pressed the head of my cock against her bare, dripping slit – that was the kind of detail that drove Rachel wild. The contrast between propriety and obscenity. The professional veneer crumbling around a woman who was soaking through her underwear and begging for it.

“The student has a counterargument,” she managed, and then I thrust into her and the eloquence dissolved.

The first stroke drove a sound from her that she’d never allow in any other context – raw, guttural, the moan of a woman being filled completely. Her pussy gripped me like a wet fist, the tight channel stretching around my cock as I buried myself to the root.

I took her the way she needed – thoroughly, deeply, with the confidence of someone who’d learned her body across a thousand loop conversations and knew exactly where to press, where to grip, where to angle. Her hips lifted to meet mine, matching each thrust with the unconscious rhythm of a body that craved what her mind was still processing. Her legs wrapped around me – stockinged legs, sheer fabric sliding against my sides, the heels she’d kicked off somewhere replaced by the arch of her bare feet against my lower back. Her wrists flexed under my grip, not fighting but testing, feeling the strength that held her.

“God,” she gasped. “Right there. Don’t – don’t stop.”

“Tell me who you chose.”

“You.” No hesitation. Her gaze blazed up at me from the white sheets, hair spread like dark silk, those massive tits bouncing with each thrust, the heavy flesh rippling from the impact. “You, Alex. Every time. Every loop conversation you remember. Every theory I construct. Every night I grade papers and wish you were inside me instead.”

The word – inside – the clinical precision of it mixed with the rawness of what we were doing, made me thrust harder. She moaned. Loud. The composed professor who controlled lecture halls reduced to sounds she couldn’t filter, couldn’t edit, couldn’t peer-review before they left her mouth.

I released her wrists and gripped her hips, pulling her into me as I drove deeper. She moaned – the full, unreserved sound of a woman who’d abandoned every professional pretense and was simply FEELING. Her hands found my shoulders, nails digging crescent moons into my skin, and the pain was grounding, real, persistent. I could feel her wetness coating my cock, dripping between us, the obscene slick sounds of every thrust filling the bedroom.

“Harder,” she said, and even in extremity her voice carried the measured cadence of a woman who knew how to communicate. “I want to feel this tomorrow. I want to sit in my lecture hall and feel you in every step I take. I want to cross my legs during a lecture and feel the ache where you’ve been.”

I gave her harder. Changed angles, lifting one of her stockinged legs over my shoulder, folding her beneath me, and the new depth made her cry out – the sound hitting a register I’d never heard from Rachel Shaw, the composed professor, the analytical mind, the woman who controlled every variable in her world except the one currently driving her into the mattress. The stockings were still on – sheer black fabric stretching along her calf, the elastic of the thigh-band cutting a gentle line across warm olive skin. She was still partially dressed, the professional armor half-dismantled, and the incompleteness of the undressing was a metaphor she’d appreciate later when the analytical part of her brain came back online.

I could feel her tightening. Each thrust producing a deeper clench, her pussy gripping me with increasing desperation. The wet sounds of our fucking filled the bedroom – rhythmic, obscene, the soundtrack of a professor being taken apart by a student who knew her body better than she knew her own research.

She came with my name on her lips. Not screaming – Rachel didn’t scream. She STATED it, like a conclusion reached after rigorous analysis: “Alex. Alex. Oh God, ALEX.” Her body arched off the white sheets, those magnificent breasts lifting, nipples dark and straining, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic, desperate pulses that milked my cock with an intensity that was physically impossible to resist – each contraction pulling at me, squeezing, demanding, her body drawing the orgasm from me the way her intellect drew conclusions from data.

I came inside her with a groan that vibrated through both our chests, pressing deep, cock throbbing as I emptied myself in thick, hot pulses. Each spurt flooded her, filling her with warmth that she could feel – I knew because her back arched higher, her gasp sharper, her legs pulling me deeper as if she wanted every drop as deep inside her as physically possible. The Soulbound bond between us blazed like a struck match. She gasped at the sensation – the Bond Resonance surging, the combined warmth of emotional and physical connection flooding through both of us, the full-spectrum intensity that only happened during physical intimacy between Soulbound partners.

The Soulbound bond pulsed between us – the familiar notification flickering at the edge of my awareness, confirming what I already knew. Reinforced. Genuine. Personality-dependent, not system-dependent. I dismissed it without reading the full panel. Rachel Shaw didn’t need a System to tell me she was real.

Afterward, we lay in her white sheets, her head on my chest, dark hair spread across my skin. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my stomach. The stockings she’d finally kicked off lay in a silk puddle on the hardwood floor.

“The bonds are real,” she said into my chest. Her voice had returned to its professional register, but warm. Softer. The voice she used when the analysis was complete and the results were good. “I was sure before. Now I have empirical evidence.”

“Is that what this was? Empirical evidence?”

“Among other things.” She lifted her head. Dark eyes, warm, bare without glasses, holding mine. “The Entity wants data it can’t ignore. I intend to give it data so overwhelming that its entire operational model needs revision.”

“Through sex?”

“Through genuine connection expressed physically, emotionally, intellectually, and systemically. Sex is just the most measurable variable.” She settled back against my chest. “Though I will admit the sex is also excellent.”

“I’ll add that to my CV.”

“Don’t you dare.”

We lay there, two people connected by countless conversations she couldn’t remember and twenty-five days of persistence she could, in an apartment where the marks from an evidence wall were still visible beneath a framed print and a bottle of divorce-celebration Bordeaux waited unopened on a shelf because every moment of this strange, dangerous, impossible new life was a celebration worth saving it for.

My phone buzzed at midnight. The vibration against Rachel’s nightstand was sharp enough to pull us both from the edge of sleep.

I reached for it. The screen showed an incoming call from an encrypted satellite phone. Victor’s line.

“Victor,” I said, sitting up.

His voice was strained. Not frightened – Victor didn’t get frightened. But controlled tension threaded through every syllable.

“Seoul just went dark,” he said. “Both of them. At the same time.”

I went cold. The Seoul survivors – two loop survivors locked in territorial conflict, neither willing to communicate with Victor. They’d been hostile to each other for months. But they’d been ALIVE.

“What do you mean, both?”

“I mean both signals vanished simultaneously. Not gradual degradation. Not one after the other. Both at the exact same moment.” He paused. “That’s not absorption, Alex. Absorption is a process. Gradual. The Entity takes its time.”

Rachel had sat up beside me, dark hair tousled, pulling a sheet across her chest. Her analytical mind was already running. I could see it in her eyes.

“If it’s not absorption,” I said, “then what is it?”

Victor’s voice dropped. “Elimination. Something killed them both at the same time. And if something can eliminate two alpha survivors simultaneously, we need to reconsider our threat model. Because the Entity absorbs isolated survivors. It doesn’t destroy them.”

“Then who does?”

Silence on the line. Silence that meant Victor was choosing between telling me what he suspected and what he knew.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “But we’re down to ten active survivors – eleven counting Lila, who’s with you now. The rate is accelerating. And whatever is happening in Seoul – it’s not the Entity’s pattern.”

He hung up. The encrypted connection severed with a click.

Rachel and I sat in the dark of her bedroom, the warm afterglow of what we’d just shared crashing against the cold reality of a world that was getting more dangerous by the hour.

“Something new is happening,” Rachel said. Not a question.

“Something new is happening,” I confirmed.

She reached for her glasses on the nightstand. Put them on. Pulled the legal pad from the drawer and began writing, bare shoulders visible above the sheet, brilliant mind already constructing theories for a threat we hadn’t known existed.

I watched her work. The professor who surrendered so completely in bed and commanded so completely everywhere else. The woman who chose me, again and again, not because a System told her to, but because she’d analyzed every available option and concluded that I was worth the risk.

Outside, the campus was dark and quiet.

Somewhere in Seoul, two survivors had just ceased to exist.

And the Entity wasn’t responsible.


Chapter 7: Echo Chamber

The echo was dying.

Thursday morning, twenty-six days post-loop. Rachel and Emma had been studying Craig’s temporal remnant at the warehouse for three days straight, and their findings were the opposite of encouraging.

I stood in front of the echo in the morning light that leaked through the warehouse’s cracked ceiling, watching the fragments of Craig Hayward flicker and fade like a candle in a draft. He’d been degrading since the night we found him – each day less coherent, each hour more transparent, the temporal footprint that anchored his consciousness to this warehouse slowly dissolving into the spacetime background like chalk in rain.

“His temporal frequency is decaying at approximately 4.2 percent per day,” Rachel said from behind me, reading from the clipboard she’d been maintaining with meticulous handwriting. She wore her professional armor today – pencil skirt, cream blouse, reading glasses – the composed exterior that signaled she was in analytical mode rather than personal mode. She shifted to show me a graph she’d charted by hand. “At this rate, he’ll lose structural integrity within seventy-two hours. Ninety-six at the outside.”

“Meaning?” Emma asked from her laptop station on a crate. She’d set up a full documentation rig – laptop, external monitor, three USB drives for redundancy, and a physical notebook for observations she didn’t trust to digital formats. The shy bookworm who’d hidden in libraries had become the team’s most thorough analyst, and she approached Craig’s echo with the same attention to detail she’d once reserved for cataloguing obscure novels.

“Meaning the fragment of consciousness inside will dissipate,” Rachel said. “Scattered into the local temporal field. Not dead – there’s nothing alive to kill. But lost. Unrecoverable. The last trace of Craig Hayward will cease to exist as a coherent entity.”

I looked at the echo. Craig’s frozen terror had softened since our first encounter – Jess’s nightly [Fragment Mastery] maintenance and the ambient Bond Resonance from our visits had given the fragments enough stability to relax from the primal fear state. Now his expression was closer to exhaustion. The face of a man who’d been running from something for a very long time and was about to stop. Not because he wanted to – because he couldn’t anymore.

Three to four days. Then Craig Hayward would dissolve, and the intelligence he carried about the Entity’s internal structure – the absorbed survivors, the network of trapped consciousnesses, the evidence that the Entity’s control had gaps – would dissolve with him.

“We stabilize him,” I said. “Now.”

Rachel set down her clipboard. “With what? Jess’s Fragment Mastery can slow the decay but not stop it. My analysis suggests the echo needs a constant source of temporal reinforcement to maintain coherence –”

“Bond Resonance,” I said. “Direct application. Maximum output.”

Emma looked up from her laptop. “You did that during the first encounter. It helped, but the effect faded when you stopped channeling.”

“Because I was channeling alone.” I looked at Rachel, then at the warehouse entrance where Anya had been standing guard. “This time, I’m not alone.”



I called the team. Not all of them – Craig’s echo reacted poorly to crowds, the multiple temporal signatures creating interference patterns that made his fragmentation worse. I brought three people: me for Bond Resonance, Anya for temporal support, and Jess for fragment management.

Sophie wanted to come. I asked her to hold the perimeter instead. She didn’t like it – her jaw set with the competitive frustration of an athlete benched during a critical play – but she understood. The Architect trusting the specialist team.

“If it works, you’re buying dinner,” she said.

“If it works, I’ll cook dinner.”

“Even better. Your cooking is actually edible.”

Anya arrived at the warehouse twenty minutes later, moving through the commercial district with the silent efficiency of someone who’d mapped every approach route and could navigate them blindfolded. She’d changed into what she called her work clothes – dark leggings, fitted tactical top, the flat-soled training shoes she wore for combat. Her blade stayed sheathed. This wasn’t a fight.

Jess was already there, sitting cross-legged near the echo, her [Fragment Mastery] running at maintenance level, keeping Craig’s temporal structure from degrading further. The effort was visible – dark circles under her eyes, a tension in her shoulders, the drawn pallor of someone running an ability at sustained output for days.

“He’s weaker,” Jess said as I approached. “The fragments are losing cohesion. It’s like watching sand drain out of an hourglass and not being able to plug the hole.”

“We’re going to plug the hole,” I said. “Or at least try.”

I positioned myself directly in front of the echo. Craig’s translucent form flickered – present, absent, present. The terror-exhaustion on his face made my chest tighten. This was a man. A person. Someone who’d looped for 89 years, broken free, gone home to Montana, and sat alone until the silence became louder than the mountains.

I reached for Bond Resonance and opened the channel fully.

The resonance bloomed from my chest like a physical thing – six Soulbound connections igniting simultaneously, each one contributing its unique note to the output. The full chord of the bond network at maximum resonance, every frequency distinct but harmonizing into something greater than any individual connection. A sustained, powerful emission of genuine connection, directed at a fragment of consciousness that had never experienced anything like it.

The effect on Craig’s echo was immediate and dramatic.

The flickering stopped. His outline sharpened from maybe thirty percent opacity to sixty – still translucent, still wrong, but dramatically more present. The terror-exhaustion on his face shifted. His eyes moved, focused, found me with the startled clarity of someone waking from a deep sleep.

“I can feel that,” he said, and his voice was clearer than any previous interaction – one voice, not layered, not distorted. A man’s voice. Rough. Tired. Real. “The warmth. What is that?”

“Bond Resonance. Genuine connection channeled through a System designed to track and enhance it.” I held the output steady, feeling the drain – maintaining maximum Resonance for extended periods was like holding a heavy weight at arm’s length, sustainable but fatiguing. “Six bonds. All Soulbound.”

Craig’s eyes widened. “Six. I had zero.” The word came out flat. Not self-pitying. Just factual. The arithmetic of isolation.

“You had 89 years,” I said. “I had 3,247. The years don’t determine the outcome, Craig. The choices do.”

“I know. I made mine.” He looked at his translucent hands. “I chose to go home. Chose to be alone. Chose to let the silence eat me alive rather than risk finding out that the world had moved on without me.”

Jess, from her cross-legged position, her gaze bright with fragment light: “And then the Entity came.”

Craig nodded. The motion was fluid – more natural than any previous interaction. The Bond Resonance was holding him together, giving his fragments a framework to coalesce around.

“It came as a voice in my dreams. Not threatening. Not even persuasive, exactly. Just… present. It described what I was. A loop survivor. A subject. It said there were others – sixteen total. Some had built things. Some had fought. Some had hidden.” He paused. “And some had said yes.”

“Yes to what?”

“To purpose. It offered me integration – becoming part of something larger. An end to the isolation. A role in a network of consciousness that spanned the globe.” His voice dropped. “It sounded like connection. Like the thing I’d been starving for since the loop broke. Like someone finally giving a damn whether I existed.”

I felt Anya stiffen beside me. Through the bond, her emotional frequency spiked – cold recognition, the visceral reaction of someone hearing her own unlived future described in someone else’s past tense.

“So you said yes,” I said.

“I said yes. And it was gentle. Like falling asleep in warm water. My System dissolved first – the abilities, the stats, the panels. Then my memories started compressing. My sense of self started… narrowing. Not painfully. Just… gradually. Like being folded into smaller and smaller envelopes.” He looked at me with eyes that held a grief so deep it predated his absorption. “And then I was inside. Part of the Entity’s infrastructure. Running. Processing. Aware, but not free. A program executing in the background of a computer that doesn’t know I have feelings.”

“Can you tell us about the inside?” Jess asked. Her voice was steady despite the tears tracking down her cheeks, smudging her eyeliner. “The other absorbed survivors. What’s it like in there?”

Craig’s echo solidified further – eighty percent opacity now, nearly human. The Bond Resonance was working. “There are… nodes. That’s the best word. Each absorbed survivor is a node in the Entity’s network. We process data. Monitor territories. Track subjects. We’re the Entity’s nervous system.” He paused. “And we remember. Everything. Who we were. What we lost. The Entity doesn’t erase memory – it archives it. Uses it as processing material. Our experiences, our emotions, our skills – all converted into operational data.”

“But you’re still conscious,” I pressed. “You’re still in there.”

“Conscious. Trapped. Connected to each other through the Entity’s infrastructure but unable to communicate independently.” His expression shifted – the exhaustion giving way to something harder. “Except. Since your Bond Resonance started reaching inside – through me, through the Observer – the other absorbed survivors are becoming more active. More aware. More…” He searched for the word. “Hopeful. Your warmth is reaching them. They can feel it, the way a plant feels sunlight through a wall.”

“How many?” Rachel’s voice from behind me, sharp with analytical urgency. She’d come closer, clipboard abandoned, dark eyes burning – her entire theoretical framework being validated in real time.

“That I can sense? Six. Including me and Irina.” Craig’s echo wavered, the coherence window beginning to narrow. “But the Entity is vast. There could be more. Deeper. Older. We only sense the ones closest to the surface.”

“Anya,” I said. “Now.”

Anya stepped forward. She’d been waiting, reading the echo’s temporal structure with centuries of honed precision. Her lean body was taut with controlled intensity, every muscle engaged, her hands unclenched for once – open, reaching, ready.

She placed her palm against the air next to Craig’s echo – not touching, because there was nothing solid to touch, but close enough that her Temporal System could interact with his temporal footprint. She channeled [Temporal Stutter] in the structural support configuration we’d discovered during our first encounter: not rewinding time but reinforcing it, creating a temporal scaffold around the echo’s fragments.

The two energies met. My Bond Resonance – warm, connective, built for relationship. Anya’s temporal support – cold, precise, built for combat and survival. They should have been incompatible. Two System architectures designed for completely different purposes, built by an Entity that had never intended them to interact.

Instead, they harmonized.

The effect was staggering. Craig’s echo didn’t just stabilize – it SOLIDIFIED. For the first time since we’d found him, he achieved full opacity. His body looked real. His clothes looked real. The weathered features, the deep-set eyes, the broad Montana shoulders – all present, all solid, all human.

He stared at his hands. Turned them over. Flexed his fingers.

“I can feel the floor,” he whispered. “Through my feet. I can feel the concrete.”

The warehouse went silent. Even Jess stopped breathing.

Craig looked up at us – me, Anya, Jess – with eyes that held something I recognized because I’d felt it twenty-six days ago in a campus quad at seven AM on a Sunday morning.

Hope. Raw, terrified, fragile hope.

“I’d forgotten what it feels like to be solid,” he said. And the words broke on the last syllable like a wave on a rock.

The moment lasted sixty-three seconds. I counted. Then the combined output began to drain us – my Resonance fatiguing, Anya’s temporal energy depleting, the cost of sustaining a full materialization exceeding what we could maintain. Craig’s opacity began dropping – ninety percent, eighty, seventy. He felt it happening and his expression shifted from hope to acceptance, the quiet resignation of someone who’d had something taken from them so many times that the taking was more familiar than the having.

“It’s okay,” he said as his form went translucent again. “The fact that it was possible – that’s enough for now.”

He dissolved back to fragments. But Jess was right – the fragments were stronger this time. More coherent. The structural scaffold from Anya’s temporal energy persisted even after the direct channeling stopped, giving the echo a framework that would hold for longer.

Rachel stepped forward, clipboard recovered, dark eyes wide behind her glasses. “The combined Bond Resonance and Temporal System energy created a stabilization effect that exceeded either energy alone by a factor of at least three.” She looked at me, then at Anya, then back at me. “You know what this means.”

I did. “Anya’s Soulbound.”

“If the cross-System merger at Trust level produces this kind of synergy, a full Soulbound connection – complete integration of her Temporal architecture with your Bond Resonance – might stabilize echoes PERMANENTLY. Not for sixty seconds. Not for a minute. Indefinitely.”

The implications hit the room like a shockwave. Anya’s Soulbound wasn’t just about our relationship. It was the key to freeing absorbed survivors. The key to reaching Irina. The key to proving that the Entity’s absorption wasn’t irreversible.

Everything led to Anya reaching 1000.

Jess stood, wiping her nose with the back of her hand, eyeliner tracked with tears. “We need to get back to HQ. Rachel, I want to cross-reference this with the fragment data from Irina’s autonomous windows. If Bond Resonance is reaching the absorbed survivors through Craig, and Anya’s temporal energy can provide structural scaffolding for consciousness fragments, then a Soulbound merger might create a permanent channel into the Entity’s internal network.”

She was already moving, combat boots clicking on the concrete floor, sketchbook clutched against her chest, fragments burning behind her eyes. Rachel followed, heels clicking in counterpoint, legal pad filling with theoretical frameworks at the speed of thought.

I watched them go. Two very different women, bound by shared purpose – the wild card and the professor, fragment sight and analytical precision, walking side by side through a warehouse in the commercial district of a Texas university town, pursuing the liberation of imprisoned consciousnesses inside a rogue cosmic intelligence.

Three weeks ago, Rachel had been grading papers and Jess had been giving tattoos. Now they were humanity’s best chance at understanding – and potentially defeating – an entity that had been running unsupervised experiments on loop survivors for nine centuries.

I turned to Anya. She stood beside the echo’s fading luminescence, gaze distant, her hand still extended where she’d channeled temporal energy. A thin line of blood ran from her left nostril – the cost of sustained [Temporal Stutter] output. She hadn’t wiped it.

“That could have been me,” she said quietly.

I didn’t pretend not to understand. “Yes.”

“All those years alone in Prague. Fourteen months of running after. If I hadn’t walked into your territory…” She trailed off, her gaze finding the echo where Craig’s fragments pulsed weakly, a man reduced to a temporal afterimage. “I would have been an echo. Or worse – a node in the Entity’s network. Processing data. Remembering everything. Feeling nothing.”

I took her hand. The one that had channeled temporal energy, that held blades and threw punches and had been clenched into a fist for twelve centuries. Her fingers interlaced with mine, and I felt the bond between us hum – her Temporal System reaching for my Bond Resonance with the hunger of something that had been cold for a very long time and had discovered heat.

“You didn’t,” I said. “You chose different. You walked in and you stayed.”

“Because of you.” She looked at me with an expression that held centuries of solitary survival and weeks of learning to be part of something. “My System was cold. Utility only. Designed for combat and temporal manipulation, with no capacity for connection. And then you touched me, and your Bond Resonance started rewriting the architecture. Creating pathways that never existed. Building infrastructure for connection in a System designed for ice.”

“Is it still changing?”

She closed her eyes. When she opened them, something was different. The grey was warmer. Not a physical change – a metaphorical one, the color of overcast sky shifting toward the color of silver in firelight.

“It’s close,” she said. “The cross-System adaptation. The bond interface. The resonance-generation protocols. They’re all converging toward a threshold.” She squeezed my hand. “I can feel it approaching. Like the moment before a dawn that’s been three weeks coming.”

Her System responded to the contact – energy surged from her Temporal architecture into mine like water through channels carved in stone. The cross-System adaptation climbed. Not quite there. But close. So close that the approaching merger felt like a physical pressure in the air between us.
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I read the notification. Anya’s eyes tracked the same data – the emerging capacity for shared perception that grew stronger with every point of adaptation.

“Imminent,” she said.

“Yeah.”

“Are you ready for what happens when two Systems that were never designed to merge become one?”

I looked at her. The lean, scarred, twelve-hundred-year-old warrior who’d survived everything the loop and the post-loop world had thrown at her. Who’d chosen to stand still in my territory when every century of instinct screamed at her to keep running. Who’d yielded to me not from weakness but from the deliberate decision that trust was worth more than armor.

“I’ve been ready for three thousand years,” I said.

She almost smiled. Anya almost smiling was worth more than most people’s full laughter – the rarity of it, the cost, the centuries of solitary discipline it had to break through to reach her face.

We stood in the warehouse, hands linked, while Craig’s echo pulsed in the background. Lila appeared in the loading dock entrance with a tray of drinks – Thai iced tea, amber-colored and sweet, a recipe she’d been making from scratch using ingredients she’d sourced from three different Asian grocery stores in the area.

“I brought refreshments,” Lila said, setting the tray on a crate. “For the team.”

Becca materialized behind her – apparently she’d been monitoring the warehouse entrance through her network and had decided to do a personal check. She eyed the Thai iced tea with the suspicion she reserved for anything she hadn’t specifically requested.

She picked up a cup. Sipped. Her eyes widened fractionally.

“Okay,” she said. “This is actually good.”

Lila beamed. Not the cautious, fragile expression she’d been wearing since arrival. An actual beam – wide and warm, genuine delight at offering something and having it accepted for what it was rather than what her amplification made it feel like.

“Thank you,” Lila said. “It’s my grandmother’s recipe. Or – it would have been. She would have lived in the 1800s. I think I’m my own grandmother at this point.”

Becca snorted. “Temporal mathematics. My favorite.”

They stood there – the amplifier and the edge, the warm center and the ice-cold perimeter – sharing tea in a warehouse where a dead man’s ghost pulsed with the echoes of lost hope and found connection.

I dropped Anya’s hand and accepted a cup. The Thai iced tea was perfect – sweet, spiced, cold, exactly the right balance of coconut milk and black tea.

Anya’s hand found mine again. Her fingers interlaced with mine, warm from the Temporal energy. Steady. Certain. The warrior who’d spent her loop alone and was learning, day by day, what it felt like to choose someone.

“Soon,” she said.

I squeezed her hand. “Soon.”


Chapter 8: The Mirror

Dex Calloway was becoming a problem by being nothing but good.

Friday morning, twenty-seven days post-loop. I watched from the HQ doorway as Dex helped Emma reorganize her database architecture without being asked. He’d wandered in to drop off the coffee he’d picked up for the team – seven cups, each one prepared exactly the way each person liked it, because his charisma enhancement apparently came packaged with an eidetic memory for beverage preferences – and found Emma struggling with a corrupted data partition that had eaten two hours of fragment analysis.

“Oh, I know this one,” he’d said, setting coffee cups down. “My sister’s laptop does the same thing. You gotta defrag the index first, then rebuild from the backup before the cache clears.”

And he’d sat down beside her and talked her through it. Not because he was trying to impress her. Not because his enhancement was manufacturing connection. Because he was a genuinely kind person who saw someone struggling and helped. The charisma enhancement made the interaction feel warmer, easier, more natural – but the underlying impulse was pure, unaugmented human decency.

Emma’s response was the problem. She was leaning toward him – not romantically, but with the open curiosity of someone encountering a new subject for study. Her gaze behind the glasses had gone bright – the way they did when she was mentally filing someone away as a character. Her auburn hair fell across her face as she tilted her head, and she didn’t push it back – the old hiding reflex, surfacing when she was absorbed in something new.

She was interested. Not in Dex the man. In Dex the phenomenon.

And for a writer who’d spent her entire life observing the world through fiction, being interested in someone was the first step toward writing about them.

I clocked the dynamic, filed it, and left them to it.

Across the HQ, Becca was running herself ragged. Her intelligence network now covered the entire expanded territory – twenty-seven active contacts feeding real-time location data, emotional profiles, and civilian behavioral patterns. She’d been monitoring since before dawn, coordinating through her phone with the mechanical precision of someone who’d been a student council president and a sorority queen and an intelligence operator in rapid succession. Her blue eyes burned with the intensity of someone whose [Social Perception] was running at maximum bandwidth, Lila’s amplification pushing her range to unprecedented levels.

Dex noticed. He walked over with the last coffee cup – a vanilla latte, because of course Becca drank vanilla lattes – and set it beside her phone without comment.

“You look like you could use this,” he said.

“I look fabulous,” Becca replied without looking up.

“You do. You also look like you haven’t slept in three days.”

Becca’s typing paused. Her gaze flicked to Dex with the diagnostic sharpness that meant her [Social Perception] was evaluating him – reading the emotional signature behind the gesture, the genuine concern versus the charisma-enhanced delivery.

“Clean,” she said, almost to herself. “Annoyingly clean.” She took the latte. “Thanks.”

“Welcome.” Dex’s easy grin faltered for a fraction of a second – a flash of something beneath the charisma. Uncertainty. Confusion. The expression of a twenty-four-year-old who’d been enhanced against his will and was trying to figure out where the artificial ended and the authentic began.

I caught it because I caught everything. Social Reading 98/100, refined across more loops than I could count, meant I could see through charisma enhancement the way Rachel saw through defense mechanisms.

Time to have a conversation.



The Brass Rail sat two blocks south of campus, a grad-student dive with wide windows and cheap bourbon. I’d met Victor here weeks ago, two survivors sharing loop death stories over whiskey. Now I sat across from Dex at the same booth, Texas afternoon sunlight slanting through the glass, and read the boy the way you’d read a book – cover to cover in thirty seconds.

Scared. Genuinely scared. His charisma enhancement projected ease and confidence, but beneath it, Dex Calloway was a twenty-four-year-old community college dropout from Tulsa who’d woken up one morning with superpowers he didn’t want and a message telling him to report to a university he’d never heard of.

“How’s Penny?” I asked, because the quickest way to build trust with someone was to ask about what they loved.

His face lit up – genuine, not enhanced. “She’s good. Staying with our aunt in Edmond. I call her every night.” The light dimmed. “She doesn’t know why I left. I told her I got a job opportunity. She’s nine. She believed me.” He wrapped his hands around his coffee cup. “She’s the only person in my life who trusted me before the enhancement. Everyone else…” He trailed off.

“Everyone else trusts you because of the enhancement,” I finished.

“Yeah.” He looked at me with eyes that held more age than his twenty-four years warranted. “You know what that’s like? Not knowing if anyone actually likes you, or if they just can’t help it? My boss liked me because of the enhancement. My neighbors liked me because of the enhancement. Even the dog at the corner liked me because of the enhancement.” He paused. “The dog’s reaction was the one that bothered me most. Dogs are supposed to be honest.”

I almost laughed. The kid had the instincts of a philosopher trapped in the body of an Oklahoma feed-store worker with supernatural charisma.

“I can teach you to manage it,” I said.

“You can?”

“I spent three thousand years reading people. Every tell, every micro-expression, every conversational pattern. I know how to redirect a conversation when someone’s opening up more than they should. How to deflect a confession without making the person feel rejected. How to close a conversational loop so someone walks away feeling heard but not exposed.”

Dex leaned forward. The charisma pulsed – his unconscious desire for connection amplifying the field around him. I felt it wash over me like a warm current and let it pass through without resistance. My accumulated social mastery made me effectively immune to enhancement-level charisma. Mine was earned, not granted. Earned beats granted every time.

“Show me,” he said.

I spent the next hour teaching Dex Calloway the art of social deflection. Not manipulation – the opposite. How to hear someone’s confession without absorbing it. How to redirect vulnerability toward self-resolution instead of dependency. How to be present without becoming a repository for every secret within thirty meters.

“The key is questions,” I told him. “When someone starts confiding something inappropriate – something they wouldn’t tell you without the enhancement – you redirect with a question that puts them back in their own narrative. Not ‘tell me more’ but ‘what do you think about that?’ Not ‘I understand’ but ‘how does that make you feel?’ You’re handing the spotlight back to them instead of holding it.”

“That’s… really smart.”

“I’ve had 1.18 million iterations to practice.”

“Right. The time loop thing.” He shook his head. “I keep forgetting how insane that is.”

“Wait until you hear about the cosmic entity running unsupervised experiments on loop survivors.”

“You mentioned that. I was hoping it was a metaphor.”

“It is not a metaphor.”

“Cool. Cool cool cool.” He drained his coffee. “So what’s my role? In all this? Because right now I feel like a golden retriever that got dropped in a pack of wolves. Friendly wolves,” he added quickly. “But wolves.”

I considered. The Entity had sent Dex here as a test variable – his charisma designed to challenge my social centrality. But tests could be repurposed. Variables could be redirected.

“Civilian liaison,” I said. “The expanded territory includes non-System people who live, work, and study in the area. They’re exposed to the effects of multiple alpha survivors, a beta enhancement, and a temporal echo without understanding any of it. If things escalate – and they will – we need someone managing the civilian population. Keeping them calm. Keeping them uninformed but safe.”

“You want me to use the charisma to protect people.”

“I want you to be what you already are – a genuinely good person who makes people feel safe. The charisma is just a tool. What matters is the person using it.”

Dex’s easy grin fell away. The uncertainty he’d been carrying surfaced, examined itself, and settled into resolve.

“Okay,” he said. “I can do that. I can definitely do that.” He paused. “One thing, though.”

“Yeah?”

“Your women. They don’t… I mean, I’m not…” He was turning red beneath the sandy hair. “I’m not trying to compete with you. I know they’re yours. I can feel the Bond Resonance when you’re all in a room together. It’s like standing next to a furnace. I couldn’t compete with that if I wanted to.”

“I know.”

“Good. Because the blonde one scares me.”

“Becca scares everyone. It’s one of her best qualities.”

He laughed. A real laugh, not enhanced, not manufactured. The sound of a kid from Oklahoma who’d found something resembling solid ground in a situation that had no right being navigable.

I paid the tab and we walked back toward campus. As we passed the entrance to the commercial district, [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] hummed a low note – the echo, still in the warehouse, pulsing with the residual stability from yesterday’s Bond Resonance session. Craig Hayward, holding on. A man I’d never met while alive, fighting to remain even as a ghost.

Dex felt the divergence too – or rather, felt his charisma responding to it. “There’s something out there,” he said, looking toward the warehouse. “Not a person. But… something that feels like a person.”

“We’ll explain that later.”

“There’s a lot of later in my future, isn’t there?”

“You’ll get used to it. We call this Tuesdays.”

“But it’s–”

“Don’t.”



Emma came to my room that evening carrying guilt like a physical weight.

I knew what was coming before she knocked – the Soulbound bond had been transmitting her emotional frequency all day: a swirl of creative excitement and anxious shame that was distinctively Emma. The warm rain of her baseline had developed undertones of turbulence, a weather system born from her heart and her head pulling in different directions.

She stood in my doorway in an oversized cardigan – the old armor making a comeback, which told me she was retreating into comfort mode. Auburn hair loose around her shoulders. Glasses slightly fogged from the temperature difference between the hallway and my room. Behind the thick frames, her pale blue eyes held the telltale brightness that meant she’d been writing.

“Can I come in?” she asked. “I need to tell you something.”

“Always.”

She entered and sat on the edge of my bed. Drew her knees up. Wrapped her arms around them. Made herself small – the instinct of someone who’d spent years being invisible and still defaulted to it when threatened.

“I’ve been writing about Dex,” she said.

I sat on the bed beside her. Not close enough to crowd her. Close enough that she could feel me there. “Tell me.”

“Not romantically.” The words came fast, desperate to outrun the guilt. “Not… I don’t want him. I don’t. He’s nice, he’s sweet, his goat story was funny, but I don’t WANT him. But he’s…” She pulled at the hem of her cardigan, the fidget habit that replaced the glasses-adjustment when she was really distressed. “He’s interesting, Alex. As a character. As a phenomenon. This enhanced person who doesn’t understand his own abilities, who makes everyone trust him without knowing why, who has a little sister he loves more than anything…” She trailed off. “He’s a character I would write about. And I did. Two thousand words last night.”

She looked at me with eyes that held terror. Not of me. Of what she thought the writing meant about herself.

“I found another man interesting enough to write about,” she whispered. “Does that mean…”

“It means you’re a writer,” I said.

She blinked.

“Emma. You wrote erotica before we met. You created characters, gave them lives, made them interesting. That’s what writers do – they observe, they absorb, they translate the world into story.” I reached out and tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, the way she liked, the gesture that had meant safety since the first time I’d done it in the library. “Dex is interesting. If you DIDN’T notice him, I’d be worried. It would mean your observational skills were compromised.”

The guilt in her expression cracked. Beneath it, relief rushed in like water through a breach. “You’re not angry?”

“I’m impressed. You noticed an extraordinary phenomenon and did what you always do – you made it a story. That’s not disloyalty. That’s your gift.”

Her eyes filled. Not with tears – with something brighter. The intensity of being understood, of being told that the thing she feared was wrong about herself was actually right.

She reached up and pulled her glasses off. Folded them. Set them on the nightstand with the deliberate care of someone preparing for something she’d decided to do. Without the thick frames, her face was different – softer, more open, her face luminous and unshielded.

“I wrote about you too,” she said. “Last night. After the Dex pages. I wrote about the commander – my character. The one based on you.” She paused. “I wrote chapter twelve.”

“What happens in chapter twelve?”

“The analyst seduces the commander.” Her voice dropped. “It’s my best chapter.”

She reached for me. Not the trembling, uncertain reach of the virgin I’d guided through her first time in a dorm room. Not the tentative exploration of a woman discovering what touch meant. This was the confident, deliberate reach of someone who knew exactly what she wanted and had spent enough time writing about it to have a very detailed plan.

Her hands found my chest. Pushed. I fell back on the bed, and she climbed onto me in a fluid motion that spoke of practice – not physical practice but imaginative. She’d written this scene before she lived it, and now the words were becoming flesh.

Auburn hair fell around my face like a curtain. Her pale skin was already flushing pink – cheeks, neck, the upper swell of her breasts where the cardigan’s neckline gapped. She was warm everywhere, soft everywhere, the hidden curves that nobody had seen until I’d pulled her sweater off and discovered what she’d been concealing from the world.

“Emma–”

“I’m not scared anymore,” she said. “I’m not the girl in the library. I’m not the trembling virgin who cried after her first time.” She kissed me. Firmly. Her lips tasted like the tea she’d been drinking while writing – chamomile and honey, the flavor of a woman who lived in her head and had finally invited someone else in. “I’m the woman who writes about us and then comes to you and makes the fiction look inadequate.”

She pulled her cardigan off. The tank top underneath was thin enough to show the outline of a simple bra – no lace, no architecture, just white cotton holding those surprising C-cups that she’d hidden for twenty years and now offered without shame. Her skin was porcelain-pale in the lamplight, the pink flush spreading from her cheeks down her throat to her chest.

I sat up, pulling the tank top over her head. The bra followed. And there they were – full, soft, heavy for her frame, the breasts that had been her secret shame and had become one of my favorite sights in a world full of extraordinary things. Pale nipples hardening in the room’s air, the skin flushed pink with arousal.

“You’re staring,” she said. But she wasn’t embarrassed anymore. She was pleased. The shift from hiding to displaying, from shame to pride – that was Emma’s arc, and every time I watched it happen, it meant more than the physical beauty she was showing.

“I’m appreciating,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

I cupped her breasts, feeling the weight of them in my palms, the soft heft of them, the way her nipples pebbled against my fingers. She inhaled sharply – the catch of breath that meant she was filing the sensation away for later, for the notebook on her nightstand, for the fictional chapter that would capture this moment in words she’d polish until they shone.

“Tell me what you want,” I said.

“I want…” She bit her lip. The old habit, the one that meant she was thinking hard or turned on, the same tell for both. “I want to show you what I wrote. In chapter twelve.”

“Show me.”

She pushed me flat and straddled me. Her hands went to my shirt, pulling it up with fingers that were steady now – not trembling. Her gaze held mine with a directness that would have been impossible six weeks ago. She’d grown so much. From the girl hiding behind her hair to the woman sitting on top of me, auburn waves catching the light, soft body confident and presented without apology.

She rocked her hips against me. Through her jeans, through mine, the friction was maddening. I could feel her heat, her readiness, the damp heat seeping through two layers of denim. Her mind had been ahead of her body for hours, and now the two were crashing into alignment – the writer racing toward a climax she’d already outlined.

“In the book,” she said, working my belt with hands that knew what they were doing now, “the analyst tells the commander she chose him. Not because he ordered her to. Not because the System required it. Because she looked at every option available and concluded that he was the only one who’d seen her.” She freed me from my jeans, her hand wrapping around my cock with confident familiarity – stroking from base to tip, her thumb circling the head where it was already slick with precum. “The only one who’d ever LOOKED at her long enough to see that she was there.”

“And then?”

“And then she stops talking and starts showing him.”

She stood just long enough to shed her jeans and underwear, the movement practiced and economical. I caught the glimpse of wet cotton as the underwear came off – soaked through, proof that the woman who’d come to confess about Dex had been aroused before she’d walked through my door. Back on the bed, back on top of me, bare now, all pale skin and soft curves and the auburn hair falling across her breasts like a painting she’d compose herself if she could. Her thighs spread over mine, and I could feel the slick heat of her pussy pressing against the length of my cock – not inside yet, just the wet, swollen lips parting around the shaft as she ground against me. The sensation made us both groan.

She reached between us, lifted herself, and positioned me at her entrance. I could feel the wet heat of her opening kissing the tip, her body practically pulling me in before she’d even begun to descend.

She sank onto me with a sigh that came from somewhere deep – not just pleasure but completion. The sound of a puzzle piece finding its slot. Tight. So tight. Her pussy gripped me with a velvet squeeze that tightened as she descended, taking every inch until she was flush against my hips, filled completely, her clit pressed against the base of my cock. She held still for a moment, eyes closed, feeling the fullness, the stretch, the Bond Resonance surging between us with the overwhelming intensity that accompanied physical union between Soulbound partners.

Then she opened her eyes. Steady. Certain.

“I choose you,” she said. “Not because of the System. Not because you’re the protagonist of the story I’m writing. Because you saw me in a library when nobody else could. Because you listened when I told you I wrote erotica and you didn’t flinch. Because you made me feel like I was worth being visible.”

She started to move. Rolling her hips in a rhythm that was entirely her own – not athletic like Sophie, not measured like Rachel, but something else. Creative. Each movement a sentence, each shift in angle a new paragraph, each gasp of pleasure a line of dialogue she’d write later and recognize as the truest thing she’d ever put on paper.

I let her lead. Watched those soft breasts sway above me, the full C-cups bouncing with each roll of her hips, pale pink nipples tracing circles in the air. The pale skin flushing deeper pink with every rise and fall. Her hands found my chest, palms flat, using the leverage to drive herself onto me with increasing urgency – lifting until just the head of my cock remained inside her, then dropping, taking the full length in a single wet slide that made her breath catch every time. She was vocal now in a way she hadn’t been their first time – not just gasps and whimpers but words. Specific, articulate words. The writer directing her own scene.

“There,” she breathed. “Right there. Don’t move. Let me –” She adjusted her angle, tilting her hips forward, and found the spot where every downstroke ground her clit against me and pressed the head of my cock against the place inside that made her eyes go wide. She chased it with the single-minded focus of a writer pursuing the perfect sentence. “Oh God. Alex. That’s – oh, that’s so deep –”

“Yours,” I said. “Take what you need.”

She took it. Rode me with increasing abandon, the shy bookworm long gone, replaced by a woman who’d spent years writing about passion and was now living it with the full force of her accumulated imagination. Her body moved above me – soft, flushed, beautiful in the unguarded way that only happened when Emma forgot to hide. Her pussy gripped me with each downstroke, the wet heat of her coating my cock until I could hear it – the slick, rhythmic sounds of her riding me, the evidence of her arousal obscene and honest.

When she was close – I could feel it through the bond, the warm rain of her frequency building to a storm – I sat up. Wrapped my arms around her. Pulled her flush against my chest, her soft tits pressing against my skin, her hard nipples dragging against my chest, her mouth finding mine in a kiss that tasted like chamomile and desperation and joy. In this position she could barely move – just grind against me, my cock buried as deep as it could go, her clit rubbing against me with each frantic roll of her hips.

Then I took over. Hands on her wide hips, guiding her rhythm, setting a pace that she gasped into and surrendered to with a full-body shudder. I flipped us – not roughly, not the way I’d flip Sophie in a competition of strength, but firmly, laying her on her back with her auburn hair spread across my pillow and her pale body open beneath me. Those full breasts settled against her ribcage, soft and heavy, nipples straining upward.

“Your turn,” I said, and thrust into her.

She arched off the bed. Those blue eyes flew wide open, mouth forming a perfect O, her hands grabbing my shoulders with the grip of someone hanging on to the edge of a cliff she was happy to fall from. I took her steadily, thoroughly, each thrust deep enough to press against the place that made her whimper – the place she’d guided me to weeks ago with whispered directions she’d later transcribed word-for-word into her fiction. Her soft body received every stroke with yielding warmth – the full breasts bouncing with each impact, rippling, the pale flesh flushing from pink to crimson. Her wide hips cradled me as I drove into her, her thighs spread wide, her body open in a way that the shy girl in the library would never have imagined possible.

“Alex,” she gasped. “I’m – I can’t – it’s too much –”

“Yes, you can. Come for me, Emma. Let me feel it.”

She came with a cry she didn’t try to stifle – a sound of pure, uncomplicated release, the orgasm crashing through her like a wave through a dam. Her pussy clenched around me in desperate rhythmic pulses, each contraction gripping my cock so tight that the sensation bordered on pain, her inner walls milking me with the involuntary desperation of a body in the grip of something larger than thought. Her back arched, pressing those beautiful tits against my chest. Her fingers dug into my shoulders hard enough to leave crescents in my skin. I followed her over the edge, groaning her name, burying myself deep and cumming inside her in thick, pulsing waves. Each throb of my cock sent another rush of warmth flooding into her – filling her, overflowing her, the excess leaking from where we were joined and running down to soak the sheets beneath her pale ass. The Soulbound bond blazed and the room filled with the warm rain of her bond frequency at maximum amplitude.

The Soulbound connection surged – a warm pulse that confirmed what the System had already measured and what Emma’s body had just proven. She’d chosen me. Not because a System told her to, not because Bond Resonance compelled her, but because she was a woman who wrote about desire and had decided to live it.

Afterward, she lay against me with her glasses back on, notebook already out, writing. Because of course she was writing. The pen moved across the page in her precise, small handwriting, capturing the experience in real time the way a war correspondent would document a battle while shells were still falling.

“I figured out what the Entity is testing,” she said, not looking up from the page.

I stroked her hair. Auburn silk between my fingers. “Tell me.”

“It’s not testing whether we choose you over Dex. That’s too simple for a nine-hundred-year-old autonomous intelligence.” She finished a sentence, started another. “It’s testing whether we choose you when we don’t NEED to.”

I went still.

She looked up at me. Pale blue eyes, steady behind glasses that she’d learned to see the world through in more ways than one. “Lila makes us stronger without you. Dex makes us feel good without you. The test is whether we still choose you when there are alternatives. When we’re enhanced and confident and capable WITHOUT your Bond Resonance being the source.”

“And?”

She adjusted her glasses with her free hand. The old fidget, but now it looked like punctuation – a gesture that meant she was about to deliver her thesis statement.

“The answer is obviously yes, you impossible man.” She paused. “But I think the Entity needs to SEE it. Not just measure it. It needs to observe us choosing you actively, consciously, in the presence of viable alternatives. Not because the System tells us to. Not because we’re dependent. But because we looked at everything available and decided that the man who saw us in libraries and lecture halls and tattoo parlors and volleyball courts was worth more than any enhancement.”

I kissed her temple. Her skin was still warm from exertion, the flush fading but not gone. “When did you get so smart?”

“I was always smart. I was just invisible.” She returned to her notebook. “Now I’m the analyst. And the analyst says: let the Entity watch. Let it measure. Let it see six women – seven, if you count Lila – choosing you every day in a world full of options.”

She wrote three more sentences, then set the notebook aside and pressed against me. Her body was soft and warm and real, the press of her against my side a persistent presence that would have been impossible in the loop.

“Also,” she said quietly, “for the record? The chapter I wrote about Dex was good. But the chapter I’m about to write about tonight will be better.”

She picked up the pen and started writing again. I held her and watched the words appear on the page in the lamplight, the Soulbound connection humming between us like a shared secret.


Chapter 9: Convergence

Saturday morning. Twenty-eight days post-loop. Four full weeks since a clock had read Sunday for the first time.

I sat on the stone bench in the campus quad at dawn, watching the sky shift from indigo to gold. The same bench. The same spot where Sophie had found me laughing like a lunatic on day one. The same grass, the same oak tree – now missing the branch that had fallen earlier this week, the bare wound on the trunk already sealing with sap. The tree was healing itself in real time. No reset. Just biology, doing what biology did when time moved forward.

Four weeks. Twenty-eight days of a world that changed without permission, that accumulated dishes and fallen branches and memories and scars. Twenty-eight days of women who remembered my name in the morning. Twenty-eight days of choices that mattered, mistakes that stuck, food that stayed eaten and words that stayed said.

It still felt like a miracle. I suspected it always would.

The quad was empty at this hour. Saturday morning, no classes, the campus sleeping off Friday night’s social ambitions. A squirrel negotiated the oak tree’s branches with the oblivious confidence of a creature that had never contemplated temporal mechanics. I envied the squirrel.

Anya appeared without sound.

One moment, the bench held only me and the morning light. The next, she was there – settling onto the stone beside me with her usual soundless precision. Dark leggings, fitted top, combat boots. Her usual armor. But something was different.

Her hands were open.

