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Chapter 1: Containment

The reinforced wall of Training Arena 7 had been rebuilt three times in two years. This time the crack ran floor to ceiling, a jagged split through eight inches of poured concrete and reactive polymer, with scorch marks fanning outward where someone’s radiant output had punched clean through the support matrix.

I knelt at the base of the fracture and pressed my palm flat against the wall.

There it was. The resonance pattern embedded in the damage, invisible to maintenance cameras but clear as a heartbeat to the sense I’d been written off for. Power had built in the northeast corner, cycled too fast through the training floor’s conduit grid, and blown out laterally when the grid couldn’t absorb the excess. Standard failure mode for a ranked heroine pushing past her calibrated ceiling. Except the numbers underneath it didn’t behave the way a standard failure should, and that was the part that kept me kneeling there longer than the inspection required.

I pulled the stabilizer relay cover off the wall panel and stared at the readout chip inside. The official log said Aurelia Vale’s output during last week’s ranking duel peaked at 87% of her rated maximum. Safe margin. Within tolerance.

My diagnostic sense said the fracture pattern came from output exceeding her logged performance by at least 30%.

Someone had falsified the relay reading.

I sat back on my heels and ran a hand through my hair. The overhead fluorescents buzzed at their familiar frequency, casting the same flat light they cast every day, the same light I’d worked under for three years while the academy pretended the cracks only existed in the walls. Arena 7 was the academy’s premiere training space: cameras on every angle, biometric feeds in the floor, stabilizer relays capturing power-signature data in real time. Every duel fought here became a data point the Stabilization division used to manage heroines’ performance schedules.

And someone had edited Aurelia Vale’s data to make a dangerous output spike look routine.

I pulled my multitool from my belt and pried the relay chip free. A Kellerman 440, precision instrument issued for disassembling power-rated hardware without triggering safety interlocks. I’d worn through two of them before this one. The handle was grooved from my grip, shaped by eighteen months of daily use.

The maintenance log would register the removal as “component failure, pending replacement.” Facilities wouldn’t question it. They never questioned anything a containment tech did with broken hardware.

That was the benefit of being invisible. The gray uniform, the tool belt, the heavy boots with reinforced soles rated for walking on power-scorched surfaces. Three years of walking through the academy’s skeleton, fixing the things that broke when superheroines pushed too hard, and nobody on the instructional staff or the administrative board had ever asked me what I noticed while I worked.

I noticed everything. Three years in the corridors had turned the ability from a clinical tool into a reflex I couldn’t shut off. The academy presented one face to the public, all glamorous suits and rankings and speeches about service. Behind the drywall it told a different story.

The blood drains hidden beneath the sparring mats in Arena 3, built to channel away the evidence when a training duel went harder than the public footage would show. The stabilizer cabinets in the medical wing that emptied twice as fast as the quarterly reports claimed, because the dosages being administered exceeded what was logged in the heroine wellness database. The way Instructor Delacroix winced every time she signed off on a cadet’s increased performance schedule, her hand hesitating over the approval stamp like she was signing something she knew she’d regret. The suppressor patch residue in the dormitory waste bins, more of it every month, from heroines whose official dosage hadn’t changed but whose bodies demanded more and more chemical restraint to hold the power down.

The cracks in the walls were the easy part. It was the rest of it that kept me up.

I tucked the relay chip into my cargo pocket, the hard edge pressing against my thigh through the fabric, and finished the inspection on autopilot, the way you finish a thing your hands have done a thousand times. Scan, measure, log, flag. The scanner hummed against the damaged concrete, capturing a fracture pattern that belonged in a medical warning as much as a repair estimate.

Training Arena 7 would need a full repour on the northeast wall, a new conduit grid with upgraded thermal dispersal capacity, and recalibrated stabilizer relays. Eighteen thousand dollars and three days of work, minimum, assuming the material suppliers could deliver the reactive polymer compound on an emergency timeline.

In three days, the arena would host the most-watched public ranking event of the season. It needed to be operational.

I filed the repair estimate anyway. Attached the maintenance warning about Aurelia Vale’s falsified readings. Routed it through the standard channels and kept a local copy of the relay pull, waveform, and fracture scan.

If the warning vanished, the evidence would not.

I knew that. I filed it anyway, because the day someone did read it, there would be a record. And because the alternative was pretending I hadn’t seen what the stabilizer relay told me, and I was getting tired of pretending.