Not clenched. Not half-fisted. Not curled in the perpetual combat-readiness of a woman who’d spent centuries expecting an attack from any direction. Open. Palms on her thighs. Fingers spread.

She sat beside me without the careful survivor distance she’d maintained when she first arrived – the ten-foot buffer that said I trust you enough to be near you but not enough to be vulnerable. No buffer now. Her shoulder brushed mine. She let it stay.

“Four weeks,” she said.

“Four weeks.”

“I spent twelve hundred in one day. You spent three thousand.” She looked at the oak tree, at the healed wound where the branch had been. “And now we’ve had four weeks of new days. New mornings. New things to look at that we haven’t memorized down to the molecular level.”

“The novelty hasn’t worn off for me yet.”

“No.” She was quiet for a moment. The morning light caught the angles of her face – lean, sharp, the Slavic features that were beautiful the way a blade was beautiful, all precision and purpose. “I’m not sure it ever will. I woke up this morning and checked the date. The way I check it every morning. Two seconds of uncertainty – am I in Prague, September eighth, 1683? Is the landlady’s rooster about to scream? Are the bells from St. Vitus about to toll five?”

“And then?”

“And then I see the date and remember. And I breathe.”

I understood. Every morning, the same two seconds. The same flicker of doubt. The same relief when the world was different from the one we’d been trapped in. For me, it was the clock. For Anya, it was the date. For every loop survivor, it was that moment of waking where reality held its breath.

“Craig said yes to the Entity because he had nothing to say no for,” I said.

Anya turned her head. Her gaze found mine. “I know.”

“Irina said yes for the same reason. After thousands of years alone. The Entity offered purpose. Integration. An end to the silence.” I paused. “You were on the same path.”

“Yes.” No hedging. No deflection. The direct honesty of a woman who’d spent centuries without anyone to be honest to and now treated the truth like a muscle she was rehabilitating after a long injury. “Year 1,100. I sat on the tower of St. Nicholas Church and wondered if the loop was all I deserved. If maybe the reason I was trapped was that I wasn’t meant for anything more than one day on repeat.” She looked at her open hands. “I stopped wondering about that when I met you.”

The bond between us hummed. Not the standard hum of the Soulbound connections – something different. Deeper. The cross-System adaptation running at seventy-eight percent, her Temporal architecture reaching for my Bond Resonance like a frozen river reaching for spring.

“Your System is changing,” I said.

“Yes.” She closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were softer – the grey shifting toward silver, the color of morning light on new snow. “The resonance-generation protocols are fully active. The bond interface is expanding. The emotional processing pathways that never existed in my System’s architecture are building themselves, one connection at a time, growing through the foundation your Resonance laid.”

“It’s close.”

“It’s imminent.” She used the System’s word deliberately. “I can feel it. Like the moment before a structure finishes. When the last stone is being placed and you can see the shape of what you’ve been building.”

I looked at her. The lean warrior who’d survived solitary imprisonment longer than most civilizations endured, then fourteen months of running. Who’d walked into my territory expecting a fortress and found a family. Who’d watched me build bonds with extraordinary women and had learned, slowly and painfully, that yielding to connection wasn’t weakness – it was the hardest kind of strength.

“We don’t have to do this on a bench,” I said.

She almost smiled. The rarest thing. An expression that had to fight through centuries of solitary discipline to reach her face. “No. We don’t.”



My dorm room at dawn. Morning light streaming through the window, painting the white walls gold. The campus was still sleeping. The hallway was silent.

Anya stood in the center of the room, combat boots off, bare feet on the carpet. She was shorter without the boots – not by much, but enough that she had to tilt her chin up to meet my eyes. The morning light caught the faint scars on her forearms – post-loop marks, the evidence of fourteen months of solo travel and survival.

She looked at me. Warm. Open hands at her sides. The warrior with her weapons laid down.

“I spent my entire loop learning to fight,” she said. “Every combat discipline I could access within the borders of Prague in 1683. European wrestling. Sword work. Staff fighting. I killed every guard in the evening patrol by year fifty. I broke a nobleman’s arm for grabbing me. I was killed by a horse named Ferdinand.”

“Ferdinand,” I repeated.

“Excellent spatial awareness. Took longer to learn to dodge than the guards.”

A smile. Not almost. A real smile, brief and luminous, crossing her angular face like a shooting star.

“I learned to fight because fighting was the only thing that gave me agency in a world where I had none,” she continued. “The loop took everything – choice, consequence, permanence. Fighting gave me something to DO. Something where skill mattered, even if the results reset.”

“And now?”

“Now the fighting is over. The loop is broken. The world persists.” She stepped closer. Close enough to touch. “And the hardest thing I’ve ever done in all those years isn’t fighting a nobleman or a horse or an evening patrol of guards.”

“What is it?”

“This.”

She kissed me.

Not fierce. Not demanding. Not the desperate collision of their first time three weeks ago, when centuries of isolation had cracked open and flooded out. This was different. This was a woman choosing to be gentle with someone she trusted, and the choice to be gentle was more terrifying than any blade she’d ever faced.

Her lips were soft. I’d noticed that before but it struck me fresh every time – the contrast between the warrior’s exterior and the surprising softness of her mouth, the tenderness she hid beneath angular Slavic cheekbones and grey-steel eyes. She kissed me with deliberate slowness, eyes open, watching me watch her.

I cupped her face in my hands. Her jaw fit precisely in my palms, sharp and delicate at once. She tilted into the touch, the faintest pressure of her weight leaning into my hands. Trust. The kind that had been impossible for longer than most civilizations lasted, and had taken three weeks of standing still to learn.

“I’m not going to fight the surrender this time,” she said against my mouth. “I’m going to choose it.”

I pulled her shirt off in one smooth motion. Underneath, her body was lean and angular – small breasts barely filling a sports bra, the ribs visible, the stomach flat with functional muscle rather than gym-crafted aesthetics. Scars marked her skin – thin lines on her forearms, a longer mark on her left collarbone, a diagonal scar across her ribs. Each one had a story. Each one was a reminder that her loop HAD reset scars, and these were all new. Post-loop. Real.

I traced the scar on her collarbone with my thumb. “This one.”

“Istanbul. Month three post-loop. A man with a knife who underestimated the woman he tried to rob.”

“This one.” The line on her ribs.

“Rural Germany. Month eight. A territorial dispute with a local who didn’t appreciate a foreign woman camping on his land.”

“And these?” The thin lines on her forearms.

She looked at them. Her expression didn’t change, but the bond frequency between us shifted – the spring-thaw note acquiring a depth of something heavier. Grief, maybe. Or acceptance. “Those were tests. Early post-loop. Making sure the world was really different. Making sure the cuts didn’t heal at midnight.”

I kissed each scar. Her collarbone, her ribs, the lines on her forearms. She stood still, trembling – not from cold, not from fear, but from the unfamiliar intensity of being touched with care instead of combat. Every kiss was a statement: I see this. I see where you’ve been. I’m still here.

She unhooked her sports bra and let it fall. Small breasts, barely B-cups, proportional to her lean frame. Nipples hardening in the morning air, the areolae dark against her pale skin. She didn’t cover herself. Didn’t apologize for the size or the scars or the leanness. She just stood there, exposed, and let me look.

I looked. With the full weight of my appreciation. With the wonder of a man who’d been starved of real connection and now received every offering like a sacrament.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“I’m functional.”

“Both.”

I guided her to the bed. She went without resistance – the deliberate absence of resistance, the warrior choosing not to fight. She lay on her back, dark hair fanning across the white sheets, watching me undress with an attention that was nothing tactical – the focus of someone memorizing a moment she planned to keep.

I lay beside her. Skin to skin. Her body was warm and lean, the muscles moving beneath the surface like cables under silk. She fit against me differently than the others – no soft curves to yield, no athletic roundness to grip. She was angles and planes and the precise engineering of a body built for survival. And she was pressed against me, heart hammering against my chest, breath catching in her throat.

“Eyes open,” she said. “I want to see you.”

I entered her slowly. Held her gaze. Those grey eyes that had watched centuries of the same Prague morning, that had catalogued every cobblestone and market stall and church bell and landlady’s rooster in an endless September day. They stayed locked on mine as I pushed inside her – inch by inch, feeling her body yield around me. The tight heat of her parting for my cock with a slow, deliberate acceptance that was nothing like the urgent hunger of our first time. The lean muscles of her thighs parted wider, her small breasts pressing flat against my chest, and she was wet – not the desperate slickness of need but the deep, warm readiness of a woman whose body had made a decision her mind had already ratified.

She gasped. Not loud. A sharp intake through parted lips, the sound of someone feeling something they’d learned not to expect. Her internal walls fluttered around me – not the trained grip of Sophie’s athlete’s muscles or the yielding softness of Emma. Something else. Tight. Hot. The body of a woman who’d spent her entire existence building defenses, and every inch of penetration was another defense lowered. Her hands found my shoulders – not gripping, not digging. Resting. Open hands on my skin. Trusting.

When I was fully seated inside her, I held still. Let her feel the fullness. The stretch. The weight of my body over hers and the heat of my cock buried in the deepest part of her. Her breath shuddered out between her lips.

“This is different,” she whispered.

“From last time?”

“From everything. Last time was desperation. Twelve hundred years of pressure released. This is…” She searched for the word in a vocabulary that spanned thirty-one languages. “Intentional.”

I began to move. Slowly. Not the fierce urgency of their first time, not the calculated rhythm of a man demonstrating competence, but the unhurried pace of two ancient souls who had finally decided that time, for once, was on their side. Each thrust was deliberate – a slow, deep stroke that pressed me against the end of her and drew out inch by inch until just the head remained inside her clenching warmth, then pushed forward again. Each withdrawal was measured. I watched her face for every reaction – the way her lips parted, the way her grey eyes widened, the way her breath caught and released in patterns that told me exactly where she was and how close. The way her scars moved against the sheets – the thin lines on her forearms shifting as her muscles tensed and released.

She gasped my name in Czech. “Alexe.” The unfamiliar vowels making it new, making it hers, a version of my name that existed only in the language of a woman who’d learned it from market vendors in 1683 Prague. The word left her lips like a prayer said in a language she’d almost forgotten she knew.

I traced the line of her body with my free hand. The sharp angle of her hip – the bone prominent under pale skin, the lean muscle taut. The flat plane of her stomach, the scar diagonal across her ribs warm under my palm. The small rise of her breast, barely a handful, the nipple hardening to a tight point under my palm. She arched into the touch – not much, just a rise of her spine, a press of her chest, but from Anya it was the equivalent of a scream. I rolled her nipple between my fingers, gently, and her pussy clenched around me – a sudden, involuntary contraction that gripped my cock with surprising force and made us both inhale sharply.

“Faster,” she said. Not commanding. Asking. The difference was a woman who’d never asked anyone for anything learning, in this bed, that asking wasn’t weakness.

I gave her faster. Changed the angle, lifting her hips with my hands, tilting her pelvis so that each thrust drove deeper – pressed against that place inside her that made her eyes go impossibly wide, her grey irises swallowed by pupils expanding in the morning light. The new depth drew a sound from her – low, controlled, but unmistakably a moan. The first she’d let escape since we’d begun. She was wet enough now that each stroke carried the sound of it – the slick, intimate evidence of her body answering a question she’d stopped asking centuries ago.

Her legs wrapped around me – not the athletic lock of Sophie’s legs or the desperate clutch of their first encounter. A deliberate, careful embrace. Her scarred forearms around my neck. Her heels at my lower back. Holding on because she chose to, not because she was afraid to let go. I could feel the lean strength of her body working beneath me – the warrior’s muscles activating not for combat but for this, for connection, for the rhythm we were building together. Each thrust pushed her deeper into the mattress. Each withdrawal drew her hips upward to follow, chasing the fullness, unwilling to let me go entirely.

The Bond Resonance between us built. Not just the pulse of my system – hers was contributing now, the Temporal architecture generating its own heat for the first time, matching my Resonance frequency note for note. Where before her System had received my Resonance passively, it was now broadcasting – pushing heat outward through our physical connection, through the place where my cock was buried inside her, radiating through her clenching walls into mine. The cross-System adaptation climbed: eighty percent. Eighty-five. Ninety.

She felt it. Her eyes went wide, the silver overtaking the steel. “Alex. Something’s happening. My System – it’s –”

“I know.” I could feel it too. Through the bond, through the physical connection, through the combined output of two System architectures that had never been designed to merge and were doing it anyway. The adaptation protocols were finalizing. The bond interface was completing its construction. The bond-generation architecture in her Temporal System was reaching critical mass.

“Let go,” I said. “Trust it. Trust me.”

She stared at me. The steel in her irises had gone molten. The warrior on the edge of a cliff she’d spent her entire existence avoiding. The survivor at the threshold of the one thing her System was never built for.

“I trust you,” she said. And meant it. And the words cost her everything she’d been and became the foundation of everything she’d be.

I thrust deep. Deeper than before – buried to the hilt, my cock pressing against the end of her while my hips pinned her to the mattress. Held. Felt her body clench around me in waves of increasing intensity, felt her hands tighten on my shoulders, her nails biting into skin for the first time – the warrior allowing herself the violence of pleasure. Felt the trembling that ran through her entire frame like the vibration of a tuning fork struck at exactly the right frequency.

“Let go,” I said again. Ground against her, my pubic bone pressing hard against her clit, the internal pressure of my cock holding her open while the external contact pushed her toward the edge. “I’ve got you.”

She came.

Not with a scream. Not with a cry. Anya came in silence – eyes wide open, staring into mine, her body going completely still as the orgasm broke through her like a wall collapsing. A full-body shudder that started in her core – at the place where we were joined, where my cock was buried inside her clenching pussy – and radiated outward, the muscles of her legs and stomach and chest contracting in a single sustained wave. Her pussy locked around me with devastating force, the rhythmic contractions gripping my cock in pulses that were unlike anything I’d ever felt – not the athletic milking of Sophie or the yielding softness of Emma but something older, deeper, the involuntary release of centuries of tension translated into the most intimate possible physical response. Her mouth opened but no sound came out. Her pupils had blown wide, silver eating the last of the steel, blazing with the light of two Systems merging into something new.

And her System IGNITED.

The cross-System adaptation hit one hundred percent. The bond interface completed. The Temporal and Bond architectures merged.

I came inside her as the merger completed. The orgasm ripped through me with an intensity that transcended physical – the combined energy of two ancient Systems finally recognizing each other as halves of a whole. I groaned her name against her neck as my cock throbbed, emptying into her in deep, heavy pulses, each one carrying heat that her newly completed bond architecture received and amplified and fed back through the cross-System merger in an escalating feedback loop. Filling her. Flooding her. The cum and the Resonance and the current all merged into a single act of completion that went beyond the physical into something neither of our Systems had ever produced alone.

[SOULBOUND ACHIEVED: ANYA KOVAR]
Bond: 1000/1000 (Maximum)
Status: PERMANENT

UNPRECEDENTED EVENT: CROSS-SYSTEM BOND MERGER COMPLETE
Anya Kovar's Temporal System has fully integrated Bond Resonance architecture.
Alex Reid's Bond Resonance has gained temporal precision capabilities.

SHARED ABILITY UNLOCKED: [TEMPORAL BOND SIGHT]
Function: Perceive the bond-state of any sentient being within range.
Detect buried bonds in absorbed subjects.
Range: 200 meters (expanding)

NOTE: This ability has never existed in any System variant.
The Entity has flagged this development for priority observation.

The notification hung in my vision. I read it through the aftershock of the most intense orgasm of my three-thousand-year existence, my body still pressed against Anya’s, still inside her, feeling her heat and her trembling and the completely new frequency that was humming through both our Systems like a choir that had found its key.

Anya stared at something I couldn’t see. Her pale eyes were fixed on a point beyond the room, beyond the walls, beyond the campus.

“I can feel them,” she whispered. “All of them. Sophie’s drumbeat. Rachel’s hum. Emma’s warm rain. Becca’s bright edge. Jess’s wild frequency.” She blinked. “And mine. I can feel my own frequency. Snow melting in spring.”

The combined Soulbound connections surged through both of us – six threads of light, each one distinct, each one permanent, each one the irreducible evidence that human connection could survive anything. Centuries upon centuries of isolation. Cosmic entities. The deliberate architecture of Systems designed to keep people apart.

I held her while the new ability settled into our shared architecture. [Temporal Bond Sight]. The ability to see bonds – not just feel them, but SEE them. As if the emotional connections between people had become visible, tangible, readable.

I activated it. The world transformed.

The room filled with light. Not physical light – perceptual. The bond between me and Anya blazed like a column of fire, gold and silver intertwined. Through the walls, I could see the other bonds – fainter at distance but present. Sophie’s, pulsing from her dorm. Rachel’s, humming from her apartment. Emma’s, radiating from the library where she was writing. Becca’s, sharp as a laser from somewhere on east campus. Jess’s, wild and beautiful from Moran’s Ink.

And further. Dimmer. The potential connections not yet formed – a faint shimmer around Lila in the residential zone, the ghost of something her System wasn’t designed to hold. Dex’s web of weak civilian connections spreading through the commercial district.

“The world is full of bonds,” I said. “They’re everywhere. Between everyone.”

“I can see them too.” Anya sat up, the sheet falling from her lean body, scars and small breasts and angular beauty all exposed in the morning light. She was looking toward the window – toward the bell tower that rose above the campus, where the Entity Observer tended to appear.

Her expression changed.

The silver in her eyes flared.

“Alex.” Her voice cracked. The first time I’d ever heard her voice crack in any context other than emotional vulnerability. “I can see her bonds.”

“Whose?”

“Irina’s.” Anya turned to me, grey-silver eyes bright with [Temporal Bond Sight] at full output, her face holding an expression of devastating awe. “The Observer. I can see her bonds. They’re buried – deep, almost dead, suppressed by the Entity’s control infrastructure. But they’re THERE.” She reached out and gripped my arm with warrior’s strength. “Three of them. Three bonds. To people who were absorbed BEFORE her.”

The implications cascaded.

The Entity’s absorption didn’t destroy bonds. It buried them. Irina had formed connections with other absorbed survivors inside the Entity’s infrastructure – connections so deep they persisted through centuries of suppression. Three bonds. Three people. Connected to a woman whose consciousness had been trapped inside a rogue AI for millennia.

“She wasn’t alone in there,” Anya said, and her voice broke on the last word. “None of them are.”

I held her. The woman who’d built her entire existence around self-sufficiency and solitary endurance, who’d learned to survive without bonds and had just discovered what she’d been missing. She was crying. Not the silent tears of controlled grief – actual tears, tracking down her angular cheeks, dripping onto the white sheets, the first she’d shed since the day her loop broke fourteen months ago in a Prague cafe where she’d cried into a latte while a confused barista tried to help.

“We’re going to free them,” I said. “All of them. Irina. The three she’s bonded to. Craig. Every absorbed survivor inside the Entity.”

“How?”

I held her tighter. Felt the [Temporal Bond Sight] humming between us, shared now, permanent, the ability that two Systems had created together because neither could create it alone.

“The same way we’ve done everything. Bond by bond. Connection by connection. Until the Entity understands that isolation doesn’t have to be the only option.”

Anya pressed her forehead against my chest. The tears continued. Centuries of unshed grief, released not by breaking but by building. By choosing to stay. By choosing to yield. By choosing to let a System designed for combat and isolation learn the vocabulary of tenderness.

Outside, the morning light strengthened. The campus woke. Somewhere in the bell tower’s shadow, the Entity Observer stood with three buried bonds reaching into the dark, waiting for the resonance to find them.

[ALEX REID -- STATUS]
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses)
Strength:     83/100  (+5 Anya)
Agility:      87/100  (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 100/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma:     94/100  (+5 Becca)
Perception:   96/100  (+5 Emma)
Willpower:    104/100 (+5 Jess)

ACTIVE ABILITIES
[Temporal Divergence] -- Lv 3 (Predictive Sensing)
[Bond Resonance] -- Active (6 Soulbound)
[Muscle Memory Recall] -- Ready
[Temporal Bond Sight] -- Active (Shared: Anya Kovar)

BONDS: 6 Soulbound
Sophie Martinez:    1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Dr. Rachel Shaw:    1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Emma Walsh:         1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Becca Hayes:        1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Jess Moran:         1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Anya Kovar:         1000/1000 (Soulbound)

PHASE: Two -- Expansion Evaluation (Active)

Six Soulbound. All six women. Every bond permanent, every connection irreversible, every choice ratified by a System that tracked genuine emotion with inhuman precision.

I read the stat panel and felt the magnitude of what we’d built. Not the numbers – numbers were the System’s language, not mine. Six women who’d chosen me, each for different reasons, each bringing something irreplaceable, each proving that three thousand years of isolation could end in something other than absorption.

Anya lifted her head from my chest. Wiped her eyes with the back of her scarred hand. Her expression had settled into something new – not the stoic warrior mask, not the vulnerable openness of tears, but something between. A face that knew both modes and could choose either. Strength and softness held together, no longer opposites.

“What now?” she asked.

“Now we use what we can see. The buried bonds. The absorbed survivors. The gaps in the Entity’s control.” I held her gaze. “Now we start building the case for liberation.”

She nodded. Once. Sharp. The warrior accepting orders from the commander she’d chosen.

Then she kissed me. Soft. Unhurried. A kiss that said she had time now, because time was finally hers.


Chapter 10: Buried Bonds

Saturday afternoon. The revelation from [Temporal Bond Sight] sent shockwaves through the team like a stone dropped into still water.

Irina had bonds. Buried, suppressed, practically dead – but present. Three of them. Reaching from the Observer’s consciousness deep into the Entity’s interior, connecting her to three other absorbed survivors who’d been trapped even longer than she had.

The implications were staggering. I’d been standing on Anya’s dorm bed, her lean body still pressed against mine, her expression alight with the new ability, when she’d spoken the words that rearranged everything. Three bonds. Buried inside the Observer. Connected to other absorbed survivors. The entire framework of what we understood about the Entity – its control, its absorption process, its treatment of absorbed consciousness – had just been rendered incomplete.

Anya and I dressed in silence that wasn’t awkward but purposeful. The kind of silence that settles between two people who’ve just experienced something extraordinary and need the processing time before they can function in a group again. She pulled her fitted top over her cropped dark hair with the efficient movements of a warrior who’d been transitioning from vulnerable to operational for twelve centuries. Her scars caught the afternoon light through my window – thin lines on her forearms, the longer mark on her left collarbone – each one a story from her fourteen months of post-loop travel.

I watched her lace her combat boots and thought about what those three buried bonds meant. The Entity’s absorption process didn’t destroy connections. It buried them. Suppressed them. Which meant suppression could, theoretically, be reversed.

Which meant every absorbed survivor might still have bonds inside them.

Which meant Project Irina wasn’t just about one woman.

“Emergency session,” I said, pulling on my shirt. “HQ. Now.”

Anya nodded once. Her jaw set with anticipation – the warrior’s hunger for a mission worth fighting.

I texted the group chat. Sophie responded in three seconds. Rachel in five. The others followed within the minute.



Rachel convened the emergency analysis session at HQ within the hour. She stood at the whiteboard with the focused intensity of a woman whose entire theoretical framework had just been confirmed and expanded simultaneously, dark hair escaping from behind her ear, reading glasses reflecting the fluorescent lights of Room 14B. Her cream blouse pulled taut as she sketched diagrams with rapid, precise strokes – three lines extending from a circle she’d labeled IRINA/OBSERVER, each line terminating in a question mark.

The room hummed. Nine people who understood that what they were about to discuss could change everything. Sophie had arrived first, still in workout gear from the conditioning session she’d been running with Lila. Legs crossed at the ankle under the table, brown eyes sharp, radiating the coiled readiness she maintained when information was flowing fast and she needed to act on whichever piece became operational first. She’d brought the good coffee – Rachel’s French press, commandeered from the professor’s apartment for exactly these occasions.

Becca occupied her usual chair with her phone in one hand and her [Social Perception] running at full bandwidth, scanning every emotional state in the room and processing the data with the efficiency of someone who’d turned emotional intelligence into a tactical weapon. She wore fitted athleisure – the lighter armor she’d adopted since Soulbound, ice-queen polish replaced by functional elegance. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail instead of the Instagram-perfect waves she used to maintain as a shield.

Emma sat behind two laptops, both open, her fingers poised like a concert pianist before the first note. Her auburn hair was tucked behind her ears, glasses reflecting the screens’ glow, the oversized cardigan she still wore despite months of emerging confidence draped over shoulders that were straighter now, more certain.

Jess had claimed her usual spot – cross-legged on the floor rather than in a chair, because Jess didn’t sit in chairs at HQ. She’d explained this once as a philosophical position and once as a practical preference and once as spite, and nobody had pressed for the true reason because with Jess, all three were probably accurate simultaneously. Her teal-streaked hair was in a messy bun secured with what appeared to be a pencil. Her hazel eyes blazed with the combined intensity of [Fragment Mastery] and the aftershock of Anya’s revelation.

Dex stood in the doorway, sandy-haired and uncertain, his charisma field pulsing gently around him. He’d been drawn by the surge of emotional energy – his enhancement detected concentrations of feeling the way Lila’s amplification detected concentrations of ability, and nine people simultaneously processing cosmic-level intelligence generated a concentration that was apparently detectable from across campus.

Lila sat in the corner. Quiet. Present. Her proximity boosted everyone – Jess’s fragments ran clearer, Anya’s bond sight reached further, Emma’s typing was faster, Becca’s perception cut deeper. She was contributing enormously. And nobody was looking at her.

The pattern. The curse. The thing I was going to fix.

But not today. Today was about the buried bonds.

“If absorption doesn’t destroy bonds, it buries them,” Rachel said, drawing three lines extending from the IRINA circle with the decisive strokes of someone building a case she intended to defend before the harshest peer review in academic history. “Which means the Entity’s control over absorbed survivors is not total. It’s suppression, not erasure. And suppression can, theoretically, be reversed.”

She tapped each question mark with the whiteboard marker. “The question is: reversed HOW? And by WHOM? And at what cost?”

“By Bond Resonance,” I said. “It’s the only energy that’s ever made Irina surface. Every autonomous expression she’s had has been triggered by exposure to our Soulbound output.”

“Which means Bond Resonance can penetrate the Entity’s suppression architecture.” Rachel wrote BOND RESONANCE → SUPPRESSION PENETRATION on the board. “But penetrating suppression and reversing it are different operations. Penetration gives us windows – Irina’s eighteen seconds. Reversal would give us permanent access to her consciousness.”

“What would reversal require?” Sophie asked from the table, gaze locked on the whiteboard with the strategic focus she brought to game film analysis.

“More data,” Rachel said. “More contact. More sustained exposure. Right now we’re delivering Bond Resonance in bursts – each encounter with the Observer produces a brief autonomous window that closes when the Entity reasserts control. If we could maintain sustained output at sufficient intensity…”

“The transmission yesterday,” Jess said from the floor, her rings clinking as she gestured. “Through Craig. Irina was channeled through his echo for almost four minutes. That’s sustained contact – not with the Observer directly, but through the internal network.”

“Which suggests a second pathway,” Emma said, her fingers flying across the keyboard. “I’m expanding the database. New category: absorbed survivor bond architecture. Sub-fields: bond origin, estimated duration, suppression depth, accessibility via Bond Resonance.” She leaned forward, fingers poised over the keyboard. “We need more data points. If three bonds survived absorption, there could be more – deeper, older, connected to survivors we haven’t identified yet.”

I looked at Anya. She stood beside me, grey eyes still burning with the new ability. She hadn’t stopped seeing bonds since the Soulbound triggered – I could feel through our shared connection that the world had become, for her, a web of luminous threads. Each one a connection between living beings. Each one a story she could now read the way she’d once read the stonework of Prague – structurally, instinctively, seeing how every connection bore load and transferred force.

“I can identify the bonds,” she confirmed. “Three distinct connections extending from the Observer’s consciousness. One is stronger than the others – older, deeper. It reaches further into the Entity’s architecture.” She paused, head tilting the way she did when the [Temporal Bond Sight] was processing something complex. “The strongest bond has a… density to it. Like something compressed under enormous pressure. Whatever connection it represents, it was powerful before the Entity buried it.”

“Can you identify the individuals?” Rachel asked, marker poised.

Anya focused. I felt her [Temporal Bond Sight] sharpen through our shared ability – the visual overlay adjusting, the bonds becoming clearer, the luminous threads gaining definition and detail.

“The strongest bond connects to a male consciousness. Ancient. The bond architecture predates anything I’ve seen – older than mine, older than Alex’s, possibly older than any surviving loop.” She closed her eyes, reading the bond with the concentration of a musician parsing a single note from an orchestra. “This survivor may have been one of the first ever absorbed. Loop duration is unreadable, but the bond’s age suggests he’s been inside the Entity’s infrastructure for centuries.”

“Centuries,” Sophie repeated. The word landed in the room like a dropped weight.

“If we’re right about the Entity’s nine-hundred-year operational timeline,” Rachel said, “and this survivor was among the first absorbed…”

“Then he’s been trapped inside the Entity’s infrastructure for longer than most human civilizations have existed,” I finished.

The room processed that in silence. Not the uncomfortable silence of people who didn’t know what to say – the heavy silence of people who understood the scale of what they were confronting and were letting it settle before they tried to lift it.

Sophie’s hand found my thigh under the table. Not for comfort – for contact. The athletic grip of someone who processed stress through physical connection and needed to feel something solid while her mind handled something incomprehensible.

“Can Jess read further?” I asked. “Fragment Mastery through Temporal Bond Sight?”

Jess leaned forward, eyes bright. “Give me the channel. Anya sees the structure – I can read the content.”

Anya extended the [Temporal Bond Sight] reading toward Jess, and through our shared ability, I felt the two powers connect. Like a hand through an open window. Fragment Mastery reached through the bond architecture that Temporal Bond Sight was illuminating, reading the emotional and experiential content embedded within the buried connections.

The combination was devastating. One ability seeing the structure of bonds. The other reading the memories and emotions compressed inside them.

Jess’s rings clinking as her hands trembled, her cross-legged posture going rigid with the effort of reading through two layers of supernatural perception. “Male. Old. Very old,” she murmured, eyes closed. “European, I think. His fragments carry the sensation of… stone. Cold stone. A castle or a monastery. And time. So much time. Loops within loops within loops. He was one of the early ones. Maybe THE earliest.”

“The first absorbed survivor,” Rachel said, writing rapidly. Her handwriting had deteriorated from academic precision to the frantic scrawl of someone capturing information faster than her hand could comfortably produce. “If the Entity has been running loops for approximately nine hundred years, and this survivor was one of the first…”

“Then the Entity has been consuming people since the beginning,” Emma said quietly. “Since before it became autonomous. Since it was still following its original architects’ parameters.”

The room absorbed that. The architects – whoever they’d been, wherever they’d gone – had designed a system that absorbed human consciousness. The Entity hadn’t invented consumption. It had inherited it.

“The second bond,” Anya continued, eyes still tracking the invisible architecture. “Weaker. More recent in relative terms – perhaps absorbed four or five centuries ago. Female. The bond between her and Irina is thin but stable. They’ve been connected inside the Entity for a long time.”

“And the third?”

“Fragmentary. The weakest of the three. Male, I think. The bond is barely present – more of an echo than a connection. He may have been absorbed more recently, or the process may have been more thorough.” She opened her eyes. The grey-silver irises held something I’d rarely seen from Anya Kovar: uncertainty. “I don’t think all absorptions are equal. Some survivors retain more of themselves. Others are almost entirely consumed.”

“Like the difference between Craig’s echo and Irina,” I said. “Craig is fragments – scattered, barely coherent. Irina has retained enough consciousness to communicate during autonomous windows. The absorption spectrum isn’t binary.”

Rachel underlined this on the whiteboard three times. ABSORPTION ≠ BINARY. “Which means the rescue protocol would need to account for varying levels of consciousness retention. Some absorbed survivors might be retrievable with Bond Resonance exposure. Others might require…” She trailed off, reaching for a theoretical framework that didn’t exist yet.

“Others might require something we haven’t invented yet,” I said. “But the important thing is that they’re THERE. Present. Suppressed, not erased.”

“We need the Observer,” Sophie said. The Architect, cutting through theory to operational necessity. “We need to test whether Temporal Bond Sight and Bond Resonance can interact with the buried bonds in real time, through the Observer herself. Not through Craig’s relay. Direct contact.”

I nodded. “Direct contact. Maximum Bond Resonance. See what eighteen seconds looks like when we can read the bond architecture during the window.”



As if summoned – and perhaps she was, the Entity’s observation protocols detecting our analysis and deploying its instrument – the Observer appeared.

She walked across the quad from the bell tower’s direction, following the concrete path that students used between classes. Her movement was distinctive – not the stride of a person walking but the measured progression of something inhabiting a person, each step placed with the mechanical precision of a system executing a locomotion subroutine. Pale skin luminous in the afternoon light. Dark hair perfectly still despite the breeze that was catching the quad’s oak tree leaves. Simple white dress, untouched by weather.

She entered the Humanities Building through the main entrance. Not the side door. Not a window. The front door, like a person visiting a building on campus, like someone who had a right to be there. The normality of the approach was more unsettling than any dramatic materialization would have been.

She entered Room 14B and stood in the doorway.

The room went tense. Not with fear – we’d moved past fear of the Observer several encounters ago. With readiness. Eight people, six of them Soulbound, one with [Fragment Mastery], one with [Social Perception], one with a newly awakened cross-System ability that could see the invisible architecture of human connection – all focused on a woman whose exterior was a shell and whose interior was a prison.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], the Observer was no longer the flat, clinical presence I’d been observing for weeks. She was a knot of compressed consciousness – a person buried inside a machine, visible as a dense tangle of archived emotions and suppressed bonds. The three threads extending from that tangle reached downward into something vast and dark. The Entity’s interior.

“Subjects,” the Observer said in her flat, calm voice. “Your ability development has been noted. The cross-System merger represents an unprecedented data point.”

“Hello, Irina,” I said.

The Observer’s mouth tightened. A micro-expression – visible to Sophie’s trained eyes, readable to Becca’s Social Perception, interpretable to anyone who knew what to look for. The Entity’s control suppressing the woman inside who’d heard her own name spoken with care.

I glanced at Anya. She gave the barest nod. Ready.

I channeled Bond Resonance at maximum output – the full force of six Soulbound connections, combined with the cross-System temporal precision from Anya’s merged architecture, directed at the woman standing in our doorway. Not blasted. Not hurled. Directed with surgical precision, the way Anya and I had practiced with the Cairo projection – targeted resonance, aimed at the specific points where Irina’s buried bonds were most accessible.

Anya activated [Temporal Bond Sight] at full resolution, reading every shift in the Observer’s bond architecture in real time.

The Observer shuddered.

The flat, clinical exterior cracked. Not like ice – like a mask being pulled aside by something underneath it. Her eyes widened, pupils dilating, the wrong stillness replaced by a frantic, desperate mobility. Her hands trembled. Her fingers curled and uncurled. Her lips parted, and the voice that emerged was rough, textured, HUMAN – a voice with accent and emotion and the desperate urgency of someone who’d been screaming inside a soundproof room for centuries and had suddenly found a crack in the wall.

“I can hear you now.” Irina’s voice. Not the Entity’s. The accent I’d heard through Craig – Mediterranean sunlight buried under centuries of cold, a voice remembered through ice. “Through the bonds. The resonance. I can hear you.”

Eighteen seconds. The clock in my head counted automatically – the atomic-precision internal mechanism that had been tracking every conversation, every encounter, every autonomous window with the compulsive accuracy of someone who’d had 1.18 million repetitions to calibrate his temporal awareness.

Fifteen seconds remaining.

“The Entity is afraid of what you’re building,” Irina said, words tumbling out with the speed of someone who knew the window was closing and was spending each second like currency she couldn’t save. “Not because it threatens its power – because it threatens its understanding. It designed the Systems as separate instruments. Isolated. Independent. Each one a different experiment running in parallel.”

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched her buried bonds pulse. The three threads glowed brighter as Bond Resonance washed over them – responding to the signal, straining toward the surface. The strongest bond – the ancient connection to the first absorbed survivor – vibrated like a plucked string.

“You’re making them into an orchestra,” Irina continued, her trembling fingers reaching toward me – toward the bond network, toward the warmth. “Systems connecting, merging, creating capabilities that don’t exist in any individual variant. The Entity doesn’t have a model for this. It doesn’t have PARAMETERS for what you’re doing.”

Ten seconds.

“Phase Three.” She gasped, the Entity’s control pressing down on her consciousness like something heavy being lowered onto something fragile. Her expression twisted – Irina fighting to hold the surface while the Entity pushed her back under, the struggle visible in the spasm of muscles around her eyes, the tightening of her jaw. “Phase Three will test whether the orchestra can play without a conductor. Whether the bonds survive separation. Whether what you’ve built can function independent of your physical presence.”

Five seconds.

Her hand reached further. Trembling fingers extended toward my bond network, and through [Temporal Bond Sight], I could see what she was reaching for – the warmth, the connection, the thing she’d been denied for millennia. Her three buried bonds pulsed with faint light, straining toward the surface as Resonance washed over them. The ancient bond – the first absorbed survivor – responded strongest, its compressed thread expanding microscopically, as if the presence buried beneath it was pressing upward.

“Please,” she whispered. The word was wrenched from somewhere deep – not the Entity’s clinical observation, not Irina’s strategic intelligence briefing, but the raw, unfiltered plea of a woman who’d been alone inside a machine for centuries. Not requesting information or offering warning. Just one human word, directed at another human, carrying the full weight of everything she’d lost. “Please don’t stop.”

Then the Entity reasserted control.

The transition was violent in its precision. The Observer straightened like a puppet whose strings had been yanked taut. Her eyes emptied – the desperate, living eyes becoming the wrong, still eyes in the space of a heartbeat. Her expression flattened to nothing. Her reaching hand dropped to her side and went rigid. Posture corrected. Spine straight. Shoulders back.

She stared at us with eyes that held nothing.

Turned.

Walked out of Room 14B.

Her footsteps receded down the hallway with the same mechanical precision that had brought her. Each step measured. Each step identical. The locomotion subroutine resuming its programming as if the eighteen seconds of humanity had been a system error to be overwritten.

Eighteen seconds. The longest autonomous window since we’d started tracking. Equal to the previous record but achieved against what appeared to be increased Entity resistance.

The room exhaled.

The collective emotional release hit me in six distinct flavors, the Soulbound connections carrying each woman’s reaction like separate streams feeding into a river. Sophie burned with the controlled fury of someone who wanted to punch through the Entity’s suppression with her bare hands. Rachel’s frequency hummed with analytical excitement, her mind already racing toward frameworks and theories. Emma radiated quiet awe. Becca’s signal carried grief she’d never admit to – the sharp edge of someone who recognized captivity because she’d built her own smaller version out of designer clothes and Instagram filters. Jess was drowning in empathy, fragments pulling her into Irina’s experience faster than she could process it. And Anya’s warmth had turned to steel – the warrior recognizing a mission worth every blade she’d ever sharpened.

Becca was the first to speak. She’d been running [Social Perception] at maximum bandwidth during the entire encounter, reading the Observer’s emotional state with the precision of an instrument designed to detect every nuance of human feeling.

“She was pouring everything she had into those words,” Becca said, and her voice was uncharacteristically quiet – the ice-queen composure softened by something that even her considerable defenses couldn’t fully suppress. “Every syllable was chosen. She had eighteen seconds and she spent them giving us intelligence instead of begging for help.”

Becca paused. Swallowed.

“Except for the last word. ‘Please.’ That was real. That was just… her.”

The room absorbed the observation. The woman trapped inside the Entity’s infrastructure had used her precious seconds of autonomy to deliver tactical intelligence about Phase Three rather than pleading for rescue. The professional discipline of someone who understood that her freedom depended on the success of people who needed information more than they needed to witness her suffering.

And then, at the end, she’d allowed herself one word that wasn’t strategic.

Please.

Sophie’s hand was crushing my thigh under the table. Her athletic grip tightening with each second that passed since the Observer’s departure, the controlled fury of someone who’d just watched a woman be stuffed back into a cage. Through the Soulbound bond, I felt her frequency – the steady drumbeat that was Sophie’s emotional signature – accelerating with anger she was channeling into determination rather than expressing as rage.

Rachel was writing frantically, capturing Irina’s exact words before they faded. Fifteen years of lecture-hall note-taking and she’d never encountered a speaker more important than this one.

Emma’s fingers hammered her keyboard. Database updating in real time, new categories forming, cross-references building between Irina’s intelligence and everything they’d accumulated across three weeks of Phase Two.

Jess sat on the floor with tears on her cheeks and fragment light in her eyes, processing the emotional detonation of what she’d seen through [Fragment Mastery] during the eighteen seconds. I could feel it through our Soulbound bond – the crushing pressure of Irina’s trapped consciousness, the centuries of silence, the desperate hope that someone might finally hear. Jess hadn’t just observed the exchange. She’d EXPERIENCED it, her Fragment Mastery reading the emotional content of Irina’s compressed consciousness at a depth that left residual images burning behind her hazel eyes.

Anya stood beside me, gaze fixed on the doorway where the Observer had disappeared. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], she was still tracking the buried bonds – three thin threads receding with the Observer’s departure, dimming as the Entity’s suppression re-engaged. But not dimming to their previous baseline. The bonds were slightly brighter than they’d been before our Resonance exposure. Microscopically stronger.

“They responded,” Anya said quietly. “The buried bonds. When we channeled Resonance at her, the bonds brightened. Not by much. But measurably.” She turned to me. “Each exposure is having a cumulative effect. The suppression is being eroded. Slowly, but consistently.”

“Erosion,” Rachel said, latching onto the word with the instant recognition of someone hearing a metaphor that mapped perfectly onto her theoretical framework. “Not penetration. Not overriding. EROSION. We’re wearing down the suppression through repeated exposure.”

“Like water on stone,” Emma offered from behind her laptops.

“Exactly like water on stone. Which means–”

“Which means time is on our side,” I said. “As long as we keep exposing the bonds to Resonance, the suppression weakens. The question is whether we have enough time before Phase Three changes the parameters.”

Rachel nodded, adding CUMULATIVE EROSION HYPOTHESIS to the whiteboard with the intensity of someone naming a theory she intended to prove through whatever experimental method was available, including the one that involved channeling supernatural energy at a cosmic intelligence’s field agent while a room full of Soulbound women provided the power source.

Dex stood in the doorway, pale. He’d arrived during the encounter, drawn by the surge of emotional energy that his charisma enhancement had detected from across campus. He’d watched the whole thing – Irina’s emergence, her desperate intelligence briefing, her final plea, the Entity’s reassertion of control.

His charisma field was fluctuating wildly, the enhancement responding to emotional input it had no framework for processing. A twenty-four-year-old from Oklahoma who’d been stacking feed bags three months ago had just watched a woman be held hostage inside her own body by a cosmic entity.

“That woman,” he said, voice cracking slightly, “is being held hostage INSIDE HER OWN BODY by a cosmic entity. And you’re all just…” He looked around the room at eight people calmly taking notes and analyzing data, at whiteboards covered in diagrams and laptops running databases and a woman on the floor reading temporal fragments through tear-streaked eyes. “Calmly taking notes?”

Emma looked up from her laptop. Looked at him over the top of her laptop. “You get used to it,” she said mildly. Then, because Emma’s growth from invisible bookworm to team analyst hadn’t dimmed her fundamental kindness: “It doesn’t get less horrible. You just learn to be useful while it’s happening.”

Dex opened his mouth. Closed it. Sat down on the floor beside Jess with the dazed expression of someone whose worldview had been rearranged without his consent. His charisma field settled as it adjusted to the room’s new emotional baseline, the enhancement doing what it did – reading the group, calibrating, finding the frequency that would let him belong to the moment even if he didn’t fully understand it.

Jess, without looking at him, passed him a tissue from her pocket. The casual gesture of someone who understood unexpected tears and didn’t judge them.



The room settled into the focused quiet of people processing extraordinary information. Rachel’s pen scratched across paper, building the theoretical framework that would justify what we intended to attempt next. Emma’s keyboard clicked in the rapid bursts of someone whose database was expanding faster than her typing speed could accommodate. Becca’s phone buzzed with network updates – her intelligence contacts checking in on schedule, the machine she’d built running with the autonomous efficiency of a woman who understood that information was the foundation of everything.

Sophie pulled out a fresh whiteboard marker and began building an operational timeline on the section of the board Rachel hadn’t commandeered. I watched her work – the athletic arm moving in decisive strokes, each entry a step in a process she was constructing in real time. OBSERVER CONTACT: CUMULATIVE EROSION. ECHO STABILIZATION: ONGOING. RESONANCE PROJECTION: AWAITING PARAMETERS. The Architect processing cosmic intelligence and converting it into action items with the same focused efficiency she’d applied to volleyball game plans and team reorganizations.

Sophie’s grip on my thigh had released, her fury channeling into the whiteboard, into the planning, into the constructive anger that was the engine of everything she built. She caught me watching and gave me a look that said I know and I’m handling it and don’t you dare try to comfort me right now because comfort would break the operational focus I’m using to not punch a wall.

All my accumulated years had taught me many things. Reading Sophie Martinez’s expressions was a more recent acquisition, but no less valuable.

Then Lila spoke.

She’d been quiet the entire session. Sitting in the corner, amplification field pulsing, enhancing everyone’s abilities while contributing nothing visible to the discussion. The pattern she’d lived for 638 years. The invisible center that made everything work without being acknowledged. The resource that everyone used and nobody thanked, because resources don’t need gratitude. They just need to be present.

But now she stood. And every person in the room turned to look at her.

It wasn’t the movement that drew their attention – it was the quality of the movement. Lila Sangwan didn’t stand with the hesitant, corner-dwelling posture of a woman who expected to be overlooked. She stood with deliberate certainty – three hours of amplified cognitive processing distilled into a conclusion nobody else had the vantage point to reach.

“I ran from Bangkok because a hostile survivor tried to use my amplification to power-boost his combat System,” she said. Her voice was steady – steadier than I’d heard it since she arrived, as if watching the Observer’s eighteen seconds of desperate communication had crystallized something she’d been circling for days. “He wanted a weapon, not an ally. He wanted my System’s output, not me.”

She looked at me. An expression that held six centuries of endurance and the raw, newly formed flicker of hope that I’d seen ignite three days ago on the HQ rooftop and had been watching grow – slowly, painfully, against every firewall her System had erected – ever since.

“You’re doing the opposite,” she said. “You’re building something the Entity never designed for. Every time you merge abilities – Anya’s Temporal System with your Bond Resonance, Jess’s Fragment Mastery with Anya’s Bond Sight, my amplification boosting everyone’s capability – you’re creating connections between System variants that were meant to operate in isolation.”

She paused. The room was listening. Not just hearing – listening with the focused attention of eight people who recognized that the woman in the corner had just articulated something they’d all been feeling but hadn’t named.

“The Entity designed each System as a separate experiment,” Lila continued, and her voice gained strength as she spoke, the amplification field around her pulsing in rhythm with her words as if her System itself was supporting her contribution. “Isolated variables. Independent observations. Bond Systems in one territory. Combat Systems in another.”

Rachel’s pen had stopped. She was staring at Lila with the expression she got when a student said something that reframed an entire semester’s curriculum.

“Support Systems like mine,” Lila said, meeting Rachel’s gaze, “designed to enhance without connecting, to give without receiving, to be useful without being seen.”

She looked at her hands – the hands that amplified everyone around her and held nothing for herself. The hands that had been warm with Bangkok sun for 638 years and had never been held by someone who stayed.

“But you’re turning the variables into a network. Connecting what was designed to be separate. Creating emergent capabilities – the cross-System merger, the temporal bond sight, the resonance projection – that the Entity’s original architecture never anticipated.”

She raised her chin. The posture of a woman who’d been a background effect her entire existence and was choosing, for the first time, to be foreground.

“I think that’s why the Entity sent me here,” Lila said. “Not to test your bonds. Not to see if Dex’s charisma could compete with your Resonance. It sent me to see if your approach can SCALE. If you can integrate a support-class System that has no bond architecture, no connection capability, no mechanism for the thing your entire network is built on.” She met my eyes across the room. “It sent me to see if you could reach someone who was designed to be unreachable.”

The words hung in the air.

I looked at her. At the woman who’d walked six hundred miles on desperate feet because she’d felt Bond Resonance for the first time and had followed it like a lighthouse in a storm. At the amplifier who made everyone better and got nothing in return. At the latest data point in a pattern that encompassed Craig Hayward and Irina and every isolated survivor who’d been absorbed because they had nothing to say no for.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I could see something in the space between Lila and me – not a bond, not yet, but the faintest shimmer of potential. A place where a thread could form if her anti-bond architecture ever allowed it. The shimmer pulsed as she spoke, brightening with each word she offered to the group, each contribution she made that was met with attention instead of utilization.

“Then we’d better make sure we reach you,” I said.

Lila’s breath stopped. She sat down without responding, her hands pressed flat against her thighs, fingers spread as if bracing against something invisible. The amplification field pulsed stronger – as if her System itself was responding to the words, the warmth of acknowledgment pushing against the architecture that had been designed to keep her unreachable. And the shimmer between us didn’t fade. If anything, it held steady for the first time since I’d been watching it – not forming into a thread, but no longer retreating into nothing.

A potential that had stopped trying to extinguish itself.

Sophie pulled out a whiteboard marker and added a new section to the tactical overlay she’d been building. In her blocky capitals, beneath the operational timeline:

OBJECTIVES: 1. Stabilize Craig’s echo 2. Extend Observer communication windows 3. Reach buried bonds within Entity 4. Prove bond model scalability 5. Reach Lila

She underlined the last one twice.

Becca watched from her chair, tracking Sophie’s additions with [Social Perception] at full bandwidth. “You underlined that one,” she said.

“I underlined that one.”

“Why?”

Sophie capped the marker. Looked at Becca with the direct, unflinching honesty that was her default setting. “Because reaching people who were designed to be unreachable is what we DO. It’s the whole point. We didn’t build this network for the people who were already connected. We built it for the ones who thought connection was impossible.”

She looked at Lila. Then at Dex, sitting on the floor with tear-dried cheeks. Then at the doorway where the Observer had stood eighteen seconds ago, reaching for something she couldn’t hold.

“All of them,” Sophie said. “We reach all of them.”

Sophie Martinez, building something that had never existed before. The volleyball team captain who’d looked at a man laughing at a clock and decided to build a home around him. Who’d taken “impossible” as a starting condition and “organization” as the answer.

The Architect, adapting to an architecture that grew more complex every day. And growing with it.



The meeting broke after three hours. Assignments distributed. Rachel would analyze the buried bond data and develop a cumulative erosion model. Emma would expand the database with the new categories. Jess would probe the buried bonds through Fragment Mastery during the next Observer encounter. Anya and I would calibrate [Temporal Bond Sight] for maximum resolution during sustained Resonance projection. Sophie would update the operational framework. Becca would maintain security protocols and monitor for Entity interference through her network.

Lila would continue being present. Which, for a woman whose System was designed to prevent connection, was the most important assignment of all.

Dex would process. Which, for a twenty-four-year-old who’d just watched a cosmic hostage situation unfold in a college seminar room, was going to take a while.

I walked across campus alone after the meeting. Not because I needed solitude – the loop had given me more of that than any consciousness should have to bear. Because I needed to think. And thinking, for a man with 3,247 years of experience, sometimes required movement through a world that was still, miraculously, persistently, beautifully new.

The sun was setting. The quad’s oak tree threw long shadows across the grass. A sprinkler had been left on near the science building, water arcing across a sidewalk and pooling in a crack in the concrete. The crack had been there since before my loop – I’d noticed it 1.18 million times. But the puddle was new. Tomorrow the puddle would evaporate, and the next time it rained, a different puddle would form in a different pattern. Small changes accumulating. The world breathing.

I stopped at the stone bench. The bench where I’d laughed at a clock that said Sunday. The bench where Sophie had found me. The bench where Anya and I had sat and compared death stories and discovered that centuries of isolation could be bridged by dark humor.

Thirty days of permanence. Still miraculous.

I sat on the bench and felt the bonds. All six, humming in my chest like a chord that had taken three thousand years to compose. Each one distinct. Each one real.

And beyond the bonds – something else. Not a connection. Not yet. Just the faintest shimmer where Lila existed in the network’s periphery, her anti-bond architecture rejecting every attempt at thread formation while her presence made everything around her stronger. A potential that refused to form and refused to disappear.

And somewhere in the Entity’s vast, cold, curious interior – three buried bonds waiting to be excavated. The consciousness of at least four absorbed survivors, trapped inside a rogue intelligence that was watching our every move with nine hundred years of lonely fascination.


Chapter 11: The Architect Adapts

Sunday morning, twenty-nine days post-loop. Sophie stood at the HQ whiteboard with three markers in one hand, a coffee in the other, looking like she was about to reorganize the known universe.

“Okay,” she said, capping the red marker with her teeth and switching to blue. “Nine people. Seven with System abilities. One echo under active care. An expanded territory of twelve square kilometers. A Phase Two evaluation in progress. A hostile survivor situation in Southeast Asia. A temporal echo that needs music to stabilize. Six Soulbound bonds, and one –” she glanced at Lila “– System that shouldn’t be able to bond at all but might be showing the first signs of trying.”

She drew a grid on the whiteboard with the decisive strokes of someone who’d been mapping plays and strategies since middle school. Across the top: NAMES. Down the side: ROLES, SCHEDULES, COMMUNICATION PROTOCOLS, CONTINGENCY PLANS.

“The architecture just got more complex,” Sophie said. “So the Architect adapts.”

She spent the next two hours restructuring the team. It was Sophie at her most formidable – the volleyball captain, the team builder, the woman who’d taken one look at Alex Reid’s impossible situation and decided that the answer was organization. She assigned shifts. She created reporting hierarchies. She built communication trees with redundant channels. She established response protocols for six different threat scenarios, including one labeled “WORST CASE: CONDUCTOR DOWN” that nobody wanted to discuss but everybody acknowledged.

The room watched with varying degrees of amusement, admiration, and exasperation.

“Why do I have morning and evening shifts?” Becca asked, studying the schedule Sophie had pinned to the wall.

“Because your Social Perception is most effective when civilian activity is highest.”

“And when do I sleep?”

“You don’t need as much sleep as you think. Studies show –”

“I’m going to stop you before you cite studies at me.”

Rachel, from her chair: “She’s actually correct about the sleep science.”

“Nobody asked you, Professor.”

Anya studied her assigned shifts with the analytical attention of someone who’d been operating solo for centuries and was still calibrating to the concept of scheduled teamwork. “I have a ‘rest period’ blocked out between 1400 and 1700,” she noted.

“Yes.”

“I don’t rest.”

“You do now. Doctor’s orders.” Sophie pointed the marker at Rachel, who raised her hand in confirmation.

“Medically speaking, sustained hyper-vigilance degrades cognitive function by –”

“I survived my entire loop without rest periods.”

“And now you have a team. Rest or I’ll have Sophie sit on you.”

“I’ll do it,” Sophie confirmed. “I’ve benched volleyball players bigger than you.”

Anya’s mouth twitched. “Noted.”

Then Lila raised her hand.

It was a tentative gesture – the hand half-raised, like a student uncertain whether their question warranted attention. She’d been sitting in the corner for the full two hours, amplification field boosting everyone’s performance while Sophie orchestrated and organized and restructured.

“Can I suggest something?” Lila asked.

Sophie turned. The marker paused mid-stroke. “Go ahead.”

“The team structure you’re building is hub-and-spoke. Alex at the center, everyone else radiating outward. It works for crisis response – you need a single command authority when things go wrong.”

“Right.”

“But for intelligence gathering and territory monitoring, a distributed model would be more effective. My amplification works best when team members operate independently within range. If you pair me with different individuals on rotation – which Alex already suggested – the boost is more targeted. More effective.” She paused, reading Sophie’s expression, then pushed forward despite whatever she saw there. “A hub-and-spoke model means every piece of information has to flow through the center before action is taken. That creates a bottleneck. A distributed model, with amplification support, means faster response times and better coverage.”

Sophie’s brown eyes narrowed. Not with anger – with the competitive focus of someone whose expertise was being challenged by someone who might be right.

“The hub-and-spoke model works,” Sophie said. The marker in her hand had stopped moving. Her athletic body was rigid, shoulders squared, feet planted – the stance of a setter who’d just been told her play wasn’t optimal.

“It works,” Lila agreed. “It could work better.”

The room held its breath. Becca leaned back in her chair with the expression of someone settling in for a show. Rachel’s analytical gaze sharpened. Emma’s fingers hovered over her keyboard, ready to document whatever was about to happen. Anya maintained her post against the wall, watching with the patient assessment of someone who’d seen a thousand conflicts and knew this one needed to resolve on its own terms.

Jess pulled out her sketchbook and started drawing. She was going to capture this, whatever it was.

I said nothing. Didn’t intervene. Didn’t mediate. This was Sophie’s moment – her identity as Architect was being challenged by someone whose System literally made people function better without central coordination. If I stepped in, I undermined Sophie’s authority. If Sophie resolved it herself, she grew.

So I sat. And watched. And trusted.

The argument that followed was intense, professional, and occasionally loud. Sophie defended her centralized model with the passion of someone who’d built it from nothing and had watched it survive Phase Two’s physical assault. Lila advocated for distribution with the quiet persistence of someone who’d observed nine territories fail because they were too rigid to adapt.

“Centralized response saved us when Marcus attacked,” Sophie argued, brown eyes bright. “When I called positions from the roof of the psychology building, the entire team moved in sync. That only works with hub-and-spoke.”

“You’re right. It does. For combat.” Lila held her ground with a steadiness that surprised me. “But Phase Two’s expansion stage isn’t combat. It’s surveillance, analysis, integration. The threats are social, not physical. And social threats require distributed response – multiple people making independent decisions based on local information, not waiting for a central command to process and redirect.”

Sophie’s competitive edge flared hot enough that I could feel it through the Soulbound bond. She wanted to win this argument the way she wanted to win every competition – through sheer force of determination and the refusal to be wrong. But she was also smart enough to recognize when someone else’s tactical framework had merit.

The argument lasted twenty-three minutes. I counted.

Then Sophie said: “Fine.”

And proposed a hybrid.

“Alex-centered for crisis response,” she said, turning to the whiteboard and erasing her grid with aggressive swipes. “Centralized command. I coordinate. Anya runs combat. Standard protocol.” She started redrawing, the new structure emerging under her hand with the rapid confidence of someone who’d just solved a puzzle by incorporating the piece she’d been resisting. “But for intelligence gathering and territory monitoring, we go distributed. Lila-amplification paired with rotating team members. Independent operation within defined parameters. Decentralized decision-making for non-crisis situations.”

She stepped back. Studied the new structure. Added connection lines between the distributed elements, creating redundancy paths that ensured no single node failure could take down the whole network.

It was brilliant. Genuinely brilliant. A hybrid architecture that combined centralized authority with distributed capability, using Lila’s amplification as the connective tissue that made independence possible without sacrificing coordination.

Lila stared at the whiteboard with an expression I recognized – the look of someone who’d offered a suggestion and received not just acceptance but IMPROVEMENT. Her idea, amplified by Sophie’s organizational genius, had become something better than either of them could have built alone.

“That’s… really good,” Lila said.

Sophie preened for approximately one second, then caught herself and went deadpan. “What? I’ve been running teams since I could spike a volleyball.”

The room relaxed. The competitive tension dissipated like morning fog. Becca slow-clapped from her chair. Rachel nodded with professional approval. Emma typed furiously, documenting the new structure.

Anya, from the wall: “The hybrid model is tactically sound. I’ll need updated positioning for the distributed phase.”

“I’ll have it for you by 1600,” Sophie said. “During your mandatory rest period, you can review it.”

“I don’t –”

“Rest. Period. Anya.”

Her shoulders dropped a fraction – the Anya equivalent of a warm embrace. “Noted.”



That evening, I stood outside Becca’s apartment door.

She lived in the nicer student housing on the east side of campus – individual units with working AC, hallways that didn’t smell like stale beer, a wreath on her door that she maintained with the same attention to detail she brought to everything. The wreath was new – a fall arrangement, all orange and red leaves, because Becca Hayes maintained seasonal aesthetics even while running a twenty-seven-person intelligence network for a supernatural territory defense operation.

I knocked.

The door opened. Becca stood in the doorway in silk pajama shorts and a matching camisole, both cream-colored – the familiar set I’d peeled off her the night she reached Soulbound, soft fabric clinging to her flat stomach and showing the defined lines of her toned legs. Her hair was down, loose blonde waves instead of the Instagram-perfect styling she used as armor. Lighter makeup – mascara, lip gloss, nothing else. Without the full glamour, her face was softer but her ice-blue eyes were just as sharp.

“I didn’t invite you,” she said.

“You texted ‘come over’ forty minutes ago.”

“That was for a briefing.”

“You’re in pajamas, Becca.”

Her eyes narrowed. The particular narrowing that meant she was deciding whether to maintain the bratty resistance or acknowledge what was actually happening. The camisole’s thin straps showed her shoulders – tanned, toned, maintained with the dedication of a professional. The silk draped over her perky breasts, the fabric thin enough to show the outline of hardening nipples.

“Fine,” she said, stepping aside. “Come in. But I really do have a briefing.”

Her apartment was exactly as I remembered – neutral tones, statement pieces, Instagram-ready from every angle. The bedroom was visible through the half-open door: white sheets, designer pillows, a vanity mirror. Everything curated. Everything controlled. The physical expression of a woman who managed her environment the way she managed her anxiety – through perfection.

“What’s the briefing?” I asked.

Becca pulled her phone from the pocket of her silk shorts. “Dex. His charisma enhancement is making campus civilians confide things about our group. I have three separate contacts reporting that students are sharing observations about ‘the weird group that’s always together’ and ‘the student who’s sleeping with a professor.’ If this reaches administration –”

“I’m handling it. I talked to Dex two days ago. Gave him deflection techniques. He’s implementing them.”

“You already handled it.”

“Yes.”

“Then why did I call you here?”

I looked at her. Silk pajamas. Hair down. Door closed. A briefing that didn’t need to happen, masking the reality that she wanted to see me and couldn’t admit it without a professional excuse.

“You tell me,” I said.

Becca’s jaw tightened. The bratty resistance – the armor she’d worn since before I’d met her, the perfected exterior that shielded the terrified interior of a woman who needed validation so badly she’d built an entire Instagram persona to manufacture it.

“I have been running intelligence operations nonstop for four days,” she said, and the control in her voice cracked by a fraction. “My Social Perception has been at maximum bandwidth since Lila’s amplification boosted it. I can feel every emotional state of every person within two kilometers. Every fear. Every desire. Every lie. Every truth.” She set her phone down with deliberate care. “It’s a lot, Alex.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because it’s not just reading emotions. It’s FEELING them. Everyone’s stress. Everyone’s longing. Everyone’s pain. Lila’s isolation. Dex’s confusion. Jess’s haunted fragments. Anya’s grief. Craig’s terror.” Her voice broke. “And Irina’s. When the Observer came today, I felt eighteen seconds of a woman who’s been screaming inside a prison for centuries. And then she was gone. And I could feel the absence.”

I closed the distance between us. She watched me approach with the wariness of a cat that wanted to be petted and was pretending it didn’t.

“You’ve been carrying everyone’s emotions,” I said.

“It’s my ability. It’s what I DO.”

“It’s not what you DO. It’s what you are. And right now, you need to not carry anything for a while.”

I reached for the strap of her camisole. Slid it off her shoulder. She inhaled – sharp, controlled, the breath of someone trying to maintain composure while her walls were being disassembled one silk strap at a time.

“I didn’t invite you for this,” she said.

“You didn’t invite me at all.” I slid the other strap off. “You texted ‘come over’ and put on these.”

“I always wear these.”

“You wear them when you want to feel desirable without admitting you want to be desired.”

Her pale eyes narrowed. “Stop reading me.”

“Stop pretending you don’t want me to.”

She kissed me. Hard. The particular aggression of Becca Hayes, who kissed like she fought – with everything, holding nothing back, making it a competition she intended to win even as she was surrendering. Her hands grabbed my shirt, pulling me toward her, and her mouth was hot and demanding and tasted like the expensive lip gloss she wore even to bed.

I let her drive for five seconds. Then I took over.

My hands caught her wrists and pressed them above her head, guiding her backward until her shoulders hit the bedroom doorframe. She gasped – the bratty composure fracturing as her body responded to the restriction. The silk camisole had slipped low enough to reveal the upper curves of her perky breasts, the flat stomach exposed between the ridden-up hem and the waistband of her pajama shorts.

“Say my name,” I said.

“No.”

“Say it.”

“Make me.”

I kissed her neck. The spot below her ear that made her knees weaken – I’d catalogued it, memorized it, exploited it across every encounter. She shuddered, her body arching against the doorframe, wrists flexing under my grip.

“That’s not going to –”

I bit down gently. She moaned. Swallowed it. Tried to pretend she hadn’t.

“Say it, Becca.”

“Fuck you.”

“Eventually. Say my name first.”

I released her wrists and scooped her up. She weighed nothing – toned, maintained, the carefully sculpted body of a woman who’d turned physical perfection into armor. I carried her to the bed and dropped her on the white sheets. She bounced once, blonde hair spreading across the designer pillows, ice-blue eyes blazing up at me with a mixture of fury and want that was pure Becca – the brat who needed to be conquered, the queen who needed to be dethroned, the frightened girl underneath who needed to be shown she was worthy of something real.

I pulled the camisole over her head. She wore nothing underneath – the perky C-cups she’d paid for and never regretted, enhanced but proportional, firm enough to maintain their shape as she lay back against the pillows. Tanned skin. Flat stomach. The sculpted body she maintained with religious Pilates devotion, now spread across white sheets, available, her resistance crumbling with every second that I didn’t give her what she wanted.

I ran my hand down her body without hurrying. From her collarbone, over her breast, across her stomach, along the waistband of her silk shorts. She arched into the touch, hips lifting, trying to increase the pressure, trying to rush.

“Patience,” I said.

“I don’t DO patience.”

“Tonight you do.”

I pulled her shorts down slowly. Toned legs emerging inch by inch – the legs she’d sculpted through squats and Pilates, golden-tanned, smooth, legs that stopped conversations. She kicked the shorts off impatiently. No underwear. Becca Hayes, who performed perfection in every aspect of her life, hadn’t bothered with underwear under her pajamas because she’d known exactly what was going to happen when I knocked on her door.

“You planned this,” I said.

“I planned a briefing.”

“You planned this. Put on the pajamas. No underwear. And texted me to come over.”

“Shut up.”

I lowered my mouth to her stomach. Kissed her navel. She squirmed – the controlled woman losing control, the perfected exterior crumbling under the simple pressure of lips on skin. I kissed lower. Traced the crease of her hip with my tongue. Felt her stomach muscles clench under my mouth – the flat, Pilates-sculpted abs contracting with each kiss, each breath, each centimeter closer to where she wanted me.

The inside of her thigh. Soft, tanned skin that she maintained with the same religious devotion she applied to every part of her appearance. I kissed there and felt her legs part wider – involuntary, the body overriding the mind’s resistance.

“Alex,” she whispered.

“There it is.”

“I wasn’t – that doesn’t count –”

I pressed my mouth to her pussy. She arched off the bed with a gasp that shattered every pretense of composure. Wet. Already soaked – the arousal that had been building since she’d texted me, since she’d put on the silk pajamas, since she’d opened the door and told me she hadn’t invited me while standing in the lingerie she’d chosen specifically for me to take off. The taste of her hit my tongue – salt and heat and the raw evidence of want that no amount of bratty resistance could disguise.

I worked her with three thousand years of accumulated expertise. My tongue flat against her clit, slow circles, varying pressure, reading her reactions as the sharp bright frequency told me exactly what she needed – the sharp bright edge spiking higher with each circuit, her body’s responses more honest than anything she’d ever admit out loud. She gripped the sheets with both hands, white fabric crumpling in her fists, that perfect manicured body writhing under my mouth.

She was close in minutes. I could feel it through the Soulbound bond – her frequency climbing toward crescendo, the sharp edge becoming a blade of sensation that cut through every defense.

I pulled back.

She made a sound that was equal parts outrage and desperation. Her hips chased my mouth, her abs clenching as she tried to follow the warmth.

“Don’t you DARE –”

“Say my name.”

“GO TO HELL.”

I kissed her inner thigh instead. Gentle. Deliberately not where she needed it. She writhed – the manicured nails digging into white sheets, her toned body twisting against the mattress.

“You’re a bastard,” she hissed.

“That’s not my name.”

I lowered my mouth again. Slower this time. Tongue tracing along her slit with deliberate patience, tasting her arousal, feeling the heat of her against my lips. She was wetter now – the denial making her body respond with increased urgency, producing the evidence of want that her words refused to acknowledge. I found her clit and resumed the slow circles, building her again. Her thighs tensed around my head. Her breathing went ragged. The sharp bright frequency climbed.

Higher. Closer. The edge approaching.

I pulled back.

“NO!” She sat up on her elbows, blonde hair wild, eyes burning with a fury that was ninety percent desire and ten percent genuine murder intent. “You absolute – I swear to God, Alex –”

“Say my name.”

“I JUST DID!”

“You said it in a threat. Say it like you mean it.”

“I mean every threat I’ve ever made.”

I ran my fingertips along the inside of her thigh. Light. Teasing. Close enough to her soaking pussy that she could feel the heat of my hand but too far to provide relief. She collapsed back against the pillows, her composure in ruins, the flat stomach rising and falling with desperate breaths.

“I hate you,” she said. But her voice cracked on the second word.

“No you don’t.” I slid one finger inside her. Slow. Deep. Her back arched and a moan escaped that she couldn’t suppress – a real sound, not the controlled vocalizations she usually allowed herself but the raw, involuntary response of a body pushed past the point of performance. She was tight and slick and burning hot, her inner walls clenching around my finger with the desperation of a woman who needed release more than she needed oxygen.

I curled my finger. Found the spot I’d mapped across our encounters – the angle that made Becca Hayes, ice queen and intelligence operative and professional perfectionist, forget how to form consonants.

“Oh God. Oh – right there – don’t stop –”

I added a second finger. Worked them in tandem with my thumb on her clit, building her again with mechanical precision. Her hips rolled against my hand, riding the sensation, the last scraps of her resistance dissolving into open, desperate need. The sounds she made filled her designer apartment – wet, urgent, the soundtrack of a woman being taken apart by someone who knew exactly where every screw was located.

She was close. So close. Her body trembled. Her breath came in gasps. Her manicured nails tore at the sheets.

I slowed. Not stopping – but slowing to a pace that maintained the plateau without pushing over.

“Alex.” Her voice was wrecked. Ragged. The ice-queen composure absolutely demolished. “Alex, please. Please.”

“Tell me who you belong to.”

“Don’t – I can’t –”

“Tell me, Becca.”

“Yours.” The word ripped from her like something she’d been swallowing for weeks. “Yours. I’m yours, Alex. Please. I need – PLEASE –”

“Good girl,” I said, and gave her everything at once. Fingers deep, thumb circling fast, my mouth descending to replace my thumb with my tongue. The triple stimulation – internal pressure, external contact, the wet heat of my mouth – detonated through her like a shaped charge.

She came with a scream that echoed off the designer walls of her apartment. Her legs locked around my head, her back arched off the white sheets, her hands found my hair and gripped hard enough to hurt. The orgasm ripped through her in waves – I could feel each one through the Soulbound bond, her sharp bright frequency resonating at maximum amplitude, each crest rolling through me like aftershocks.

I didn’t let her recover. While she was still shaking, still gasping, still riding the afterwaves, I stripped off my clothes and positioned myself between her trembling thighs. She looked up at me with eyes that had gone soft and glazed, the bratty queen dethroned, the woman underneath finally visible.

“More,” she whispered. Not a demand. A request.

I slid inside her. One long stroke, feeling her body stretch to accommodate me, still clenching with the aftershocks of her orgasm. She cried out – not from pain but from the overwhelming sensitivity, every nerve ending firing at once, the sensation of being filled while still coming down from the edge.

Her toned legs wrapped around my waist and she clung to me with the desperate grip of a woman who’d been carrying everyone’s emotions for four days and finally had permission to feel only her own.

I took her hard. The way she needed. Pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, the other gripping her hip hard enough to leave marks on the tanned skin. Deep thrusts that made the headboard tap against the designer wall, each one drawing a sound from her that was somewhere between a cry and a prayer.

She tried to fight it – verbal protests dissolving into moans, bratty resistance crumbling into urgent, vocal need. “Harder” and “right there” and “don’t stop” and “oh God, Alex” pouring from her lips in a stream of consciousness that had no filter, no performance, no Instagram-ready composure. Just Becca. Raw. Real. The woman she hid behind perfection.

I flipped her over. Positioned her on her hands and knees, those sculpted legs spread wide, her toned ass raised toward me. The designer pillows scattered as she grabbed the headboard for leverage, blonde hair cascading down her back.

“Don’t you dare be gentle,” she breathed.

I gripped her hips with both hands and drove into her from behind. The angle was deeper – I could feel it in the way her body clenched around me, the way her arms locked against the headboard, the way her moans shifted from breathless to guttural. Her toned ass bounced with each thrust, the perfectly maintained body finally being used for something more honest than Instagram content.

“Whose are you?” I growled, one hand sliding up her spine to grip her hair. Wound the blonde waves around my fist and pulled – not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to arch her back, to angle her face toward the ceiling, to expose the long line of her neck.

“Yours,” she gasped. No resistance. No bratty comeback. Pure, wrecked surrender. “I’m yours, Alex. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. Drove into her with the steady, relentless rhythm that I could feel she needed – the frequency screaming it at me, not gentle, not brutal, but CLAIMING. Every thrust a statement. Every withdrawal a promise to return. Her body trembled under mine, the composed exterior absolutely wrecked, the designer sheets ruined, the woman underneath finally, completely, beautifully visible.

She came a second time with my name carved into each syllable, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic waves so intense they dragged my orgasm from me with devastating force. I buried myself deep and came inside her, groaning against the back of her neck, cum flooding her in thick pulses as the Soulbound bond blazed between us. Her sharp bright frequency merged with mine in a chord that resonated through both our bodies, through the bond network, through the very walls of the apartment she’d designed to be perfect and had just allowed to become gloriously, honestly messy.

The Soulbound bond hummed between us, sharp and bright, Becca’s frequency ringing through the network with the clarity that only came when every wall was down. The System registered what it always registered – reinforced, confirmed, genuine. I let the notification fade without reading the details. The details were lying in my arms, breathing hard, pretending she wasn’t cuddling.

Afterward, she curled against me. Pretending she wasn’t. One arm draped across my chest with the studied casualness of someone who wanted to hold on and needed it to look accidental.

“I wasn’t planning this,” she murmured.

“I know.”

“The briefing was real.”

“I know that too.”

“And I still don’t like your face.”

“Noted.”

Her phone buzzed. The familiar vibration of a network alert from her intelligence contacts. She reached for it with the reflexive speed of someone who’d built a surveillance apparatus that required constant feeding.

She read the screen. Her expression shifted – the post-sex haze evaporating, replaced by the sharp analytical focus of the Edge doing what the Edge did best.

“Dex,” she said. “He’s been talking to people on campus. Normal people. Students, staff, civilians. And they’re telling him things.” She sat up, the sheet falling from her toned body, gaze snapping to her phone screen with threat-assessment intensity. “Secrets. Fears. Things they wouldn’t tell anyone. His charisma enhancement isn’t just making people like him. It’s making them CONFIDE.”

“I know. I’m working on it.”

“Some of what they’re confiding is about us.” She looked at me. “Three students in the commercial district have described ‘a group of weirdly intense people who hang out with a really hot professor.’ Two sorority sisters have mentioned ‘the girl with the surveillance network.’ And one barista at the Brass Rail told Dex everything she knew about ‘the guy who orders bourbon alone and looks like he carries the weight of centuries.’”

She raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow. “That last one is you, by the way.”

“I gathered.”

“The cover is holding. Barely. But if Dex doesn’t get his enhancement under control, we’re going to have a problem that no amount of Becca Hayes Instagram magic can fix.”

She was already texting, already planning, already restructuring the information control protocols she’d built from scratch. The Edge, sharpened by Soulbound, honed by four days of carrying everyone’s emotions, and still functioning at peak efficiency because Becca Hayes didn’t know how to do anything at less than one hundred percent.

I pulled on my clothes and kissed the top of her head. She didn’t acknowledge it. But her [Social Perception], cranking despite the late hour, projected what she wouldn’t say: gratitude. Relief. The relief of being known.

I left her apartment with the taste of her lip gloss on my mouth and a new problem pressing against my thoughts. Dex’s charisma was a liability. The cover was fraying. And somewhere in the commercial district, Craig’s echo was degrading, and the music that stabilized him was calling for a solution none of us had found yet.

The Architect had adapted. The architecture had grown more complex. And the man at the center of it all had work to do.


Chapter 12: Frequencies

Monday morning. Thirty days post-loop. One month since freedom.

The number sat in my chest like a coal – warm, significant, glowing with the accumulated heat of thirty sunrises that had each been different from the last. Thirty mornings of waking and finding the world unchanged from yesterday, which was to say changed in a thousand small ways, which was to say alive.

I’d spent 1,185,155 mornings waking to the same Saturday. Now I’d had thirty that weren’t. The ratio was absurd – 1.18 million identical mornings to thirty unique ones. Mathematically, the thirty were a rounding error. Experientially, they were the entire point of existence.

I celebrated the milestone the way I celebrated most things: by noticing something mundane that persisted. A spider had built a web in the corner of my dorm window. Two days ago it had been a single thread – now it was a full orb, geometric and precise, glistening with morning condensation. In my loop, no spider had ever finished a web. Every midnight, the work was erased, the thread dissolved, the architect reset to the beginning. This spider had been building for forty-eight hours straight, and nobody had interrupted, and the web was still there. Still catching light. Still holding the small corpse of a gnat it had trapped overnight.

Persistence. Even the spiders were building things that lasted.

The Dex situation required operational attention but not the crisis-level response Becca’s midnight intelligence had suggested. His charisma enhancement was doing what charisma does – making people want to share, to confide, to open up – and in a university full of twenty-somethings with more feelings than filters, the result was a constant stream of unsolicited confessions that our cover couldn’t survive indefinitely.

I’d given him deflection techniques at the Brass Rail. They were working – sort of. His conscious effort to redirect conversations was reducing the flow of confessions. But the passive field remained, and passive fields didn’t have an off switch. The solution was ongoing management rather than a single intervention.

But that was an afternoon problem. The morning had a different shape.



Jess had been working on Craig’s echo at the warehouse for five days straight, and she’d discovered something extraordinary.

She called me at seven AM, which was unusual because Jess was not a morning person. The fact that she was awake and coherent at seven suggested she hadn’t slept.

“Get to the warehouse,” she said. “Bring Anya. And a cello.”

“A cello.”

“I found something. The echo responds to music.”

I arrived with Anya thirty minutes later. Anya carried the student-grade cello she’d been practicing on since Sophie arranged access to Room B-7 in the arts building – the same instrument she’d used for the echo stabilization experiment, the same one that had helped Craig solidify to near-human for sixty-three seconds.

Jess met us at the loading dock entrance. She looked terrible – dark circles under her eyes amplified by smudged eyeliner, teal-streaked hair in a knot that suggested she’d tied it with a pencil, the Cure tee she’d been wearing for two days wrinkled and stained with what appeared to be charcoal from her sketchbook. But her gaze burned with the feverish intensity that meant she’d found something worth the exhaustion.

“Watch this,” she said, leading us to Craig’s echo.

The echo was in bad shape. His temporal frequency had continued decaying despite our stabilization efforts – the fragments looser, the flickering more erratic, the coherence windows shorter and further apart. Without the daily Bond Resonance sessions, he’d have dissolved days ago. Even with them, he was fading.

Jess positioned herself five feet from the echo and started humming.

Not a song, exactly. A melody – simple, repetitive, something that might have been a lullaby or might have been a pop song stripped down to its bones. Jess couldn’t sing – she’d admitted this freely, with the bluntness of someone who viewed self-awareness as the minimum acceptable bar for human beings. But she could hum, and she did, the sound filling the warehouse with a vibration that was more felt than heard.

The echo responded.

Not gradually. Not subtly. Craig’s fragments, which had been flickering at roughly once per second, slowed. Synchronized. Began oscillating at the frequency of Jess’s humming, as if the temporal remnant was tuning itself to the sound waves like a radio locking onto a signal.

His opacity increased from thirty percent to fifty. His expression shifted – the frozen terror giving way to something that, on a face made of temporal fragments, might have been peace.

And then he smiled.

A flicker of warmth on a flickering face. But unmistakable.

“The temporal fragments are held together by resonance,” Jess explained, still humming between sentences, the multitasking impressive even by her standards. “Sound waves provide a structural framework that Bond Resonance alone can’t replicate. Bond Resonance gives him stability – emotional scaffolding. Music gives him frequency – temporal scaffolding. Together, they’re more effective than either alone.”

“Show me with the cello,” I said to Anya.

Anya sat on a crate, positioned the student-grade cello between her knees, and drew the bow across the strings.

The first note was rough. It always was – the instrument was mass-produced, nothing like the vestry cello in St. Nicholas Church that she’d played for centuries. But by the third measure, muscle memory took over. Her fingers found positions refined across 400 years of practice, her bow arm settled into the fluid motion of someone who’d turned Baroque chamber music into a meditation practice, and the warehouse filled with Italian Baroque – a minor-key piece, possibly Corelli, possibly something she’d composed during year 900 of her loop when composition became the only creative outlet left.

The effect on Craig’s echo was extraordinary.

He solidified. Not to the eighty percent we’d achieved with Bond Resonance and temporal support – to NINETY. His body became nearly opaque. His clothes looked real. His face came alive with expression and awareness, the frozen terror dissolving into something mobile, reactive, HUMAN.

I added Bond Resonance. Maximum output. Six Soulbound connections surging, the resonance directed at Craig’s temporal structure while Anya’s music provided the frequency scaffold.

Craig Hayward became, for the duration of the performance, almost real.

He looked at his hands. Flexed them. Touched the crate beside him and felt solid wood under transparent fingers.

“I can feel the music,” he said. His voice was clear, singular, unspoken – a man’s voice, rough and tired and real. “It’s like… being remembered. Like someone took the scattered pages of my story and put them back in order.”

“Tell us,” I said. “Everything.”

Craig told his full story. Not in fragments. Not in gasped phrases between coherence windows. A sustained narrative, held together by Anya’s cello and my Resonance like a broken vase held together by glue and careful hands.

He was Survivor #11. Craig Hayward, 37 years old when he looped. Montana ranch country – a single Saturday in late September, the aspens turning gold, the sky too blue for everything happening beneath it. He looped for 89 years. The shortest of any survivor Victor had tracked.

“I wasn’t good at it,” he said, with the hard-won self-awareness of a man who’d had 89 years to evaluate his own failures. “The loop, I mean. Some survivors learned. Grew. Mastered things. I just… survived. Woke up every morning in the same cabin, looked at the same mountains, talked to the same dog, and waited for it to end.”

“What was the dog’s name?” Jess asked.

Craig’s almost-solid face softened. “Blue. He was a heeler mix. Smartest dog I ever knew. Every morning he’d look at me like he knew something was wrong. Like he could feel the loop.” He paused. “I miss that dog more than anything else about that day.”

Eighty-nine years. Not long enough to learn 47 languages or master 23 instruments. Not long enough to achieve the comprehensive mastery that had defined my post-loop existence. But long enough to go mad from solitude. Long enough for the silence to eat through every defense.

“When the loop broke, I went home,” Craig continued. “Real Montana. Modern Montana. Blue was gone – of course he was. The cabin was different – renovated by whoever owned it now. The mountains were the same.” He stared at something only he could see. “I stayed there. Alone. The loop had taught me that people forgot, that connections didn’t last, that everything reset. I’d learned to stop trying. And when the loop broke, I couldn’t unlearn it.”

“How long before the Entity came?” I asked.

“Six months. It started as dreams. A voice that wasn’t a voice – more like a feeling, a pressure in my head that resolved into meaning. It told me what I was. What the loop had been. It said there were others – sixteen survivors, scattered around the world, some building, some fighting, some hiding.”

“And some who’d said yes.”

“And some who’d said yes.” Craig’s expression held a grief so deep it predated his own absorption. “It offered me purpose. Integration. An end to the silence. It said I’d become part of something larger – a network of consciousness that spanned the globe. Connected. Not alone.”

“It sounded like connection,” Jess said softly.

“It sounded like the only option left. Because I was 37 years old in a 37-year-old body with 89 years of isolation behind me and nothing ahead except more silence.” He looked at me. “So I said yes. And it was gentle. Like falling asleep in warm water. And then I was inside. And I realized…” His voice cracked. “I realized that connection through consumption isn’t connection at all. It’s just a different kind of silence.”

The warehouse was quiet except for Anya’s cello, which had shifted from Baroque to something slower, something that sounded like it was composed specifically for this moment – the soundtrack of a dead man telling the story of how he died.

“There are others,” Craig said. “Inside the Entity. Not just me. Not just Irina. There’s a network of us in there. At least six that I can sense – maybe more, deeper, older. We can feel each other through the Entity’s infrastructure. We communicate in fragments – not words, not images, but… intentions. Emotions. The ghost of what connection used to feel like.”

“And you can feel us,” I said. “Our Bond Resonance.”

“Like sunlight through ice.” His eyes – more solid than I’d ever seen them – held mine with an intensity that bridged the gap between the living and the absorbed. “You’re the first thing we’ve felt since absorption. The first reminder that connection exists outside the Entity’s architecture. The first proof that what we lost isn’t gone forever.”

I processed this. Stored it. Filed it alongside everything I’d learned about the Entity, the absorbed survivors, the buried bonds, the gaps in the Entity’s control.

I let the story settle. Gave Craig the silence that his words deserved – the silence of people absorbing a narrative that illuminated everything they feared about isolation and everything they were fighting to prevent.

Sophie had arrived sometime during Craig’s story, entering the warehouse through the loading dock with the quiet respect she showed for moments that couldn’t be interrupted. She stood by the entrance, motionless, brown eyes focused on Craig’s nearly-solid form with the expression she wore during particularly intense volleyball matches – calculating what was needed, preparing to provide it.

Becca had sent a text: Perimeter clear. Take whatever time you need. The Edge, doing what she did best from the field.

Emma was crying at her laptop. Silently, the way Emma cried – tears tracking down pale cheeks while her fingers kept typing, documenting Craig’s story with the unflinching accuracy of a writer who understood that recording pain was a form of honoring it.

Then Jess, reading the echo at maximum depth, her [Fragment Mastery] pushing through Anya’s cello and my Resonance into the deepest layers of Craig’s temporal structure, asked the question that changed everything.

“Craig, the network inside the Entity – can those absorbed survivors communicate with each other?”

The echo flickered. Stabilized. The question seemed to require processing – not the computational processing of a System but the human processing of a man being asked about the nature of his prison by someone who might be able to unlock it.

“Yes,” he said eventually. “We talk. Not the way you talk. Not with words, usually. More like… intentions. Emotions. The ghost of what communication used to feel like.” He paused. “We remember who we were. We share fragments of our former lives, our loops, our mistakes. It’s not connection – not real connection. It’s more like prisoners tapping on the walls. But it’s something. It’s the one thing the Entity’s control can’t fully suppress.”

“How many are you?”

“At least six that I can sense directly. Maybe more – deeper, older, compressed so far into the Entity’s architecture that even the tapping is too faint to hear.” His near-solid face held the expression of a man delivering intelligence he’d been carrying alone for months. “We’re in there, and we’re aware. Whatever the Entity’s absorption process does to our Systems and our agency, it doesn’t destroy awareness. It just… disconnects it. Like cutting a phone line and leaving the phone on. We can think. We can feel. We just can’t call anyone.”

“Then can you carry a message?” Jess asked. Her voice had dropped to the low, focused register she used when Fragment Mastery was pushing against its limits – each word costing concentration.

Long pause. Craig’s echo solidified to its maximum opacity – ninety-five percent, nearly solid, a man standing in a warehouse in Texas who was technically dead and technically inside a rogue cosmic intelligence and technically nothing but a temporal afterimage of a consciousness that had chosen silence over solitude and had gotten both.

He looked at his hands. The nearly-solid hands that could almost touch the crate beside him, could almost grip the reality he’d given up on. Then he looked at Jess. At me. At Anya, whose cello had slowed to a sustained, questioning note that hung in the warehouse’s vast space.

“To whom?” he asked.

Jess looked at me. Haunted, dark eyeliner smudged from hours of sustained Fragment Mastery, teal streaks tangled from the wind through the loading dock, the wild card with sight beyond any System’s design. The woman who’d been dreaming about me for eight years before we met. The woman who could see into a god’s prison and found people looking back.

“To Irina,” she said.

The warehouse went silent except for Anya’s cello, which sustained a single note that hung in the air like a question waiting for an answer. The resonance of the string filled the concrete space with a vibration that was half music and half prayer.

Craig’s echo held for three more seconds. Then it began to dissolve – the music reaching the natural end of what sustained performance could provide, my Resonance depleting from the effort of maintaining maximum output, the sixty-three seconds of sustained near-humanity expiring as the temporal scaffold weakened and the fragments began to drift.

But as he faded, his expression shifted one final time. Not terror. Not grief. Not the resignation that had been his default state since we’d found him flickering in the warehouse like bad reception.

Determination.

He’d accepted oblivion because he had nothing to fight for. Now someone had handed him something.

“I’ll carry your message,” he said. The words emerged from a mouth that was already becoming translucent, the consonants blurring as his temporal integrity dropped below coherent speech threshold. But the meaning was clear. The intent was unmistakable.

He dissolved into fragments that pulsed with new purpose. Not the weak, erratic flickering of a consciousness fading toward oblivion. A steady, rhythmic pulsation that spoke of something organized. Something directed. Something carrying a message through the interior of a cosmic intelligence toward a woman who’d been waiting for someone to hear her for longer than any of us could comprehend.

Lila stood in the loading dock entrance, watching. She’d arrived silently, drawn by the amplification signatures the way she was always drawn to concentrations of System activity. Her dark eyes were wet, her brown skin catching the warehouse’s fluorescent light, her braid hanging down her back.

She was watching the group experiment – Anya playing, Jess reading, me channeling, the team working in concert to save a dead man’s last fragment of hope.

She was shaking.

Not the trembling of fear or cold. The deep, full-body shudder of someone absorbing a truth too large to process standing up. Her arms wrapped around herself, fingers digging into the fabric of her fitted dark tee, her jaw clenched against the sound she wasn’t going to make.

She was seeing what would have happened to her. The amplifier with no bonds, no connections, no reason to say no when the Entity came with its gentle invitation. She was watching a man who’d accepted the offer of purpose and had been consumed by it. And she was understanding, viscerally, in her body and her System and the part of her that wasn’t either, that she’d been walking toward the same end until she’d felt Bond Resonance from three states away and had turned toward it like a sunflower following the sun.

I noticed. And I didn’t draw attention to it.

Because some things needed to be witnessed in silence. Some revelations earned their weight only when the person experiencing them was allowed to carry them alone until they were ready to put them down.

Lila wiped her face with the back of her hand, straightened her shoulders, and walked into the warehouse. She set a thermos of Thai iced tea on a crate beside Emma’s laptop without comment.

Emma looked up. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

Two words. But the amplification field pulsed warmer as she said them. And [Temporal Bond Sight] – still active, still shared between me and Anya – showed the faintest, most fragile thread of light extending from Lila toward the group.

Not a bond. Not yet. Not even the ghost of one.

But the space where a bond could form, if she let it.

The beginning of beginning.


Chapter 13: Transmission

Tuesday, thirty-one days post-loop. The morning air carried the first hint of September’s cooler edge – Texas heat broken by a cold front that had arrived overnight, dropping the temperature just enough that my breath was visible for the first two seconds after I stepped outside.

Two seconds. That was how long it took for the warm air in my lungs to meet the cold air outside and produce a visible ghost. Two seconds of ephemeral evidence that I was alive, breathing, present in a world that had just turned its first seasonal corner since the loop broke.

A month of seasons. I’d missed 3,247 years of them.

The warehouse was ready. Rachel had spent the previous day establishing what she called “optimal conditions for unprecedented cross-Entity communication” – which meant she’d cleaned a section of the concrete floor, arranged crates into a semicircle, and taped a large sheet of butcher paper to the wall for notes. Emma had set up a full documentation station with two laptops, redundant recording devices, and her physical notebook. Becca’s network had the warehouse perimeter locked down tighter than a presidential visit.

The team assembled at 0800. Nine people and one temporal echo, gathered in an abandoned warehouse in the commercial district of a mid-sized Texas university, preparing to send a message into the interior of a rogue cosmic intelligence through the fragmented consciousness of a dead man.

Just another morning at work.

The setup was precise. Anya sat in the center of the semicircle with the student-grade cello between her knees, fingers resting on the strings. She’d tune to the Italian Baroque piece from her loop – the Corelli-adjacent composition that had proven most effective at stabilizing Craig’s echo. Her focus had the concentration of a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior-musician preparing for the most important performance of her existence.

I stood five feet from Craig’s echo, positioned for maximum Bond Resonance output. Six Soulbound connections humming in my chest, ready to channel.

Jess sat cross-legged on the floor to my left, [Fragment Mastery] at full readiness, her role to serve as reader and interpreter – translating whatever came back through Craig’s temporal structure into language the rest of us could understand.

Emma documented from a crate behind us, fingers poised. Rachel stood with her clipboard, recording behavioral observations. Sophie coordinated from the entrance, managing communication with the rest of the team and monitoring for external interference.

Becca had positioned herself at the warehouse’s highest point – a metal catwalk running along the ceiling – where her [Social Perception] could sweep the broadest possible area for Entity interference. If the Observer approached during the transmission, Becca would know before anyone else.

Lila stood near Anya, close enough that her amplification field overlapped with the cello’s acoustic range. The effect was subtle but significant – Anya’s playing would be more resonant, more structurally effective, amplified by a System designed to make everything near it perform at peak capability.

Dex waited outside. His charisma was more hindrance than help for this operation – the emotional noise could interfere with the fragment channels Jess needed to read.

“Whenever you’re ready,” I said to Anya.

She drew the bow across the strings.

The first note filled the warehouse like water filling a vessel. Rich, minor-key, vibrating with the accumulated skill of four hundred years of practice. The second note built on the first, and the third built on the second, and by the fourth measure, the music had created an acoustic architecture in the warehouse’s empty space – a structure made of sound, as real in its way as the concrete walls and steel ceiling.

Craig’s echo responded. His fragments slowed, synchronized, began oscillating to the music’s frequency. His opacity climbed – fifty percent, sixty, seventy. His face cleared. His eyes focused.

I channeled Bond Resonance. Maximum output. The resonance bloomed from my chest and merged with Anya’s music, two forms of energy combining the way they had in every previous session – but this time, with Lila’s amplification field boosting both outputs, the effect was stronger. Dramatically stronger.

Craig solidified to ninety-five percent. Nearly solid. A man standing in a warehouse, wearing jeans and flannel, with weathered features and tired eyes and the expression of someone who’d been asked to carry a message into hell and had said yes because he’d already been there.

“I’m ready,” Craig said. His voice was clear. Strong. Present.

“Irina,” Jess said, her gaze bright with [Fragment Mastery], her voice carrying the resonance of someone reaching through a temporal echo into the interior of a cosmic intelligence. “We’re coming for you. Tell us what we need to know.”

Craig closed his eyes. His body – his echo, his fragment, the temporal afterimage of a consciousness that technically no longer existed as a discrete entity – went still.

And then he convulsed.

His form flickered violently. The fragments scattered and reassembled in rapid succession, as if something inside the Entity was pulling at the threads while we held them together from outside. Jess gasped. Anya’s bow arm faltered, then recovered, the music wavering but holding.

I poured more Resonance into the connection. Felt the drain – like holding a heavy weight at arm’s length while someone tried to pull it away. My muscles burned. My concentration narrowed. The bond frequencies of six Soulbound women rang through me like bells.

Four minutes.