Before I left the maintenance bay, an instructor attached to exhibition operations answered the escalation in person.

She skimmed the diagnostic hash, not the actual waveform. Her eyes moved over the warning the way administrators looked at weather reports: relevant only if they threatened the schedule. “Arena Seven has to remain operational,” she said. “The exhibition is in three days. Stabilization has cleared the roster, the sponsors are already onsite, and Containment has no standing to delay a greenlit event.”

“The containment lockout failed under load,” I said. “If that heroine had been ten percent hotter, the south wall would have vented into the lower concourse.”

“Then note it for post-event review.” She marked the warning acknowledged, no action pending, and handed the tablet back like the decision had been technical instead of political. “Keep the arena running, Calder.”

The service tunnel back to the maintenance bay was a quarter mile of unpainted concrete, exposed conduit, and fluorescent strips that hummed at a frequency most people found annoying. I found it centering. No inspirational murals down here, no ranking boards, no golden-suited heroines smiling above slogans. Just pipes and cables doing their jobs, and me walking through them with a cracked relay chip in my pocket and a warning the planning committee wouldn’t want.

My boots echoed on the concrete. The rhythm was familiar, but tonight the sound hit harder. The chip in my pocket dragged at my attention with every step. Falsified data didn’t happen by accident. Someone at the academy had deliberately altered Aurelia Vale’s performance records. The who was a problem for investigators. What kept circling back on me was the why.

The why was in the sponsor banners already being hung above the arena floor. Aurelia’s exhibitions funded departments. Her face sold stability to donors and parents and federal observers. The academy had built a brand around a golden woman who never cracked.

So they made the crack disappear from the numbers.

Dane Calder. Twenty-seven. I’d spent two years on the rescue track learning to crawl through disasters, treat injuries under fire, route power systems around catastrophic failure, and drag people out of hot zones while the building came down around me. Top marks in everything. The rescue-track commander said I had the best situational read she’d seen in a decade.

She also said she’d never seen anyone run toward damage with the total absence of self-preservation I displayed, and that she’d stopped trying to decide whether that was a gift or a problem she’d eventually have to write up.

Failed the ranking combat exam with the lowest projected-force score in the academy’s history, which was a polite way of saying I’d scored a flat zero and they’d had to invent a footnote for the chart.

My ability, which the academy tested, categorized, and dismissed before I’d finished my second year, was diagnostic resonance. I could sense where power was building in another person’s body: where it was aligned, where it was misaligned, where it was about to spike, and where it was about to fail. Useful for reading structural damage in power-saturated environments. Useful for identifying which wall was about to collapse and which heroine was about to overload. Useless, according to the combat evaluation board, for anything that involved projecting force.

They weren’t wrong about the force part. I couldn’t throw a punch that cracked concrete. I couldn’t generate a shield or a beam or a shockwave. In a world where only women manifested superpowers, publicly called Expressions, a man with any kind of sense for power at all was already a contradiction in terms.

That was the part the academy never said out loud, the part it had spent two years filing into a smaller and smaller box until it disappeared. Expressions manifested in women. Not “mostly,” the way the recruitment brochures softened it. In women. The hero track, the rankings, the suppressor science, the entire medical literature: all of it was built on the flat assumption that the people who carried power were female, because for as long as anyone had kept records, they were. Men worked the edges of it. Emergency services, infrastructure, tactical support, engineering, medicine, logistics, non-powered security. We carried the equipment. We didn’t carry the gift.

Except I did, a little, and nobody had ever known what to do with that. When the combat board ran me through the manifestation panel in my second year and the readings came back showing a faint, functional resonance-sense in a male candidate, the room had gone quiet in a way I’d been too young to read. Then a senior evaluator had written “non-projected diagnostic resonance, anomalous, low operational value” across the top of my file, and the quiet had resolved into something closer to embarrassment. Not awe. Not alarm. Embarrassment, the way you’d react to a clerical error that made the paperwork longer. They had a category for women who manifested. They had no category for me, so they invented the smallest possible one and shut the drawer on it. I had never met another man who could read power. I had never heard of one. As far as the academy was concerned, I was a fluke that hadn’t been worth the cost of studying, a curiosity that read walls and couldn’t do anything the rankings rewarded, and the cheapest way to handle a curiosity was to bury it in a gray uniform and stop asking what it was for.