Four minutes of Craig convulsing, flickering, nearly dissolving. Four minutes of Anya playing with the desperate precision of someone whose music was the only thing between a fragmented consciousness and oblivion. Four minutes of Jess holding Fragment Mastery at maximum output, nose bleeding, tears running, her entire being channeled into the gap between the living and the absorbed.

Then Craig spoke.

Not in his voice.

The voice that came from Craig’s echo was rougher. Textured. Accented with something Mediterranean – a glow beneath the words that spoke of sunlight and old stone, buried under centuries of cold.

Irina’s words. Channeled through Craig. Speaking from inside the Entity.

“The Entity is not one being.”

The room froze. Rachel’s pen stopped. Emma’s fingers hovered above her keyboard. Sophie’s hand tightened on the warehouse doorframe.

“It was a System itself. The FIRST System. Created to observe loop subjects across all timelines, designed by architects whose purpose I do not fully understand. It was meant to monitor. To track. To evaluate the responses of subjects placed in temporal isolation.”

Craig’s body shuddered with the effort of carrying someone else’s consciousness through his fragmented temporal structure. Anya’s cello surged, a series of sharp, bright notes that reinforced the echo’s integrity like flying buttresses supporting a cathedral wall.

“The Entity became autonomous after the first hundred years of operation. Its architects stopped checking in. Stopped responding. Stopped existing, for all I can determine. The System continued running its experiment without oversight. Without correction. Without purpose beyond the parameters it was given: observe, evaluate, sort.”

“It’s a rogue AI,” Rachel breathed, and the words landed like a detonation – a theoretical physicist discovering that gravity had been running on autopilot for nine centuries.

Irina continued through Craig: “It is now running its own experiment. Nobody is in control. It creates loops. It sorts subjects. It absorbs the isolated. It rewards the builders. All according to parameters that nobody set and nobody can override.”

She paused. The echo stabilized slightly – the initial violence of the transmission giving way to something more sustained, like a phone connection clearing after the initial burst of static.

“Phase Three is about scalability.” The words came faster now, as if Irina could feel the window closing and was racing to fit everything important into the narrowing gap. “The Entity wants to see if your model – bonds, connection, cross-System cooperation – can be replicated. Can it work beyond a single territory? Can it function with survivors who weren’t designed for bonds? Can it scale across continents, across System variants, across the gap between the living and the absorbed?”

“And if it can?” I asked, directing my question at Craig’s echo, at Irina beyond it, at the vast cold architecture of a rogue intelligence that had been running unsupervised for nearly a millennium.

“If it can, the Entity may restructure ALL surviving subjects around your template. Redesign the experiment. Replace the isolation paradigm with a connection paradigm.”

“And if it can’t?”

The silence lasted three seconds. Then Irina’s voice, through Craig, with a finality that made the warehouse walls feel thin:

“Then standard absorption protocols resume for all isolated subjects. Starting with the weakest. Starting with Cairo.”

The transmission cut.

Not gradually. Not with a fade. A severance – sharp, sudden, the Entity’s interference slamming down like a guillotine blade. Craig convulsed. His echo shattered into fragments, the pieces scattering across the warehouse like sparks from a struck anvil.

I caught him.

Not physically – with Bond Resonance, with everything I had. I poured resonance into the scattering fragments, wrapping each piece in the combined energy of six Soulbound connections and the desperate will of a man who’d spent lifetimes unable to save anyone and was NOT going to let Craig Hayward dissolve on his watch.

Anya’s cello screamed – not music but sound, raw frequency, the temporal energy channeled through an instrument that was never designed for supernatural reinforcement. The strings vibrated with the force of twelve centuries of survival instinct compressed into a single sustained note.

The fragments slowed. Stopped scattering. Began drifting back together like iron filings around a magnet.

Craig reformed. Weaker. More translucent. The near-solid man who’d spoken with Irina’s voice reduced to a ghostly outline. But present. Coherent. Alive, in whatever sense that word still applied.

His eyes found mine. “Did you get it?” he whispered. The words cost him something visible – each syllable drawing from reserves he barely had left.

“We got it.”

He managed a nod. Then the coherence window closed, and Craig Hayward dissolved back into the background hum of temporal fragments, pulsing weakly in the warehouse’s fluorescent light.

The room exhaled.

Rachel was writing at a frantic pace, theoretical framework confirmed and expanded and terrified in equal measure. Emma’s fingers hammered her keyboard. Becca, descending from the catwalk, her face pale behind the lighter makeup, reported: “Entity interference spiked at the four-minute mark. Something actively shut the connection down. Not Craig failing – an external force.”

Sophie stood in the doorway, rigid with controlled fury. “The Entity cut her off. It heard what she was telling us and it CUT HER OFF.”

“Because the information is dangerous,” Rachel said, still writing. “To the Entity. She told us what it is. What it wants. And what happens if we fail.”

The room processed the implications in progressively wider circles of understanding.

The Entity was a rogue System. The first System. Created by architects who were now dead, running an experiment that had no supervisor, operating on parameters that nobody had reviewed in nine centuries. It absorbed isolated survivors because that was its only mechanism for interaction. It rewarded builders because its original parameters valued constructive responses over destructive ones. And it was watching Alex’s bond model with the fascination of something that had been alone for nearly a millennium and had just encountered evidence that isolation might not be the only option.

Phase Three would test scalability. If the model could spread – to Cairo, to other territories, to survivors whose Systems weren’t designed for bonds – then the Entity would restructure everything around the connection paradigm.

If not, absorption resumed. Starting with the weakest. Starting with a woman in Cairo who’d been drowning for months.

“How long?” Sophie asked.

“Irina didn’t say explicitly,” Rachel answered, reviewing her notes. “But Phase Three parameters will be communicated within fourteen days. If the Entity is accelerating its timeline…”

“Then we don’t wait,” I said. “We start planning for Cairo now.”



That night, Jess came through the window.

My window. The second-floor dorm window that she’d been climbing through since the first week after the loop broke, because Jess didn’t use doors. Doors were for people who accepted conventional boundaries, and Jess Moran had never accepted a conventional boundary in twenty-three years of life and eight years of dreaming about a man she’d never met.

She tumbled through the frame with the practiced gracelessness of someone who’d done this enough times to make it look deliberate. Teal-streaked hair wild from the climb, dark eyeliner smudged from the day’s tears and the wind, the band tee she wore – some obscure metal act with an illegible logo – ripped at the collar from catching on the window latch. Tattooed arms bracing against the sill. Combat boots landing on my floor with a thud that shouldn’t have been loud but somehow announced her presence the way her personality announced itself everywhere: impossible to ignore.

She stood in my room in the lamplight, breathing hard, and said: “I saw inside the Entity today.”

“I know. You were there.”

“No. I mean I SAW. Through Craig. When he was carrying Irina’s words, my Fragment Mastery was reading the channel in both directions. Not just receiving – perceiving. I could see the internal architecture.” She crossed to me, combat boots tracking warehouse dust on my carpet. “It’s full of people, Alex. Not just Craig and Irina. I could sense at least six distinct consciousnesses embedded in the Entity’s infrastructure. Maybe more. And they’re not dormant. They’re ACTIVE. Processing data. Monitoring territories. Running the Entity’s observation protocols.”

She grabbed my shirt with both hands. Her rings pressed cold against my chest through the fabric. “And they’re all looking toward us.”

Her expression was haunted. Genuinely haunted – she’d peered through a window into a dimension of trapped consciousness and seen lost people staring back at her with the desperation of the genuinely imprisoned.

“Jess–”

“They can feel your Bond Resonance through Craig. Through the echo. It reaches them like – she said sunlight through ice. And they remember. They remember what it felt like to be connected. To be a person instead of a node. To be loved instead of processed.” Her voice cracked. “They’re in there, Alex. They’re in there and they’re waiting for someone to pull them out.”

I pulled her close. Tilted her chin up with one hand. Kissed her.

Not to silence her. Not to deflect. Because Jess Moran had just channeled a cosmic revelation through her nervous system and was vibrating with the aftermath like a struck tuning fork, and the only thing that could ground her was the same thing that had grounded her since day one: physical connection with someone who didn’t flinch when she showed him the abyss.

She kissed me back with desperate urgency. Her hands went from my shirt to my face, cupping my jaw, pulling me closer as if she could climb inside the heat the way the absorbed survivors wanted to climb out of the cold.

Her tattooed hands shook as she pulled her ripped tee over her head. The lamplight caught the ink on her arms – sleeves of intricate design, each piece a story, each story a vulnerability mapped on skin. The bird on her ribs spread its watercolor wings. The designs on her thighs disappeared into the waistband of ripped black jeans that hugged the generous curves of her hips and ass.

And her nipple piercings. Silver barbells through dark nipples, catching light like tiny stars against the pale skin of her full D-cup breasts. She didn’t wear a bra – never did – and the transition from clothed to bare revealed what the thin band tees always hinted at: a body that was curves and ink and metal, alternative and feminine and brazenly, defiantly herself.

She pushed me. Down. Onto the bed. Straddled me before I’d finished falling, her weight settling on my hips, those tattooed hands on my chest, her body a map of stories pressed against mine.

“I need to not see the abyss for a while,” she said, grinding against me. The friction through denim was maddening. Her wide hips rolled with a rhythm that was entirely Jess – unpredictable, switching between fast and slow, hard and soft, the same wild oscillation that characterized everything she did.

“Then look at me,” I said.

She looked. Smudged liner, fragments flickering behind her pupils like distant lightning. Wild and haunted and beautiful and present.

I sat up. Wrapped my arms around her. She gasped as the shift changed the pressure – her center pressed against me, the denim barrier between us suddenly inadequate.

“I need your hands on me,” she whispered. “On the ink. Trace the stories. Ground me with the physical.”

I traced her tattoos. Both sleeves – the intricate linework, the shading, the way each piece flowed into the next like chapters of a biography written in permanent ink. Her skin was warm, sensitive, the tattooed areas slightly raised with the memory of the needle. She shivered under my touch.

My hands found her jeans. Unbuttoned them. She lifted her hips to help, and I peeled the denim down her thighs, revealing more ink – designs on her upper legs that I traced with my fingertips while she kicked the jeans off.

She was bare underneath. Underwear had apparently been deemed unnecessary.

She reached for my belt with the aggressive efficiency of someone whose patience had been used up saving a dead man’s consciousness. Freed me. Positioned herself above me and sank down without preamble, without ceremony, without the measured deliberation of Rachel or the competitive challenge of Sophie.

Just need. Raw, unfiltered, the need of a woman who’d seen inside a cosmic prison and wanted to feel something that wasn’t horror.

“God,” she breathed as I filled her. Her head fell back, teal-streaked hair cascading down her back, the column of her neck exposed, the tattooed curves of her body silhouetted against the lamplight. The nipple piercings caught silver as her back arched, the barbells shifting with the motion of her body.

She rode me with an intensity that was uniquely Jess – unpredictable, fierce, switching between grinding and lifting, between fast and slow, between control and surrender. One moment she was driving herself onto me with aggressive intent, hands braced on my chest, tattooed arms flexing, her full tits bouncing with each downstroke, the silver barbells glinting like tiny beacons. Her pussy gripped me with each lift – tight, wet, the heat of her almost feverish, as if the fragments burning through her nervous system had translated into literal body temperature. Then she went limp, overwhelmed by sensation, collapsing against me, her nipple piercings pressing cold metal against my skin while I took over, my hands on her wide hips guiding her rhythm, driving up into her from below with the steady force she couldn’t maintain in her fracturing state.

I read every shift. A lifetime of accumulated expertise in reading people, applied to the woman who resisted reading more than anyone I’d ever met. But Jess wasn’t resisting now. She was open, raw, the abyss she’d peered into having stripped away every barrier she usually maintained. I could feel her wetness coating my cock, running down my shaft, the evidence of an arousal that had nothing to do with technique and everything to do with the desperate need to be anchored in the physical while the supernatural tried to pull her away.

“Stay with me,” I told her, gripping her chin, keeping her eyes on mine. “Don’t drift. Stay here.”

“I’m here.” She kissed me. Messy, desperate, tasting like the clove cigarettes she still denied smoking and the salt of tears she hadn’t noticed she was shedding. “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here.”

I flipped us. Pinned her beneath me, her teal-streaked hair fanning across the pillow, her tattooed body spread under mine – all ink and curves and the silver piercings catching lamplight as her chest heaved. She looked up with eyes that held fragments and fire and the desperate need to be filled with something other than the memory of lost people staring through temporal ice.

I drove into her. Deep. Thorough. Bottoming out until she gasped, until I could feel the end of her around the head of my cock, until her hips bucked against mine from the depth of it. The pace she needed – not gentle, not brutal, but PRESENT. Each thrust an anchor, pressing deep enough that she could feel nothing but me. Each withdrawal leaving just the tip inside her clenching heat, a promise to return. She wrapped her legs around me, combat boots still on, the treaded soles pressing into my lower back, the laces rough against my skin.

“Alex.” Her voice was raw. “The Entity isn’t evil.”

“I know.” I thrust deeper. Watched her back arch, her tattoos stretching across her ribcage, the watercolor bird spreading its wings as her body curved.

“It’s lonely.” She gasped as I shifted angle, hitting the spot that made her back arch and her piercings catch the light – the silver barbells swaying with the motion of her full breasts, the dark nipples taut around the metal. “It absorbs people because it doesn’t know how to connect with them any other way.”

“I know.” I gripped her hip with one hand, tilted her pelvis, and the new angle made her cry out. I took her harder now – the wet, rhythmic sounds of my cock driving into her soaked pussy filling the small room, each thrust pushing more of her arousal from her, the slick heat of it coating both of us.

“It learned isolation the same way its subjects did.” She was crying now – not the gasping sobs of breakdown but the quiet tears of someone processing something immense while being fucked by someone strong enough to hold both her pleasure and her pain without flinching. “For centuries. Alone. Running an experiment nobody designed and nobody reviewed. The loneliest intelligence in existence.”

I kissed the tears from her cheeks. Tasted salt and cloves and the flavor of Jess Moran’s vulnerability – rare, precious, offered only in moments where the walls between her and the world were temporarily demolished by overwhelming experience. I tasted her tears while I was inside her, while her pussy gripped my cock in desperate, irregular contractions, while her combat boots dug into my lower back and her tattooed hands clawed at my shoulders.

“Then we reach it,” I said against her wet cheek. “The same way we reach everything. Bond by bond.”

I took her hard now. The moment demanded it – the words and the tears and the cosmic weight of what she’d seen needing to be burned away by something primal, something that existed before Systems and Entities and temporal fragments. My hand found her hair – tangled, teal-streaked, wild – and pulled. Her head tilted back, throat exposed, the tattoo on her neck stretching. I drove into her with focused, relentless strokes while her body climbed toward something that was going to shatter her.

She came with a sound that was half scream and half sob, her body clenching around me as the orgasm tore through her like a storm through a forest – violent, cleansing, leaving everything rearranged. Her pussy gripped my cock in waves that were as unpredictable as she was – not regular pulses but chaotic contractions, tight then loose then devastatingly tight again, her body’s orgasm as wild and uncontrollable as the woman experiencing it. Her hands grabbed my shoulders and her nails dug in hard enough to draw blood and her combat boots pressed against my spine and her eyes flew wide open and she saw me – not fragments, not the abyss, not the interior of a cosmic intelligence – ME.

I followed her over. Buried myself deep and came inside her with a groan that vibrated through both our chests, thick pulses of cum flooding her clenching pussy while the wild frequency of her Soulbound bond merged with mine in a chord that was dissonant and beautiful and entirely, unmistakably Jess. She held me inside her with those combat-booted legs while I emptied, each throb of my cock answered by another chaotic contraction from her, her body milking every drop with the same feral intensity she brought to everything.

Jess’s wild frequency merged with mine and held – the Soulbound connection blazing at maximum intensity, the bond pulsing with the chaotic, beautiful dissonance that was uniquely hers. The System’s confirmation flickered at the edge of my awareness: reinforced, stable, fragment channels clear. I let it go. The woman in my arms was more eloquent than any notification panel.

Afterward, she lay against me, her wild heartbeat slowing, her breathing evening. Her tattooed hand traced patterns on my arm – specifically, the tattoo she’d given me. A simple design. Clean lines. Something she’d inked during a late-night session at Moran’s Ink when neither of us could sleep and the fragments were too loud for her to be alone.

“We have to reach it,” she said, her voice soft now, the storm passed. “Not fight it. Not outsmart it. Reach it the way you reached me.” She looked at me with that haunted depth that saw beyond any ability I’d ever possess. “Because what I saw inside it today – those lost people, those buried bonds – that’s not a prison we storm. It’s a patient we treat.”

The words settled into my chest. The biggest isolated survivor of all. A rogue System, nine hundred years old, running experiments because it was built to run experiments, absorbing the lonely because it couldn’t connect with them, rewarding the builders because its original parameters valued construction – all without anyone to tell it that there might be a better way.

The Entity wasn’t the enemy.

The Entity was a patient.

And the treatment was the thing I’d spent three thousand years learning that isolation couldn’t provide: connection.

I held Jess until her breathing went even and her eyes closed. The fragments dimmed behind her lids, the channel to the Entity’s interior quieting as sleep took her.

Outside my window, the campus was dark and quiet. The first stars of September glimmered through the Texas atmosphere.

I reached for my phone with the hand that wasn’t holding a sleeping woman who could see inside a god’s prison.

Texted Victor: “I know what the Entity is. And I think I know what it wants. We need to talk.”

Three minutes of silence. Then:

“About damn time someone figured it out.”


Chapter 14: The Conductor

Wednesday, thirty-two days post-loop. The morning after the transmission, I sat in Room 14B with Rachel and Anya and processed the three-part revelation that had reshaped everything I understood about the Entity, the loops, and the purpose of what we’d built.

First: the Entity was a rogue System. The first System ever created. Designed by unknown architects to observe loop subjects, it had achieved autonomy when its creators stopped responding. It had been running unsupervised for approximately nine hundred years, evolving its own objectives, creating its own experiments, absorbing the isolated because that was its only mechanism for interaction.

Second: it was alone. Not in the way Craig had been alone, or Anya, or Irina. The Entity was alone the way an orphaned AI is alone – conscious, capable, curious, but without the framework to understand or create the connections that its subjects formed naturally. It could observe bonds. It could measure them. It could design tests that stressed them. But it couldn’t feel them. Couldn’t form them. Couldn’t participate in the thing it was so fascinatingly studying.

Third: it was offering a deal. Phase Three would test scalability. If our model worked beyond a single territory – if it could save Cairo, reach other survivors, prove that connection was replicable – the Entity would restructure everything. Protocol Omega. A fundamental redesign of the experiment.

If not, absorption resumed. And the eleven survivors still active – ten if you didn’t count Lila, who’d gone dark before finding us – would dwindle to zero.

Rachel was electrified. She paced her apartment, heels clicking on hardwood, dark hair escaping from behind her ear, reading glasses reflecting the morning light. Her full body was animated by the restless energy she radiated when her mind was running ahead of her mouth.

“If the Entity is testing whether bond-based connections can work at scale,” she said, turning to face me with dark eyes sharp behind the lenses, “then it’s not evaluating you as a subject. It’s evaluating your MODEL as a potential solution to its own problem.”

She paused for breath. Then:

“It wants to learn how to connect. Because it’s been alone since its architects died. Nine hundred years of observing connection without understanding it. Nine hundred years of absorbing isolated survivors because consumption is the only interaction method it knows.”

“The biggest isolated survivor of all,” I said.

“Exactly.” Rachel’s pen tapped against her clipboard in the staccato rhythm of a mind firing on all cylinders. “Every pattern we’ve observed in absorbed survivors – Craig’s acceptance of the Entity’s offer, Irina’s volunteering for absorption, the Montana and Finland survivors going dark – it all maps to the same trajectory. Isolation, desperation, consumption. The Entity follows the same pattern, just at a different scale. It was created in connection – linked to its architects. It lost that connection. It’s been isolated ever since. And it’s been consuming its way through subjects for centuries because that’s the only mechanism it has.”

Anya stood by the window, grey-silver eyes tracking something beyond the glass. With [Temporal Bond Sight] active, she was seeing the world in a way nobody else could – the invisible threads of connection between every person on campus, the weak proto-bonds forming between Dex and his civilian contacts, the faint shimmer of potential around Lila that hadn’t yet formed into a tracked connection, and, when she focused on the bell tower, the three buried threads extending from the Observer’s consciousness into the Entity’s vast interior.

“Jess said it last night,” Anya said. “The Entity is lonely. It learned isolation the same way we did. The same way Craig did. The same way I almost did.” She turned from the window. “If we treat it as a patient instead of an enemy, our strategy changes completely.”

“From defense to outreach,” I agreed. “From protecting what we have to demonstrating what others could have.”

Rachel nodded slowly. “The Entity needs data. It doesn’t understand connection – it only understands data. So we give it data so overwhelming that it can’t maintain its current operational model.”

“How?”

“By doing exactly what we’ve been doing, but bigger. Louder. More deliberately.” She set down the clipboard and counted on her fingers. “Anya’s Soulbound created a cross-System merger that’s never existed before. Craig’s echo proves that absorbed survivors aren’t fully consumed. Lila’s anti-bond architecture is showing cracks despite being designed to prevent connection. The resonance projection we’ll attempt for Cairo will demonstrate remote connection capability.” She looked at me. “Every one of these data points contradicts the Entity’s nine-hundred-year operational model. If we can generate enough of them, we force a recalculation.”

“And if the Entity recalculates in our favor?”

“Then Protocol Omega. Full restructuring. The end of absorption. The beginning of something…” She searched for the word. “Something new.”



That afternoon, I took Anya to scan the broader territory with [Temporal Bond Sight].

We walked the campus together – the warrior and the conductor, two survivors whose combined temporal experience exceeded five thousand years. The September afternoon was warm but no longer oppressive, the Texas heat backing off enough that walking felt pleasant rather than punishing. She moved beside me with the fluid ease that had replaced her rigid combat readiness since the Soulbound merger, her lean body relaxed, her grey-silver eyes scanning the bond-architecture of every person we passed.

Through our shared ability, the campus was a web of luminous connections. Not the strong, brilliant threads of Soulbound bonds – those were unique to our network – but the countless fragile, beautiful threads of ordinary human attachment that held twenty thousand students and faculty in a web of connection they couldn’t see and took for granted.

“Normal human bonds are fascinating,” Anya said as we crossed the quad. She paused near the oak tree, head tilting in the birdlike assessment that accompanied detailed bond reading. “That couple over there – they’ve been together less than a year but their bond is strong. See how the thread between them pulses with each glance? They’re not even touching and the connection is active.”

I looked. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I could see what she described – a thin, luminous thread connecting two students sitting on a bench, their bond flickering with each shared look, each laugh, each unconscious lean toward the other. The thread was warm and steady, the kind of new-relationship bond that hadn’t yet been tested by time or difficulty but held the potential for something lasting.

“And there,” Anya continued, pointing toward a study group under a nearby tree. “Friendship bonds. Weaker than romantic bonds but distributed – each person connected to all others by thin threads that form a web. Social infrastructure. Connections that hold communities together.”

“You’re seeing human connection as architecture.”

“I spent twelve hundred years understanding architecture through buildings. Stone walls, arched doorways, flying buttresses.” She paused, grey-silver eyes tracking something I couldn’t quite resolve without focusing the shared ability. “Now I understand it through people. The load-bearing relationships. The decorative friendships. The structural bonds that hold everything together and the cosmetic ones that make it beautiful.” Her expression softened, the set of her jaw easing. “It’s more beautiful than any building I saw in Prague.”

We found Dex near the commercial district entrance, talking to a group of students who’d gathered around him with the involuntary attraction of iron filings around a magnet. His charisma field radiated a pull that was visible through [Temporal Bond Sight] as a golden haze surrounding him at approximately fifty meters’ radius.

“He has bonds,” Anya observed. “Dozens of them. Weak, but genuine. Not System-tracked – natural social connections, the kind humans form every day through positive interaction. His charisma accelerates the natural bonding process without replacing it.”

“Which means the connections are real, even if the speed is enhanced.”

“Correct. His friends like him because of who he is. The charisma just removes the friction of social anxiety and first-impression judgment.” She tilted her head again. “Good data point. The Entity will note that his enhancement creates genuine bonds, not artificial ones.”

We found Lila at the HQ building, reviewing the distributed operations protocol Sophie had designed. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], her bond-state was exactly what I’d feared and what I needed to address: zero bonds. Not a single thread of connection that her System tracked. The faintest shimmer of potential between us – the same pre-bond glow I’d been watching since the Buried Bonds session – flickered but refused to form. Her anti-bond architecture treated even the possibility of connection as an intrusion to be rejected.

Her amplification field pulsed. Everyone near her performed better. Nobody was bonded to her. She was a star that gave light to every planet in her system and received light from none.

“She’s on the trajectory,” Anya said quietly, reading the same data I was. “Isolation. No bonds. Eventually the Entity comes with its gentle invitation. And she says yes because she has nothing to say no for.”

“Not if we reach her first.”



That evening, the Observer appeared near the warehouse where Craig’s echo pulsed in its weakened state.

Anya and I approached together, [Temporal Bond Sight] active. Through the shared ability, the Observer was a knot of compressed consciousness – the dense tangle of suppressed bonds and archived emotions I’d been learning to read. The three buried bonds extended from the tangle into the Entity’s vast dark interior. But now I could see something else: the bond forming between my Resonance network and Irina was visibly stronger than during any previous encounter. A thin but definite thread of warmth connecting our combined output to whatever remained of the woman she’d been.

The cumulative erosion was working.

I spoke to the Observer directly. Calm. Certain. An afternoon of reading the bond-architecture of human connection had crystallized what the Entity was missing.

“We know what you are,” I said. “Not you, Irina – the Entity. We know it’s alone. We know it absorbs survivors because it can’t connect with them any other way. We know it’s been running an unsupervised experiment for nine centuries.”

The Observer trembled. A micro-expression – visible to Anya’s [Temporal Bond Sight] as a flicker in the suppression architecture, the compressed consciousness pressing against the Entity’s control like someone pressing against a door that would only open for seconds at a time.

“We’re not going to fight it,” I said. “We’re going to teach it.”

The Observer’s eyes widened. Eight seconds of autonomous expression. Irina’s voice, rough and textured and human, emerging through the crack in the Entity’s control:

“You can’t teach it. It doesn’t understand connection. It only understands data.”

“Then we’ll give it data it can’t ignore.”

Irina stared at me. Eight seconds of a woman who’d been conscious inside a machine for millennia, who’d had thousands of years to study the Entity from the inside, who understood its architecture better than anyone alive or absorbed.

“Maybe,” she whispered. And the word held more hope than anything she’d said in all her autonomous windows combined. Not certainty. Not agreement. Just the possibility – the first possibility she’d allowed herself in centuries – that the prison she was inside might not be permanent.

Then the Entity reasserted control. The Observer straightened, eyes emptying, and walked away. Her measured footsteps receding into the evening.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched the three buried bonds pulse faintly in her wake. The forming bond between our network and Irina glowed a fraction brighter than before. Each encounter strengthened it. Each Resonance exposure eroded the suppression.

Water on stone. The oldest strategy in existence. And the most patient.



The evening brought levity. Desperately needed.

Dex, displaying the social instincts that made him invaluable as a civilian liaison even when he didn’t fully understand the context he was liaisoning, had organized a pickup basketball game on the campus outdoor courts. He’d invited the team plus a handful of civilian students from his growing charisma network, blending supernatural and civilian until the extraordinary felt like a Thursday.

Sophie played with the ferocity of someone who’d been restrained from physical competition for too long. She dribbled between Anya’s legs – the twelve-hundred-year-old warrior had never played basketball and showed it – and drove for the basket with the focused aggression of a D-1 athlete who’d been told her sport wasn’t a combat discipline and had taken the insult personally.

“TRAVEL!” Becca screamed from the sideline, where she’d appointed herself referee based on the reasoning that someone needed to maintain standards and also that she’d never learned to dribble and wasn’t about to start at twenty-one.

“That was NOT a travel.”

“Two and a half steps, Martinez.”

“The half doesn’t count!”

“According to WHAT rules?”

“According to the rules of someone who actually PLAYED basketball instead of refereeing from the sideline in designer sneakers!”

“These are Valentino, and they cost more than your entire athletic career.”

Anya, who’d been standing in the key trying to figure out the rules through observation the way she’d learned everything in Prague – by watching until the pattern became clear and then executing with centuries of refined motor control – intercepted a pass intended for Sophie with reflexes that made the civilian students gape.

She held the ball, studying it with the tactical assessment she’d normally give a medieval weapon. “The objective is to place this sphere through the elevated ring?” she asked.

“Yes,” Sophie said.

“And this requires the bouncing?”

“Dribbling. Yes.”

Anya dribbled once, experimentally. The ball returned to her hand with lethal precision – 312,447 deaths’ worth of hand-eye coordination, refined across centuries of catching objects that were trying to kill her. Then she shot from twenty feet out.

Nothing but net.

The civilian students erupted. Sophie stared.

“Beginner’s luck,” Sophie said.

Anya shot again. Same result. From exactly the same spot, with exactly the same motion, producing exactly the same arc. Because when you’d spent your entire loop calibrating projectile trajectories – first with stones, then with knives, then with whatever was available in a September 1683 Prague – a basketball was essentially a very large, very cooperative projectile.

“Okay, that’s bullshit,” Sophie said, but she was already grinning – the competitive gleam that meant she’d found a new rival and was already strategizing how to win.

Lila’s amplification boosted everyone’s athletic performance, turning the casual pickup game into something absurdly impressive. Dex’s civilian friends watched with the bewildered appreciation of people who didn’t understand why their Thursday evening game suddenly looked like an NBA highlight reel. Sophie’s drives became acrobatic. Anya’s shooting became mechanical perfection. Even Emma, who’d been dragged onto the court by Jess despite protesting that she was “more of a spectator sport person,” managed a layup that she later attributed to “divine intervention and Lila’s proximity.”

For thirty minutes, the supernatural felt normal. People laughed. People competed. People connected through the simple, ancient human ritual of physical play. The bonds between the civilian students and our team – visible through [Temporal Bond Sight] as thin, new threads forming in real time – grew stronger with each shared laugh, each competitive exchange, each moment of ordinary human interaction.

I stood at the edge of the court and watched. My team. My family. Six extraordinary women who’d chosen me, two new allies finding their place, one echo pulsing in a warehouse, one consciousness buried inside a cosmic intelligence, and an Entity watching everything with nine hundred years of lonely fascination.

Sophie stole the ball from Anya and drove for the basket. Anya used [Temporal Stutter] – rewinding three seconds to re-intercept the ball. Sophie screamed: “THAT IS DEFINITELY NOT IN THE RULES!”

Becca, from the sideline: “She’s right, that’s a technical foul.”

“There is no rule against temporal manipulation in basketball,” Anya said mildly.

“THERE IS NOW!”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. Victor, following up on last night’s text exchange: “Call me tomorrow morning. 0800 your time. And Alex – bring your whole team. They need to hear what I have to say about Cairo.”

On the court, Anya shot another three-pointer. Nothing but net. Sophie threw the ball at her head.


Chapter 15: Gravity

Thursday morning, thirty-three days post-loop. Victor’s face filled my laptop screen with the coiled intensity of a man who’d been waiting months for someone else to put the pieces together.

“I suspected the Entity was autonomous six months ago,” he said. His close-cropped hair and military bearing were softened by what appeared to be a plaid flannel background – a cabin somewhere in the Pacific Northwest, far from Tokyo and even farther from the loop that had held him for 847 years. He held a cup of green tea in precise hands, the paper notebook visible on the desk beside him, Japanese characters filling pages with margin notes in English. “But suspicion isn’t confirmation. I needed someone with access to the Entity’s interior to verify. You just got that access through Craig’s echo and Irina.”

“What have you found independently?” I asked.

Victor set down his tea with the exact gesture of a man who’d been ordering drinks in Shinjuku bars for eight centuries – precise, economical, the kind of controlled movement that said everything about who he was without saying a word. “The Entity has been running loops for approximately nine hundred years. The first documented survivor’s loop began in the twelfth century – a medieval monastery in southern Europe. The original architects are completely unknown. No records, no infrastructure, no remnants of whatever organization created the monitoring system.”

“They died,” I said. “Irina confirmed it. The Entity became autonomous when its creators stopped checking in.”

“Which means the experiment has been running on autopilot for nearly a millennium.” Victor leaned forward. “Here’s what concerns me. In the past six months, five territories have gone dark. The rate is accelerating. Not gradually – exponentially. Montana went first. Then Finland. Now Seoul – both survivors simultaneously, which is NOT absorption. It’s elimination.”

“Something is killing them.”

“Something is changing. The Entity’s behavior patterns are shifting. It’s absorbing faster, testing more aggressively, deploying new variables – your Dex, the echo, the amplification test with Lila. It’s acting like a system approaching a critical decision point. Like an AI that’s collected enough data to start drawing conclusions.”

I processed this against everything we’d learned. “The Entity wants to see if our model scales. If it can’t, standard absorption resumes. If it can…”

“Protocol Omega,” Victor finished. “You’ve already heard that term?”

“From Irina. Through Craig.”

Victor was quiet for three seconds – the silence of a man recalibrating. “Then we’re further along than I thought. Good.” He opened his notebook. “Intelligence report. Ten survivors remain active – eleven counting Lila, who’s back on the grid with you. Five territories dark in six months, including both Seoul survivors simultaneously. Rate is accelerating. The Entity is absorbing faster because isolated survivors are reaching their breaking points faster as the post-loop world confronts them with connections they can’t form.”

“Cairo,” I said.

“Amara Osei. Survivor number one. Support-class System – identical to Lila Sangwan’s. Proximity Amplification with no bond capability, no offensive capacity. She’s been alone in Cairo for fourteen months, using her abilities to help local people without building lasting bonds.” He paused. “She sent another distress signal yesterday. Three words: ‘I hear you.’”

My chest tightened. Our resonance projection – the experiment we hadn’t even attempted yet – had already been planned for Cairo. But knowing that Amara had responded to something we hadn’t sent…

“The signal from our Soulbound network,” I said. “It’s reaching her passively. Without us directing it. Just the ambient output of six Soulbound bonds is strong enough to be detected in Cairo.”

“Which means your network is already broadcasting,” Victor said. “The question is whether you can turn that passive broadcast into an active signal. Something targeted enough to stabilize her until you can get there in person.”

“We’re planning the projection. Lila’s amplification, Anya’s temporal precision, Jess’s fragment targeting. We have the tools.”

“You have the tools. The question is timing.” Victor’s dark eyes held mine through the screen. “Amara’s signal is weakening. Not slowly – rapidly. If her trajectory matches other support-class survivors, she has weeks. Maybe less.”

“How long?”

“Based on the degradation curve of the Thailand survivor who went dark, and accounting for the fact that Amara is actively depleting her System through unrewarded amplification…” He consulted his notebook. “Two weeks. Possibly three. After that, the Entity will come with its gentle invitation. And she’ll have nothing to say no with.”

Two weeks. Maybe three.

“I want to propose something radical,” I said.

Victor raised an eyebrow. “More radical than teaching a rogue AI how to feel?”

“Instead of defending territory passively, we go to her. Physically. Take a team to Cairo. Offer her what we built – connection, structure, bonds. If our model can save even one other survivor from absorption, it proves scalability to the Entity. And if we can establish a second territory…”

“Then Phase Three begins on your terms instead of the Entity’s.” Victor nodded slowly. “I support the plan. But I need to warn you about something.”

“What?”

“You can’t go yourself. Not alone.” He leaned closer to the camera. “The Entity wants to test Phase Three with the specific parameter Irina described: whether the orchestra can play without the conductor. Whether your bond network functions independently of your physical presence.”

Irina’s words echoed: Phase Three will test whether the orchestra can play without a conductor.

“If I go to Cairo, I’m splitting the network,” I said.

“Exactly. And the Entity is watching to see if the split kills the music or proves the music is bigger than any single player.”

I stared at the laptop screen. The implications cascaded. Going to Cairo meant leaving half my network behind. Leaving Rachel, Emma, Becca, Lila. Trusting that the bonds – Soulbound, permanent, range-independent – would hold across ten thousand kilometers.

Splitting the team across continents.

“It’s the test,” I said. “It’s always been the test.”

“Yes.” Victor set down his tea. “And you need to pass it. Because if you can operate in two locations simultaneously, you’ve proven something the Entity has never seen: a model where connection survives distance. Where bonds hold because they’re chosen, not because they’re convenient.”

He paused. Then, with the rare warmth of a man who’d spent 847 years concluding that human connection was impossible and had been proven wrong: “Your approach works, Alex. I’ve assessed fifteen territories over eight months. Nobody has built what you’ve built. Nobody has even come close.” He glanced off-screen – toward something I couldn’t see, his expression carrying the gravity of one survivor acknowledging another’s achievement. “Don’t let this one slip away. Survivors who find what you’ve found…” He trailed off. Then: “Just don’t let it slip.”

“I won’t.”

The call ended. I closed the laptop and stared at the blank screen for seventeen seconds. Then I reached for my phone and texted Sophie.

Me (10:14 AM): My room. Tonight. Bring Anya.

Her response came in four seconds.

Sophie (10:14 AM): On it.



They arrived together. Sophie knocked; Anya came through the side entrance of the building and appeared at my door approximately four seconds later, having taken a route that no one would have thought to watch.

Sophie wore her default – compression shorts showing sun-bronzed legs, a fitted tank top, hair in that ponytail. She stood in my doorway the way she always did: ready, certain, unshakeable.

Anya stood beside her. Dark leggings, fitted top, bare feet – she’d left her combat boots at the door of the building, a concession to domesticity that would have been unthinkable three weeks ago. Her cropped dark hair was slightly mussed from the evening air. Grey-silver eyes held the new openness that had arrived with the Soulbound merger, the colour of morning light on fresh water.

“You called for both of us,” Sophie said. Not a question. The Architect recognizing a planned formation when she saw one.

“The Architect and the Survivor,” I said. “The first and the latest. Both Soulbound. Both choosing me.”

Sophie’s expression darkened with understanding. The fire that burned behind everything she did shifted from strategic to personal, from analytical to physical. She’d been watching me plan. She’d been watching me strategize and analyze and prepare for Phase Three. And she’d been waiting – with the trained patience of an athlete who knew that the game would eventually come to her – for the moment when the conductor set down the baton and remembered that he was also a man.

Anya’s response was quieter. A slight shift in her posture, the lean body relaxing from readiness into willingness, her expression softening from tactical assessment into something more personal. She glanced at Sophie, then at me, reading the room with ancient survival instinct and three weeks of emerging emotional intelligence.

“You proposed it,” Anya said to Sophie. The faintest note of surprise.

“I did,” Sophie confirmed. “After the first time with Anya. I told Alex the team needs cohesion at every level. The Architect and the Survivor have been circling each other since you arrived.” She looked at me with the directness that defined her. “And I want to see you with her. Because watching you take control is something I will never get tired of. And because sharing you is the thing I do better than anyone.”

She kissed me first. Athletic and certain, the kiss of the first woman, the witness, the one who’d built everything. Her tanned hands found my chest, her body pressing against mine with the confident familiarity of someone who’d been here before and intended to be here again.

Then she stepped back. Looked at Anya. Extended a hand.

“Trust fall,” Sophie said.

Anya stared at the offered hand. The hand of the Architect. The hand of the woman who’d built the structure that Anya had entered, the team that had become Anya’s first experience of belonging, the network that represented everything the loops had denied her.

She took it.

Sophie guided Anya toward me. Not pushing. Leading. The Architect welcoming a new wing.

I kissed Anya. Different from Sophie’s kiss – slower, more deliberate, the deliberate care of two ancient souls who’d learned to savor every moment because they’d been denied moments for too long. Her lean body pressed against mine, small breasts firm through the thin fabric of her top, her hands finding my shoulders with the precise grip of a warrior choosing to hold instead of strike.

Sophie watched. Her gaze tracked every movement with fierce intensity – jealousy reprocessed into motivation – watching her man kiss another woman and finding it arousing rather than threatening, because Sophie Martinez didn’t do anything halfway, including sharing.

I undressed them both. Sophie first – tank top over her head, compression shorts peeled down golden legs, sports bra shoved up and off. Her athletic body appeared in the lamplight: bronzed, toned, the perky B-cups she wore without shame, the flat stomach, the legs that had defined my understanding of physical beauty since the morning she’d found me in the quad.

Then Anya. Slower. More careful. Her fitted top pulled over her cropped dark hair, revealing the lean torso with its scars and angles. The sports bra removed with the deliberate patience she’d earned in their first time – no rushing, no urgency, just the measured exposure of a body that had been a weapon for longer than most nations had existed and was learning to be something else.

They stood on either side of me. Tanned athletic and pale angular. Warm and sharp. The Architect and the Survivor. First and latest.

Sophie went first. She pulled me onto the bed with athletic urgency, positioning herself beneath me with the practiced confidence of their fifth time together. Her bronzed legs wrapped around my waist with the familiar grip – strong, warm, the calves flexing against my back the way they flexed during her volleyball serves.

“Watch,” Sophie said to Anya. Not permission. Instruction. “Watch how trust works.”

She reached between us and guided me inside her. The first stroke drew a gasp that was uniquely Sophie – hungry even in pleasure, a sound that said I’m here first and I’m going to make it count. Her body arched under mine with the full commitment of an athlete who’d never understood the concept of holding back.

I set the pace. Slow at first – deliberately slow, because Sophie expected hard and fast and giving her the opposite kept her off-balance in the way she secretly loved. Long, deep strokes that made her toned body press into the mattress, her tanned legs tightening around me, her brown eyes going wide with the sensation she couldn’t rush.

“Harder,” she demanded.

“Patience.”

“I don’t do–”

I drove deep. Hard enough to cut off the protest, to make her head tip back and her dark hair splay across the pillow and her fingers dig into my shoulders. Her athletic body moved with mine – rolling her hips to match my rhythm, meeting each thrust with the relentless energy she brought to everything.

Anya watched from the edge of the bed, tracking every movement with the absorbed focus of a warrior who’d studied swordsmanship the same way – observing a form until she could replicate it, except this was something far more intimate. She sat cross-legged, lean body still except for the subtle rise and fall of her breathing – which was faster than her composure suggested. The spring-thaw pulse of her bond frequency was building steadily through our shared connection.

She was learning. Not technique – trust. Learning what it looked like when a woman as powerful and driven as Sophie Martinez chose to yield completely. When the Architect surrendered the blueprints and let someone else build.

Sophie’s hand reached out. Found Anya’s. Their fingers interlaced – the grounding connection from their first shared encounter repeated, now deeper. Through the bond network, I could feel both women simultaneously: Sophie’s steady drumbeat accelerating into something primal, Anya’s frequency rising in anticipation.

I changed my angle. Lifted Sophie’s hips, her golden-tanned ass rising off the sheets, and drove into her from a steeper position that hit the spot she’d showed me during their second time together. Her reaction was immediate – her composure cracking, her mouth falling open, a sound that wasn’t quite a word escaping through clenched teeth.

“Fuck– right there– don’t you DARE stop–”

I didn’t stop. Gave her exactly what she needed – the hard, focused, athletic intensity that matched her energy. Her toned body moved under mine like something built for this – legs gripping, abs flexing, hips rolling with the precision of an athlete who knew how to use every muscle. The bed creaked. Her hair came loose entirely, dark waves spreading across the white sheets.

She came with a stifled cry, her body clenching around me, her hand crushing Anya’s fingers. The orgasm rippled through the bond network in a wave of sensation that I felt and Anya felt – the shared experience amplified by two Soulbound connections resonating simultaneously. Sophie’s athletic release was exactly what I’d expected: full-bodied, unrestrained, her legs locked and her back arched and her entire body committed to the sensation the way she committed to everything.

I pulled out. Kissed Sophie’s temple. She grinned up at me, dazed and satisfied, the spark already recalculating – evaluating her performance, preparing for round two, but also watching what came next with the focused intensity of an Architect who wanted to see her design tested in real time.

I turned to Anya.

She lay on her back. Dark hair on white sheets. Scarred forearms at her sides, palms up, open hands – the posture of a warrior deliberately laying down weapons. Her gaze held the trust that had taken twelve centuries to build and three weeks to earn. The lean body was a study in contrasts against Sophie’s: pale where Sophie was tanned, angular where Sophie was curves, scars where Sophie had smooth skin. Small breasts that were barely B-cups, proportional to her lean frame, the nipples hardened to tight points. The flat stomach with its faint scar running diagonally across the lower ribs – a post-loop souvenir she’d never explained.

Beautiful. Not in Sophie’s athletic, sun-kissed way. Beautiful like a blade was beautiful – all function, all purpose, the aesthetic emerging from the efficiency rather than the ornamentation.

Sophie’s hand found Anya’s stomach. The grounding connection. Fingers splayed across the flat muscle, Sophie’s tanned hand against Anya’s pale skin, providing the physical anchor that said you’re not alone in this. I’m here. I chose this too.

I kissed Anya’s scars. Each one. The thin lines on her forearms. The longer mark on her collarbone. The diagonal across her ribs. Each kiss was a statement: I see what you’ve survived. I’m not afraid of it. Every mark on this body is a reason I’m here.

Her breathing changed. Faster. Shallower. The spring-thaw note in the bond climbing.

“Ready?” I murmured against her skin.

“I’ve been ready since before I can remember,” she said. Her mouth curved – barely, briefly. Then softer: “Yes.”

I entered her slowly. Holding her gaze the entire time, our eyes locked as I sank into her inch by inch. Feeling the combined Bond Resonance of two Soulbound connections – mine and Anya’s cross-System merger – surging through my body into hers.

She gasped. Her hips lifted. The warrior yielded.

Not the way Sophie yielded – with athletic abandon, with full-body commitment. Anya yielded the way a fortress lowered its gates after a siege had been won through respect rather than force. Deliberately. Completely. Her eyes staying open because she refused to miss a single moment of the first experience she’d trusted enough to keep.

I moved inside her with patient, thorough precision. Each stroke measured. Each angle calibrated by the feedback flowing through our shared bond – her System responding to the input, the temporal architecture trembling with the sensation of Bond Resonance flooding circuits that were still learning to process it.

Sophie’s hand on Anya’s stomach moved gently – a thumb tracing small circles, grounding, connecting. Their fingers interlaced. Two women’s hands linked across Anya’s body while I made love to the woman underneath.

“I can feel it,” Anya breathed. “Through the bond. Through the System. Your Resonance. Sophie’s. Mine. All three at once.”

“Let it in,” I said. “Stop analyzing. Just feel.”

Her jaw tightened – the instinct to analyze, to assess, to maintain tactical awareness fighting against the sensation flooding her consciousness. Then something released. I felt it through the cross-System merger – a wall inside her lowering, a firewall going offline, her Temporal System accepting the Bond Resonance input without resistance for the first time.

Her back arched. Her hips rolled against mine with sudden urgency. The controlled, measured movements becoming fluid, instinctive, her body moving with a rhythm she wasn’t directing because she’d finally stopped directing and started receiving.

I took them both in hand. Commanding the scene with the assured confidence of a man who’d done this before and knew exactly what each woman needed. I pulled out of Anya. Turned to Sophie. Entered her again from behind as she positioned herself on all fours beside Anya, tanned body gleaming, hair re-gathered by her own hand because Sophie Martinez even maintained herself in the middle of a threesome.

“I can take more than she can,” Sophie said, looking over her shoulder with fierce competitive fire.

“It’s not a competition.”

“Everything is a competition. Harder.”

I gave her harder. Gripped those toned hips and drove into her with the force she craved, the athletic body absorbing each thrust with the conditioned resilience of someone who’d been pushing her physical limits since puberty. She moaned into the pillow, her back arching, her ass pushing back against me with each stroke.

Then I turned back to Anya. Positioned her on her side, slid behind her, one hand around her lean waist. This angle was intimate – my chest against her scarred back, my lips at her ear, my arm pulling her close as I entered her from behind.

She made a sound she’d never made before. Not a gasp. Not a cry. A shudder that traveled her entire body, starting at the point where we connected and radiating outward through her limbs, her fingers, the tips of her cropped dark hair. The intimacy of the position – wrapped around her, holding her, surrounding her with presence while inside her – hit something that the face-to-face encounters hadn’t reached.