So the hero track, the stadium exhibitions, the sponsorships, the broadcast careers, the posters, the billboards belonged to the women whose Expressions were powerful enough to matter. And the footnote that broke the rule, the one nobody wanted to reread, got buried where footnotes go.

They gave me the gray uniform. Containment technician. The man who crawled under the wreckage with a medkit, a multitool, and a warning nobody important wanted to hear. The uniform was standard issue, designed for functionality and anonymity: reinforced fabric at the elbows and knees for crawling through service tunnels, cargo pockets sized for the Kellerman multitool and the emergency comm unit, and a shade of gray that the human eye processed as background. Not dark enough to stand out. Not light enough to catch attention. The visual equivalent of silence.

Three years of it. Watching the academy push women past limits I could see breaking, filing reports that vanished into administrative silence, keeping my mouth shut because the alternative was losing the only job that kept me close enough to the infrastructure to see the damage at all.

I’d had the argument with myself a hundred times. Quit. Walk away. Take the rescue-track certifications to a civilian emergency department and spend the rest of my career pulling people from car wrecks instead of watching superheroines break. It would be cleaner. Simpler. I wouldn’t have to sit in the support cafeteria watching footage of women I couldn’t help and filing warnings that died in a queue before anyone read past the subject line.

But I stayed. Because every time I walked through the service tunnels and felt the hum of the building around me, I could sense the damage accumulating. Power-burn in the walls. Stress fractures in the conduit grid. Heroines whose signatures told me they were three months, six months, a year from a catastrophic failure that ended careers and sometimes lives. And if I left, the next containment tech wouldn’t know what to look for. Wouldn’t feel the patterns. Wouldn’t notice the tremors.

The maintenance bay was nearly empty at 19:47, the other techs having cleared out for evening shift change. I stowed my tools in the locker. The Kellerman multitool went into its foam cradle, the scanner beside it, each piece of equipment positioned in the order I’d use them if the alarm sounded at 3 AM and I had to be in a service tunnel with a full kit in ninety seconds. The routine had made the locker a model of practical organization: every tool in its place, every place chosen for access speed rather than aesthetics. On the wall terminal, my Arena 7 report still sat in processing, the warning about Aurelia’s falsified readings attached to a repair estimate that would cost the academy eighteen thousand dollars and three days of work.

Ruiz was still in the outer bay, shrugging into his jacket, one hand already on the time clock. Senior tech. Twelve years at Powerbound. A man who had survived by knowing exactly how much truth could be spoken aloud before it became a disciplinary issue.

He was scowling at the coffee machine, which had been dispensing a substance the color of weak tea since March. “They keep saying it’s scheduled for service,” he said. “I put the work order in myself. Twice. You know what came back?”

“Pending review.”

“Pending review.” He thumped the side of it with the flat of his hand, an act of pure faith that had never once worked. The machine gurgled and produced nothing. “Twelve years. Twelve years and I still believe hitting it does something.” He gave up and pulled a thermos from his bag instead, the dented steel one his older girl had decorated with stickers that had mostly peeled off. “Mara made me this. She’s decided I drink too much of the bad stuff. She’s nine. She’s not wrong.”

“How are they?”

“Loud. Brilliant. Expensive.” He said it like a complaint and didn’t mean a word of it. He pulled a granola bar out of the bag too, the kind shaped like a cartoon dinosaur, considered it, and put it in his mouth whole. “She also packs me snacks now. I’m forty-six. I have a stegosaurus in my jacket.”

I almost laughed. A forty-six-year-old man with a stegosaurus in his jacket because his kid was looking out for him.

“Roll the socks or fold them?” I asked, because the granola bar had reminded me of something and I had nothing better.

He chewed, considered it like the question deserved real thought. “Roll. Fold’s for people with too much drawer.” He pointed the empty wrapper at me. “You’re a folder. I can tell. It’s the boots.”

“The boots are regulation.”

“The boots are immaculate. That’s the tell.” He balled the wrapper and lobbed it at the bin and missed and didn’t go pick it up. For a minute the bay was just two tired men at the end of a shift, arguing about laundry, and it was a good shift to end on.

Then he noticed the terminal still glowing behind me.

“You escalated Arena 7?” he asked without looking at the readout.

“The relay data was falsified.”

That made him look. Not long. Long enough for the practiced neutrality to slip across his face like a blast door sealing. “Then you document it and let the system handle it.”

“The system is the part I’m worried about.”

Ruiz’s jaw moved once. He looked toward the corridor, toward the cameras above the equipment lockers. “Calder.” He stopped. Started over. “Look. Just keep a copy somewhere they can’t reach. You know how this goes.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “And don’t go thinking a warning gives you any authority. It doesn’t.”

He did not leave after saying it. That was the part that made the warning land. Ruiz came back to the terminal, swiped his old supervisory badge through the reader, and pulled up the routing history for three prior incident reports. One had been mine, a stress-fracture warning on Arena 2 that got downgraded to routine cosmetic damage until a B-category telekinetic put a sparring partner through the compromised wall two days later. One had been his, from five years ago, a coolant-pressure anomaly in the cryo recovery wing that the medical board marked “non-urgent” because shutting the wing would have interfered with sponsorship tours. The third belonged to a tech I had never met because his personnel record ended with “transferred to civilian facilities support.”

“They always read the cost first,” Ruiz said. “Cost, then danger, if they ever get that far. Mostly they don’t.” He tapped the screen and let the routing history close. “Just make sure your copy outlasts the queue.”

“She’s going to overload.”

His face tightened. For one unguarded beat, the senior tech vanished and the exhausted man beneath him looked back at me. He had daughters. I knew that because there were two school photos taped inside his locker, both girls grinning through missing teeth. Then the professional mask returned.

He looked at me for a long moment, then shrugged his bag higher on his shoulder. “Know where the shutoffs are. That’s all I’ve got.”

He clocked out. The bay door wheezed shut behind him on a hinge I kept meaning to grease.

The support cafeteria occupied a basement corner beneath the administrative tower, separated from the heroines’ dining hall by three floors, a security checkpoint, and an access policy that kept containment staff out of sight during public hours. The academy’s architects had designed the separation with the same careful attention they applied to everything: invisible divisions between the people who mattered and the people who maintained.

The food was what it always was: protein that tasted like obligation, vegetables that tasted like afterthought, and a starch that the kitchen had optimized for caloric density rather than pleasure. The menu called it “shepherd’s pie.” I’d never identified which part was the shepherd or which part was the pie. The company was quiet. Most of the other containment techs ate fast and left. A few lingered over coffee, talking about shift assignments and overtime rates and the familiar complaints that workers shared when the work was underappreciated and the management was distant.

I sat alone out of habit, not aversion. Solitude had become a working condition. The table by the wall gave me a clear view of the monitors and enough distance from the other techs that I could think without polite interruption.

I ate because I was hungry, which was its own small mercy at the end of a shift like this one.

Two techs at the next table were discussing the exhibition schedule. One of them, a woman named Parker who maintained the dormitory ventilation systems, was complaining about the overtime. The exhibition week schedule required all support staff to work extended shifts, the building’s systems pushed harder by the increased power output of heroines running at exhibition levels. More heat in the training arenas. More kinetic displacement in the corridors. More suppressor compound flowing through the dormitory distribution systems as the medical team increased dosages to compensate for the pre-exhibition stress that every heroine experienced but no official communication acknowledged.

“Sixteen-hour shifts,” Parker said. “For what? So they can put on a show for sponsors who think the building runs itself.”

Her colleague grunted agreement, the sound of a man long past commenting on academy absurdity.

“You hear they renamed the gray uniform?” Parker went on, to nobody in particular. “Memo came through. We’re ‘Infrastructure Resilience Associates’ now.”

“What’s the raise?”

“There’s no raise. Just the name.”

“Resilient,” her colleague said, considering it. “I do feel more resilient. I feel like I could resiliently work a fourth double this week.”

Parker snorted into her coffee, the real kind, the kind that surprised her. “Resiliently work a fourth double. God. Put that on the recruitment poster.”

“Infrastructure Resilience Associates,” her colleague intoned. “Now hiring.” He raised his cup. She knocked hers against it, and they both grinned at the stupidity of it, and for a minute that was the whole conversation.

I ate and watched the monitors.

The wall-mounted screens cycled through academy feeds: training schedules, rankings updates, media clips, and the endlessly rotating promotional content that Powerbound used to remind itself how important it was. The exhibition preview package played on a loop. Highlights from previous seasons, sponsor logos stacked in corporate hierarchies, and the headliner segment.

Aurelia Vale. The Golden Champion.