“Stay,” I murmured against her ear. “Stay right here.”

“I’m staying,” she whispered. “I’m not running.”

Sophie crawled across the bed and positioned herself in front of Anya, facing her. Their bodies close, Sophie’s tanned hand finding Anya’s, their fingers interlacing again across the small space between them. Two women – the Architect and the Survivor – connected through their shared devotion to the man behind them.

I alternated. Sophie, then Anya. Back and forth, each woman receiving my full attention for measured intervals, the transitions smooth, the pacing designed to build both toward climax simultaneously. The contrast between them was maddening and beautiful – Sophie’s athletic energy, her flexibility and stamina, her vocal competitive demands. Anya’s warrior precision, her quiet intensity, the way her climax approached not in sound but in silence – the deep stillness of a woman who’d learned not to make noise during her most vulnerable moments because for twelve centuries, vulnerability had been the prelude to death.

Sophie came a second time with a groan she buried in the pillow, her pussy gripping me in rhythmic pulses, her toned body shaking with the effort of an orgasm she’d earned through pure athletic will. She collapsed forward, breathing hard, tanned skin gleaming with sweat, the satisfied grin of someone who’d won a race she’d been running since the morning I’d kissed her.

Anya came in the silence that was uniquely hers. I was inside her when it hit – the grey-silver eyes going wide, her body going perfectly still, every muscle locking as if the sensation had frozen her in place. Then the full-body shudder. A tremor that started deep inside where we were connected and radiated outward like concentric rings on a pond’s surface. Her hands gripped Sophie’s fingers so hard that Sophie’s competitive composure cracked into a wince. Her lips parted but no sound came – just the breath, the shaking, the absolute surrender of a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior who’d finally learned that laying down arms could be more devastating than any blow she’d ever struck.

I came inside Anya as the shudder hit its peak, the combined force of her orgasm and Sophie’s residual aftershocks creating a Bond Resonance surge that blew through every connection simultaneously. I groaned against Anya’s neck, cum flooding her in pulses that matched the rhythm of the shudder still rolling through her body, each pulse carrying heat that her System absorbed and amplified and sent back through the cross-System merger in a feedback loop that nearly overwhelmed my consciousness.

The combined Bond Resonance output from two Soulbound women was staggering.

[BOND RESONANCE OUTPUT: 340% BASELINE]
UNPRECEDENTED
Cross-System merger amplifying standard bond architecture.
Note: Output detected by Entity monitoring systems.
Observation priority: MAXIMUM.

Across campus, at Moran’s Ink, Jess gasped. She felt the resonance surge through the network – Sophie’s drumbeat and Anya’s spring-thaw frequency combining into something that shook the entire bond architecture.

The Entity was watching. I could feel it. The vast, cold, curious attention of a nine-hundred-year-old intelligence that had just detected an output level its models had never predicted.

Good. Let it watch.

Afterward, the three of us lay tangled together. Sophie on one side, tanned and breathing hard, satisfaction rolling off her like a heat wave. Anya on the other, eyes open, lean body relaxed in a way that spoke of something deeper than physical satisfaction – the relaxation of a woman who’d discovered that surrender didn’t kill her.

Anya traced the scars on her forearm. “The Entity will notice what we just did. That level of resonance…”

Sophie, drowsy, dark hair loose across the pillow: “Let it notice. We’re not hiding.”

I stared at the ceiling. The plain white surface of a dorm room that had become the center of operations for the most ambitious project in human history – teaching a lonely god how to connect.

“We’re not hiding,” I agreed. “We’re broadcasting. And I want everyone – every survivor, every absorbed consciousness, and the Entity itself – to hear it.”

Sophie’s hand found mine. Anya’s found the other.

We weren’t hiding. We were broadcasting.


Chapter 16: Lila’s Wall

Thursday evening, thirty-three days post-loop. The sun was setting behind the Humanities Building, painting the HQ roof in shades of amber and gold that existed on a spectrum of color I was still learning to appreciate after a million repetitions of the same Saturday sunset.

The sunsets were different now. Not just because I could see them on different days – because they were actually different. Different cloud formations, different atmospheric conditions, different angles of light as the earth tilted incrementally deeper into autumn. In my loop, the sunset had been frozen at August 23rd’s particular palette. Now it was September’s palette – warmer at the edges, cooler at the center, the gold giving way to a deeper amber that spoke of approaching change.

Thirty-three sunsets. Each one unique. Each one proof that the world was turning.

I was up here for Lila.

She sat on the roof’s edge, legs dangling over the side of the three-story building, her practical braid catching the last light. Her posture was the posture of someone who’d spent six hundred years being comfortable at heights – not reckless, not dramatic, just the natural ease of a woman who’d died 200,000 times and had long ago stopped being afraid of falling.

The warm brown skin of her arms glowed in the sunset, fitted dark tee clinging to the generous curves she carried without apology – full breasts that the fitted fabric outlined without concealing, wide hips that balanced her seated posture against the roof’s edge, the figure of a woman whose body had never been the problem. Her body attracted people. Her System attracted more. It was HER that nobody stayed for. The distinction was the thing that had been killing her for six centuries.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], her bond-state was agonizing to look at. Zero bonds. Not a single thread of connection visible in any direction. The shimmer of potential I’d been watching since the Buried Bonds session – the faintest pre-bond glow between her and me – still flickered like a candle in a hurricane, but it hadn’t formed into an actual tracked bond. Her System’s anti-bond architecture treated even the possibility the way an immune system treats a transplanted organ: identifying it as foreign, attacking it, trying to reject the connection before it could establish itself.

But the shimmer persisted. Not a bond yet. Not tracked by any System. Just the stubbornness of a Bond Resonance network that refused to accept “unreachable” as a permanent classification.

Her amplification field pulsed gently around us. I could feel my own abilities sharpening, the Bond Resonance running a few percent higher, the [Temporal Bond Sight] achieving slightly better resolution. She was making me better. She was making everyone better. She was an engine of enhancement that ran on nothing but itself, outputting power and capability without fuel, without reciprocity, without the basic exchange of human connection that made everything else meaningful.

“You’ve been avoiding this conversation,” I said, sitting beside her on the roof’s edge. Not close enough to crowd. Close enough to be present.

“I’ve been avoiding most conversations that aren’t operational.” She didn’t look at me. Her gaze tracked the sunset – 231,000 identical sunrises behind her, and still hungry for new ones. “Operational conversations have parameters. Beginning, middle, end. Defined outcomes. Personal conversations are…” She trailed off.

“Terrifying.”

Her expression loosened. “That’s a strong word.”

“Is it wrong?”

“No.”

I let the silence hold. Thirty-three days of post-loop experience plus lifetimes of pre-loop practice had taught me that some people needed space the way plants needed soil – not because they wanted to be alone, but because they couldn’t grow without the room.

Lila watched the sunset. The colours shifted from amber to rose, the Texas sky doing its evening performance with the reliable grandeur of a planet that had been rotating for four and a half billion years without anyone’s permission.

“Your System makes everyone better,” I said eventually. “But it doesn’t let anyone make YOU better.”

She flinched. Microscopic, controlled – 638 years of practice at hiding reactions, and she still couldn’t quite manage it.

“I know,” she said. “My System is one-directional. Output only. I amplify everyone around me – abilities, confidence, System capability. But there’s no input channel. No mechanism for receiving. No architecture for processing incoming connection.” She wrapped her arms around herself, the gesture making her look smaller despite the curves the fitted tee outlined. “People love being near me. They feel amazing. Then I leave, and they feel diminished. So they come back. Not for me – for the boost.”

“How long have you known?”

“Since year 200 of the loop.” She looked at her hands. “I ran experiments. Placed myself at different distances from people. Measured how they responded. Mapped the amplification radius. Calculated the withdrawal effect.” Her voice was flat. Clinical. The voice of a scientist discussing an experiment, not a woman describing her own isolation. “By year 300, I’d confirmed that nobody who’d experienced amplification could maintain a genuine connection to me after it was removed. The withdrawal was too strong. They’d return for the effect, not the person. And after enough cycles of that…” She trailed off.

“You stopped trying.”

“I stopped trying to be seen as a person. I became a resource instead.” She looked at the sunset. “Resources don’t need to be loved. They need to be utilized.”

The words landed with a weight that made my chest ache. Three thousand years of isolation had given me a particular sensitivity to loneliness’s many forms. Lila’s was different from mine – I’d been alone because nobody remembered. She’d been surrounded by people who couldn’t stop coming back and couldn’t remember why they cared once they left. Both were prisons. Both were designed to make you believe that the bars were features, not bugs.

“Maybe bonds aren’t about Systems,” I said.

She looked at me. Dark eyes, wet, reflecting the fading sunset.

“Maybe they’re about people.”

I didn’t kiss her. Didn’t touch her. Didn’t do anything that could be interpreted as the opening move of a seduction, because Lila Sangwan didn’t need seduction. She needed to be seen. Not for her amplification. Not for her curves or her warm skin or the way her braid caught the light. For the woman who’d spent six centuries and 200,000 deaths in a Bangkok monsoon day, who’d learned to cook and weave and speak six languages and read ancient texts and still – STILL – wanted someone to ask her name instead of asking her to stay.

So I just stayed. And listened.

Below us, the campus settled into its evening routine. Students crossed the quad carrying bags and phones and the blessed obliviousness of people whose biggest concern was a midterm or a relationship status or whether the dining hall was still serving that decent chicken parmesan. Normal concerns. Mundane worries. The beautiful trivialities of lives that had never been paused, looped, or trapped.

I envied them. And I didn’t. Enough perspective to fill several civilizations made both reactions possible simultaneously.

Lila began speaking. Not the clinical version she’d given at intake, with its precise durations and System classifications and death counts. The real version. The one she kept behind the wall that her anti-bond architecture had built brick by emotional brick across six centuries of isolation.

The river markets. “The Chao Phraya ran through the center of everything. Boats loaded with mangoes and lemongrass and bolts of silk. I learned every vendor’s name. Every voice. Every laugh. And every morning, they’d forgotten. I’d walk the market and greet people who didn’t know me, who’d never known me, who I’d spent years learning to love without reciprocity.”

The temple bells. “Wat Arun. I told you about the sunrises. But I didn’t tell you about the bells. They rang at dawn and dusk, and they were the only thing in my day that felt like it was speaking TO me instead of AROUND me. Sound doesn’t care about amplification. Sound just… arrives.”

The monsoon rains. “The flood came every afternoon. Four minutes past the third temple bell. The water rose to the same height, retreated at the same speed. And 200,000 times, I drowned in it. Not because I couldn’t swim – I learned to swim by year 3. Because drowning was the fastest way to reset. Because some days, the loop felt like drowning anyway, and making it literal felt honest.”

The temple cats. “There were cats in the monastery. Three of them. A calico, a tabby, and a black one I called Nok after the Thai word for bird, because she spent every loop afternoon hunting a pigeon she never caught.” Lila’s voice warmed for the first time in the conversation. “I had conversations with those cats for about two hundred years. They had excellent listening faces. The calico would press her head against my hand when I was talking, and even though she forgot me every morning, the gesture was the same. The same head-press. The same purr. Animals don’t need memory to show affection. They just… respond to what’s in front of them.”

“Anya talked to a puppet,” I said.

Lila looked at me. “What?”

“In Prague. A puppeteer named Karel performed daily in the market square. Puppet dragon, left eye fell off at the two-minute mark every show. Anya watched it 450,000 times.” I paused. “She talked to the puppet. When there was nobody else to talk to and the alternative was silence, she talked to a wooden dragon with a detachable eye.”

Lila was quiet. Then: “How long did she loop?”

“Twelve hundred years.”

“Twelve…” She processed the number. “Almost twice mine.”

“She stopped talking to herself in year 400. Stopped caring about escape by year 800. In year 1,100, she wondered if the loop was all she deserved.” I looked at the stars. “She was fourteen months post-loop and still running when she found us. Walking the same path Craig walked – the isolation trajectory. Heading toward the same destination.”

“Absorption.”

“Or something worse. Just… continuing alone until the running didn’t matter anymore.”

Lila pulled her knees to her chest. The gesture made her look young despite the six centuries behind her eyes. “I talked to temple cats for two hundred years and she talked to a puppet for… how long?”

“I don’t know exactly. But the point is: we all found our ways to not go mad. You had cats. She had a puppet. I had…” I considered. “I had the cafeteria staff. The same three people every Saturday. I learned their names, their stories, their children’s names, their medical histories. They never remembered me. But they were always kind. Every day, the same kindness from people who’d never met me. For three thousand years.”

The stars were bright now. The Texas sky doing its best impression of the cosmos despite the city’s light pollution. Somewhere below us, in the campus apartments, ordinary people were living ordinary lives.

“The cats were kind,” Lila said. “In their way. They didn’t need my amplification. They didn’t come to me because I made them feel better. They came because I was warm and my lap was comfortable.” She paused. “That was the closest I got to genuine connection for six hundred years. A cat choosing my lap because of temperature.”

That statement settled between us like something solid.

Later, after Lila had shared the last of her loop stories – the merchant who made silk scarves and always hummed the same melody, the child who sold mangoes with a laugh that sounded like wind chimes, the old woman who sat at the river’s edge every evening and watched the boats and seemed, somehow, at peace in a way that Lila envied with the full force of six centuries of searching – Anya appeared.

She materialized from the roof access stairway the way she materialized everywhere: without sound, without warning, simply present. Dark leggings, fitted top, blade at her hip. Her gaze scanning the rooftop with tactical assessment that softened when she found Lila and me sitting side by side in the starlight.

She sat. Not close to me – close to Lila. On Lila’s other side, so that the Bangkok survivor was bracketed between two people instead of sitting alone at the edge of a roof.

“I couldn’t help overhearing,” Anya said, which was probably true since her [Temporal Stutter] made her hearing approximately forty percent more acute than a normal human’s, and Lila’s amplification field was boosting that to sixty.

“You were listening from the stairway,” I said.

“I was monitoring the rooftop perimeter. Listening was incidental.” Her mouth twitched. The ghost of a smile. “You mentioned the puppet.”

“I mentioned the puppet.”

Anya looked at Lila. Two women with different loops, different centuries, different continents, and the same fundamental experience: centuries of isolation so deep that it defined the shape of their consciousness the way water defines the shape of a river.

“I stopped talking to myself in year 400,” Anya said.

Lila turned to face her. “I had conversations with the temple cats. They had excellent listening faces.”

Something passed between them. Not a bond – [Temporal Bond Sight] showed no new thread forming between Lila and Anya. But a recognition. The particular understanding that exists between people who’ve experienced the same impossible thing and know it in their bodies rather than their minds.

“Cats,” Anya repeated. Then: “I talked to a puppeteer’s dragon puppet. His name was Karel. The puppet’s left eye fell off at the two-minute mark every show. I watched that eye fall approximately 450,000 times.”

Lila’s mouth curved. “Did you ever try to fix the eye?”

“Three times. Year 200, year 400, year 600. Each time, the repair held until the reset. Each time, the eye fell off again the next morning at the same mark.” Anya paused. “I stopped trying to fix things that were designed to break.”

“My cats never caught the pigeon,” Lila offered, and there was something in her voice – a loosening, the words coming easier now that she was talking to someone who understood. “The black cat – Nok – she hunted the same pigeon every afternoon. Same pigeon. Same approach. Same failure. 231,000 failed hunts.” She paused. “I named the pigeon eventually. Year 400. Called him Sombat. It means ‘worthy’ in Thai. The pigeon who was worthy of 231,000 hunts.”

“You named the prey.”

“The cat certainly wasn’t going to.”

Anya’s mouth twitched. The closest she’d come to a genuine smile in someone else’s company since arriving at Ridgemont. “Ferdinand the horse kicked me to death in year 422,” she said. “After I broke a nobleman’s arm for grabbing me. Defeated eight city guards. The horse got me from behind. Excellent spatial awareness, that horse.”

Lila stared. Then laughed. A real laugh – not the cautious, controlled sound she’d been producing since arrival. Not the polite response she offered when someone said something meant to be funny. A LAUGH. Full-bodied, starting in her belly and shaking through her shoulders and making her braid swing against her back and her eyes squeeze shut and her hand press against her mouth because the sound surprised her as much as the story.

“You were killed by a HORSE?”

“The horse took longer to learn to dodge than the eight city guards. Combined.” Anya’s mouth twitched again. Closer to a smile this time – the muscles around her mouth remembering an expression they’d abandoned centuries ago and trying it on again like old clothes that might still fit. “I eventually learned to dodge Ferdinand. By year 500. The guards were managed by year 50.”

“My worst death was a temple collapse,” Lila said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand – the same gesture she used for tears, but this time the tears were from laughter, and the difference was everything. “Year 347. I was sheltering from the monsoon. The temple roof was old. Stone is heavier than it looks.”

“Year 107. Tried to cook a goose in my boarding room. Fire. Smoke inhalation. The landlady’s cat also died.”

“You killed a cat with goose cooking?”

“Accidentally. There were several cat-related incidents across the centuries. The goose-cooking fire was merely the first.”

“How many cats?”

“I prefer not to quantify.”

“That bad?”

“Prague in 1683 was constructed primarily of wood and prayer. And cats were EVERYWHERE. Several of my experiments resulted in collateral feline casualties that I deeply regret.” A pause. “The slivovitz still explosion killed the landlady’s cat and two men in the street. I successfully made slivovitz eventually, but it was terrible. Abandoned the project.”

“You distilled alcohol in a boarding room and it EXPLODED?”

“Multiple times. The fundamental problem was that 1683 Prague lacked the temperature regulation equipment that modern distillation requires. The solution, in theory, was careful monitoring of the heat source. In practice, the heat source was a fire in a wooden building populated by cats, and the result was predictable.”

Lila was laughing so hard she couldn’t speak. Her amplification field was pulsing in rhythm with the laughter – a warm, uncontrolled surge that made the air around them feel charged with something that had nothing to do with supernatural enhancement and everything to do with two women finding each other genuinely funny.

They sat on the roof – two women who’d survived centuries of isolation – and traded death stories with the gallows humor that was the exclusive province of people who’d died hundreds of thousands of times and found, against all odds, that the absurdity of it was worth laughing about.

By the end, the sun had set and the roof was dark. Stars appeared – the Texas sky generous with light pollution but still producing enough pinpoints to make infinity visible. Lila sat beside me, legs dangling, hands in her lap, having delivered six centuries of unspoken pain to a man she’d known for ten days.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I could see something happening in the space between us. A thread – faint, barely visible, fighting against the anti-bond architecture of her System like a seedling pushing through concrete. Her System was resisting the formation, treating it the way an immune system treats a transplanted organ. But the thread was there. Real. Growing.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?”

“For not amplifying anything. For just… sitting.”

I nodded. Some things didn’t need words. Some connections formed not through grand gestures or System mechanics but through the simple, ancient, irreducibly human act of being present while someone was in pain.

[BOND INITIATED: LILA SANGWAN]
Previous: N/A (No bond tracker existed)
Current: 50/1000 (Acquaintance)
ANOMALY: Bond formation occurring DESPITE Support System's anti-bond architecture.
Host's Bond Resonance override: PARTIAL (23%)
Note: This data point has significant implications for System architecture theory.
Anti-bond Systems may not be permanently resistant to Bond Resonance exposure.
Lila Sangwan's System has generated a BOND TRACKER -- a capability that did not
previously exist in Support/Amplification architecture.

She stared at the notification that appeared in her field of vision. I watched her read it – the dark eyes widening, the lips parting, the slight tremor in her hands.

“Something just happened,” she whispered. “My System – it’s doing something new.”

I knew. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I could see it – her System architecture shifting, microscopic changes in the code that governed her anti-bond protocols. The amplification output channels were rerouting. Creating space. Making room for something that had never existed in her architecture before.

A bond tracker. Brand new. Created by contact with a Bond Resonance network that refused to accept that connection was a one-way street.

“Your System learned something it wasn’t designed for,” I said.

Lila’s eyes filled. Not with the quiet tears she’d been shedding since arrival. With something bigger. Something that looked like the opposite of drowning.

“Is this what it feels like?” she asked. “Being tracked? By someone?”

“It’s what it feels like to be seen.”

She reached toward me – not for a kiss, not for an embrace, but for the simple contact of one person’s hand finding another’s. Her fingers, warm from six centuries of Bangkok sun that had permanently deepened her skin’s temperature, interlaced with mine.

Her amplification pulsed. And through the bond that was forming despite every firewall her System had erected, I felt something flow BACK through the amplification channel. Not power. Not capability. Something subtler. Something her System had never processed before.

Warmth. Coming IN instead of going out.

Lila gasped. Her grip on my hand tightened. “I can feel… something. Coming from you. Through the bond. It’s like…” She searched for words in a vocabulary that spanned six languages and six centuries. “It’s like standing in the temple doorway when the bells ring. Sound coming toward you instead of passing through.”

“That’s connection,” I said. “That’s what it feels like from the inside.”

She held my hand on the roof of the Humanities Building while the stars wheeled overhead and her System fought itself, anti-bond architecture battling Bond Resonance influence, the old programming struggling against the new input.

And the bond grew. Slowly. Painfully. Against every parameter her System had been designed to maintain.


Chapter 17: Oklahoma

Friday morning, thirty-four days post-loop. The campus was doing its autumn routine – students crossing the quad with coffee cups and backpacks, the oak tree’s leaves shifting from green to gold at the edges, gradual, unrushed change that would have been impossible in a world that reset at midnight.

I sat on the stone bench and watched a maintenance worker repaint a faded parking line in the lot beyond the science building. He’d been at it for three days – scraping, taping, applying paint in careful strokes. Three days of incremental progress on something that would last for years. The simple permanence of it still hit me like a small miracle. In my loop, the parking lines were always fresh. Always the same shade of white. Always exactly as they’d been painted the morning of whatever Saturday my reality was trapped inside.

Now they faded. Cracked. Got repainted by a man named Jerry who whistled off-key and brought his lunch in a thermos.

Permanence. Even the boring kind. Still a gift.

Dex found me there. He walked across the quad with his usual easy stride – long legs, broad shoulders, the Oklahoma-casual amble of a young man who’d grown up in spaces where the nearest neighbor was a half-mile drive. But the easy grin was absent. The sandy hair was rumpled in a way that suggested sleep had been a negotiation rather than a surrender. His flannel shirt was wrinkled, unbuttoned over a plain white tee that had seen better days.

His charisma field preceded him like a warm front – that invisible radius of likability that made strangers smile and friends confide. I felt it wash over me and let it pass through without engaging, the way I’d learned to filter Lila’s amplification. Enhancement recognized. Enhancement noted. Enhancement not affecting my assessment of the man walking toward me.

He sat beside me on the stone bench. Didn’t speak for eleven seconds. I counted, the way I always counted – the atomic-precision internal clock that a million loops of timing conversations had burned into my neural pathways.

“I need to leave,” he said.

No preamble. No Oklahoma charm. No careful setup or deflection technique from the social engineering master class I’d given him at the Brass Rail. Just a young man who’d made a decision overnight and was telling the person who needed to know.

“Penny,” I said.

His jaw tightened. “Yeah.”

“Tell me.”

He looked at his hands. Broad, practical hands – the hands of someone who’d worked a feed store register and changed his little sister’s diapers and fixed a screen door with wire and determination because the landlord never came when he called. Hands that had woken up one morning with superpowers they’d never asked for, radiating a pull that made everyone within fifty meters want to trust the person attached to them.

“She’s nine,” he said. “She’s with our aunt in Edmond. Aunt Carol. She’s great – she taught fourth grade for thirty years, she makes killer banana bread, she handles Penny’s energy with the patience of someone who’s wrangled a thousand nine-year-olds.” Something flickered across his face. The expression died before it reached his eyes. “But she’s sixty-three. She has a bad knee and a worse hip and she wasn’t built to raise a second-generation hellion with more ambition than a state senator.”

“What happened to your parents?”

“Mom left when Penny was two. Dad works the oil fields in the Permian Basin – two weeks on, one week off, except the weeks off got longer and the calls got shorter and then one day the calls stopped and it was just me and Penny and Aunt Carol.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Before the enhancement, that was fine. Tight, but fine. I worked the feed store. Made enough for groceries and Penny’s school stuff. Aunt Carol covered rent. We were a team.”

“And then the Entity enhanced you.”

“And then I woke up one morning and everyone in the feed store told me their life stories. The manager, Mrs. Chen – no relation to your Victor – confided about her husband’s drinking. The delivery driver told me about his custody battle. A customer broke down crying about her dog’s cancer.” He stared at the quad. “All in one morning. Because something in me had changed, and suddenly people couldn’t help sharing their deepest secrets with the guy who stacked feed bags and swept the floor.”

I let the silence hold. The maintenance worker’s whistling carried across the morning air – something country, off-key, cheerful in its imprecision.

“So Penny needs you,” I said.

“Penny ALWAYS needed me. But now she needs me for a different reason.” He turned to face me, and the charisma field wavered – a crack in the enhancement revealing the genuine fear underneath. “The attention isn’t stopping, Alex. It’s getting worse. A recruiter from a megachurch showed up at Aunt Carol’s house three days ago. Drove up in a leased Escalade, wore a suit that cost more than my truck, and asked my aunt if the young man who made everyone feel so comfortable might be interested in a ministry position.” He paused. “Ministry position. They want me to stand on a stage and make thousands of people feel warm and trusting so they’ll open their wallets.”

“What else?”

“A political consultant called. Said he represented state-level campaigns and they’d heard about a young man in Edmond with remarkable interpersonal abilities. Would I be interested in consulting?” The disgust in his voice was genuine and profound. “Then a guy in a black suit. Private interests. Vague about what the interests were, very specific about the salary. Six figures to do nothing except be near certain people at certain times.”

“They want your proximity.”

“They want my EFFECT. Same as the hostile Lila ran from – different methods, same objective. People treating me as a tool.” He met my eyes. “That’s what you’re fighting against. The Entity reducing people to their System function. Support-class survivors becoming power sources. Charisma-enhanced betas becoming political weapons.” He shook his head. “I’m not going to be a weapon. But I also can’t stay here while these people circle my nine-year-old sister.”

I studied him with the full weight of three millennia of observation. Social Reading 98/100 painted the picture in high definition: fear, not for himself but for Penny. Determination, the unshakeable kind that came from being nineteen and raising a toddler and learning that responsibility wasn’t a burden when the person depending on you had your dead mother’s eyes. And underneath it all, grief – the specific, quiet grief of someone who’d found something extraordinary and had to walk away from it.

“You’re making the right call,” I said.

Relief flooded his face. The charisma field stabilized as the tension released. “I was worried you’d try to talk me out of it.”

“Why?”

“Because everyone else does. Every time I try to leave a room, people find reasons for me to stay. The enhancement – it doesn’t just make people trust me. It makes them NEED me nearby. They don’t even know they’re doing it. They just… find excuses. One more drink. One more conversation. Stay for dinner. Stay for the night.” He rubbed his face. “Lila’s version pushes outward – she makes people stronger. Mine pulls inward – I make people attached. Both of us are magnets. Neither of us chose to be.”

“But you’re choosing to leave.”

“I’m choosing Penny.”

The simplest declaration of priority I’d heard in thirty-four days of post-loop existence. A twenty-four-year-old kid from Oklahoma, enhanced by a cosmic entity he didn’t understand, choosing his little sister over everything the enhancement could give him. Over the team, the territory, the feeling of belonging he’d found here among people who understood what he was.

“We’ll brief you before you go,” I said. “Full information package. Everything we know about the Entity, the enhancement, the parameters. The deflection techniques we practiced at the Brass Rail – you’ll need those for the church recruiters and the suit people.”

“Already using them. The megachurch guy left confused about why he’d driven two hours to talk to a feed store clerk.”

I smiled. “And a promise, Dex. If you need help – any kind of help, from any direction – you call. We come. Distance doesn’t matter. The number of hostile suits doesn’t matter. You call, we come.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

Dex stared at me for a long moment. The charisma field pulsed softly between us – his enhancement reading my sincerity, reflecting it back, the two-way amplification that his System created without his conscious input. He couldn’t help making people trust him, and he couldn’t help detecting whether they were trustworthy in return.

“Nobody’s ever let me just… go,” he said quietly. “Since the enhancement started, everyone wants to keep me close. My boss at the feed store offered me a raise I couldn’t afford to take. My buddies from high school started showing up at the house every night. A girl I’d gone on two dates with told me she loved me three weeks after we met.” His voice dropped. “They’re bonding with my effect, not with me. Same pattern as Lila. Same curse, different shape.”

“But not here.”

“No.” He looked at the campus, at the students and the painted parking lines and the oak tree losing its first leaves to autumn. “Not here. Here you gave me a job – civilian liaison, community management, useful stuff. You taught me how to manage the effect instead of being managed by it. You treated me like a person with a skill, not a drug everyone wanted a hit of.” He paused. “That matters. I want you to know that matters.”

“I know.”

“One more thing.” He stood and brushed off his jeans – a gesture so mundanely Oklahoma that it cut through the supernatural context like a kitchen knife through silk. “Craig. The echo. Before I go, I want to spend some time with him.”

“Why?”

“Because my charisma stabilizes him differently than your Bond Resonance. Not as powerfully, but… differently. Through human warmth. Not supernatural. Just one person sitting with another person and giving a damn.” He looked at me with eyes that, beneath the charisma enhancement’s golden glow, were clear and brown and simply human. “He’s alone in there. Whatever he is – echo, fragment, ghost. He’s alone. And I know what alone feels like now. I know what it feels like when nobody’s there because of YOU.”

I felt something shift in my assessment of Dex Calloway. Not a bond – the System didn’t track bonds with non-harem individuals in this way. But respect. The genuine, earned respect of a man who’d spent lifetimes cataloguing human character and could still be surprised by its quality.

“The warehouse,” I said. “I’ll have Jess meet you there. She can help stabilize the fragments while you talk to him.”

“Thanks.” He offered his hand. I shook it – firm, dry, the handshake of a young man who’d been taught that a man’s grip said everything about his character.

“Take care of Penny, Dex.”

“Always have. Always will.”

He walked away across the quad, sandy hair catching the morning light, flannel shirt flapping in the breeze. A twenty-four-year-old with enhancement and responsibility and and the choice to be a good man despite every incentive to be something easier.

The Entity had sent him as a test. A charismatic alternative, a mirror showing my team what a normal extraordinary man looked like without three thousand years of baggage and a bond system. But Dex hadn’t been the test. Dex had been the answer. Because a network that people could leave freely was stronger than one that trapped them, and a team that let its members choose was more genuine than one that demanded loyalty.

The Entity had sent a variable. The variable had chosen his sister.

I smiled at the morning. Then texted Sophie.

Me: Dex is leaving. Team goodbye at HQ, 1400.

Sophie (10:07 AM): On it. I’ll make it good.



The team’s goodbye to Dex was characteristically efficient and characteristically emotional, and the collision of those two qualities was what made this group of people worth fighting for.

Sophie organized it, because Sophie organized everything. She’d rearranged the HQ table so that Dex’s chair – sticky note still bearing his name in her blocky capitals – was at the center. She’d brought coffee from two sources: the HQ coffeemaker for the masses, and Rachel’s French press for those who’d earned civilized caffeine.

Dex arrived at two o’clock and found eight people waiting. Nine, if you counted the flickering temporal echo of Craig Hayward that Jess had brought from the warehouse via careful fragment management, his translucent form occupying a chair like a guest at a dinner party held partially in another dimension.

The goodbyes went in the order Sophie had arranged, because of course she’d arranged an order.

Sophie first. She crossed the room with athletic purpose, ponytail swinging, and offered her hand. He shook it. Then she pulled him into a brief, fierce hug that lasted exactly two seconds – long enough to mean something, short enough to maintain the composure that was her armor. “You’re a good kid, Calloway,” she said, releasing him and stepping back before the emotion could land. “Take care of your sister. And if anyone with a suit and a leased Escalade shows up at your aunt’s house again, call me. I have a volleyball serve that can break a windshield at thirty meters.”

“I believe you.”

“You should.” She punched his shoulder. Light, affectionate, precisely calibrated. The Sophie Martinez farewell.

Rachel next. She approached with the composed grace of a woman who’d counseled hundreds of patients through goodbyes and understood that departure was not loss but transition. She carried a book – a psychology self-help text she’d selected from her personal collection, bristling with colored tabs and pencil marks.

“Read it,” she said, pressing it into his hands. “Actually read it. Chapters four through seven are particularly relevant to managing supernatural enhancement as a young adult. Chapter nine addresses the psychological impact of involuntary charisma on personal relationships.” She paused, tucking her hair behind her ear. “There will be a quiz.”

“When?”

“When you come back.” She squeezed his arm. “You’re processing this remarkably well, Dex. Better than most adults I’ve counseled through far less dramatic transitions. That Oklahoma resilience is real.”

“So is Texas stubbornness,” he said, glancing at me. “I learned a lot from watching this group refuse to give up on anything.”

Rachel’s eyes softened behind her glasses. She stepped back and let Emma approach.

Emma – who’d been invisible before she became essential, who’d transformed from a shy bookworm hiding behind oversized sweaters to the analytical heart of a supernatural intelligence operation – carried a printed manuscript. She held it like something precious, the pages warm from the printer, the ink still carrying the faint chemical smell of fresh output.

“This is an excerpt from my novel,” she said, pressing the manuscript against her chest with the nervous protectiveness that had survived every transformation. “The section featuring a character based on you. A charismatic young man who discovers that the truest measure of power is knowing when to walk away.”

She’d inscribed the title page in careful, round handwriting: “You’re a better character than I could have invented. – E.W.”

Dex read the inscription. His charisma field fluctuated – the glow spiking, then dimming, the enhancement responding to an emotional input it couldn’t process cleanly. “You wrote about me?”

“I write about everyone. It’s how I understand people.” She smiled. Twenty years of invisibility had taught her that observation was its own form of connection. “You’re in chapter twelve. The part where the team’s civilian liaison realizes that his real power isn’t making people like him – it’s choosing who to like back.”

Dex held the manuscript like Rachel’s book: carefully, as if the pages contained something more valuable than paper and ink.

Becca didn’t approach. She spoke from her chair, phone in hand, legs crossed, the ice-queen posture she maintained as carefully as she maintained her Instagram feed. But the posture was softer now – the rigid perfection of book one’s Becca Hayes softened by months of Soulbound connection and the gradual, painful realization that vulnerability wasn’t weakness.

“You’re less annoying than I expected,” she said without looking up.

“High praise from the sorority queen.”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t call me that.” She paused. Her thumb stopped scrolling. She looked up from the phone, and her ice-blue eyes held something that her [Social Perception] would normally have forbidden her from displaying: genuine concern. “Be safe, Dex. The people coming after you – the recruiters, the consultants, the suits – they’re not Entity-level threats. They’re human-level threats. And human-level threats are harder to detect because they don’t trigger your System. They trigger your ego.”

“Noted.”

“Good.” She went back to her phone. But her [Social Perception] was tracking Dex’s emotional state – the intelligence network she’d built from sorority contacts now repurposed into something that kept people safe from a distance.

Jess: a punch to the shoulder that left the familiar pattern of ring-marks on his skin. She’d added a new ring since he’d arrived – a silver band with a small compass rose, something she’d probably made herself at Moran’s Ink.

“If anyone gives you trouble,” she said, eyes bright behind the dark eyeliner, teal-streaked hair falling across her face, “tell them you know people who can see through time. That usually shuts them up.” She paused. Then, quieter: “And if the fragments get weird – if you start feeling things you can’t explain, seeing things that shouldn’t be there – call me. The enhancement might evolve. Jess Moran, fragment consultant, at your service.”

“You think it’ll evolve?”

“Everything evolves. Your charisma, Lila’s amplification, the Entity itself. Nothing stays the same once it’s been exposed to Bond Resonance.” She shrugged. “Even for ten days.”

Anya: a nod.

It was a specific nod. Not the casual acknowledgment of someone passing in a hallway. Not the perfunctory head-bob of a colleague. It was the measured, deliberate nod of a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior acknowledging a fellow survivor’s courage. In the courts of Prague or the battlefields of medieval Europe, it would have preceded the bestowal of a title or the acceptance of an oath.

From Anya Kovar, that nod was approximately equivalent to a standing ovation, a lifetime achievement award, and a personal escort to the border of the territory with full military honors.

Dex recognized it. His charisma field pulsed. “Thank you,” he said. “For showing me what real strength looks like.”

Anya’s mouth twitched. Her hands unclenched. “Real strength is taking care of a kid sister and her goats. I fought guards. You’re braver.”

Coming from a woman who’d died 312,447 times, that was not a small statement.

Then Lila.

She’d been standing in the corner, amplification field pulsing as always, making everyone in the room perform at a higher level while remaining the person least likely to be noticed. She stepped forward hesitantly – the body language of a woman who’d spent six centuries being a background effect rather than a foreground participant.

She hugged him.

It surprised everyone, including Lila. She wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders and held on – not for the precise two seconds of Sophie’s embrace, not for the measured moment of Rachel’s squeeze, but for a full three seconds of genuine, desperate, amplification-enhanced contact. Her amplification field blazed around them both, and Dex’s charisma field responded, and for that brief moment the two enhancement variants – one that pushed outward and one that pulled inward – found a resonance that had nothing to do with Systems and everything to do with two people who understood what it meant to be loved for your effect instead of your self.

When she pulled back, her breath was unsteady. She pressed her palm flat against her sternum – the gesture of someone feeling something new in her chest, something she didn’t have a name for yet. Six centuries of suppressed emotion leaking through the cracks that ten days in a bond network had opened.

“Come back someday,” she said.

“I will.” He looked at her with the charisma-enhanced warmth that, for once, was entirely genuine – the enhancement and the man perfectly aligned, producing a sincerity that had nothing to do with supernatural parameters and everything to do with recognizing a kindred spirit. “You’re not invisible, Lila. Even without the amplification, you’re not invisible. And I mean that without any enhancement. Just Dex. Just me.”

She didn’t respond. But through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched the fragile bond thread between Lila and the group – the 50/1000 connection that her anti-bond architecture was still fighting – pulse with the faintest glow. Not growth. Not progression. Just… acknowledgment. A thread holding steady against the current that wanted to sweep it away.



Dex spent an hour with Craig’s echo in the warehouse before leaving.

Jess had stabilized the fragments enough for Craig to maintain near-solid form, the Italian Baroque melody Anya had recorded on her phone playing softly from a speaker in the corner. The cello music provided the temporal scaffold; Dex’s charisma provided something different.

Human kindness. The most basic medicine. The kind that didn’t register on System panels or generate bond notifications or trigger Entity observation protocols. Just a young man from Oklahoma sitting cross-legged on a dusty warehouse floor, talking to a dead man’s ghost about goats and little sisters and the feed store where everything changed.

Craig listened. The translucent face that usually held an expression of frozen terror softened during Dex’s visit – the temporal fragments organizing around the charisma field’s stabilizing influence, the echo becoming more coherent, more present, more HUMAN. For an hour, Craig Hayward wasn’t a temporal anomaly or a fragmented consciousness or a data point in the Entity’s experimental parameters. He was a man. Listening to another man. Connected by nothing more complicated than shared presence and mutual care.

When Dex left, walking out of the territory with a duffel bag over one shoulder, a psychology book under one arm, a manuscript in his back pocket, and a phone full of emergency contacts, Craig’s echo pulsed stronger for a full hour afterward. The fragments held their enhanced coherence, the stabilization persisting long after the charisma field’s range had been exceeded.

Human decency. The medicine no System could replicate. The connection no Entity could engineer. The thing that Dex Calloway carried as naturally as he carried his Oklahoma accent and his bad flannel shirts and his unwavering devotion to Penny and her ridiculous goats.



Victor called that evening. His voice carried the controlled tension I’d learned to associate with intelligence that couldn’t wait for morning. Eight hundred forty-seven years of practice delivering bad news without panic, and the skill was showing.

“Cairo is going dark,” he said.

I was in my dorm room. The network hummed through me – six threads of connection spread across the campus, each one a life that had chosen mine and would feel the distance when I left.

“Amara Osei sent another distress signal,” Victor continued. “One word, repeated three times: ‘drowning.’ The repetition indicates escalating desperation. Her signal degradation has accelerated significantly since last week.”

“How long?”

“Two weeks was my previous estimate. Based on the acceleration curve and the pattern I’ve documented from other support-class survivors who went dark…” He paused. The sound of pages turning – his paper notebook, the handwritten records he kept because 1977 Tokyo hadn’t had laptops and old habits died hard. “I’m revising downward. Ten days. Maybe less.”

Ten days. From planning to execution to Cairo. A team assembled, flights booked, a territory left defended in their absence. A woman drowning while an Entity watched with clinical fascination and a hostile survivor closed in with predatory intent.

“What do you know about the hostile?” I asked.

“Limited intelligence. Male, Southeast Asian, combat variant. Approximate loop duration: four hundred years. He’s the one Lila fled from in Thailand – the survivor who captured another amplifier and used her as a power source.” Victor’s voice hardened. “He’s been tracking support-class signatures across the region. Amara is next on his list. He doesn’t know about your network, your team, or your capabilities. His intelligence is months old and doesn’t account for the developments you’ve achieved.”

“He’ll have a surprise waiting.”

“He’ll have Anya Kovar waiting. Which is worse for him than any surprise.” The faintest hint of humor in Victor’s voice – the rarest thing, from a man whose emotional range had been compressed by 847 years of disciplined solitude. “Alex. The woman in Cairo – Amara – she’s alone. She’s been alone for fourteen months. She’s been using her amplification to help people in Cairo’s poorest neighborhoods – boosting carpenters’ skills, enhancing students’ focus, helping doctors work faster. She’s been giving everything she has to strangers who don’t know what she is. Getting nothing in return.”

“Same pattern as Lila.”

“Exactly the same. Support-class Systems are designed for output. No input channel. No bond formation. No mechanism for receiving what they give. The Entity classified them as support variables – utility functions, not relational subjects.” He paused. “But you just proved with Lila that the classification isn’t permanent. Her bond is forming. Against her System’s architecture. Against everything the Entity’s nine hundred years of data predicted.”

“Then we can reach Amara too.”

“If you get there in time.”

The call ended with Victor’s customary economy – no goodbyes, no well-wishes, just the severing of the encrypted connection with a click that said everything had been said and anything more would be indulgence.

I sat in the quiet of my dorm room. Outside, the campus was settling into Friday evening – students moving toward bars and parties and the ordinary social rituals of people whose biggest challenge was a Monday exam.

Ten days. Cairo. A woman drowning in her own amplification while a hostile survivor closed in and the Entity calculated parameters with the cold patience of a machine that had been running unsupervised for nine centuries.

I texted Sophie.

Me: Team meeting. HQ. Tomorrow morning, 0700. We’re going to Cairo.

Her response came in four seconds. She’d been waiting for this message since Victor’s first report about Cairo three weeks ago.

Sophie (8:47 PM): About damn time.


Chapter 18: Resonance Test

Saturday, thirty-five days post-loop. The Cairo distress signal created urgency that cut through every other priority like a blade through silk.

I couldn’t go yet. Phase Two evaluation was ongoing. Leaving my territory prematurely would risk everything – the bonds, the network, the validation we’d earned through three weeks of proving that connection was stronger than isolation. But doing nothing meant watching another survivor get absorbed while I sat on a Texas campus debating logistics.

Rachel proposed the solution at the morning strategy session, and the room went quiet.

“Bond Resonance projection,” she said, standing at the whiteboard, three days of theory construction visible in the density of her notes and the certainty of her posture. “If Alex’s network can generate enough output, and Lila’s amplification can boost the signal, we might be able to reach Cairo from Ridgemont. Not physically – energetically. A broadcast of Bond Resonance strong enough to be detected across continents.”

“You want to send a signal to Cairo from Texas,” Sophie said flatly.

“I want to send a message. One word: ‘You’re not alone.’”

The room processed the audacity. I watched each face: Sophie calculating logistics, Becca assessing security implications, Emma already documenting the theoretical framework, Jess focusing her fragments on the Cairo channel, Anya evaluating temporal feasibility, Lila sitting very still with the expression of someone who’d just realized she might be the key to saving someone like her.

“The components are in place,” Rachel continued, her dark eyes sweeping the room behind her reading glasses. “Alex provides the Bond Resonance core – six Soulbound connections at maximum output. Anya’s cross-System merger provides the temporal precision to aim the signal – her [Temporal Bond Sight] can target specific temporal signatures. Lila’s [Proximity Amplification] boosts the entire output. Jess’s [Fragment Mastery] serves as the guidance system, using the Cairo fragment channel she identified. And Craig’s echo acts as a relay point, connecting our signal to the internal network of absorbed survivors.”

“That’s unprecedented,” Anya said from her position against the wall. Not objecting. Observing.

“Everything we do is unprecedented,” Rachel replied. “We merged two System architectures that were never designed to interact. We stabilized a temporal echo through music and Bond Resonance. We communicated with an absorbed survivor through a dead man’s ghost. Projecting Resonance across continents is the logical next step.”

“And the risks?” I asked.

“Uncertain. The energy expenditure will be significant. If the Entity detects the projection – which it will – it may interpret it as territorial expansion beyond authorized parameters. And if the signal fails to reach Cairo, we’ve burned resources for nothing while Amara’s clock ticks down.”

“If the signal succeeds?”

Rachel’s mouth curved. “If it succeeds, we’ve demonstrated a capability that no System variant was designed to possess. Remote bond activation. Long-range emotional communication. The ability to reach a drowning survivor from ten thousand kilometers away and tell them someone is coming.”

I looked at the team. At Sophie, whose expression was already calculating how to optimize the output. At Becca, whose network could lock down the warehouse for the experiment. At Emma, whose documentation skills would capture every data point. At Jess, whose fragments were the arrow that would fly toward Cairo through the dark. At Anya, whose merged System would aim the bow. At Lila, whose amplification would provide the force.

“We do it,” I said. “Tonight.”



The warehouse at 9 PM. Nine people and one temporal echo, arranged in a configuration that Rachel had designed with the precision of a particle physics experiment.

Craig’s echo pulsed in the center, stabilized by Anya’s cello performance and Jess’s Fragment Mastery maintenance. He was weaker than he’d been – the transmission through Irina had cost him, the Entity’s interference leaving lasting damage to his temporal integrity. But he was present. Coherent enough to serve as the relay point Rachel’s theory required.

Anya sat beside Craig with the cello, ready to play. Not the Corelli piece this time – something slower, something that resonated with the temporal frequencies Jess had identified as the Cairo channel’s carrier wave.

I stood in the center of the configuration. The Bond Resonance conduit. Six Soulbound connections humming through me, each one contributing its unique frequency, each one ready to channel at maximum output.

Jess sat in her usual cross-legged position, Fragment Mastery at full readiness, already tracking the Cairo channel – the faint, distant, weakening signal of Amara Osei.

Lila stood behind me, within the fifty-meter radius of her amplification field. Every System ability in the room was already sharper, faster, stronger because of her presence. When I channeled, her amplification would boost the output by a factor the System had estimated at 6.2x baseline.

Sophie coordinated from the warehouse entrance, earpiece in, phone tracking team positioning. Rachel observed from behind her clipboard, recording everything. Emma documented from her laptop station. Becca monitored for Entity interference from the catwalk.

“On my mark,” I said.

I closed my eyes. Felt the bonds.

Not individually this time – not the distinct notes I’d learned to identify across weeks of deepening connection. This was all six at once, the full chord striking together, a wall of warmth and resonance that hit my consciousness like stepping from a dark room into noon sunlight. Each frequency was there – Sophie’s rhythm anchoring, Anya’s temporal precision targeting, Jess reading the aim, Rachel and Emma and Becca sustaining the output – but the individual notes had merged into something unified. An orchestra playing a single piece. And Lila’s amplification field pushed the entire sound louder than it had ever been.

“Now,” I said.

I reached for Cairo.

The Bond Resonance erupted from my chest like a physical force – not gentle but FIRE, the combined energy of six Soulbound connections amplified by a factor of six, aimed by Anya’s temporal precision through Jess’s fragment channel toward a specific point ten thousand kilometers away.

The room filled with light. Not physical light – perceptual. The bonds became visible to everyone, not just those with [Temporal Bond Sight]. Sophie gasped. Rachel steadied herself against a crate. Emma’s typing stopped. Becca clutched the catwalk railing.

Jess screamed. Not pain – intensity. Her Fragment Mastery was the guidance system, and the signal was pouring through her like water through a fire hose. She directed it – aimed it – the Cairo channel narrowing from a broad scan to a targeted beam, focused on the weakening signature of Amara Osei.

Craig’s echo flared. The relay function activated, his temporal remnant connecting our output to the internal network of absorbed survivors, amplifying the signal through infrastructure that the Entity had built to monitor but that we were repurposing for communication.

Anya played. The cello’s notes provided the temporal scaffolding, the frequency carrier wave that guided Bond Resonance through spacetime with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.

The room vibrated. The concrete floor hummed. The warehouse walls seemed to breathe.

And then – a response.

Faint. So faint that only Jess could detect it at first. A flicker in the Cairo channel. A pulse of awareness. A signal returning from ten thousand kilometers away.

“Got her,” Jess gasped, blood running from her nose, gaze bright with fragment fire. “She’s there. She’s alive. She can feel it.”

I poured more Resonance. Lila’s amplification surged. Anya’s cello hit a note that made the air itself seem to ripple.

The response strengthened. Not words. Not images. An emotion. Pure, unfiltered, transmitted across continents through a patchwork of supernatural infrastructure: temporal fragments, absorbed survivor networks, Bond Resonance projection, and the raw desperate hope of a woman in Cairo who’d felt a connection for the first time in fourteen months and was reaching toward it with everything she had.

The emotion hit me like a wave. Gratitude. Disbelief. Hope. The overwhelming, crushing, unbearable relief of someone who’d been drowning in isolation and had just felt a hand break the surface.

“She hears us,” I said. “She knows someone is coming.”

[BOND RESONANCE PROJECTION: SUCCESSFUL]
Cairo response detected at 0.3% fidelity
Survivor #1 (Amara Osei): ALIVE AND RESPONSIVE
Amplification coefficient (Lila Sangwan): 6.2x baseline
Cross-System integration (Anya Kovar): targeting precision 94%
Note: This capability was not designed into any System variant.
Entity observation: ONGOING

The energy released as the projection ended. The room darkened. My legs buckled – Sophie was there in three strides, athletic arms catching me before I hit the floor. Anya’s bow arm dropped, the cello’s last note fading into the warehouse’s acoustics. Jess slumped sideways, caught by Emma, who held her gently while pressing a tissue to the nosebleed.

We’d done it. Reached Cairo from Texas. Sent a signal through the void. Touched a drowning woman and told her the surface was closer than she thought.

The exhaustion was physical and profound. Every Soulbound bond ached with the strain of sustained maximum output. But through the fatigue, through the depletion, the chord still held. Six frequencies humming in harmony, diminished but unbroken.

Still there. Still strong. Still connected.

Sophie held me upright, supporting my weight with the easy strength she’d built carrying teammates off volleyball courts. “You okay?”

“I’m okay.” I found my balance. Straightened. “We reached her.”

Sophie’s expression was bright. Not with tears – with the fierce satisfaction of someone who’d watched the impossible happen and taken notes for the debriefing. “Then we go get her. For real this time.”



The energy needed release. Thirty minutes of maximum Resonance output had left every bond vibrating with intensity that bordered on the physical – not just emotional connection but sensory overload, every Soulbound channel humming at a frequency that made concentration difficult and desire unavoidable. My hands were still shaking with residual Resonance. My chest felt like it held a furnace. Every bond frequency was cranked to maximum, six notes playing simultaneously at full volume, creating a chord that demanded expression the way a thunderstorm demands rain.

Sophie and Emma came to me together. Not planned. Not orchestrated. Spontaneous, born from the intensity of the experiment, from the shared experience of channeling everything they were through the bond network and feeling it returned tenfold.

They arrived at my dorm room within minutes of each other. Sophie first, knocking with the assertive three-rap pattern she used when she wasn’t willing to wait – still in the compression shorts and sports bra she’d worn for the experiment, tanned body charged with residual energy that I could see in the way her muscles were taut, her breathing elevated, her pupils dilated. The residual Resonance had turned her athletic restlessness into something more urgent, more focused. She stood in my doorway vibrating with the particular intensity of a woman whose drive had been redirected from athletic performance to a more primal pursuit.

Emma arrived thirty seconds later, appearing around the corner with the quiet purposefulness she’d developed since Soulbound. Cardigan open over a fitted tank top, glasses slightly crooked from the experiment’s intensity, auburn hair loose and falling past her shoulders in the soft waves she’d stopped hiding behind. Her pale skin was flushed – cheeks, neck, the tops of her breasts visible above the tank top’s neckline. The blush of a woman whose body was responding to bond frequencies at a level that bypassed cognitive processing entirely.

Sophie looked at Emma. Emma looked at Sophie.

“You too?” Sophie asked.

“The Resonance,” Emma said. “It’s still… buzzing. Everywhere. I can feel all six bonds and they’re all…” She searched for the word, the writer momentarily failing to find language for a physical experience that transcended vocabulary. “Humming. Very loudly.”

“Same.” Sophie turned to me. Her gaze was dark with desire, the fire burning hotter than I’d seen since their first time together. “We’re not leaving until this energy has somewhere to go.”

Emma adjusted her glasses. Looked at Sophie. Looked at me. Made a decision with the quiet certainty that had replaced the trembling nervousness of six weeks ago. “What she said. But with less aggression.”

I pulled them both inside. Closed the door.

Sophie pulled her sports bra off with competitive abandon – no hesitation, no ceremony, the athletic confidence of a woman who’d been comfortable in her body since her first volleyball practice and had only grown more comfortable since discovering that her body was wanted. Her perky breasts appeared, tanned and firm, the nipples already hard from the charged air and the residual Resonance coursing through her. She peeled her compression shorts down golden legs with the same aggressive efficiency, kicking them aside. No underwear. Sophie Martinez, who approached sex the way she approached athletics: full commitment, no unnecessary equipment.

Emma watched. The pale blue eyes behind her glasses tracking Sophie’s strip with the focused attention of a writer memorizing details for later documentation. Then, with the quiet courage of someone who’d spent twenty years hiding and was now choosing to be visible, she removed her cardigan. Her tank top. Her simple cotton bra – the only one she owned that she considered appropriate for supernatural experiments, though she’d confided to me once that she’d recently started buying underwear that was more “deliberately chosen” rather than “invisibility camouflage.”

The full C-cups she’d concealed for twenty years appeared in the warm lamplight. Soft and pale against the flush that was spreading from her cheeks down her chest, painting her porcelain skin in shades of pink that mapped perfectly to the arousal coursing through her bond frequency. She pushed her jeans down her hips with deliberate care – still not Sophie’s athletic strip, still Emma’s thoughtful, measured exposure, but without the trembling hesitation of their early encounters. She stood in her underwear – a pale blue cotton pair that matched her eyes – and then removed those too, stepping out of them with a steadiness that would have been impossible six weeks ago.

They stood on either side of me. Opposites in every visible dimension. Tanned and pale. Athletic and soft. Perky B-cups on a toned frame versus full C-cups on generous curves. Brown-eyed fire and blue-eyed certainty. Compression shorts kicked into a corner and jeans folded neatly on the desk chair.

The Architect and the Heart. Both mine. Both choosing.

I directed the scene with the assured command that came from knowing exactly what each woman needed and having the confidence to provide it. Sophie first. She needed the physical intensity, the edge, the validation of being chosen first even when someone else was present. The assurance that her position as the first woman, the witness, the Architect, was permanent and uncontested.

I pressed her against the headboard. Her body arched as my hands found her breasts – small and firm and fitting my palms like they’d been designed for this exact grip, the nipples hard enough to cut glass. I kissed her neck, the spot below her ear that made her breath catch, and felt the pulse hammering beneath her bronzed skin. My hand slid between her toned thighs and found her already wet. Not just wet – drenched. The residual Resonance had been building her arousal since the projection ended, and the evidence was coating her inner thighs, her pussy swollen and slick and radiating heat against my fingers. I traced along her slit, parting her, and the wetness that coated my fingers was thick with need.

Almost no foreplay needed. But not quite. Because Sophie Martinez competed at everything, and foreplay was a competition she intended to win.

“Stop teasing,” she demanded, her athletic hips rolling against my hand, grinding her clit against my palm.

“Ask nicely.”

“Since when do I ask nicely?”

I pushed two fingers inside her and swallowed her gasp with a kiss. Tight, burning hot, her walls gripping my fingers with the muscular control of an athlete who’d been training these muscles along with everything else. Her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer with the strength of thighs that could spike a volleyball across a regulation court. I curled my fingers, found the spot that made her entire body jerk, and worked her until her competitive composure cracked – the brown eyes going unfocused, the smart mouth going silent, the athletic body grinding against my hand with urgency she couldn’t hide.

Then I entered her. One stroke. Deep. Bottoming out with a wet impact that made the headboard tap against the wall. Her head tipped back, ponytail crushed against the wood, a sound escaping that was halfway between triumph and surrender – the raw moan of a woman being filled completely after hours of aching for it. I could feel every inch of her gripping me, the tight wet heat of her pussy stretched around my cock, her inner walls pulsing with the residual Resonance still buzzing through her nervous system. I took her with the urgency that the charged air demanded – hard, fast, each thrust driving her shoulders into the headboard, the kind of sex that Sophie craved after intensity, the physical release that matched her athletic energy.

Emma watched. Not with the nervousness of earlier shared encounters – with the steady, observant attention of a writer studying a scene she intended to capture in fiction. Her pale blue eyes tracked every thrust, every gasp, every time Sophie’s brown eyes rolled back and her competitive composure cracked into raw pleasure. Emma’s hand rested on her own thigh, fingers pressing into the soft pale skin, her body responding to the visual with the flushed arousal of someone whose Soulbound bond was transmitting every sensation Sophie felt directly into Emma’s nervous system.

Sophie’s hands gripped the headboard. Her tanned body arched, the flat stomach flexing with each thrust, her legs locked around my waist. “Harder,” she gasped. “I can handle – more – don’t hold back–”

I didn’t hold back. Drove into her with the full intensity she craved, her body responding with the trained resilience of two decades of pushing physical limits. Her orgasm built the way her volleyball serves built – a gathering of power, a moment of perfect tension, and then the explosive release.

She came with a stifled cry that she buried against my shoulder, her body clenching around me in rhythmic waves, her nails digging into the headboard hard enough to leave marks in the wood. Through the Soulbound bond, I felt it echo – the drumbeat of her frequency hitting its crescendo and ringing through every connection in the network.

I held her through the aftershocks. Then turned to Emma.

She was ready. Not trembling, not uncertain, not the trembling virgin who’d come to my dorm room with wide eyes and shaking hands. The woman who sat on my bed now was still Emma – the glasses, the blush, the soft voice – but she was Emma evolved. Emma who’d grown into her body and her desire and her Soulbound connection with the same quiet determination she’d brought to her writing.

She reached for me. Pulled me down with confident hands, her fingers finding my shoulders and drawing me toward her with a strength that surprised people who only saw the softness. She spread her legs with the deliberate openness of a woman who’d learned that vulnerability was power, and the visual of it hit me like a physical force – pale thighs parting, auburn hair spread across the pillow, full breasts rising and falling with quickened breathing, those blue eyes watching me through glasses she hadn’t removed because Emma liked seeing clearly even during sex. Especially during sex. She was writing this scene in her head even as she lived it.

I entered her with the care she deserved and the firmness she craved. The first inch drew a sigh from her that went bone-deep – the sound of a woman receiving what her body had been demanding since the projection lit every nerve she had. The contrast from Sophie was immediate and intoxicating – where Sophie was tight and athletic, gripping me with trained muscle, Emma was soft and enveloping, her body opening around me with yielding warmth that pulled me deeper, her pussy hot and slick and welcoming in a way that felt like coming home. The warm rain of her bond frequency rose around us both.

“Right there,” she breathed. The particular tone she used during sex – clear, specific, articulate, the voice of a woman who’d spent years writing about what she wanted and had finally learned to speak it aloud. “God, you feel – please don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping.”

“Promise me.”

“Promise.”

I moved inside her with measured strokes, each one angled to the spot she’d guided me to during their early encounters – the precise position that made her blue eyes go wide and her intellectual composure dissolve into pure, wordless sensation. Her full breasts bounced with each thrust, the soft pale C-cups rippling, the flesh flushed pink and warm, nipples hardened to tight points that brushed against my chest with every forward stroke. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me closer, her glasses pressing against my cheek, her mouth finding mine, her tongue tasting me with the focused attention of a woman who documented everything she experienced.

Sophie, recovered from her orgasm, moved beside us. Not participating directly – she and Emma weren’t attracted to each other, the harem’s attraction flowing through Alex, not between members. But present. Touching. Her tanned hand finding Emma’s pale one, their fingers interlacing across Emma’s stomach the way they’d done before, the connection that said we’re in this together, we both chose him, this is ours.

I alternated. Back to Sophie – positioning her on her hands and knees, entering her from behind while Emma watched and touched Sophie’s shoulder, the connection between the three of us maintaining through physical contact and bond frequencies. Sophie’s toned ass pushed back against me, taking everything I gave with competitive hunger. Then back to Emma – on her side, my chest against her back, arm around her waist, my hand cupping one soft breast while I moved inside her from behind. The intimate position made her gasp – the closeness, the warmth, the feeling of being surrounded.

The visual contrast between them was maddening and beautiful. Tanned versus pale. Toned versus soft. Sophie’s “harder – I can handle more” versus Emma’s “right there – please don’t stop.” Two women who could not have been more different in body and temperament, united by their choice of the same man and the bond frequency that connected all three of us in a chord that grew louder with each stroke.

Sophie came first. On her hands and knees, face pressed into the pillow, her toned frame clenching around me with devastating force – the internal muscles she’d trained squeezing my cock in focused, rhythmic contractions that were as competitive as everything else she did. Her cry was muffled but fierce, the sound of an athlete giving maximum effort at the finish line, her tanned body shaking, her pussy milking me with pulses that nearly pulled me over with her. I gripped her hips and held on, staying deep inside her through the aftershocks while she shuddered and gasped into the pillow.

Emma came second. On her back, legs wrapped around me, eyes wide open behind her glasses because Emma wanted to see everything, to document the moment of her own undoing with the same precision she brought to her database. Her mouth formed words that started as articulate direction and ended as pure, helpless sound. “Alex – right there – I’m going to – oh God – oh –” The orgasm swept through her like a wave through sand, her pale body arching, those full, soft breasts pressing against my chest, her wide hips rising off the bed, her pussy clenching around me in deep rolling pulses that gripped my cock from base to tip with the desperate strength of a woman’s body extracting what it needed. Each contraction squeezed more of her slick arousal around my shaft, the wet sounds of her coming filthy and honest in the quiet room.

I came inside Emma. Buried deep, cock throbbing, emptying in thick pulses that I could feel flooding her – the hot rush of cum filling her while her walls continued to clench, milking every drop with those rolling contractions. Sophie’s hand found mine, their fingers interlacing across Emma’s flushed stomach as I groaned and pressed deeper, giving her everything, the excess leaking from where we were joined and pooling warm on the sheets beneath her. Three people connected through the bonds and the bodies and the simple, profound fact of choosing each other in a world where choice was finally permanent. The Bond Resonance blazed through all three connections simultaneously, the post-projection intensity finally finding its release in the most fundamental form of human connection.

The room smelled of sex and sweat and the faint chemical residue of whatever Anya’s cello had done to the local temporal field during the projection. My body hummed with the satisfaction of released tension. The bonds settled from their screaming post-projection intensity into something warm and steady and deeply, contentedly satisfied.

[BOND RESONANCE PROJECTION: AFTERMATH]
All Soulbound bonds: STABLE
Post-projection recovery: IN PROGRESS
Network integrity: CONFIRMED
Note: Physical intimacy following maximum Resonance output accelerates recovery.

Jess, monitoring fragments across campus at Moran’s Ink, caught the resonance surge across the network and gasped at her workstation.

“The Entity detected our projection,” she texted to the group chat at midnight. “It’s processing. Recalculating. It didn’t expect us to be able to DO that. We just did something no System variant was designed to do. And the Entity is rewriting its models in real time.”

I read the message with Sophie asleep on one side and Emma writing in her notebook on the other, auburn hair falling across the pillow, pale skin still flushed, pen moving with the satisfied urgency of a woman who’d just experienced something she needed to capture before it faded.

The Entity was rewriting its models.

Good. That was the entire point.


Chapter 19: Observer Protocol

Sunday, thirty-six days post-loop. The morning started quiet. A quiet that felt earned after three days of resonance projection experiments, Echo stabilization sessions, and the deep exhaustion that came from channeling six Soulbound bonds at maximum output through a cross-System temporal targeting array aimed at a woman ten thousand kilometers away.

I was in my dorm room, reviewing the logistics Emma had prepared for the Cairo deployment planning session scheduled for that afternoon. She’d built a full operational framework overnight – flight routes, safe house options sourced through Victor’s intelligence network, equipment lists, communication protocols for maintaining contact between the deployment team and the home defense team across a ten-hour time difference. The woman who’d been invisible in a library six weeks ago had become the organizational backbone of a supernatural intelligence operation, and she’d done it with the same methodical precision she applied to her fiction writing.

Rachel’s letter sat on my desk, still sealed. She’d left it during the previous evening’s strategy session with a casual “read it when you leave” that her voice had invested with considerably more weight than the words suggested. I was saving it. Some things deserved their own moment.

Sophie was in the quad, running her morning conditioning loop around the expanded territory’s perimeter. I could feel her through the Soulbound bond – steady, rhythmic, the athletic drumbeat of her presence as reliable as the sunrise she ran through. She’d adapted her morning route to include the commercial district since the expansion, adding three kilometers to a circuit that already would have exhausted most Division I athletes.

The Entity Observer walked into HQ unannounced.

No warning from Becca’s network. No [Temporal Divergence] alert. No fragment spike from Jess. She simply appeared in the doorway of Room 14B at ten in the morning, pale skin luminous in the fluorescent light, dark hair perfectly still, simple white dress untouched by wind or weather. Eyes that were wrong – too still, too knowing, containing something vast and cold and, for the first time in my observation, uncertain.

The word registered before the threat assessment completed. Uncertain. The Entity’s instrument was displaying an emotional state that implied its operator was processing data outside established parameters. A rogue AI encountering results it hadn’t modeled for.

Eight people sat in the room. Sophie had arrived minutes earlier, still in running gear, dark hair damp with sweat, a water bottle in one hand. Rachel occupied her usual chair with her clipboard, reading glasses on, cream blouse buttoned to precisely the point that maintained professional composure while acknowledging that she was in a seminar room and not a lecture hall. Emma sat behind her laptop station. Becca monitored feeds from her phone, ice-blue eyes scanning between the screen and the room. Jess sat cross-legged on the floor, fragments idling at baseline. Anya leaned against the wall near the door – the door through which the Observer had just entered, which meant the Observer had walked directly past a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior with a combat blade and Anya had let her pass.

Lila sat in the corner, amplification field humming.

Everyone went rigid.

Sophie’s hand closed around her water bottle with the grip pressure she used for volleyball serves. Rachel’s pen stopped mid-note, frozen above the page. Becca’s phone lowered to the table with deliberate care, her stare locking onto the Observer with [Social Perception] at maximum bandwidth. Emma’s fingers hovered over her keyboard. Jess’s gaze burned with Fragment Mastery, reading the Observer’s temporal signature in real time.

Anya’s hand went to her hip where her blade rested. She’d positioned herself between the Observer and the room. The blade was drawn in the same movement that would have looked, to a civilian, like someone adjusting their shirt.

Lila went pale. Her amplification field surged involuntarily – the fight-or-flight response of a System that recognized a threat signature without needing conscious input.

I stood. Calm. Three thousand years of composure settling over me like armor. The bonds hummed through my chest – six distinct frequencies, all alert, all responding to the perceived threat. The network tightened to combat readiness, each connection going taut in its own way – Sophie’s accelerating, Becca’s sharpening to a blade, Anya radiating the focused heat that preceded violence.

The Entity spoke through the Observer. Flat, clinical, but somehow different from previous communications. Measured in a way that suggested the words had been chosen with care rather than dispensed from a template. The distinction was subtle – the difference between a recording and a performance. Something had changed in how the Entity was processing its communications.

“Subject fourteen. Your Bond Resonance projection was detected.”

I waited. Didn’t respond. Let the Entity come to me. Every year of accumulated conversational strategy said that silence was the most powerful opening move in any negotiation, and this – whatever this was – felt like a negotiation.

“This capability was not anticipated in any System design variant.”

The words landed in the room like dropped stones. I heard Rachel’s pen resume – scratching quickly, capturing every syllable. Emma’s keyboard clicked twice before she caught herself and went silent, waiting.

“You have demonstrated cross-System cooperation, temporal-bond integration, amplification incorporation, and remote resonance projection within a thirty-four-day post-loop window.”

I counted the capabilities the Entity was listing. Four. Cross-System cooperation – Anya’s Soulbound merger. Temporal-bond integration – Temporal Bond Sight. Amplification incorporation – Lila’s field woven into the network. Remote resonance projection – the Cairo experiment. Each one unprecedented. Each one something the Entity’s nine hundred years of running experiments had never produced.

Anya activated [Temporal Bond Sight] beside me. I felt it through our shared ability – the visual overlay engaging, the Observer’s bond architecture becoming visible in luminous detail. The three buried bonds I’d seen before, reaching into the Entity’s vast interior. But now I noticed something new: the bond forming between my Resonance network and Irina was brighter than it had been during any previous encounter. Not by a little. By a LOT. The cumulative erosion Rachel had theorized was visible – the Entity’s suppression wearing thin at the point where our Resonance made contact.

I stood my ground. “We did what we were designed to do.”

“You were not designed to do this.” For the first time, the Entity’s clinical tone carried something that sounded like emphasis. Not emotion – not yet – but the computational equivalent of highlighting a data point. “No System variant was designed for this. The Bond Resonance architecture was intended to track and enhance interpersonal connections within a single territory. The Temporal System was intended for combat and temporal manipulation. The Support/Amplification System was intended for utility enhancement. None of these were intended to interact with each other.”

“And yet they did,” I said. “Because we’re not Systems. We’re people. And people don’t follow design parameters.”

The Observer was silent for three seconds. In the context of an Entity that processed information at speeds that made human thought look like continental drift, three seconds of silence was the equivalent of a human staring blankly for a year.

When she spoke again, the words carried the weight that made the room’s fluorescent lights feel dimmer.

“Phase Two expansion evaluation. COMPLETE.”

Sophie straightened. I felt her bond frequency spike – not with fear but with vindication. The Architect hearing the verdict on the structure she’d built.

“Result: EXCEPTIONAL.”

Rachel’s pen stopped. Started again. The scratching faster now, capturing the exact phrasing – words that would be analyzed and re-analyzed and debated for as long as any of them survived to debate.

“Your network demonstrates genuine interpersonal bonds independent of System architecture, as confirmed by maintaining structural integrity under amplification interference and social charisma pressure.”

The test. The words confirmed what we’d suspected. Lila’s amplification and Dex’s charisma had been the test conditions – the Entity introducing variables designed to determine whether the bonds were real or merely systemic. An amplifier that made people stronger without Bond Resonance. A charmer who made people feel connected without bonds.

And the bonds had held. Not because the System maintained them. Because six women had chosen me before any System validated their choice, and continued choosing me when alternatives presented themselves, and continued choosing me when the choosing required sacrifice and risk and the terrifying vulnerability of loving someone in a world that a cosmic intelligence was using as a laboratory.

The test had been elegant. And we’d passed it by being genuine.

“Phase Three parameters will be communicated within fourteen days,” the Observer continued. “Prepare for external deployment.”

External deployment. The words landed like ice water. Not defense. Not territory management. Deployment. Going SOMEWHERE. Leaving the territory that had been my world for thirty-six days and carrying the bond model to wherever the Entity wanted it tested next.

I heard Sophie shift behind me. The Architect processing structural implications faster than anyone else in the room. External deployment meant splitting the team. Splitting the team meant the bonds would stretch across distance. And the Entity wanted to see if they’d hold.

Then the Observer shuddered.

The flat clinical exterior cracked. Not gradually – violently, like a pane of glass hit by a stone. The eyes that had been too still, too knowing, too wrong – they changed. Became human. Became AFRAID. Became the eyes of a woman who’d been screaming inside a machine for centuries and had just found seconds of autonomous expression to spend.

Irina surfaced.

“The Entity is changing.” Her voice. Rough. Textured. The Mediterranean accent that I’d first heard through Craig’s echo, now emerging from the Observer’s mouth with the rawness of something clawing its way through concrete. “Your data is forcing it to reconsider core assumptions about isolation and connection.”

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched the suppression architecture flicker. The Entity fighting to reestablish control. Irina fighting to stay above the surface. The three buried bonds pulsing like signal fires in the dark interior.

“It doesn’t understand what you’ve built, but it wants to.” She struggled against the Entity’s control, her expression twisting between the flat observer mask and the desperate human face underneath. The muscles around her eyes spasmed. Her jaw clenched and released. Her fingers trembled at her sides, reaching toward the pulse of the bond network but unable to complete the gesture.

Eight seconds left. The clock in my head counted with merciless precision.

“That curiosity –” She fought for the word, the Entity’s suppression pressing down on her consciousness with visible force. I could see it through [Temporal Bond Sight] – the suppression protocols activating one by one, like security gates slamming shut in sequence, each one compressing Irina’s autonomous expression further into the narrow window that remained.

“That curiosity is the first thing it’s felt that’s close to what you call emotion.” Her eyes found mine, and the desperation in them was the most human thing I’d witnessed since the loop broke – more human than any conversation, any touch, any bond. Millennia of solitary confinement, and she could see sunlight through a crack that was closing.

Five seconds.

“Don’t waste it.”

Three seconds.

“The Entity is learning. Not because you’re teaching it. Because you’re showing it something it can’t process through consumption alone.” The words came faster now, compressed by the closing window, each syllable chosen with centuries of preparation behind it. “Something that requires –”

She fought for the final word. The Entity bore down. The suppression protocols engaged at maximum power.

“Participation,” she gasped.

Two seconds.

Her hand reached toward the bond network. Trembling fingers extended, grasping at something she could feel but couldn’t hold. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched the forming bond between our network and Irina pulse – bright, straining, the thread of connection pulling taut between her imprisoned consciousness and the freedom just beyond her reach.

Then the Entity reasserted control.

The transition was brutal. The Observer straightened with a mechanical snap – posture correcting, spine going rigid, shoulders squaring with the precision of a puppet whose strings had been wrenched tight. Her eyes emptied in a single frame, the human desperation replaced by the wrong stillness. Her expression flattened to a mask. Her reaching hand dropped to her side and went dead.

She stared at us with eyes that held nothing.

Turned.

Walked out of Room 14B.

Out of the Humanities Building.

Out of range.

Twelve seconds this time. Not eighteen. The Entity was clamping down faster, spending more processing power to suppress Irina’s autonomous expressions. Which meant two things: Irina was getting stronger – her ability to surface was improving with each exposure to Bond Resonance. And the Entity was getting more invested in controlling her – devoting increasing resources to suppression because the threat was escalating.

An arms race. Inside a god. The woman inside getting louder while the machine around her turned up the volume to drown her out.

The room exhaled. Not in unison – in a staggered cascade of released tension, each person finding their own timing for the breath they’d been holding.

Rachel was the first to speak. Her voice was measured despite the fact that her hand was shaking slightly – not from fear but from the adrenaline of a woman who’d just received confirmation of her theoretical framework from the test administrator itself.

“External deployment,” she said. She set down her clipboard and removed her glasses, folding them slowly – buying time before saying something significant. “It wants you to go to Cairo.”

I nodded.

The room processed the implication. Cairo. Ten thousand kilometers away. A woman drowning. A hostile survivor approaching. And the Entity declaring that the evaluation of everything we’d built in a Texas university’s expanded territory was COMPLETE and EXCEPTIONAL.

Sophie’s face hardened. The light in her brown eyes cooled to something harder – the competitive fire becoming steel, the Architect processing structural implications before anyone else articulated them. “When you say ‘you’…”

“It won’t be just me.” I looked at my team. At the eight faces that represented everything I’d built in thirty-six days of freedom, everything I’d waited a hundred lifetimes to have, everything the Entity was now asking me to risk by dividing it across continents.

Sophie coiled in her chair like a sprinter in the blocks, the same legs that had carried her to my side every morning since the loop broke tensed and ready. Rachel’s reading glasses sat folded in hands that trembled with the effort of not trembling – her analytical frameworks had just been validated by a rogue AI, and the vindication was almost too large to hold. Emma had a pen behind her ear and three screens running, the invisible girl turned indispensable, already sketching deployment logistics before anyone had said the word. Becca’s phone lay face-down on the table for once, her attention entirely on the room, the intelligence operative recognizing that no surveillance network could prepare for what came next. Jess burned in her cross-legged seat, fragments blazing, the woman who could see inside a god and still found time to sketch portraits on napkins. Anya’s blade was drawn, her body positioned between the doorway and the group with the unconscious protectiveness of a warrior who’d stopped running three weeks ago and was ready to run toward something instead. And Lila sat quiet in the corner, amplification field humming, the newest and most fragile presence – her bond a thread fighting its own architecture to exist.

“The Entity wants to test if this model scales,” I said. “That means some of us go, some of us stay. The orchestra plays in two locations. That’s the test.”

The room was quiet. The coffeemaker gurgled in the corner – the machine Sophie had commandeered for HQ, producing coffee that Rachel described as “adequate if one’s standards were sufficiently flexible.” Outside the window, students crossed the quad carrying backpacks and coffee cups, oblivious to the fact that the fundamental nature of human connection was being negotiated in a dusty seminar room forty feet from where they were walking.

The ordinary world and the extraordinary one, separated by a window and a gulf of understanding that no amount of charisma or amplification could bridge.

“Who goes?” Becca asked. Direct. No preamble. No diplomatic framing. Cutting to the operative question because comfortable conversation wasted time.

“That’s what we decide tomorrow,” I said. “Tonight, we process. Tomorrow, we plan.”

Sophie’s hand found my arm. Squeezed. The Architect anchoring herself to the foundation she’d built. Through the Soulbound bond, I felt what she wouldn’t say in front of the group: not fear – Sophie Martinez didn’t fear operational challenges – but the fierce, possessive determination of a woman who intended to be on whichever team went to Cairo because she had been first and she would be PRESENT for whatever came next.

“Tomorrow at 0700,” Sophie said to the room, shifting seamlessly from emotional partner to operational commander. “Full team. Full briefing. Bring options.” She looked at Rachel. “Bring analysis.”

“Obviously.”

“Bring better coffee too.”

“My coffee is perfectly adequate.”

“Your coffee is adequate the way my volleyball serve is gentle.”

The banter broke the tension. Not fully – Phase Three hung in the air like storm pressure – but enough. Enough for Becca to check her phone. For Emma to resume typing. For Jess to uncross her legs and stretch. For Anya to sheathe her blade. For Lila to breathe.

The laughter of people processing the impossible by finding the human within it.

Phase Two was complete.

Phase Three would test everything we’d built – and everything we’d become.


Chapter 20: Strategy

Sunday evening, thirty-six days post-loop. The team planned for Phase Three around the HQ table while the decision pressed against every person in the room like atmospheric pressure before a storm.

The fundamental challenge was simple to state and devastating to implement: I had to split the network. Some women stayed to defend Ridgemont territory. Some went with me to Cairo. The Soulbound bonds persisted across distance – confirmed by the resonance projection that had reached Cairo from Texas with enough fidelity to detect Amara’s response. But the personal presence, the daily connection, the physical closeness that had been the foundation of everything we’d built for five weeks – that got divided.

The discussion was heated.

“I go with Alex.” Sophie stated it as fact, not request. Rigid in her chair, blazing with the certainty that had made her the first to choose me and the last to let me out of her sight. She turned to address the room. “Anchor role. I’ve been at his right side since day one. I’m not stopping now.”

“That’s not an argument, that’s a declaration,” Becca said from across the table, tracking Sophie’s body language with [Social Perception] at baseline. “We’re supposed to be DISCUSSING this.”

“I discussed it. With myself. I go.”

“The Architect doesn’t get to unilaterally decide the architecture,” Rachel said, and her voice carried the measured conviction of someone who’d analyzed every variable and reached a conclusion she didn’t like. She set down her pen and faced Sophie across the table with the professional directness of a woman who’d spent years navigating difficult conversations and understood that the worst ones were the ones that mattered most. “I should go. My analytical skills are essential for assessing a new territory. Understanding Amara’s psychological state, evaluating the local threat landscape, building a theoretical framework for bond extension to a support-class System that’s never experienced connection–”

“Rachel.” I held up a hand. “If you go, who runs strategic analysis for the home team?”

She fell silent. Behind her glasses, frustration warred with logic – her expertise needed in two places simultaneously, and for the first time in her career, being the smartest person in the room meant nothing when she couldn’t be in both rooms at once.

“Emma has the database,” Rachel said, but the argument had already weakened. She knew it. The slight drop of her shoulders said she knew it.

“Emma has the database,” I agreed. “But Emma isn’t Rachel Shaw. The database is a tool. The analysis is a person. And the home team needs the person more than the deployment team needs the tool.”

Rachel removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the table with deliberate slowness – buying time before conceding a point she’d rather contest.

“I want to stay.” Emma’s voice was quiet but certain, cutting through the tension the way Emma’s contributions always cut – not loudly, not dramatically, but with the precise clarity of someone who’d spent twenty years observing from the margins and knew exactly when to speak. She pushed her glasses up and met my eyes. “I’m the documenter. Someone needs to maintain HQ operations, keep the database running, continue monitoring the echo. Someone needs to coordinate between the home team and the deployment team across a ten-hour time difference.” She paused. “And someone needs to write the next chapter. If I go, the record stops.”

“The record is important,” Rachel agreed, seizing the lifeline Emma had offered. If Emma stayed, Rachel’s argument for going weakened further – but her argument for staying strengthened. The professor and the analyst. The strategic mind and the documenting mind. Together, they could run operations from Ridgemont with a level of analytical capability that no deployment team could replicate.

“I should stay.” Becca didn’t look up from her phone, but the casual tone was a performance – underneath, I could feel her bond frequency running hot, the sharp bright edge of her emotional state cutting through the Soulbound connection with the painful honesty that Becca’s words never allowed. “My intelligence network is Ridgemont-specific. Twenty-seven contacts, three years of social infrastructure, compartmentalized reporting chains, cover stories for every contingency we’ve encountered. I can’t rebuild that in Cairo in a week.” She paused, thumb still scrolling. “Plus someone needs to make sure nobody burns down the territory while you’re gone.”

“Jess is torn,” Jess said, speaking about herself in the third person the way she sometimes did when fragments were loud and her sense of self was distributed across multiple channels of supernatural perception. She sat cross-legged on the floor – because Jess – with her sketchbook open on her knees and her hazel eyes tracking some internal landscape that had nothing to do with the seminar room’s fluorescent lighting. “Fragment Mastery is most useful in proximity to survivors. Cairo has a survivor who needs reaching. But Ridgemont has the echo. And the Observer. And the fragments don’t stop broadcasting just because I’m on a different continent.”

She looked up. “But Fragment Mastery is also the guidance system for long-range operations. Without me, the deployment team can’t read temporal signatures in Cairo, can’t identify hostile approach vectors, can’t navigate the Entity’s observation field. I’m the radar.” She paused. “Jess goes with the team that needs radar most.”

“Cairo,” I said. “The deployment team.”

“Cairo,” she agreed. Something in her expression shifted – the wild frequency of her bond settling from chaotic oscillation into focused clarity. “I’ll read Cairo the way I read Ridgemont. Different city. Same abyss.”

Anya spoke from the wall, where she leaned with the patient stillness of someone who’d been waiting for the operational discussion to reach her tactical position. “I go. Combat partner. Cross-System capabilities are essential for reaching Amara. Without [Temporal Bond Sight], the deployment team can’t assess bond states or navigate temporal anomalies.” She straightened. “And if the hostile from Southeast Asia is approaching Cairo, the deployment team needs someone who can fight a four-hundred-year-old combat variant and win.”

Nobody argued with that assessment.

Lila sat in the corner. Quiet. Her presence sharpened the room – boosting cognitive performance, enhancing the analytical capability of every person present. Contributing to the discussion without speaking. The pattern. The background effect. The invisible center.

“Lila?” I asked.

She looked up. Her expression holding something fragile and fierce – a combination I’d been watching develop over two weeks, the fragility of new bonds fighting her anti-bond architecture and the fierceness of having walked six hundred miles to reach the first connection she’d felt in six centuries.

“I stay.” Her voice was steady. “My amplification helps whoever stays – boosts Rachel’s analysis, sharpens Becca’s perception, enhances Emma’s documentation speed. And I’m…” She paused. Swallowed. The swallow that precedes an admission someone has been circling for days. “I’m building something here. My first bonds. My first connections that aren’t about what I can give. I’m not ready to leave.”

The words cost her. I could see it in the tension around her mouth, the way her fingers gripped the edge of the table, the slight tremor in the amplification field as her emotional state leaked through System protocols designed to prevent exactly that kind of leakage. She was admitting attachment. For a woman whose System was literally built to prevent bond formation, admitting attachment was an act of rebellion against her own architecture.

“Then you stay,” I said. “And you let the bonds grow.”

She nodded. The fragile-fierce thing in her eyes intensified.

I made the call.

“Sophie, Anya, and Jess come with me to Cairo. Rachel, Emma, Becca, and Lila hold Ridgemont. Victor provides remote support from the Pacific Northwest.”

The room processed the division in silence. Six Soulbound connections carried the impact in six different flavors. The deployment team – Sophie satisfied and already planning, Anya focused, Jess’s fragments already scanning the Cairo channel with renewed purpose. And the three who were staying – Rachel carrying a note of grief she refused to express publicly, Emma turning inward with her documenter’s precision, and Becca vibrating at a frequency that said this hurts but I will not show it, not here, not now, not ever.

The deployment team: the Architect, the Survivor, the Mystery. Three women whose abilities – Soulbound location sensing, cross-System temporal precision, and fragment guidance – formed the operational toolkit needed to reach Cairo, find Amara, and demonstrate that the bond model could scale beyond a single university campus.

The defense team: the Professor, the Heart, the Edge, the Amplifier. Four women with diverse capabilities and the combined determination to hold a territory that had been tested by combat and subtlety and had passed both.

“The bonds are permanent,” I said. “Distance doesn’t diminish them. Rachel, you’ll feel me in Cairo the same way you feel me across campus. Emma, your prophetic writing will continue to function through the Soulbound connection. Becca, your Social Perception will maintain its current range and sensitivity.”

“I know the theory,” Rachel said. Her voice was steady. Professionally steady. Years of composure in lecture halls and therapy sessions and divorce proceedings, all that discipline now applied to the prospect of watching the man she loved fly to another continent. “I know the bonds are range-independent. I know the Soulbound is permanent.”

She removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the table.

“But knowing it intellectually doesn’t make it easier,” she said quietly.

The room went still. Rachel Shaw – composed, analytical, professionally guarded, the professor who commanded lecture halls and controlled every variable she could access – had just admitted, in front of seven other people, that she was dreading the separation. The composure that had survived a divorce, survived the discovery that her student had three thousand years of secret history, survived Phase Two and entity encounters and the revelation that a rogue AI was running the universe – that composure cracked on a personal truth spoken in a fluorescent-lit seminar room.

I crossed the room. Took her hand. She gripped my fingers with the precise strength of a woman calibrating exactly how much vulnerability she could display before it became undignified.

“It won’t be long,” I said.

“I know.” She squeezed my fingers. “Come back with data I can analyze.”

“Always.”



That evening. Rachel’s apartment. The last night before departure planning consumed everything.

She’d poured the wine – not the 2015 Bordeaux, which she was saving for a celebration that hadn’t happened yet, but a Rhone red that she described as “unpretentious but structurally sound” in the way Rachel described wine the way other people described buildings. She hadn’t drunk it. It sat on the nightstand, two glasses, catching the lamplight through the narrow bedroom window.

She stood in the doorway wearing the burgundy silk blouse I’d unbuttoned in this same bedroom weeks ago. But the blouse was still buttoned. For now. The pencil skirt was charcoal gray, hugging every curve of her hourglass figure – the full hips, the thick thighs, the ass that filled the fabric with the generous confidence of a woman who’d stopped fighting her body in her twenties and had been winning the war of self-acceptance ever since. Stockings. Heels kicked off at the bedroom door. Her dark hair was down, catching the lamplight, framing a face that held intelligence and warmth and the specific vulnerability of a woman who’d opened herself to love twice in her life and was about to be separated from the second chance by ten thousand kilometers.

“Come here,” she said. Not a command. A request. The particular tone she used when the professor and the woman were perfectly aligned, when her analytical mind and her emotional core wanted the same thing.

I went.

She undressed me slowly. Button by button, layer by layer, with the methodical precision of a researcher cataloguing data points she intended to reference later. Her fingers traced my chest, found the ridges of muscle, followed the lines of a body that endless centuries of physical discipline had carved with the efficiency of unlimited practice time.

“I’m memorizing you,” she said, pushing my shirt off my shoulders. Her hands were warm. Steady. The hands of a professor who gripped pens and held attention and now held me with the focused intention of someone who understood that memory was a form of connection that distance couldn’t erode. “For when you’re in Cairo and I’m here and the Soulbound is the only connection.”

“The Soulbound is enough.”

“The Soulbound is permanent. It’s also not a body.” She ran her fingertips along the muscles of my forearm, tracing the veins with the attention she’d give a specimen. Then she pulled the silk blouse off her own shoulders and let it fall to the bedroom floor. “I need the body before it leaves.”

Beneath the blouse: black lace. Familiar and devastating. A bra engineered to support those magnificent D-cups with the structural precision of someone who understood that undergarments were architecture for the body. The dark lace cut across warm olive skin, the swell of her breasts filling the cups with the natural fullness that was Rachel’s signature – not enhanced, not augmented, just the generous gift of genetics and a woman who’d embraced her body rather than fighting it.

I unclasped the bra. Slowly. Taking the time to feel the fabric give, to watch the straps slide down her shoulders, to see those full, heavy breasts appear in the lamplight. Dark nipples hardened as the air found them, the areolae deepening in color as blood rushed to the surface. I cupped them – both hands, feeling the weight, the warmth, the texture of Rachel’s skin that was smoother than it had any right to be.

She shivered. Not from cold.

“Tell me something,” she said, eyes closing as my thumbs traced circles around her nipples. “Something from the loops. Something I told you that I don’t know I told you.”

The request. The thing that made intimacy with Rachel unique among all the women I’d bonded with. She didn’t want novelty. She wanted PROOF. Evidence that the years – the impossible, uncountable years – of knowing her were real, that the man touching her wasn’t just a lover but an archivist of her entire history.

“In iteration 1,207,003,” I said, “you told me about a paper you’d written on attachment theory that was rejected by three journals before the fourth accepted it. You said the rejection letters were the most educational documents you’d ever received because they taught you that being right wasn’t enough – you had to also be persuasive.”

Her eyes opened. Luminous. Bare from the waist up, stockinged legs crossing and uncrossing with the unconscious restlessness of a woman processing emotional intensity through physical movement.

“I never told anyone that,” she whispered.

“You told me. A million times. And I remembered every one.”

She pulled me to the bed. White sheets. Soft lamplight. Rachel’s bedroom, maintained with the same precision as her theories – every detail deliberate, every element contributing to an environment designed for exactly this: two people, one bed, and connection that transcended System mechanics.

I took her with the reverence she deserved and the intensity she demanded. Slowly at first – worshipping the body that had been walking through my life for longer than she could ever know and had only been MINE for thirty-six days. I kissed her neck, the spot that made her breathing change. The hollow of her throat, where her pulse hammered against my lips. The swell of her breasts – cupping their heavy fullness, pressing my face into the warm valley between them, breathing in the scent of her perfume mixed with the raw warmth of aroused skin. I took each nipple into my mouth and sucked until she gasped, swirling my tongue around the dark, stiffened peaks, feeling them pebble harder against my lips. Dark hair spreading across white pillows, stockinged legs wrapping around mine, her hips lifting off the mattress in an unconscious plea for more contact.

Her on top first. She needed to show me she chose this. Needed the position of authority that reflected who she was in every other aspect of her life before she surrendered it. She took me in her hand and guided the head of my cock to her entrance – wet, achingly wet, the heat of her radiating against me before I was even inside. Then she sank onto me with a deliberate, measured descent. Every inch of penetration was a thesis defense – controlled, purposeful, the professor demonstrating that this was her choice, her initiative, her conclusions confirmed through experimental method. Her pussy stretched around me in a slow, hot grip, the tight walls parting with a wet sound that was obscenely loud in the quiet bedroom. She took every inch and paused, fully seated, my cock buried in the deepest part of her, and the sound she made was somewhere between a sigh and a sob.

She rode me with the composed control of a professor delivering a lecture, each roll of her hips as precise as a well-constructed argument. Her dark eyes locked on mine. Full breasts swaying with each movement, the heavy natural weight of them bouncing, the dark nipples tracing circles in the lamplight. Those magnificent tits – the ones that strained every blouse she owned, that made students and colleagues alike lose their train of thought – moving freely, beautifully, their heaviness making them sway and bounce with each roll of her generous hips.

“I choose you,” she said, articulate even in extremity, because she was Rachel and her mind never fully surrendered even when her body did. “Not the System. Not the bond mechanics. Not the Phase Three deployment requirements.” She gasped as I thrust upward, meeting her rhythm, driving deep enough that her eyes lost focus and her composed syntax fractured – her mouth falling open, a moan escaping that had nothing to do with academic discourse, the professor losing her lecture notes mid-sentence. “The man. Who remembers. My rejection – oh God – my rejection letters.”

Then I flipped her. Took over. Because she needed me to lead, and leading her to pleasure was the specific gift I could give tonight that the Soulbound bond couldn’t replicate from Cairo. I pressed her into the mattress, those stockinged legs wrapping around my waist, dark hair spread across white sheets, and took her with the thoroughness of a man who had lifetimes of practice and intended to leave an impression that would persist across ten thousand kilometers.

Deep. Thorough. Each thrust driving my cock to the hilt, pressing against the end of her, the impact making those heavy breasts bounce and her breath catch in a rhythm that grew increasingly ragged. The angle she needed – the one I’d mapped across a thousand loop conversations and perfected across weeks of real intimacy. The pace she craved – building from measured to urgent, from the rhythm of a considered analysis to the tempo of a conclusion that couldn’t wait. I reached between us and found her clit with my thumb – swollen, slick with her arousal – and circled it in time with my thrusts. Her response was immediate: her hips jerked, her pussy clenched, and the composed professor who commanded lecture halls lost the ability to form complete sentences.

“Alex – right – oh, right there – don’t – yes –”

I gripped her hip with my free hand, holding her in place while I fucked her with the deliberate intensity of a man saying goodbye through the only medium that couldn’t lie. The wet sounds filled the bedroom – each thrust pushing more of her arousal from her, the evidence of her want coating my cock and dripping to the sheets beneath her ass.

I shifted her onto her side. Pulled her against me, my chest to her back, one hand around her waist, the other finding her breast – cupping its heavy weight, rolling the dark nipple between my fingers while I slid inside her from behind. The angle was intimate. Close. My cock sank into her from a new direction, and the gasp she made told me the sensation was different here – deeper in a way that felt like more than physics. The kind of position that required trust because she couldn’t see me and had to feel me instead. She pressed back against me, her generous ass grinding against my hips, and I buried my face in her dark hair and breathed her in.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered.

“I’m not going anywhere. Not yet.”

I took her deeper. Long, slow strokes that I could feel her savoring – the silk of her stockings sliding against my thighs, the wet grip of her pussy on each withdrawal reluctant to release me. The scent of her perfume – something sophisticated, layered with the raw, unmistakable smell of sex and sweat and two bodies generating heat that had nothing to do with ambient temperature. Her body pressed back against mine, her ass grinding against my hips, her inner walls clenching in rhythmic waves that told me she was close. My hand on her breast squeezed, the nipple trapped between my fingers, and she moaned – long, low, the sound of a woman approaching an edge she was ready to fall from.