The footage showed her from a dozen angles. Training clips, exhibition highlights, media appearances. A decade of camera training shaped every angle of her movement, each frame giving the lens exactly what it expected to see.

Long toned legs in the white-and-gold heroine suit, moving with a stride that covered ground without ever looking hurried. The suit was official issue, expensive, and designed by a branding committee that understood precisely how much skin to show while maintaining broadcast standards: bare shoulders above sculpted armor, the lines of the suit following the natural architecture of an athletic female body with a precision that was equal parts protection and presentation. Sculpted chest armor with a sunburst emblem positioned to draw the eye exactly where the committee intended. Armored boots that added two inches to her already considerable height, white and gold inlay catching arena lights. And a cape she wore with the stiff tolerance earned by too many turbine-draft snags.

Her waist was narrow above hips that moved with unconscious elegance, the suit fitted close enough at the curve that every turn caught the light. The golden hair fell past her shoulder blades, straight with a slight wave at the ends, catching studio light like actual gold thread woven through silk. Her face was billboard-perfect: strong jaw softened by lips that the media department had spent considerable resources photographing, warm amber eyes that swept crowds with composed authority. The smile reached her eyes on command.

Twenty-four years old. Solar radiance. Heat, light, short-burst flight, armor-melting beams, radiant shields. The academy’s most valuable asset, its most profitable exhibition performer, and the face that launched a thousand sponsorship deals.

I watched the footage the way I watched everything: diagnostically.

And there it was. Frame 847 of the exhibition preview reel. Aurelia’s left hand, hanging at her side between poses. The micro-tremor lasted less than a second. A flutter in the tendons, a ripple along the fingers that was invisible to anyone watching her face, her posture, her radiant smile.

The camera angles didn’t catch it. The broadcast editors wouldn’t notice it. The sponsor representatives watching the preview reel would see only the golden champion doing what she’d been trained to do since her first academy year: smile on cue and hold the pose long enough for the logos to read clean.

I’d seen tremors like that in the containment files. Post-output shaking. The body’s stress response to channeling more power than the nervous system could safely process. The early warning sign that containment techs learned to read in our first week of training, the sign that meant a heroine’s body was starting to fight its own ability.

Power-burn syndrome. The academy’s internal term for what happened when a heroine’s Expression generated more energy than her body could contain. Public documents called it “output fatigue” or “heroic stress response.” Soft language for a hard reality. The medical files I’d accessed during maintenance calls, the ones tagged “restricted, Stabilization eyes only” that happened to be stored on servers I had maintenance credentials for, told a different story.

Tremors after high-output performances. Heat spikes that left scorch marks on bedsheets. Migraines severe enough to cause temporary blindness. Memory gaps that heroines reported as “lost time.” Power leakage during sleep, where abilities activated uncontrollably. Pain during emotional stress, the body’s Expression turning inward when the mind couldn’t hold it steady. Dependency on stabilizer patches and suppressor injections, the chemical restraints that the academy prescribed like aspirin and that I had watched become crutches, then chains.

And at the far end of the progression, when the patches stopped working and the injections couldn’t hold the line and the heroine’s body had been pushed past every tolerance: catastrophic overload.

The public never saw the worst cases.

Powerbound moved those women into restricted long-term stabilization and stopped showing normal ward locations in the files.

I stared at the frozen frame of Aurelia Vale’s trembling hand and thought about the falsified stabilizer relay in Arena 7. The chip had shown me the lie. The footage showed me the woman inside it.

My ability hummed at the edge of my awareness. Even through a screen, even through recorded footage, I could feel the shape of what was building in her. Not her power directly; the screen was a barrier. But the trace her body left on every recording device that captured her output was readable to someone who’d learned to feel the difference between stable power and failing power.

The reading wasn’t holding. It was getting worse faster than the wall had suggested. The misalignment had moved from damaged infrastructure into her body: the tendon flutter, the delayed recovery between poses, the tight set of her shoulders when she thought the cameras were watching her face.

Walls could be repoured. Conduit grids could be replaced. A body pushed past its tolerance broke in ways that didn’t take a work order.

I scraped the last of my meal into the disposal, racked the tray on the return rail, and walked back through the service tunnels to my quarters. The fluorescent hum accompanied me, steady, predictable, the one constant in a building where everything else was managed for appearance.