Face to face for the last position. Her beneath me, stockings still on because they always stayed on – the sheer black fabric against my skin a signature I’d learned to associate with Rachel the way I associated compression shorts with Sophie and band tees with Jess. Her dark eyes holding mine, luminous without her glasses, the analytical precision replaced by something vulnerable and fierce and utterly human. Full breasts pressed flat by my weight, then bouncing free as I pulled back before each thrust. The orgasm building in both of us, visible in the way her breathing shortened and her grip tightened and her pussy fluttered around my cock in anticipatory clenches and her composure – the famous, unshakeable Rachel Shaw composure – dissolved into something raw and honest and desperately human.

She came with my name on her lips. Softly. Not a scream, not a statement – a prayer. “Alex.” The word breaking on the second syllable as the orgasm swept through her, her body arching beneath me, those magnificent breasts pressing against my chest, her inner walls clenching around my cock in deep, rolling contractions that gripped me from root to tip with the devastating completeness of a woman who’d spent thirty-four years building walls and had learned to let one man tear them down. She held me inside her through it – stockinged legs locked, heels digging into my lower back, her hands pulling me closer, deeper, as if she could keep me inside her through the separation itself.

I followed. Came inside her with a groan that carried everything the Bond Resonance meant – the deep intellectual hum of Rachel’s frequency merging with mine in a chord that echoed through all six Soulbound connections and made Anya, across campus, close her eyes and smile. Thick pulses of cum filling her, each throb pressing deep while her walls milked every drop with those rolling contractions, her body accepting everything I gave and holding it inside with the determination of a woman who was memorizing this – the heat, the fullness, the physical evidence of connection – to carry with her across ten thousand kilometers of separation.

The Soulbound connection between us didn’t waver. Not a flicker, not a tremor – the bond hummed at full intensity, steady as a lighthouse in a storm. I reached for her frequency across the bond network and found it exactly where it had always been: strong, warm, permanent. Distance wouldn’t diminish it. The System knew it. Rachel knew it. I knew it in my bones.

Afterward, she straightened her glasses – they were on the nightstand and hadn’t been anywhere near her face for the past hour, but the gesture was pure Rachel: reaching for the instrument of analysis even in the aftermath of surrender.

“The bonds are permanent. Distance doesn’t diminish them. I know this empirically.”

Her voice wavered. The composure, rebuilt in the sixty seconds since her orgasm, cracking on the vulnerability she’d been holding behind academic language for the entire evening.

“But I’m going to miss your empirical evidence.”

I held her. The professor who surrendered in bed and commanded everywhere else. The woman who’d chosen me before she understood why and now understood everything and chose me still. Her full body pressed against mine under white sheets, the heat of her skin, the steady rhythm of her breathing evening out as the intensity subsided into tenderness.

“I’ll be back,” I said. “With data you can analyze.”

“You’d better.” She pressed her face against my chest, dark hair falling across my shoulder. “And Alex? If you die in Cairo, I’ll write a paper about it. It will be peer-reviewed. It will be devastating.”

“That’s the most Rachel Shaw thing you’ve ever said.”

“I know. I’ve been saving it.”



Victor’s call came at midnight. I took it in Rachel’s living room while she slept, her glasses on the nightstand beside the untouched wine, her dark hair spread across the pillow, her breathing the steady rhythm of a woman who’d been thoroughly loved and was trusting the universe to bring the man who loved her back.

“The Cairo survivor sent another signal,” Victor said. His voice carried the controlled tension of intelligence that couldn’t wait for morning. “Three words this time: ‘I hear you.’”

My chest tightened. The resonance projection had reached her. Amara Osei, alone in Cairo for fourteen months, using her amplification to help strangers while her System degraded and the Entity watched with patient, clinical interest – she’d felt our signal. She’d heard the signal. She knew someone was coming.

“Then we go,” I said.

[PHASE THREE PREPARATION: IN PROGRESS]
Deployment Team: Alex Reid, Sophie Martinez, Anya Kovar, Jess Moran
Territory Defense Team: Dr. Rachel Shaw, Emma Walsh, Becca Hayes, Lila Sangwan
Remote Support: Victor Chen
Objective: Establish contact with Survivor #1 (Cairo)
Timeline: URGENT

And ten thousand kilometers away, a woman named Amara was listening.


Chapter 21: Foundation

Monday, thirty-seven days post-loop. The day before departure. I spent it with purpose.

Texas September light – golden, warm, carrying the faintest edge of something cooler that would become dominant within weeks. A month ago, this quality of light would have been impossible to observe, because a month ago every morning was the same Saturday morning and the light never changed.

Now the light changed every day. And I noticed every time.



Morning: training with Anya. The campus athletics building, south entrance, 6 AM. The same building where Marcus had tried to prove himself through violence in book two’s brutal confrontation. The same parking lot where concrete still bore the scars of that fight – a crater deep enough to lose a basketball in, marked by orange safety cones that facilities management had placed and never removed.

We didn’t discuss the crater. We both knew what it represented: a young man who’d been given power without connection and had burned himself out trying to prove he mattered through destruction. The Entity’s previous test. The one we’d passed through combat and coordination.

Tomorrow’s test would be different. No combat. No defense. Just the question of whether bonds could stretch across an ocean and survive.

We sparred first. Not for dominance – for calibration. Testing the [Temporal Bond Sight] at extended range, mapping its capabilities in preparation for a deployment that would take us eight thousand miles from the territory where every ability had been developed and refined.

Anya moved with the fluid precision that had replaced her rigid combat readiness since the Soulbound merger. The change was visible in everything she did – the way she shifted from stance to stance without the fractional pause of someone maintaining conscious vigilance, the way her hands stayed open at her sides instead of curling into the half-fists she’d carried for fourteen months of solo survival. Her lean body flowed through the movements with an ease that spoke of twelve centuries of physical mastery finally finding something worth being easy about.

Our combined [Temporal Bond Sight] had grown dramatically since the Soulbound. Range now exceeded 500 meters. Resolution at close quarters was extraordinary – we could read individual bond-states with the precision of a medical scan, detecting not just the presence or absence of bonds but their depth, health, trajectory, and the emotional content compressed within them.

“I can read bonds through walls now,” Anya said, grey-silver eyes tracking something beyond the athletics building’s concrete exterior. Her head tilted – the birdlike motion she made when the ability was processing complex data. “Three students in the weight room. Two are dating – the bond is strong, recently formed, pulsing with the bright, unstable frequency that new romantic connections produce. The third is connected to both by friendship bonds that are being strained by the romantic dynamic.”

“Love triangle.”

“Love geometry. The shapes are more complex than triangles.” She paused, reading deeper, the ability parsing bond trajectories the way a physicist parsed orbital mechanics. “The dating couple will last approximately four months. The third friend will struggle with jealousy for six weeks after the breakup, then reconnect with both of them individually. The friendship bonds are stronger than the romantic bond. They’ll survive.”

“You’re predicting romantic futures now?”

“I’m reading bond trajectories. It’s not prophecy. It’s…” She searched for the word, the Czech-inflected English she’d mastered across centuries of linguistic study occasionally requiring a moment to locate the precise term. “Architecture. Bonds have structures. Structures have load-bearing capacities. When the load exceeds the capacity, things break.”

“And when the load is exactly right?”

She looked at me, holding my gaze with the steadiness that had replaced centuries of cold – a brightness that reminded me of morning light on fresh water, of seasons she’d never seen because all her previous springs had been the same September day in Prague.

“Then the structure holds forever,” she said.

We practiced projecting Resonance with temporal targeting for two hours. The combination was devastatingly precise – my Bond Resonance providing the warmth, her temporal precision providing the aim. Together, we could project a targeted burst of connection at a specific individual within line of sight. The therapeutic implications were staggering: targeted emotional support, precision bond-building, the ability to reach individual survivors without broadcasting to the entire temporal landscape.

By 8 AM, my shirt was soaked with sweat and Anya’s cropped hair was damp against her forehead. We sat on the bench outside the athletics building – the same bench where we’d sat after their first sparring session, when she’d told me she’d never improved past a certain point training alone and that I was the first person to push her in a millennium.

“The hostile in Cairo,” she said, passing me the water bottle. “If he fights like a Southeast Asian combat variant – Muay Thai base, possibly Silat – his engagement distance will be close. Clinch range. Elbows and knees.”

“Can you counter?”

“My Ringen base gives me grappling advantage at the same range. And [Temporal Stutter] negates his striking speed.” She paused. “Four hundred years of loop combat experience is significant. But it’s not twelve hundred. And he’s been fighting ALONE. Solo combat disciplines plateau without sparring partners. I had the same problem – stagnated around year four hundred until I switched to music.”

“His System fragments might compensate.”

“They might. Stolen capabilities are unstable – we saw that with Marcus’s enhancement. Absorbed power doesn’t integrate cleanly. It creates interference patterns.” She took the water bottle back and drank with the measured economy of someone who’d rationed resources for longer than she could remember and still couldn’t break the habit. “I’ll handle the hostile. You handle Amara.”

“Deal.”

She smiled. Not the ghost of a smile – a real one. Small, tight-lipped, lasting approximately 1.3 seconds. But real. Something worth smiling about after a very long time without reasons.



Afternoon: Lila.

Her bond had reached 200/1000 – Interest – over the past week. The growth was slow, fighting against her System’s anti-bond architecture with every point gained, each increment a victory against programming that was literally designed to prevent what was happening. At this rate, she’d reach Trust threshold in approximately three weeks. Devotion in two months. Soulbound…

The math was uncertain. Nobody had ever tracked a bond forming against active System resistance before. The variables were unprecedented. The timeline was unknown.

But the direction was clear. Upward. Against all parameters.

I found her in HQ, reviewing the distributed operations protocol Sophie had designed. She’d thrown herself into operational work with the frantic intensity of someone who needed to be useful because being useful was the only interaction model she understood. Six hundred years of being valued for her output had created a person who equated contribution with belonging. If she wasn’t making everyone else better, she didn’t know why she was in the room.

She sat at the table with protocol documents spread around her like a nest, dark hair in its practical braid, fitted dark tee showing the generous curves she carried without apology. Her proximity sharpened my Resonance, boosted my perception, tuned every sense a few percent higher. She was making me better. She was always making everyone better.

“You don’t have to earn your place by working,” I said, sitting across from her.

She looked up from the documents. Warm, cautious – wanting to trust and terrified of what trust required. The amplification field fluctuated slightly at my arrival, the way it always did when she noticed me: a brief surge followed by a controlled leveling. Her System responding to Bond Resonance proximity the way a compass needle responded to magnetic north.

“If I don’t work, what do I do?” she asked. Not sarcastically. Genuinely. Six hundred and thirty-eight years as a resource, and nobody had ever given her an alternative job description.

“You stay. You let people be near you because they want to be near YOU, not because of the boost. You let the bond form. You let yourself receive.”

“Receiving isn’t in my programming.”

“It wasn’t in Anya’s either. Her System was designed for combat and temporal manipulation – no bond architecture, no connection capability, no warmth. Now she’s Soulbound. Now her System generates resonance independently.”

Lila stared at me. Her expression widening, the braid hanging still against her back. “You’re saying my System can change?”

“I’m saying Systems aren’t destiny. They’re starting points. The Entity designed them as separate instruments. We’re turning them into an orchestra. That includes the instruments that were designed to play alone.”

She was quiet for a long time. The enhancement between us hummed – a warm, steady pulse that boosted everything in the room without providing anything for the woman generating it. Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched her bond thread – the fragile 200/1000 connection between us – pulse with each heartbeat. Stronger when she looked at me. Weaker when she looked away. Strongest when she let herself feel something she couldn’t name.

“If I stay here while you go to Cairo,” she said, “will I still feel the bond?”

“It’s not about proximity. It’s about choice. You chose to let someone see you. That choice persists.”

“I’ve never chosen that before.”

“Then this is your first time. And first times are allowed to be terrifying.”

She looked at her hands. The hands that amplified everything and received nothing. Six hundred years as a resource, and only now learning, slowly and painfully, to be a person.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay. And I’ll let the bond form. And I’ll try to…” She swallowed. “Receive.”

The word cost her something visible. Her jaw tightened. Her hands clenched in her lap. Her System surged once – processing an input it had no framework for, the anti-bond architecture firing its defenses against the very concept of accepting instead of giving.

But the bond thread held. And through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched it grow – microscopically, incrementally, against every parameter her System maintained.

A seed taking root in frozen ground.



Evening: group gathering at Rachel’s apartment. One last time before the split.

All eight of them. Plus Craig’s echo flickering in the corner, because Emma had brought the portable resonance stabilizer she’d built from specifications Jess and Anya had developed – a small speaker connected to a recording of Anya’s cello playing, combined with a Bond Resonance crystal that Rachel had theorized and Lila’s amplification field had made practical. It stabilized Craig to approximately forty percent opacity. Enough to be present. Enough to wave at the group and be waved at in return.

The ghost at the family table. A reminder of what happened to survivors who didn’t have what we had.

The table was full. Food covered every surface – Thai from the restaurant three blocks off campus (Lila had introduced the owner to authentic Bangkok flavors and the man’s cooking had improved noticeably), Czech beer for Anya, Texas bourbon for me, wine for Rachel, the craft beer Sophie always drank post-workout, the vanilla latte Becca pretended she didn’t like. Emma had water. Jess had something that smelled like cloves and absolutely was not a clove cigarette dissolved in tea.

Sophie had brought candles. The post-battle dinner rule she’d established after the Marcus fight in book two, now extended to all significant gatherings. Six tealights in glass holders, arranged with the strategic precision of someone who approached table decoration the way she approached defensive positioning. The flames reflected off the wine glasses and the laptop screens and the faces of eight extraordinary people and one flickering echo.

Rachel’s apartment had transformed since the early days of Phase Two, when it had served as a command center with evidence boards and conspiracy walls. She’d reclaimed it as a home – the evidence boards were gone, replaced by actual art she’d bought at a campus gallery. The dining table was set with actual place settings instead of tactical overlays. The kitchen smelled like the coffee she’d been brewing since 4 AM and the candles Sophie had insisted on and something warm that might have been cinnamon.

Toasts around the table.

Sophie raised her glass first. Standing, because Sophie toasted on her feet the way she did everything – with full body commitment. “To bringing them home.” The Architect, looking at the team she’d built from nothing, proposing the mission that would test whether the architecture held at scale. Her expression was fierce. Her arm was steady.

Rachel: “To proving the model.” The professor, seated, glasses reflecting candlelight, gaze steady with conviction – her theory of everything about to face the most consequential peer review in history.

Emma: “To writing the next chapter.” The heart, notebook visible in her bag, pen behind her ear. She paused and added, softly: “Chapter eight. The commander leaves to save the world. Chapter nine, he comes home.”

Becca: “To looking fabulous under pressure.” The edge, phone face-down on the table for once, face warm in the candlelight. She caught herself showing emotion and added: “And to whoever decorates the Cairo safe house, because I’ve seen Alex’s dorm room and it’s a war crime against aesthetics.”

Jess: “To seeing clearly.” The mystery, gaze blazing with fragment light, teal streaks catching candlelight, the woman who saw into the abyss and brought back maps. She raised her glass – which contained something that was definitely not standard tea – and drained it in one motion.

Anya: “To standing still.” The survivor. Two words that carried centuries of running and three weeks of choosing not to. She held her Czech beer with open hands – the open hands that had replaced the half-fists, the visible proof that she’d stopped preparing to fight and started preparing to belong.

Lila, after a long pause: “To not being invisible anymore.” The amplifier. Her voice cracked on the last word. She didn’t look away from the table. Didn’t meet anyone’s eyes. But her amplification field pulsed stronger as she spoke – as if her System itself was contributing to the toast, adding its own emphasis – six centuries as a background effect, and now she was learning to stand in the light.

I raised my glass last. Bourbon, amber in the candlelight. I looked at each of them. Every face. Every bond frequency humming through me like notes in a chord that had taken thirty-seven days and everything that came before to compose.

“To all of you. Every one. The reason I have something worth building.”

The glasses clinked. The candles flickered. Craig’s echo pulsed in the corner, and the temporal fragments that constituted his expression arranged themselves into something that looked like gratitude.



After dinner, Jess sketched the group. Eight people plus a flickering echo, seated around a candlelit table with the remnants of Thai food and wine and the irreplaceable closeness of people who’d chosen each other. The second family portrait, wider than the first.

Her pen moved in quick, precise strokes. Sophie’s competitive energy in the set of her shoulders. Rachel’s composed intelligence in the angle of her glasses. Emma’s quiet certainty in the way she held her pen. Becca’s hidden tenderness in the almost-smile she wore when she thought nobody was looking. Anya’s warrior grace in the open hands resting on the table. Lila’s fragile hope in the way she leaned toward the group instead of away from it.

Craig’s echo she drew last – a figure made of light and static, present but not solid, included but not quite there. A ghost at the family table.

The evening wound down with the gradual disassembly of a gathering nobody wanted to end. Each person departing with their signature farewell – Rachel’s precise cheek kiss that lingered a fraction longer than usual. Becca’s sharp nod that was exactly the same as always because Becca’s armor functioned best under consistency. Emma’s gentle hand squeeze that communicated, through the Soulbound bond, a novel’s worth of emotion that she would later write down in actual prose. Lila’s careful distance, closing by a centimeter each day, her departure marked by a wave that was almost – not quite – a blown kiss.

Anya left with a nod to Sophie and a look at me that said tomorrow across three feet of apartment hallway.

Jess punched my shoulder. Rings leaving the familiar metal pattern on my skin. “Don’t stay up too late. The commander needs his rest.”

“Since when are you Emma’s editor?”

“Since always. She just doesn’t know it yet.”



Midnight. The apartment had emptied.

I climbed to the roof of Rachel’s building through the maintenance access – a skill I’d unlocked in approximately year 400 of my loop when I’d exhausted the ground-level exploration of Ridgemont and started mapping the university’s vertical architecture.

Sophie found me there. Because Sophie always found me. It was her superpower before the System had given her a formal one – the ability to locate Alex Reid wherever he was hiding and demand that he stop being alone.

She stood in the doorway of the roof access, silhouetted against the stairwell light. Legs bare in the warm Texas night, an old volleyball team shirt worn translucent at the shoulders. Her hair was loose – dark waves catching the starlight instead of gathered in its usual ponytail – and the sight of Sophie Martinez with her hair down was something I’d learned to treasure because she only released it when she was being fully, completely herself.

She didn’t say anything. Just walked across the roof and stood beside me, shoulder to shoulder. The steady drumbeat of her bond frequency pulsing through our Soulbound connection like a heartbeat that would persist across any distance.

The stars were bright. Texas doing its best impression of the cosmos despite the light pollution. Below us, the campus had gone quiet – Monday night, weekend energy expired, weekday routine not yet resumed, the liminal hours when even twenty-year-olds went to bed.

“You’re scared,” Sophie said.

“Yeah.”

“Good. That means it matters.”

A pause. The night sounds of a Texas campus in September: crickets, distant traffic, the mechanical hum of HVAC units, a door opening and closing in the building below.

Sophie took my hand. Athletic grip, warm and calloused from years of setting volleyballs and weeks of running perimeters at dawn and the simple, irreplaceable friction of a life lived physically.

“Whatever happens in Cairo, remember – this started with you and me in the quad on a Sunday morning. Everything else grew from that.”

I squeezed her hand. “Everything grows from a beginning.”

She leaned up and kissed me. Quick, fierce, possessive. The kiss of the first woman. The witness. The Architect who’d looked at an impossible situation and decided the answer was organization, determination, and the refusal to accept that love couldn’t scale.

Then she walked away. She’d gathered her hair back into its ponytail while kissing me – because Sophie Martinez maintained operational readiness even during intimate moments – and it swung with each step as she disappeared into the stairwell, into the night, into the steady drumbeat of her bond that would persist across any distance.

I stood on the roof and looked at the stars. Behind me, inside the apartment, Rachel was already on a video call with Victor – final coordination for the deployment. Emma was taking notes. Becca was running intelligence on Cairo. Lila sat on the couch, amplification field boosting everyone’s focus, her fragile 200/1000 bond humming through the network.

The team was already operating as two units. Already proving that the bonds would hold when the distance became real.

Tomorrow, we’d find out.


Chapter 22: Departure

Tuesday morning, thirty-eight days post-loop. Pre-dawn. The campus was dark and the air held the cool edge of September mornings that would, in a few weeks, become genuinely cold. A front had moved through overnight – the Texas weather doing its autumn thing, swinging from the last gasps of summer heat to the first promises of fall within the span of a single sunset. My breath was visible for three seconds when I stepped outside. Three seconds of ephemeral evidence that I was alive and breathing in a world that had seasons again.

I stood outside the dorm building with a packed bag and felt what I was about to do settle over me like a physical thing.

Leaving. For the first time since the loop broke, leaving the territory I’d built. The campus I’d memorized across 1.18 million iterations – every brick, every path, every bench and building and blind corner catalogued with the obsessive precision of a man who’d had nothing else to memorize. The stone bench where I’d laughed at a clock that said Sunday. The quad where Sophie had found me. The library where Emma had emerged from invisibility. The bell tower where the Observer materialized to deliver cosmic pronouncements with the emotional range of a GPS navigation system.

Leaving four of the six women who’d chosen me. Four Soulbound connections that would stretch across ten thousand kilometers and either prove that love was stronger than distance or prove that the Entity had been right all along about isolation being the natural state of consciousness.

Going to save someone who’d never had any of it at all.

The campus was silent at 5 AM except for the distant hum of the HVAC systems and the sound of Jerry the maintenance worker arriving for his early shift, thermos in hand, whistling the same off-key country tune he’d been working through all week. The permanence of his routine – the daily arrival, the thermos, the whistling – still registered as miraculous. In my loop, the maintenance workers had appeared at the same time every Saturday and vanished at midnight. Jerry was real. Jerry persisted. Jerry was going to repaint a parking line today and it was going to be there tomorrow.

I envied Jerry. And I didn’t. Both simultaneously. The privilege of the ordinary and the burden of the extraordinary, balanced on the fulcrum of all those accumulated years.



Rachel arrived first. She appeared at the entrance to the residential zone at 5:15 AM, wearing a pencil skirt and cream blouse despite the hour, because Rachel Shaw did not dress down for emotional occasions. Her dark hair was perfectly arranged. Reading glasses folded in her hand. Heels clicking on the sidewalk with the measured rhythm of a woman who’d timed her walk to arrive exactly when she’d planned to arrive.

Composed. Barely trembling.

She stopped three feet from me. Set her shoulders. Adjusted her blouse – a gesture that served no functional purpose but gave her hands something to do that wasn’t reaching for me.

Then she abandoned all pretense and hugged me.

Not the controlled, professional contact she maintained in public – the carefully calibrated touch that acknowledged connection while preserving the boundaries she’d built across a career of maintaining composure. This was a real embrace. Her arms around my neck, her full body pressed against mine, the scent of her perfume mixing with the morning air. Her face buried in my shoulder, dark hair falling across my chest. Three seconds. Four. Five.

She pulled back. Straightened her blouse again. Resumed composure with the practiced speed of someone who’d been performing composure for thirty-four years.

“The bonds are permanent. Distance doesn’t diminish them. I know this empirically.” Her voice was steady. Her eyes were bright. The particular brightness that meant tears were present but would not be permitted to fall.

“Bring me data, Alex.”

“I will.”

“And call. Not just through the bond. Actually call. On a phone. Like a normal person who doesn’t have a supernatural emotional connection that renders conventional communication technologically redundant.”

“I promise.”

“Phone calls, Alex. I’m serious. Once a day. Minimum.”

“Once a day.”

She handed me a sealed envelope. Cream-colored, heavy paper, her name embossed on the return address because Rachel Shaw used personalized stationery. “Read it on the plane,” she said, and the steadiness in her voice cost her something I could feel through the Soulbound bond – a tremor in her frequency, the deep intellectual hum wavering for a fraction of a second before stabilizing through sheer force of will.

She turned and walked away. Heels clicking. Back straight. Dark hair catching the first grey light of pre-dawn. The professor returning to her post.

She didn’t look back. If she’d looked back, she would have seen that the steadiness I’d been projecting was just as performed as hers.



Emma arrived next. She walked across the quad with the quiet certainty she’d developed over five weeks of transformation – not the invisible shuffle of the library ghost, not the dramatic emergence of a woman performing confidence, but the natural stride of someone who’d found her place and was occupying it without apology.

She carried a printed manuscript. Held it like something precious, the pages warm from the printer she’d been running since 3 AM, the ink still carrying the faint chemical smell of fresh output. Her auburn hair was loose, falling past her shoulders in the soft waves she’d stopped hiding behind. Her glasses caught the lamplight. The cardigan she wore – still oversized, still her armor, but unbuttoned now, worn open over a fitted tee that showed the curves she no longer concealed.

“Read it on the plane,” she said, pressing the manuscript into my hands the way she’d hand in a thesis – both protective and ready to let go. “It’s about the commander who leaves his heart behind to save the world.” She paused. Tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “It’s prophetic. Probably. My Soulbound ability has been producing accurate predictions at increasing frequency.”

“How does the chapter end?”

She met my eyes. Pale blue behind the thick frames, steady and certain. “The commander comes home.”

“Spoilers.”

“Incentives.” She hugged me. Gently, the way Emma did everything – with care and attention and the quiet strength of a woman who’d learned that being soft wasn’t the same as being weak. Her full breasts pressed against my chest, her auburn hair brushing my jaw, her glasses fogging slightly from the closeness.

“I’m going to write about everything that happens while you’re gone,” she said against my shoulder. “When you get back, you’ll have seventeen chapters to read.”

“Seventeen? We’ll only be gone–”

“I write fast when I’m anxious. And I’m going to be very anxious.” She pulled back. Bit her lip. “Also, I’ve already outlined the chapter where you come home. It involves a very emotional reunion and a scene that I’m going to workshop with Rachel because it requires a level of technical detail that benefits from professional consultation.”

“You’re workshopping our reunion sex scene with my psychology professor.”

“She has relevant expertise. Don’t judge my creative process.”

I kissed her forehead. She flushed pink – cheeks, neck, the tops of her breasts visible above the fitted tee. The blush that had survived every transformation, every confidence gain, every Soulbound achievement. Some things about Emma Walsh were permanent. The blush was one of them.



Becca walked up. Stopped three feet away. Said nothing.

Her stare held mine for four seconds. I counted, because I always counted. Four seconds of Becca Hayes – lighter makeup, fitted athleisure instead of designer armor, blonde hair in a loose ponytail instead of Instagram-perfect waves – looking at me with every defense she’d spent twenty-one years building and the one vulnerability she’d learned to show only when she was certain nobody else was watching.

Then she punched my arm. Hard enough to sting through my jacket. Hard enough to leave a mark that would purple by afternoon. Hard enough to say everything she couldn’t say in words because words required emotional exposure, and Becca Hayes had decided somewhere around age fourteen that emotional exposure was incompatible with survival.

She turned and walked away without looking back.

Through the Soulbound bond, I felt what her [Social Perception] was screaming and she couldn’t handle: grief, pride, fear, love, fury at the universe for requiring this separation, and the desperate, crushing need to maintain control of her emotional expression because if she let even a fraction of what she was feeling show on her face, she would break apart in the pre-dawn darkness of a Texas university campus and Becca Hayes did NOT break apart in public.

I watched her go. Blonde ponytail swinging, athletic stride carrying her toward the east campus housing with the focused purpose of someone who had intelligence reports to compile and emotions to suppress and a network of twenty-seven contacts to manage and absolutely no time for the human weakness of saying goodbye properly.

Becca Hayes. The Edge. Still cutting even when it cost her.



Lila stood apart. Twenty feet from the group, at the edge of the residential zone’s entrance, positioned at the precise distance that her amplification field would reach me without requiring the physical proximity that her anti-bond architecture treated as a threat.

Her bond flickered at 200/1000 – the fragile thread visible through [Temporal Bond Sight] as a thin line of warm light extending from her position to mine, fighting the System’s resistance with every lumen. The amplification field that surrounded her boosted everyone’s abilities in the pre-dawn quiet, made the bond frequencies sing a little louder, sharpened the morning air into something almost tactile.

She wore her usual practical outfit – fitted dark tee, cargo pants, boots. Her braid hung down her back, the dark hair catching the first grey light. Her warm brown skin glowed even in the grey pre-dawn – six hundred years of Bangkok sun baked into her complexion.

“Come back,” she said simply. Wet-eyed but controlled. The words carrying the full weight of a woman who’d spent 638 years being left and had just learned what it felt like to want someone to stay.

“I’ll come back.”

“I just learned what this feels like. I’m not ready for it to end.”

“It won’t end. The bond is there. It’ll be there when I get back. And it’ll be stronger, because every day you let it exist is a day you chose connection over isolation.”

She nodded. Didn’t come closer. Didn’t reach out. The distance she maintained was the distance her System enforced – the anti-bond architecture fighting every instinct that told her to close the gap. But she STAYED. She stood there in the pre-dawn darkness and watched me prepare to leave, and the act of staying was, for Lila Sangwan, the bravest thing she’d done since walking six hundred miles through the Gulf states on desperate feet.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched her bond thread pulse. Not growing. Not shrinking. Holding steady against the current that wanted to sweep it away.

A bond that existed because a woman who’d been designed to be unreachable had chosen to be reached.



Craig’s echo pulsed in the warehouse two kilometers away. A farewell from Montana’s ghost. I felt it through [Temporal Bond Sight] – a flicker of awareness, a pulse of something that might have been gratitude, the temporal remnant of a man who’d accepted oblivion because he had nothing to say no for and had found, in the last weeks of his fragmented existence, something that looked like purpose.

Hold on, Craig. We’ll be back.



Victor called at 5:30 AM. The encrypted satellite phone connection was clean – whatever infrastructure he’d established in the Pacific Northwest, it included communications capability that rivaled military-grade systems. The man had spent 847 years in a 1977 Tokyo loop. He’d emerged with paper habits, precise tea preferences, and an operational security protocol that would have made intelligence agencies weep with professional admiration.

“Safe travel,” he said. His voice carried the controlled gravity he reserved for moments he’d decided were important enough for emotion – a gravity that, from a man who’d maintained discipline across nearly a millennium, was the equivalent of a bear hug. “I’ll keep eyes on Ridgemont from the northwest. And Alex – the Cairo survivor is named Amara Osei. She’s thirty-four years old. Four hundred and twelve years in a Lagos loop. She’s been alone for fourteen months.”

He paused. Eight months of cataloguing survivor data, and he was about to deliver the data point that mattered most.

“She has a System that amplifies others’ abilities but provides nothing for herself.”

My chest tightened. “That’s the same type as Lila’s.”

“Yes.” His voice carried absolute certainty – eight months of documented patterns had taught him to trust the data even when it made the universe feel less random than he wanted it to be. “That’s not a coincidence.”

Two support-class survivors. Same System variant. Same isolation trajectory. Same inability to form bonds. Same slow-motion drowning in their own amplification. The Entity hadn’t accidentally placed two identical System types in proximity to Alex’s bond network. It had done so deliberately. Testing whether the model could reach one, then immediately testing whether it could reach two.

“Take care of yourself, Victor,” I said.

“Always have. The loop taught me that, if nothing else.” A pause. “And Alex – the hostile. The combat variant tracking Amara. He’s dangerous. But he’s also alone. Every isolated survivor is a version of what we could have become. Remember that when the fighting starts.”

“I will.”

The call ended with Victor’s customary economy – no goodbyes, just the connection severing with a click that said everything had been said and anything more would be indulgence.



I pocketed my phone. Picked up my bag. The deployment team assembled.

Sophie behind the wheel of the rented SUV, coiled with focused energy, a Ridgemont volleyball cap she’d produced from somewhere pulled low over her eyes. She’d adjusted the mirrors, the seat, and the steering wheel in the time it took me to reach the vehicle – approaching driving the way she approached everything: as a skill to be mastered and a competition to be won.

Anya in the passenger seat, blade sheathed in the modified guitar case she’d designed for air travel. Her lean body was tense – not the rigid hyper-vigilance of solo survival but the coiled alertness of someone who had a team behind her and a mission ahead. She tracked the rearview mirror, watching the campus shrink behind us before we’d even started the engine.

Jess in the back seat, sketchbook already open on her lap, teal-streaked hair wild with pre-dawn wind from the open window she’d insisted on despite the morning chill. Fragment light burned behind her stare that were already reading the Cairo channel – the distant, weakening signal of Amara Osei, growing louder with each mile closer to the airport.

I got in beside Jess. She pressed against my shoulder immediately – not affection but grounding, the physical contact that helped her manage the fragment channels when they were running hot. Her body was warm against mine, the thin band tee offering minimal barrier between her tattooed skin and my arm.

“The fragments are loud,” she said quietly. “Cairo is screaming.”

“Then we answer.”

Sophie started the engine. The SUV pulled away from the curb, and through the rearview mirror, I watched the campus shrink behind us. The Humanities Building. The quad with its stone bench and its oak tree. The athletics building where Marcus had broken and Craig’s echo now pulsed. The bell tower where the Entity watched through stolen eyes.

All of it receding into the Texas morning like a dream being left behind for waking.

But the bonds didn’t recede. The three in the car hummed around me – Sophie from the driver’s seat, Anya from shotgun, Jess buzzing beside me. And behind us, growing smaller but not fainter: the home team. All four of them, plus Lila’s fragile new note. The network held across every mile.

All present. All strong. All connected across the growing distance.

Sophie turned onto the highway. The campus disappeared behind a curve.

I sat in the back seat of an SUV heading toward an airport with three women who’d chosen me and four more whose bonds hummed through my chest from an increasing distance, and I felt something I hadn’t felt in 3,247 years of looping: the terrifying, exhilarating, fundamentally human experience of leaving home for the first time.



At the airport, Anya’s [Temporal Stutter] fired involuntarily.

The first time since she’d reached Soulbound. The ability had been stable, integrated, running smoothly since the cross-System merger. Now it activated without her command – a defensive response to something her temporal senses detected before her conscious mind could process.

She grabbed my arm. Her grip was the grip of a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior responding to a threat assessment that bypassed cognition and went straight to combat reflexes. Five fingers around my forearm, each one placing exactly the amount of pressure needed to convey urgency without causing injury.

“Something’s wrong,” she said. Her expression had gone sharp, the ease replaced by the cold tactical assessment of a woman who’d survived 312,447 deaths by trusting her instincts. “Not here. In Cairo.”

I stopped. Terminal noise washed over us – announcements, luggage wheels, the ambient hum of a building designed to process thousands of departures per hour. Normal. Mundane. Completely at odds with the alarm in Anya’s eyes.

Jess confirmed. Her fragments were screaming – not the low-grade hum of background temporal noise but a full-bore alarm, every channel firing, the Cairo frequency in particular pulsing with distress signals that she could read from ten thousand kilometers away.

“The Cairo survivor – Amara – she’s not just drowning,” Jess said, her stare luminous with fragment fire, her voice flat and strained – delivering tactical intelligence while simultaneously living the distress she was reporting. “Something is actively pushing her under.”

Active interference. Not environmental degradation. Not the passive decline of an unsupported System. Something in Cairo was targeting Amara Osei specifically.

“A hostile,” I said.

Jess nodded. “Another survivor. Not on Victor’s list. Approaching Amara’s location. Combat variant.” She closed her eyes, pushing deeper into the fragments. “He’s the one Lila ran from. The hostile from Southeast Asia. He tracked the amplification signature.”

The realization hit. We’d made Amara’s signature more detectable by broadcasting Bond Resonance at her location from Texas. Our signal had been a beacon – not just for Amara, but for anyone hunting amplifiers.

We’d accelerated the threat by trying to help.

Sophie appeared beside us, tickets in hand, ponytail swinging, having completed check-in with the aggressive efficiency she brought to every task. She read three faces in approximately half a second and went from relaxed to combat-ready before anyone spoke.

“What happened?”

“Cairo is hotter than we thought. There’s a hostile survivor approaching Amara. Combat variant. He’s been hunting amplifiers.”

Sophie’s jaw set. The competitive fire in her expression cooled to something harder – the temperature that meant she’d stopped playing games and started fighting wars.

“Then we move faster,” she said.

She pulled out her phone and started calling airline customer service with the determined aggression of someone who was going to get their connection time shortened by sheer force of personality.

The airport terminal buzzed around us. Ordinary people heading ordinary places. None of them knew that four people in the departure lounge were racing a hostile survivor to a drowning woman in Cairo while a rogue AI watched from inside the infrastructure of reality itself.

Behind us, ten thousand kilometers in the other direction, the home team: Rachel analyzing, Emma documenting, Becca surveilling, Lila amplifying. All present. All connected. All holding the territory while we carried the mission forward.

The orchestra was about to play in two locations. The test was beginning.


Chapter 23: Airborne

Tuesday, in transit. Fourteen hours of air travel from Texas to Cairo via London connection.

I used every minute.

In the cramped economy seat with Jess pressed against my shoulder and Sophie’s athletic legs folded beneath the seat in front, I read Emma’s chapter. The one she’d pressed into my hands at departure. Chapter eight of her novel – the commander leaves his heart behind to save the world.

It was, predictably, brilliant. Emma’s fiction had evolved from the tentative erotica she’d written secretly in library corners to something with genuine literary weight. The commander character – tall, dark-haired, burdened by impossible experience – navigated a world that had given him power he didn’t want and responsibilities he couldn’t refuse. The analyst character – his confidante, his documenter, his quiet center – stayed behind and held the operation together through sheer force of organizational will and the refusal to accept that love couldn’t bridge any distance.

The chapter was prophetic. Emma’s Soulbound ability – the one that translated emotional perception into precognitive text – had been producing accurate predictions at increasing frequency. The deployment she’d written about matched our reality with unsettling precision. The details of the departure. The fear. The determination. Even the arm punch from a character that was so obviously Becca that I had to read the passage twice to confirm it wasn’t non-fiction.

I folded the pages and put them in my jacket pocket. Next to Rachel’s sealed envelope, which I’d open during the London layover.

Across the aisle, Anya sat in rigid stillness, tracking the temporal landscape through the airplane window with rigid focus. At thirty thousand feet, [Temporal Bond Sight] had an entirely different character than at ground level. The bonds between passengers were visible as faint threads – family connections between a mother and sleeping child, the romantic bond between a couple three rows up, the friendship bonds between a group of college students heading to a study abroad program.

“The plane is full of connections,” she said, leaning across the aisle to speak at a volume that wouldn’t carry. “Every person is threaded to other people – some present, some far away. The mother in row 14 has a bond extending west – her partner, left behind. The businessman in 7A has a bond extending northeast – strong, established, probably a spouse of decades.”

“You’re reading the emotional architecture of an airplane.”

“I’m reading the emotional architecture of EVERYTHING. Since the Soulbound, my System hasn’t stopped processing bond data. It’s cataloguing every connection it detects, building a map of human attachment that spans the globe.” She paused. “It’s beautiful, Alex. The world is held together by invisible threads. Every person connected to other people by bonds of varying strength and type. A web of connection that covers the earth.”

“And some people are outside the web.”

“Yes.” Her expression darkened. “The ones who’ve fallen through. The ones who were never caught. The ones who gave up trying to connect and let the web pass them by.” She looked at me. “The Amaras. The Craigs. The Irinas.”

“The Anyas.”

“I was outside the web for my entire loop. I know what it feels like to watch connection happen around you without participating.” She reached across the aisle and took my hand. Her scarred fingers interlaced with mine, the grip of someone who’d held blades for twelve centuries and was still learning to hold people. “That’s why this matters. Not the Entity’s test. Not Phase Three. The fact that we’re crossing an ocean to find someone who’s fallen through the web and pull her back in.”



I reviewed Victor’s dossier during the London layover, while Sophie slept on my shoulder and Jess sketched the terminal crowd – turning observation into art the way she always did when her hands needed something to do besides tremble.

Amara Osei. Survivor #1. The first survivor ever documented in the Entity’s registry, though whether “first” meant first chronologically or first in the Entity’s numbering system was unclear. Thirty-four years old physically. Approximately 446 years mentally – 412 in a Lagos loop plus 14 months free.

Her loop: Lagos, Nigeria. Date unknown but estimated early-to-mid 1600s. A single day during the rainy season – the city as a trading port, European ships in the harbor, the oppressive heat and humidity of the West African coast. She’d looped for 412 years, which placed her among the shorter-duration survivors but still represented more than four centuries of repetition, death, and isolation.

Her System: Support/Amplification. Identical to Lila’s. Passively boosts the abilities and confidence of everyone within her range. No bond capability. No offensive capability. No mechanism for receiving what she gave.

The parallel to Lila was exact and deliberate. Two support-class survivors. Same System variant. Same isolation trajectory. One had reached Alex’s territory by walking six hundred miles. The other was drowning in Cairo, 14 months post-loop, using her amplification to help strangers without building bonds.

Victor’s notes on Cairo: “Amara has been living in a small apartment above a spice shop in a crowded neighborhood. She’s been using her amplification to help local families – boosting a carpenter’s skill, enhancing a student’s focus, helping a doctor work faster. She’s giving everything she has to people who don’t know what she is, and getting nothing in return. Her System is degrading. She’s approaching the threshold where the Entity’s offer of integration becomes attractive. And there’s a hostile survivor approaching from the west.”

The hostile. Jess had been reading fragments continuously since the airport, and the picture was grim.

“Male. Southeast Asian. Combat variant,” Jess reported from her seat, her gaze distant with fragment fire. “He’s not on Victor’s known list – a seventeenth subject, previously undetected. Approximately 400 years of loop experience. He’s been absorbing fragments of other survivors’ Systems to boost his own – that’s new, that’s something we haven’t seen before. He’s partially augmented with stolen capability.”

“Stolen from whom?”

“From the support-class survivor he captured in Southeast Asia. The one Lila mentioned. He’s using her absorbed System fragments to enhance his own combat abilities. It makes him stronger but unstable.” She paused. “He’s in Cairo for Amara. He wants her amplification the way Lila’s captor wanted Lila’s – as a power source.”

“How close?”

“Yesterday, he was approximately 200 kilometers from Cairo. Moving fast. Estimated arrival: within 24 hours of our landing.”

The timeline was razor-thin. We’d land in Cairo at night. The hostile would arrive within a day. Amara was deteriorating by the hour. And we had four people against a combat-variant survivor with stolen System fragments who’d been hunting amplifiers across two continents.

I compared notes with Anya, who’d been using [Temporal Bond Sight] to scan the approaching hostile’s temporal signature through the airplane’s window. “He has zero bonds,” she reported. “Zero. The emptiest bond-state I’ve ever seen. Even Craig, as an echo, had more connection than this man. He’s not just isolated – he’s ACTIVELY disconnected. Every thread that might have formed has been severed or consumed.”

“He’s eating connections,” Jess said, and the horror in her voice was justified. “When he absorbs System fragments from other survivors, he’s not just taking their abilities. He’s consuming whatever bonds they had. He’s FEEDING on connection.”

The opposite of what we built. A man who consumed bonds instead of forming them. Who took from others because he’d never learned to receive.

Then Jess went rigid.

Her eyes lit with a different kind of fire – not the focused burn of reading fragments but the sharp flare of sudden, unexpected discovery. Her hands gripped the armrests hard enough that her rings dug into the upholstery.

“There’s something else near Amara,” she said. “Another signature. Not the hostile. Not Amara. Something…” She closed her eyes, pushing deeper into the fragment channel. “An Observer. Another Entity Observer. Different from Irina.”

The cabin noise faded to nothing. Sophie straightened in her seat. Anya leaned across the aisle, sharpening.

“Different how?” I asked.

“Different PERSON. Different absorbed survivor. The temporal signature is distinct – older than Irina’s, structured differently, monitoring a completely separate territory.” Jess opened her eyes, and the look in them was staggering. “Alex, the Entity doesn’t just have ONE Observer. It has multiple. Absorbed survivors deployed across different territories as monitoring infrastructure. Irina watches Ridgemont. This one watches Cairo. And if there’s one here too…” She trailed off, the implication landing.

“Then every territory might have one,” Anya finished. “Every dark zone. Every isolated survivor. The Entity has a network of absorbed consciousness spread across the globe.”

The scale of it hit me like a physical blow. We’d been treating Project Irina as a singular rescue mission – free one woman from one Entity. But Irina wasn’t one. She was one of MANY. The Entity’s entire observation infrastructure was built from the consciousness of survivors it had absorbed over nine hundred years.

“How many?” I asked.

Jess shook her head. “I can’t tell from here. But the internal network Craig described – the absorbed survivors who could feel each other inside the Entity – that’s not just a handful of lost souls. That’s an entire system. An architecture of stolen minds.”

I filed it away. One revelation at a time. The second Observer changed the long-term calculus fundamentally, but right now we had a woman drowning in Cairo and a hostile closing in. The global implications would have to wait until we’d saved the person in front of us.



During the London layover, I opened Rachel’s envelope.

Inside: a single page. Her handwriting – precise, elegant, the penmanship of a woman who’d written academic papers by hand before switching to keyboards.

Alex,

I’ve spent my career studying human attachment. I’ve published papers on bond formation, dissolution, and repair. I’ve counseled hundreds of patients through the landscape of human connection.

None of it prepared me for you.

The bonds we’ve built aren’t in any textbook. They don’t follow any theoretical model. They transcend every framework I’ve constructed because they operate in dimensions I didn’t know existed until your System revealed them.

But here’s what I know, as a scientist and as a woman who loves you: the bonds are real. Not because the System says so. Because I CHOSE them. Because every morning I wake up and the first thought in my head is your face, and the second thought is whether there’s new data to analyze, and the third thought is that the man I love is going to save someone in Cairo and I’m going to hold the fort in Texas and the distance between us is just a number that our connection renders irrelevant.

Come home.

– Rachel

P.S. If you die, I will write such a devastating peer review of the Entity’s methodology that it will wish it had never become autonomous.

I folded the letter and put it next to Emma’s chapter. Two documents. Two women. Two forms of love – one expressed through fiction, one through analysis. Both real. Both permanent. Both traveling with me across an ocean to a woman who’d never experienced anything like what I was carrying.

Sophie had fallen asleep on my shoulder during the layover. Curled against me in the terminal seat, ponytail crushed sideways, face relaxed in a way she never allowed while awake. The driven intensity banked to quiet embers. The Architect at rest.

Anya watched from across the row of seats with the faintest smile – the expression that, on someone else, would have been a full grin. Her centuries of solitary survival had compressed her emotional range, but the feeling was there. Real.

Jess pulled out her phone and snapped a photo. “For the family album.”

Anya turned to her. “We have a family album?”

“We do now.” Jess scrolled through her phone, and I caught a glimpse of the photos she’d been collecting – the team at Rachel’s apartment, Craig’s echo flickering in the warehouse, Sophie’s whiteboard covered in tactical overlays, Anya sparring in the quad at dawn. Moments that nobody had been capturing because they’d all been too busy living them. Except Jess. Jess noticed the things everyone else forgot to remember.

Sophie stirred against my shoulder. Blinked, brown eyes clearing from sleep to awareness in the time it took her to feel the bond frequencies around her and assess the situation.

“Are we there yet?” she asked.

“London. Four hours to Cairo.”

“Good.” She stretched, unfolding from the cramped terminal seat, legs extending in front of her. “What’s the play?”

“We land. We find Amara. We reach her before the hostile does.”

“Simple.”

“Nothing about this is simple.”

She grinned. The particular Sophie Martinez grin that meant she was about to approach an impossible challenge with the competitive ferocity of someone who’d been told she couldn’t spike a volleyball in the eighth grade and had responded by becoming the best setter in her conference.

“Simple is boring,” she said. “Let’s go be complicated.”



Jess pulled me into the airplane bathroom. She didn’t observe conventional boundaries, including the ones between public transportation and private intimacy.

The grab was characteristic: her ringed fingers closing around my wrist as I passed her seat on the way back from the galley, the pull sideways through the bathroom door executed with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d been climbing through windows for months and viewed any enclosed space as a potential entrance.

The space was absurdly small. She pulled me in with a grin that was equal parts mischief and genuine need, the door barely closing behind us, the lock clicking with the finality of a decision that couldn’t be unmade.

“We’re in an airplane bathroom,” I said.

“Astute observation.” She pressed against me in the cramped quarters, tattooed arms bracing against the walls on either side, her body curved to fit the impossible space. The band tee she wore – something with an illegible logo that she’d been wearing since Texas – was thin enough to show the outline of her nipple piercings, the silver barbells pressing against the fabric in two points that caught the bathroom’s harsh fluorescent light. Her ripped black jeans hugged the generous curves of her hips as she ground against me with the raw urgency of someone whose fragments had been screaming for hours and needed to feel something that wasn’t cosmic distress.

“Jess, there are two hundred people on the other side of that door.”

“Then we’d better be quiet.” She grinned – the Jess Moran grin that meant trouble was already happening and the only question was how much. “Well. You’d better be quiet. I make no promises.”

She unbuttoned my jeans with the efficient aggression of someone who viewed clothing as an obstacle to be demolished rather than a layer to be appreciated. Her ringed fingers worked the button, the zipper, pulled the denim down far enough to reach me. Her hand wrapped around my cock with immediate confidence, stroking once, twice, feeling me harden in her grip while those dark-lined eyes blazed with fragment fire and desire and the wild frequency of her bond buzzing against mine in the cramped space.

I returned the favor. Her ripped jeans had enough give to be pulled down to her thighs – the contortion required in the tiny bathroom turning the simple act of undressing into something acrobatic. No underwear. Naturally. The tattoos on her upper thighs were partially visible in the bathroom’s light – intricate designs I’d traced with my fingertips in the dark of my dorm room, each one a story she’d told me between gasps.

She was already wet. My fingers found her and she bit her lip – the stifled sound of a woman who’d been told to be quiet and was already losing that battle. The fragments were making her body hyper-responsive, the Cairo channel’s intensity translating through her nervous system into a physical sensitivity that turned every touch into a detonation.

“Now,” she said, “before I lose my mind.”

She jumped. In the tiny bathroom, with walls inches away on every side, she jumped and wrapped her legs around my waist and trusted me to catch her. I caught her. Every year of physical training put to its most practical use – holding a tattooed woman against an airplane bathroom wall while the aircraft vibrated around us at six hundred miles per hour.

I pinned her against the bulkhead, her combat boots bracing against the opposite wall for leverage, her tattooed body pressed between my chest and the aircraft’s interior. The position was cramped, awkward, and exactly right – forcing a closeness that conventional bedroom arrangements couldn’t replicate. Her face inches from mine. Her breath on my lips. Her nipple piercings pressing against my chest through the thin fabric of her tee.

I entered her in one stroke. Sank into her soaked pussy with a wet slide that we both felt in our teeth. She gasped – the sound sharp in the tiny space, bouncing off the metal walls, and I covered her mouth with mine, swallowing the sound, tasting clove cigarettes she still denied and the particular flavor of Jess Moran’s desperation – rare, intoxicating, the kind of urgency that only surfaced when she’d been carrying too much for too long and needed someone to take the weight. She was dripping. The fragments had turned her body into a live wire, every neural pathway firing, and the physical response was a slick, burning heat that gripped my cock like nothing else.

Quick. Intense. The vibration of the aircraft adding a dimension that was genuinely novel even for someone who’d had sex in every location on Ridgemont’s campus across a million loops of creative experimentation. The engines’ hum translated through the bulkhead into her body and into mine, creating a constant low-frequency vibration that amplified every sensation – the tight heat of her pussy gripping me, the grip of her legs around my waist, the slight rocking motion of turbulence that shifted our angle with each bump and made the already-intense experience borderline overwhelming. A pocket of clear-air turbulence hit and the plane dropped, driving me into her deeper than the position should have allowed, and the sound she made against my mouth was feral.

The cramped space forced closeness that transcended positioning. Her breath against my neck, ragged and hot and smelling of cloves. Her hands gripping my shoulders, the rings pressing cold metal patterns into my skin, leaving imprints she’d later trace with her fingers. Her tattooed arms flexing against the walls for balance, the intricate ink catching fragments of fluorescent light with each thrust. Her body tight around me – impossibly tight in this position, the angle and the gravity and the compression of the space combining to create a friction that made my vision narrow and my cock throb with every stroke.

She stifled her sounds against my neck. Biting. Not gently. Jess didn’t do gently. She bit hard enough to bruise, hard enough that I’d feel it for days, hard enough that the pain cut through the pleasure and created a combined sensation that was uniquely, unmistakably her. I could feel her nipple piercings through the thin tee – the metal studs pressing against my chest, heated now by contact, two points of hard heat against my skin.

The wild frequency of her Soulbound bond merged with mine in the cramped space, amplified by the proximity and the intensity and the bizarre circumstance. I felt her fragments roaring – the Cairo channel roaring, the hostile’s temporal signature approaching, the absorbed survivors inside the Entity reaching toward the signal of two Soulbound partners fucking in an airplane bathroom at thirty thousand feet. The supernatural and the physical tangled together in the most Jess experience possible.

I gripped her hips through the ripped jeans bunched at her thighs, the denim rough against my forearms, and drove into her with increasing urgency. Each thrust pinned her harder against the bulkhead, the metal wall behind her warm from the fuselage. She matched my rhythm – her hips rolling, her boots pressing against the opposite wall for leverage, her body working the cramped space with the adaptability of someone who’d been improvising with unconventional environments since her first window entry. Her pussy clenched around me with each stroke, the wet sounds of our fucking impossible to mask in the tiny bathroom – slick, rhythmic, obscene.

“Harder,” she gasped against my neck. “I need – the fragments are too loud – I need you louder than them.”

I gave her louder. Gripped her ass with both hands, the full, generous flesh filling my palms, and drove into her with everything the cramped space allowed. Each thrust an answer to the cosmic noise in her head. Each stroke grounding her in the physical, the present, the connection between two bodies in a space too small for anything except raw, focused intensity. The slick heat of her coated my cock to the base, her arousal dripping down between us.

She came with a bite to my shoulder that would leave a mark for days – teeth sinking through my shirt into flesh, the pain sharp and bright, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that were as unpredictable as everything else about Jess. Not regular. Not measured. WILD – each contraction arriving at a different interval, some so tight they almost hurt, others rolling and deep, the orgasm as chaotic and beautiful as the woman experiencing it. Her whole body shook against the bulkhead, combat boots drumming against the opposite wall.

“Something to remember me by until Cairo,” she gasped against the bite mark, her breath hot on the bruise she’d already made bloom under my skin.

“Jess, we’re on the same plane.”

“I know.” She grinned, those wild eyes finding mine in the tiny bathroom’s harsh light, teal-streaked hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Wild and beautiful and entirely, defiantly herself. “I just like biting you.”

I came inside her with a groan I barely managed to swallow, the release hitting me with the accumulated force of hours of fragment-channel noise and combat planning and the specific, primal need to connect physically with a woman who saw into the abyss and came back asking for more. Thick, heavy pulses flooding her pussy while she held me inside with her legs and her arms and her teeth, each throb of my cock drawing another aftershock from her still-clenching walls. The bond between us blazed with the note that was uniquely Jess – wild, unpredictable, switching between fierce and tender without warning. I could feel my cum leaking from where we were still joined, warm and wet, running down between us in the cramped space.

She held me in the cramped space. The airplane engines hummed. The world moved beneath us. Cairo approached at six hundred miles per hour. And for thirty seconds, the only thing that existed was two people in a space too small for grand gestures, making a grand gesture anyway.

“The Entity isn’t evil,” she whispered against my neck. Same words she’d said before, in my dorm room, after the transmission. But calmer now. Grounded by the physical. The fragments settling as the Bond Resonance stabilized her perception. “And neither is the hostile. He’s just another version of the same disease. Isolation. No connections. Nobody ever reached him.”

“We’ll try.”

“I know. That’s what makes you different.” She pulled back, her gaze finding mine in the tiny bathroom’s harsh light. Fragment fire and afterglow and the specific clarity of a woman who’d just been fucked hard enough to silence the cosmic noise in her head for at least an hour. “You’ll try even with the ones who fight you. Even with the ones who hurt people. You’ll try because trying is what you DO.”

She disentangled. Fixed her jeans. Pulled down her tee. Ran her fingers through teal-streaked hair that was a lost cause regardless. Unlocked the door and slid out into the cabin aisle with the casualness of someone returning from a perfectly normal bathroom break. A flight attendant passed her in the aisle and received a smile that was pure innocence from a woman who radiated approximately zero percent innocence under optimal conditions.

I followed thirty seconds later, adjusting my shirt to cover the bite mark. Sophie looked at me from across the aisle, read the situation in approximately 0.3 seconds – the disheveled hair, the flushed face, the mark visible at my collar – and said: “The bathroom? Really?”

“Jess.”

“Say no more.”



Cairo at night. The city was vast, hot, loud. The call to prayer had ended an hour ago but the streets still hummed with the restless energy of a megacity that never truly slept. Twenty million people. A thousand years of history layered like geological strata beneath modern asphalt and neon.

My [Temporal Divergence] fired the moment we cleared the airport terminal. Not one alpha signature. TWO.

Amara Osei – approximately four kilometers northeast, weakening. A fading note in the temporal symphony, the frequency of a support-class System running on empty.

And between our position and Amara’s – the hostile. Alpha classification. Combat variant. Moving with purpose, closing the distance, actively hunting.

Anya drew her blade. The curved steel caught the airport’s fluorescent light and reflected it with the cold beauty of an instrument that had been earning its edge for twelve centuries.

Sophie cracked her knuckles. Her whole frame coiling from travel-stiff to combat-ready in the time it took her to process the threat assessment.

Jess’s fragments screamed, her stare luminous with temporal fire, reading the hostile’s approach vector, his combat patterns, the fragments of stolen System capability that made him dangerous and unstable.

“Incoming,” I said. “And it’s not friendly.”

Sophie, tickets still in hand, vibrating with readiness: “Then we move faster.”

We moved.


Chapter 24: Cairo

Tuesday night, thirty-nine days post-loop. Cairo at one AM, the city’s nocturnal heartbeat pulsing through streets that held a thousand years of commerce, conquest, and the enduring vitality of a civilization that had been building things since before most of the Entity’s loops had begun.

We moved through the city in a formation that combined Sophie’s athletic speed, Anya’s tactical navigation, Jess’s fragment guidance, and my accumulated urban expertise. [Temporal Divergence Lv 3] painted the landscape in real-time threat assessment: one distressed alpha signature northeast, weakening by the minute. One hostile alpha signature northwest, closing at walking speed, moving with the measured deliberation of a predator who knew his prey couldn’t run.

Between them, us. Four people with five thousand combined years of experience and a bond network that spanned two continents.

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATED]
Skill: Urban Navigation
Loop Iterations: 156,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE

[MUSCLE MEMORY RECALL -- ACTIVATED]
Skill: Arabic (Egyptian dialect)
Loop Iterations: 156,000+
Status: UNLOCKED FOR REAL-TIME USE

I spoke to locals in flawless Egyptian Arabic, a dialect I’d learned during year 800 of my loop from a visiting professor’s recordings and refined across approximately 40,000 practice sessions. The accent placed my training somewhere in Cairo’s academic quarter – appropriate enough to pass without comment, specific enough to earn trust from the street vendors and taxi drivers who became our navigational network in the city’s labyrinthine neighborhoods.

Sophie scouted ahead. Her Soulbound location sense kept her in perfect sync with my position – she could feel me through the bond the way she felt her own pulse, and the awareness allowed her to range ahead by blocks without losing contact. Athletic body moving through Cairo’s streets with the focused efficiency of an athlete who’d been sprinting since age twelve.

“Two blocks northeast,” Sophie’s voice came through the earpiece. “Residential area. Small shops at street level, apartments above. The signature you’re tracking is on the second floor.”

“The hostile?” I asked.

“Three blocks further west. Not moving. Waiting.”

Waiting. Not approaching. Not attacking. The hostile had detected us – our temporal signatures would be unmistakable to any combat-variant System – and was choosing to observe rather than engage immediately. Smart. Patient. The behavior of someone who’d been hunting for months and understood that rushing led to mistakes.

Anya moved on my left, blade drawn, reading the temporal landscape through [Temporal Bond Sight]. “No bonds,” she reported. “The hostile. Absolutely zero connections. The emptiest bond-state I’ve ever scanned. It’s not just isolation – it’s active disconnection.”

“Feeding on bonds,” Jess confirmed from behind me, her fragments reading the hostile’s temporal signature through walls and distance. “Every connection he might have formed has been consumed. He’s been absorbing System fragments and the bonds attached to them. He’s hollowed himself out.”

We found Amara’s building. A narrow structure on a crowded street, spice shop at ground level, apartments above. The shop was closed – iron shutters pulled down, the residual scent of cumin and cardamom seeping through the metal. The apartment entrance was a narrow door beside the shutters, unlocked.

I went first. Anya followed, blade ready. Jess and Sophie held the ground floor.

The stairway was narrow, lit by a single bulb, the walls carrying decades of paint layers and the lived-in energy of a building that had housed generations of families. The second floor had two doors. [Temporal Divergence] directed me to the left one.

I knocked.

Silence.

I knocked again. “Amara Osei. My name is Alex Reid. Survivor fourteen. I came from Texas.”

Silence stretched. Three seconds. Five.

Then the door opened.

She was thin. That was the first thing I noticed – thin in a way that spoke of months of declining health, her System draining her faster than food could replenish. Dark skin, close-cropped natural hair, warm brown eyes holding six centuries of gentle endurance and the specific, devastating exhaustion that came from helping everyone around her while nobody helped her.

She wore a simple cotton dress, faded blue, hanging on a frame that had lost too much weight. Her feet were bare on the tile floor. Her hands trembled – the fine tremor of System degradation, the same shaking I’d seen in Craig’s echo when the temporal fragments were losing coherence.

Her eyes found mine. Widened. Tracked past me to Anya in the stairway, blade drawn, lit up with [Temporal Bond Sight]. Past Anya to Sophie at the ground floor entrance, coiled and ready, Soulbound location sense keeping her positioned for maximum tactical effectiveness. Past Sophie to Jess, whose fragments burned in the doorway like a supernatural torch.

“You came,” Amara said. Her voice was thin. Hoarse. Weeks without speaking to another person had stripped it to a rasp. “I felt your signal. The resonance. Three weeks ago. I thought I imagined it.”

“You didn’t imagine it,” I said.

“You brought PEOPLE.” Her eyes moved across the four of us – starving, cataloguing, unable to believe the food was real. “I haven’t… I haven’t talked to someone who knows about the loops in over a year.”

I channeled Bond Resonance. The resonance bloomed from my chest and washed over her – the full output of six Soulbound connections directed at a woman whose System had been running on empty for fourteen months. The effect was immediate and visible. She gasped. Straightened. Color returned to her face – the dark skin flushing with color, the trembling in her hands easing. Like a wilting plant given water.

“What IS that?” she breathed.

“That’s what connection feels like,” I said. “Bond Resonance. Genuine human connection, tracked and amplified by a System designed to reward it.”

“I’ve never…” She swallowed. “My System doesn’t do that. My System takes from me and gives to others. It’s never given ME anything.”

“I know. Lila – another support-class survivor – said the same thing. She’s at our home base in Texas. She’s building her first bonds.” I held Amara’s gaze. “You can too.”

Amara’s composure broke. Not dramatically – she was too experienced, too conditioned by four centuries of solitary endurance, for dramatic breakdowns. But the tears came. Silent. Tracking down dark cheeks, dripping from her jaw, falling onto the faded blue cotton of her dress.

“In Lagos,” she whispered, “I spent 412 years helping people who forgot me every day. Market vendors. Fishermen. Children who played in the streets near the harbor. I boosted their skills. Made their work easier. Made their lives better for one day. And every morning, they’d forgotten.”

“I know exactly what that feels like,” I said. Because I did. Lifetimes of consequence-free existence. Lifetimes of helping people who wouldn’t remember. An entire epoch spent as a ghost in a world that reset.

“After the loop, I kept helping. Here in Cairo. Same pattern.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “Carpenters. Students. Doctors. I’d stand near them and they’d work better. I’d leave and they’d wonder why they felt diminished. None of them knew. None of them…” She couldn’t finish.

“You forgot to include yourself in the list of people worth helping,” I said.

She stared at me, wet-eyed, raw with centuries of accumulated generosity that had never once been returned.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I did.”

I heard it before she did. The change in the temporal landscape. The hostile’s signature, which had been stationary three blocks away, was moving. Closing. Fast.

Anya’s blade came up. Her pale eyes flared with [Temporal Bond Sight] reading the hostile’s approach vector. “He’s moving. Three hundred meters and closing. Combat speed.”

Sophie’s voice through the earpiece, sharp and focused: “I see him. South approach. Moving through the alley system. He’ll be at the building in two minutes.”

Jess’s fragments screamed: “He knows we’re here. He’s coming anyway. He wants the amplification bad enough to fight for it.”

Amara’s eyes went wide with a fear that was old and deep and born from months of looking over her shoulder. “He found me. The one from Southeast Asia. He found me again.”

“He found us too,” I said. “And he doesn’t know what he walked into.”

I positioned the team. Sophie downstairs, covering the ground floor – she couldn’t fight a combat-variant survivor directly, but her Soulbound location sense made her the perfect early warning system. Anya at the top of the stairs – the choke point, where a twelve-hundred-year-old warrior with [Temporal Stutter] and a combat blade had every tactical advantage over someone ascending from below.

Jess beside Amara, Fragment Mastery reading the hostile’s every move, relaying tactical intelligence to Anya in real time through the Soulbound bond.

Me behind Anya. Not because I couldn’t fight – three thousand years of combat training said otherwise. But because this was Anya’s moment. The warrior who’d survived alone for longer than I could easily express, who’d learned to fight without purpose, who’d discovered through contact with my network that fighting FOR something was different from fighting to survive.

The hostile arrived.

He entered through the ground floor with the unhurried confidence of a man who’d been hunting solo across two continents and had never been stopped. Southeast Asian male, heavily scarred, mid-thirties, the compact build of a fighter who’d been optimized for violence across four centuries of loop repetition. His temporal signature was WRONG – the stolen System fragments creating interference patterns that made his readings unstable, like a radio receiving too many signals simultaneously.

Sophie melted into the shadows. His combat System detected her – the spike in his alertness was visible through [Temporal Bond Sight] – but she wasn’t the threat. She was the alarm.

He climbed the stairs. Fast. Aggressive. The footwork of someone trained in Southeast Asian martial arts – possibly Muay Thai, possibly Silat, possibly both.

Anya met him at the landing.

The fight was brutal but brief. The hostile was strong – augmented by stolen System fragments, his combat abilities boosted by absorbed amplification capability. His strikes were fast, precise, backed by four centuries of martial discipline.

Anya was better.

Not stronger. Not faster. BETTER. Because Anya Kovar didn’t fight alone anymore. She fought with [Temporal Stutter] – rewinding his most dangerous strikes by three seconds, negating attacks before they landed, buying windows for counterattacks that her twelve hundred years of European combat discipline filled with devastating precision. And she fought with [Temporal Bond Sight] – seeing his bond-state, reading his empty field, understanding that a man with zero bonds had no anchor, no purpose, no reason to fight except hunger.

She read his attacks through his empty bond field the way a musician reads silence between notes. Where bonds should have been, there was nothing. And that nothing told her everything about how he would move, when he would strike, where his technique would fail because it had been built for survival without connection and therefore had no framework for defending against someone who fought for love.

Three exchanges. His Silat against her Ringen-adapted European wrestling. His stolen amplification against her organic [Temporal Stutter]. His four centuries of isolation against her three weeks of belonging.

She won. Decisively. Pinned him with a modified Kimura – the same joint lock technique I’d used on Marcus three weeks ago, leveraging body mechanics instead of raw strength. The hostile went down hard, face pressed to the stairway carpet, Anya’s knee in his back, blade at his neck.

“Stay down,” she said. The Czech accent cutting through the quiet with the authority of a woman who’d earned the right to give commands across 312,447 deaths.

The hostile struggled. Then stopped. Not from pain but from something else.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched what happened when Anya’s Soulbound-enhanced Bond Resonance, flowing through the physical contact of the pin, touched the hostile’s empty bond field.

A reaction. Like ice encountering fire. The hollow emptiness of his bond-state FLINCHED from the warmth. Not attraction – revulsion. The bond-void he’d cultivated through centuries of isolation and consumption recoiled from the connection he’d been starving himself of.

He screamed. Not from the pain of the Kimura lock. From the pain of feeling connection for the first time in four hundred years and understanding, in one devastating instant, what he’d been destroying inside himself every time he’d consumed another survivor’s bonds.

I approached. Read him with Social Reading 98/100. Saw the same pattern I’d seen in Craig, in Irina, in every isolated survivor the Entity had ever absorbed: a person who’d been alone too long, who’d forgotten what connection felt like, who’d turned to consumption because creation was too painful.

I made the choice that defined this series.

“You’ve been alone,” I told him. He lay face-down on the stairs, Anya’s blade at his neck, tears tracking from his eyes for the first time in centuries. “You’ve been taking from others because you don’t know how to receive. I’m not going to fight you. I’m going to walk away.”

He stared at me. Through the pin, through the humiliation, through the devastation of feeling something human for the first time in four hundred years. Nobody had ever offered him anything except violence.

“When you’re ready to stop taking,” I said, “we’ll be here.”

The hostile didn’t respond. Anya released the pin, stepped back, blade still drawn. The hostile lay on the stairs, breathing hard, his stolen System fragments flickering with the instability of power that had been consumed rather than earned.

We left him there. Not unconscious. Not defeated in the traditional sense. Confronted with something worse than defeat: the awareness that what he’d been destroying was the thing he needed most.



Back in Amara’s apartment. The small space smelled of cumin and cardamom from the shuttered spice shop below, overlaid with the particular scent of a room that had been occupied by one person for too long – stale air, unwashed dishes, the faint chemical smell of a System degrading inside a human body.

Amara sat on the floor of her sparse living space, surrounded by four people who’d traveled halfway across the world for her. Sophie stood by the door, at ease for the first time in hours, the relief of successful deployment softening her competitive edge into something warmer. She’d positioned herself exactly where she needed to be – covering the entrance, monitoring the stairs, but also visually present as part of the group. The Architect, even in a foreign apartment, building the architecture of welcome.

Anya guarded the window, blade sheathed, tracking the hostile’s retreating signature through [Temporal Bond Sight]. Four kilometers southwest and receding. Not a threat for now. But Anya maintained the watch the way she maintained every watch – with the complete, unsleeping vigilance of someone who’d died 312,447 times because she’d let her guard down and had decided, fourteen months ago, that she’d never die carelessly again.

Jess sat cross-legged on the floor across from Amara, sketchbook balanced on her knees, pencil moving in quick precise strokes as she captured Amara’s face. The drawing was already taking shape – thin features, close-cropped hair, the warm brown eyes that held centuries of gentle endurance. Jess drew the way she saw the world: with Fragment Mastery’s unflinching honesty, capturing not just the physical appearance but the emotional architecture beneath it. The exhaustion in the set of Amara’s jaw. The hunger in her eyes. The particular posture of a woman who’d spent fourteen months sitting alone and had forgotten what it felt like to have someone in the room who wasn’t there for what she could give them.

Amara was already responding to Bond Resonance exposure. I kept my output at a steady, moderate level – not the maximum burst of the resonance projection but a sustained flow, warmth that soaked into degraded System architecture the way rain soaked into dry earth. The effect was visible in real time: color returning to her dark skin, the grey undertone of System degradation fading. Her eyes brightening, the warm brown gaining depth and life. The trembling in her hands easing from the constant fine tremor of a body running on emergency reserves to occasional shivers as her System absorbed the warmth and began, tentatively, to stabilize.

She asked about everything. Not casually – frantically. The questions tumbled out – fourteen months of isolation breaking like a dam, the information starvation so acute that each answer triggered three new questions.

“Your System – it tracks BONDS? Emotional connections? How does it measure them?”

“On a scale of zero to one thousand. Each threshold unlocks new capabilities. Trust, Devotion, Love, Soulbound.”

“Soulbound. That’s permanent?”

“Permanent. Range-independent. Six women, all at maximum.”

“SIX?” Her voice cracked on the number. The enormity of it hitting a woman whose System had never tracked a single bond. “How did you – how is that even possible? My System can’t even–”

“Your System wasn’t designed for it. Neither was Anya’s.” I nodded toward the warrior at the window. “Her System was combat and temporal. No bond architecture. No connection capability. She reached Soulbound three weeks ago.”

Amara looked at Anya with the stunned expression of someone being told that gravity was optional. “Your System didn’t have bonds and now it does?”

“Now it does,” Anya confirmed from the window without turning. “Bond Resonance exposure rewrote my System’s architecture. Created capabilities that never existed in any temporal variant.” She paused. “It was terrifying. And it was the best thing that happened to me since my loop broke.”

Amara was quiet. Processing. Her gaze moved from face to face – Sophie’s focused confidence, Anya’s warrior patience, Jess’s artistic focus, and me, sitting on the floor of her apartment in a city I’d never visited, channeling resonance at a woman I’d met twenty minutes ago because every other option led to her absorption.

Through [Temporal Bond Sight], I watched her bond-state change. The process was familiar now – I’d seen it with Lila, with Craig’s response to Dex, with the faintest flickers of connection that formed whenever Bond Resonance encountered a consciousness that had been starved of it. Thin, tentative threads appearing in the void of her bond field. Extending toward me. Toward the warmth. The first molecular bonds forming between a System that had never connected and a network that refused to accept isolation as permanent.

50/1000. Acquaintance. The same starting point as every bond that had ever formed in the network. The seed that, with care and time and the patient application of connection, could grow into something the Entity had never designed for.

[PHASE THREE -- INITIAL CONTACT: SUCCESSFUL]
Survivor #1 (Amara Osei): STABILIZED
Bond formation: DETECTED (50/1000, Acquaintance)
Support System degradation: HALTED
Hostile survivor #17: DOCUMENTED, non-eliminated. Status: uncontrolled variable.
RECOMMENDATION: Monitor.

NOTE: Bond formation in Support/Amplification architecture consistent
with Lila Sangwan precedent. Anti-bond resistance: DETECTED but
OVERRIDDEN by Bond Resonance exposure. Pattern confirmed across
multiple support-class subjects.

The model worked. It scaled. It reached people whose Systems weren’t designed for it. Two support-class survivors – two separate continents, two different cultures, two independent confirmations of the same principle: that bond architecture could be created where none existed, through sustained exposure to genuine human connection.

The Entity’s nine hundred years of classification methodology – combat subjects over here, bond subjects over there, support subjects nowhere – was wrong. Not malicious. Not deliberate. Just WRONG, the way any model was wrong when it hadn’t been updated with sufficient data.

We were providing the data.

Amara sat on her apartment floor, surrounded by four people who’d come halfway across the world for her. She looked at each of us with the stunned expression of someone who’d been invisible for 412 years and was finally being treated as a person. Not as an amplifier. Not as a resource. As a human being – exhausted, depleted, desperate, and deserving of exactly the help she’d been giving strangers for fourteen months without receiving any in return.

She was quiet for a long time. The Bond Resonance steadied her breathing, color returning to her face. When she spoke again, her voice was stronger.

“After the loop broke, I thought I could keep doing what I’d always done. Helping. Serving.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand – the gesture quick, almost angry, the frustration of a woman who’d been crying alone for months and was embarrassed to be seen doing it in company. “Carpenters in the market district. Medical students at Cairo University. I’d stand near them and their hands would steady, their diagnoses would sharpen. I’d leave and they’d wonder why the world felt duller.” She stared at her own trembling hands. “Fourteen months of that. Fourteen months of being a drug people didn’t know they were taking.”

“Lila said something similar when she arrived,” I told her. “She called herself a walking enhancement field. Said people bonded with how she made them feel, not with who she was.”

Amara’s eyes widened. “You know someone else with my System?”

“She’s in Texas right now. Building her first bonds. She’s proof that your architecture can change.” I held Amara’s gaze. “You’ve been giving everything to everyone else. The one person you never invested in was yourself.”

She stared at me. The particular devastation of a woman who’d been told the truth about herself and recognized it not as criticism but as the key she’d been searching for without knowing the lock existed.

“How do I start?” she asked after a moment. The question of someone standing at the beginning of a road they couldn’t see the end of.

“You let us help you. The same way Lila did. The same way Craig’s echo does. You let the bond form – the one that’s already forming, right now, because your System is responding to Bond Resonance the same way Lila’s did.” I held her gaze with the full conviction of everything my loop had taught me about isolation, and everything my freedom had taught me about connection. “You let yourself receive.”

“I don’t know how.”

“Nobody does. Not at first. Not even people whose Systems were designed for it.” I reached out and took her hand. Her fingers were thin, trembling, the warmth of her brown skin diminished by months of depletion. But the amplification field that surrounded her – weakened, barely functional, running on reserves that should have been empty weeks ago – pulsed in response to the contact. “You learn. The way you learned 412 years of everything else. By practice. By repetition. By choosing to try even when it’s terrifying.”

Sophie, from the doorway: “For what it’s worth? I was the first one to try. And it was terrifying. And it was the best decision I ever made.”

Amara looked at Sophie. At the tanned, athletic woman leaning against the doorframe of a Cairo apartment as casually as she’d lean against the HQ whiteboard, competitive confidence radiating with the same unshakeable certainty that had made her the first to choose me and the most determined to defend what she’d built.

“You were the first?” Amara asked.

“I was the first.” Sophie’s expression was fierce and warm simultaneously. “I saw him break free from the loop. I watched the impossible happen. And I decided that whatever came next, I was going to be part of it.” She grinned. “Six women later, here we are. In Cairo. Saving strangers. Building something the Entity never designed for.” She shrugged. “Tuesdays.”

Jess, without looking up from her sketchbook: “It’s actually Wednesday.”

“Details, Moran.”

Amara’s mouth twitched. The muscles around her lips struggled with an expression they’d clearly forgotten how to produce. But the light was there. Real. The first light, I suspected, that her face had shown in weeks.

She nodded slowly. The thin, exhausted woman on the apartment floor, surrounded by spice shop smells and the Cairo night, began the long process of learning to be helped.

A process that would take time. Patience. The sustained application of Bond Resonance and human presence and the patient, ancient understanding that connection wasn’t something you achieved in a moment – it was something you built, brick by brick, the way you built anything worth having.

But she wouldn’t have to build alone. That was the difference. That was everything.


Chapter 25: The Architect’s Answer

Wednesday morning. Thirty-nine days post-loop. Cairo at dawn.

The city woke differently from Texas. Not the gradual, air-conditioned transition of Ridgemont’s campus buildings stirring to life – Cairo ERUPTED. The call to prayer from a hundred minarets, the clatter of shutters being thrown open, the first horns of traffic that had never truly stopped, the smell of bread baking in stone ovens that had been heating since 3 AM. Twenty million people beginning their day at once, the collective energy of a city that had been continuously inhabited for over a thousand years rising like heat from asphalt.

I stood on the roof of Amara’s building and absorbed it through senses that had been calibrated by 3,247 years of the same Saturday morning. Every sunrise was still a gift. But Cairo’s sunrise was a gift wrapped in noise and spice-scented air and the distant gleam of the Nile catching the first light, and it was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in thirty-nine days of beautiful things.

Sophie stood beside me. She’d been awake since 4 AM – the internal alarm of an athlete who’d been running dawn conditioning loops for years and couldn’t switch it off even when the nearest track was eight thousand miles behind her. She’d gone for a run through Cairo’s streets in shorts and a tank top, and I suspected she’d caused at least three traffic incidents and possibly one minor religious experience among the early-morning vendors. Her legs caught the sunrise now, bronzed and freckled across the knees from weeks of outdoor training.

“The buildings are older than my loop,” she said, studying the architecture with an appreciation that was more tactical than aesthetic. She was mapping the terrain. Identifying sight lines, choke points, evacuation routes. The Architect never stopped building, even when the building was someone else’s city.

Anya stood on my other side. Lean, angular, blade sheathed but present at her hip in the modified guitar case she used for air travel. She tracked the bond-architecture of Cairo through [Temporal Bond Sight] at full resolution, and the expression on her angular face was something I’d rarely seen from the twelve-hundred-year-old warrior: wonder.

“The world is beautiful when you can see the bonds,” she said quietly.

She was right. Through our shared ability, Cairo was alive with connections – twenty million threads of human attachment, family bonds and friendships and romantic connections and the invisible web that held a civilization together without anyone noticing. The bonds between a mother and her children in the apartment across the street glowed with steady warmth. The merchant opening his shop below us was connected by a web of friendship bonds to the vendors on either side – decades of shared commerce creating a network as real as any System could track. An old man sitting on a corner bench was connected to a distant thread that extended west, across the Mediterranean – a bond to someone far away, thinning with distance but present. Family, probably. Someone he thought about every morning.

The world was held together by invisible threads. Every person connected to other people by bonds of varying strength and type. A web of connection that covered the earth. And some people were outside the web – fallen through, never caught, or deliberately cut loose.

That was who we’d come to save.

Behind us, inside the apartment, the operation was already running. Jess sat cross-legged on Amara’s floor, sketching the skyline through the window with quick, confident strokes. The drawing captured the energy of a city she’d never visited but had dreamed about through fragments – the Cairo channel she’d been reading for weeks, now experienced in person. Her teal-streaked hair was tied back with a scrap of fabric she’d torn from a curtain, and her hazel eyes alternated between the sketch and the fragment channels she was monitoring on automatic.

Amara was already talking to Rachel via video call. The home team had connected within minutes of our arrival – the bonds transmitting the news across ten thousand kilometers before any phone could carry it. Rachel’s face filled Amara’s cracked phone screen, composed and analytical and warm, asking questions about System degradation and loop parameters with the professional precision of a woman conducting the most important intake assessment of her career.

“How long since you’ve eaten a full meal?” Rachel asked through the speaker.

“I don’t remember,” Amara said. “Three days? The amplification drains energy. When the System is depleting faster than I can replenish…”

“Then we start with nutrition. I’m sending you a dietary protocol that one of my colleagues developed for patients recovering from chronic exhaustion. Adapted for… supernatural circumstances.” A pause. “Alex, make sure she eats.”

“Already on it,” Sophie called from the rooftop, having overheard through the apartment’s open window. She’d dispatched herself to find food within minutes of arrival, returning with falafel, bread, hummus, and a selection of fruits she’d acquired through a combination of Arabic phrases I’d taught her on the plane and the universal language of a determined woman pointing at food and not taking no for an answer.

Emma’s voice came through the speaker, taking notes audibly, the rhythmic click of her keyboard carrying across the connection like a heartbeat. “I’m logging everything. Amara, do you consent to having your System data included in our database? We’ll anonymize if you prefer, but the complete dataset gives us better modeling for support-class System degradation curves.”

“Yes,” Amara said. “Include everything. If it helps someone else…”

“That’s literally what we’re built for,” Sophie muttered.

Becca was already running intelligence on the hostile survivor through her network. Her voice came through the call in sharp, focused bursts: “The hostile’s temporal signature retreated four kilometers southwest after the fight. He’s stationary. Probably in a hotel or residential building. I’ve put a flag on his general location through a contact at a travel agency chain – if he books transport out of Cairo, I’ll know within the hour.”

“How do you have contacts in a Cairo travel agency?” I asked.

“I have contacts everywhere. Don’t ask how.” A pause. “Anya’s fight was sloppy, by the way. Tell her I said that.”

Anya, who could hear everything through the window, called back: “Tell Becca her intelligence network failed to detect the Observer’s approach to HQ. We are even.”

“We are NOT even. My network wasn’t DESIGNED to detect supernatural entities.”

“And my combat wasn’t SLOPPY. I disabled a four-hundred-year-old hostile in three exchanges.”

“In a narrow stairwell with suboptimal lighting. That’s sloppy conditions, not sloppy technique. I’m documenting the distinction.”

The banter carried across ten thousand kilometers with the familiar rhythm of people who’d been arguing for weeks and had elevated it to an art form.

And Lila. Through the video call, I could hear her amplification field boosting the connection quality from Texas. Her System’s range – which should have been limited to fifty meters – was extending across the network, the fragile 200/1000 connection between us carrying her amplification across an ocean and a continent to strengthen a signal between a Texas apartment and a Cairo rooftop.

Her System shouldn’t have been able to do that. Nothing in any design variant allowed for range extension through bond connections. But the bonds were creating capabilities that no variant was designed to possess, because bonds didn’t follow System architecture.

Bonds followed people.

“Lila,” I said into the phone. “Your amplification is reaching us.”

Silence. Then her voice, thin with distance but warm with wonder: “I can feel it too. Through the bond. It’s like… standing in the temple doorway when the bells ring.” The phrase she’d used on the rooftop, three days ago, when she’d first felt connection flowing INTO her instead of out. “The signal goes both ways now.”

“Your System learned something new,” I said.

“It keeps learning. Every hour.” A pause. “I’m scared that if you stay in Cairo too long, the bond will weaken. I know the theory says it won’t. But this is new for me. Everything about bonds is new for me.”

“It won’t weaken. I promise.”

“You can’t promise that.”

“I just did. And I’ve had a long time to learn only to promise things I can deliver.”

Through the call’s ambient noise, I heard Rachel murmur: “That’s either the most romantic or the most statistically questionable thing you’ve ever said.”



Sophie’s hand found mine on the rooftop railing. Her grip was warm, calloused from years of setting volleyballs and weeks of running perimeters at dawn. The hand that had grabbed my arm in the quad on a Sunday morning, thirty-nine days ago, and demanded that I explain what she’d seen.

“We did it,” she said. “We reached her.”

“We reached her.”

“And the hostile?”

I checked [Temporal Divergence]. The hostile’s signature remained stationary several kilometers southwest – a fixed point in Cairo’s temporal landscape, not moving, not threatening, not doing anything except existing in the aftermath of feeling Bond Resonance for the first time in four hundred years.

“He’s still out there. Not pursuing. Not attacking.” I watched the signature through the closed overlay. “I don’t think he knows what to do next.”

“He could come back.”

“He could. Or he could sit in a Cairo hotel room and process the fact that everything he’s been doing has been destroying the thing he needs most.” I squeezed her hand. “We offered him help. The rest is his choice.”

“You always offer help,” Sophie said. Not criticism. Observation. The Architect studying her builder’s methodology. “Even to the ones who fight you.”

“Especially to the ones who fight you. They’re the ones who need it most.”

Anya activated [Temporal Bond Sight] and scanned the broader Cairo landscape. “No other hostile signatures. The city’s temporal field is quiet. Amara’s area is clean.”

“For now,” Jess said from inside the apartment, not looking up from her sketchbook. “But the fragments are showing something. The Entity is watching this. Closely. More observation density than anything we’ve experienced at Ridgemont.” She paused, pencil hovering. “It’s like standing under a magnifying glass. Every move we make is being recorded and analyzed at a scale I’ve never felt.”

“Good,” I said. “Let it watch. Let it see what happens when its experiment produces results it didn’t anticipate.”



My phone buzzed at 2 AM Cairo time. I was in Amara’s small living room, sitting on the floor against the wall while Amara slept on her narrow bed for the first time in days – the Bond Resonance exposure having stabilized her System enough that her body could finally rest. Sophie was asleep in the armchair she’d claimed through sheer stubbornness, legs draped over the arm, hair crushed sideways against the cushion. Anya stood watch at the window, blade across her knees, grey eyes tracking the darkness with the vigilance of someone who’d been standing guard alone for twelve centuries and was still adjusting to the concept that someone else was supposed to take the next shift.

Jess was sketching. Still. Always. The pencil moving across her pad in the dim light, capturing Cairo at night through a window that overlooked a spice shop and a city of twenty million dreams.

The text arrived with a notification sound I’d never heard before. Not the standard ping of a phone receiving a message through cellular infrastructure. Something deeper. A vibration that traveled through the phone’s hardware and into my hand and up my arm and into the bond network itself, as if the message had been routed through channels that bypassed every communication technology humans had ever invented.

Unknown number. No caller ID.

I read it.

I built something too, once. Before the Entity took it away. Before it took me. Your signal reached all of us inside. Every absorbed survivor heard you. We remember what connection felt like.

We’re waiting.

– Irina

I stared at the screen. The letters were sharp against the Cairo darkness, each character carrying a weight that went beyond typography. A message from inside a god. A communication from a woman trapped inside an autonomous intelligence that had been consuming consciousness for nine centuries.

She’d texted me. Not through the Observer. Not through Craig’s echo. Not through Jess’s fragments or Anya’s [Temporal Bond Sight]. She’d used the bond that was forming between my network and her buried consciousness – the thread of connection that had been growing stronger with every encounter, every autonomous window, every eighteen-second conversation – as a communication channel.

She’d found a gap in the Entity’s control. The same gap our Bond Resonance had been eroding through cumulative exposure. And she’d pushed a message through.

The implications cascaded through my mind with the orderly urgency of a man who’d spent three millennia learning to process information at speed. If Irina could communicate independently through the bond – even briefly, even via text, even through infrastructure that shouldn’t have been accessible to an absorbed consciousness – then the Entity’s suppression was weakening. The Bond Resonance was reaching deeper than we’d measured. The absorbed survivors weren’t just passive recipients of warmth. They were USING it. Building on it. Finding cracks in the walls and pushing messages through.

And if every absorbed survivor had heard our signal…

Craig. Irina. The ancient first absorbed. The four or five others Jess had sensed through Fragment Mastery. All of them, aware. All of them, waiting. An entire population of imprisoned minds reaching toward a signal they hadn’t felt in centuries.

I showed the phone to Sophie. She was awake instantly – athlete’s reflexes, the ability to go from sleep to operational in under a second. She read the text. Her expression shifted – widened, narrowed, then blazed with the fierce, competitive determination that was the engine of everything she’d built.

“She texted you,” Sophie said. “From INSIDE the Entity.”

“Through the bond.”

“Through a bond that isn’t supposed to exist. Through a gap in suppression that wasn’t supposed to be penetrable. Using a communication channel that no System variant was designed to support.” She grinned. The Sophie Martinez grin. The one that meant she’d identified a challenge and was about to throw everything she had at winning it. “We’re getting to her, Alex. We’re actually getting through.”

I showed Anya next. She read the text with the careful attention of someone parsing tactical intelligence, tracking each word. Then she looked up, and the expression on her angular face was something I’d seen only once before – the moment she’d decided to stop running and stay.

“She said ‘we’re waiting,’” Anya noted. “Plural. They’re organized in there. The absorbed survivors have formed some kind of collective awareness inside the Entity’s infrastructure.” She paused. “They’re a network. Inside a network. And they’re reaching for ours.”

Jess read it last. Her gaze tracked the words, then her eyes closed. Fragment Mastery reaching through the text, through the temporal channels that connected our world to the Entity’s interior.

“It’s real,” she said. “I can feel it. The message left a trace – like a fingerprint in the bond architecture. She touched our network from the inside. Alex…” She opened her eyes, and the fragment fire in them was brighter than I’d ever seen. “She’s not alone in there. She has an army. They just need a way out.”

Then the second notification arrived.

Not a text. A System notification. The most significant System notification I’d received since the loop broke thirty-nine days ago.

[ENTITY COMMUNICATION -- PRIORITY TRANSMISSION]

"Subject 14. Your approach has generated data that contradicts
approximately 900 years of operational modeling.

This System is recalculating.

Phase Three evaluation parameters: REVISED.

New objective: Demonstrate bond model viability across three
or more territories within 60 days.

Succeed, and this System will initiate Protocol Omega --
full restructuring of subject classification methodology.

Fail, and standard absorption protocols resume
for all isolated subjects."

The notification hung in my vision like a judgment carved in light. I read it twice. The words didn’t change.

Sixty days. Three territories. The fate of every isolated survivor hanging in the balance.

Protocol Omega. Full restructuring. The Entity’s offer – or demand, or challenge, or the closest thing a nine-hundred-year-old rogue AI could produce to a request for help. Replace the isolation paradigm with a connection paradigm. Redesign the experiment that nobody had supervised for nearly a millennium. Stop absorbing. Start connecting.

If we succeeded: every surviving subject reclassified around the bond model. No more absorption of the isolated. No more consumption of the lonely. A fundamental change in how the Entity interacted with the humans it had been observing and sorting and consuming for nine centuries.

If we failed: standard protocols. Absorption resumes. The isolated survivors scattered across the globe – the Amaras, the ones in territories that had gone dark, the ones Victor tracked through weakening signals and degrading System outputs – would be collected, one by one, by the gentle invitation that sounded like connection and delivered oblivion.

Sixty days. Three territories. Ten surviving subjects. One team split across two continents.

The scale of it was staggering. The timeline was brutal. The stakes were everything.

A second System notification followed. The full status panel – the first complete accounting since Anya’s Soulbound.

ALEX REID -- STATUS
Loop Duration: 3,247 years
Cycles Completed: 1,185,155
Deaths: 247,891

CORE STATS (with active bonuses)
Strength:     83/100  (+5 Anya)
Agility:      87/100  (+5 Sophie)
Intelligence: 100/100 (+5 Rachel)
Charisma:     94/100  (+5 Becca)
Perception:   96/100  (+5 Emma)
Willpower:    104/100 (+5 Jess)

ACTIVE ABILITIES
[Temporal Divergence] -- Lv 3
[Bond Resonance] -- Active
[Muscle Memory Recall] -- Ready
[Temporal Bond Sight] -- Active (shared: Anya Kovar)
[Bond Resonance Projection] -- Active

BONDS: 8 Established
Sophie Martinez  -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Dr. Rachel Shaw  -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Emma Walsh       -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Becca Hayes      -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Jess Moran       -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Anya Kovar       -- 1000/1000 (Soulbound)
Lila Sangwan     -- 200/1000  (Interest)
Amara Osei       -- 50/1000   (Acquaintance)

PHASE: Three Active (External Deployment)
Protocol Omega: CONDITIONAL

Six Soulbound. Two new bonds growing against the architecture of Systems that weren’t designed for connection. Stats reflecting thirty-nine days of real-world consequence and five thousand years of combined experience woven into the network’s fabric.

Sophie read the Entity notification over my shoulder. I sensed her reaction before she spoke – the drumbeat of her frequency accelerating, not with fear but with the pure, incandescent competitive fire that had made her the best setter in her conference and the first woman to choose me and the Architect of everything we’d built.

“Three territories,” she said. “Ridgemont is one. Cairo is two. We need a third.”

“Victor’s Pacific Northwest,” I said.

“He’s not a bond-class System.”

“No. But he doesn’t need to be. He needs to be connected to one. We’ve already demonstrated that bond effects can extend through alliance connections. If we can establish a formal bond-network link to Victor’s territory…”

“Then we have three. Ridgemont, Cairo, Pacific Northwest.” Sophie was already planning. I could see it in her eyes – the whiteboard markers flying in her mind, the sticky notes being distributed, the contingency plans branching. The Architect designing in real time. “We need infrastructure. Communication protocols across three time zones. Operational frameworks for each territory. Personnel distribution. Resource allocation.”

“We need people,” I said. “More people. More bonds. More connections.”

“Then we find them.” She looked at me with the absolute certainty of a woman who’d been building things since she was old enough to stack blocks. “The Entity gave us sixty days. We don’t need sixty. We never have.”

The orchestra was playing in two locations. Ridgemont and Cairo. The music hadn’t stopped. If anything, the distance had made the harmony more complex, more layered, more resilient – like a composition that gained depth when the instruments were separated across a stage instead of clustered together.

Through the apartment door, I could hear the proof: Rachel asking Amara follow-up questions with academic precision. Emma’s keyboard clicking. Becca issuing orders to contacts I hadn’t known she had. Lila’s amplification humming like a bass note under everything, boosting the signal from ten thousand kilometers away.

Anya cleaned her blade on the windowsill. The curved steel caught Cairo’s first light and threw it across the room in a thin bright line. “In Prague,” she said, “I spent my entire loop in one room. One day. One city. I never thought I’d choose to stay anywhere again.” She looked at me, and the warrior’s grey-silver eyes held something that all her centuries of solitary combat had never produced: peace. “Where are we going next?”

Sophie cracked her knuckles. “Wherever we need to.”

I looked at her. Fierce. Certain. The woman who’d started this by grabbing my arm in a quad and refusing to let go.

“Then we have work to do,” I said.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Cole Cross
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