My quarters in the containment housing block were standard issue for support staff. A single room, eight by twelve, with a bed that folded out of the wall on a hydraulic hinge that I’d repaired myself after the maintenance request system lost the work order for the third time. Unpainted concrete walls. Gray linoleum floor, cheap to install, cheaper to replace. A single fluorescent strip overhead that hummed at the frequency I’d come to associate with sleep, the background drone of my professional life doubling as a sedative.

A maintenance terminal, older model, with access to the building’s infrastructure monitoring network and a processing speed that made complex queries an exercise in patience. The screen was small enough that I’d developed a permanent squint that the medical plan didn’t cover because the medical plan was designed for heroines and containment staff vision wasn’t a budget line item. A window that looked out onto the service yard where damaged training equipment went to be scrapped.

The view was not inspirational. Cracked power conduit stacked in corroded piles. Scorched armor plates, the white-and-gold paint of a heroine’s suit melted into abstract patterns by power output that had exceeded the armor’s rated tolerance. The bent remnants of training obstacles twisted into shapes that looked like modern art and meant structural failure.

I sat on the bed and pulled the relay chip from my pocket. Turned it over in my fingers. Small, square, a circuit board the size of a postage stamp that contained data the academy had paid someone to lie about.

I could escalate again. Go directly to an instructor, bypass the maintenance chain of command, demand that Stabilization recheck Aurelia before they put her in front of a stadium.

I’d done that once before, eighteen months ago, when a C-tier heroine named Priya had been showing suppressor-resistance symptoms that her handler was ignoring. Classic presentation: patch effectiveness declining, tremor amplitude increasing, post-training recovery extending from hours to days. I’d documented it with the precision that containment work had made habitual, compiled it into a report that even a non-technical reader could follow, and taken it directly to the duty instructor.

The instructor had thanked me. Called my concern “admirably thorough.” Forwarded the entire package to Stabilization with a note recommending review.

Stabilization had responded by increasing Priya’s suppressor dosage to compensate. Not addressing the underlying instability. Not reducing her performance schedule. Not modifying the training intensity that was pushing her past her biological ceiling. Just more chemicals. More patches. A stronger chemical cage to hold the power down while the woman inside the power kept breaking.

Priya was in long-term stabilization now, at least according to the official file. Twenty-one years old. C-tier energy projection. The academy’s official status listed her as “long-term stabilization, medical review pending.” The pending review had been pending for fourteen months.

I put the relay chip on the desk beside my terminal.

The terminal blinked green. “Warning received. Status: pending review.”

I couldn’t stop the exhibition. I didn’t have the rank, the standing, or the authority to delay an event that generated fifteen million dollars in revenue.

But I could plan for the part nobody else would.

I pulled the maintenance terminal toward me. The infrastructure map loaded slowly, the old processor grinding through the campus schematic with the patience of hardware nobody had thought to upgrade, because procurement had never once decided a containment tech needed processing speed.

I started mapping emergency systems. Every foam dispenser, blast door trigger, ventilation override, and thermal dampener that I had the credentials to activate manually in the main arena. The systems that existed for exactly the scenario nobody wanted to plan for: a heroine losing control in a space full of civilians.

The mapping took two hours. Foam dispensers and blast doors and ventilation overrides and thermal dampeners, every system that could buy seconds for a room full of civilians if the worst happened, each one tied to a manual activation sequence that needed my credentials and my body in front of the right control panel in the sub-level. I knew the service routes to all of them by heart. That was the whole of what I had: a building’s nervous system, and the willingness to crawl into it.

I saved the map and closed the terminal.


Chapter 2: The Golden Champion

Two days before the exhibition, I ran a safety check on the crowd infrastructure and found four things wrong: blast barriers rated for less than Aurelia Vale could throw, foam dispensers overdue for pressure testing, a VIP evacuation route that would bottleneck at half the expected attendance, and one junior technician assigned to monitor a radiant heroine at full output.

I filed the reports and kept walking. The exhibition was a revenue event: fifteen thousand live attendees, national broadcast rights, sponsor activations, ranking updates that determined hero deployment assignments for the next quarter. The machine had momentum. My job now was to know where it would break.

I had a morning routine for pre-event walkthroughs. Coffee from the support cafeteria, black, in the insulated mug I’d carried since my rescue-track days. Tool belt loaded for inspection rather than repair: scanner, multitool, calibration probe, and a backup comm unit that ran on the maintenance frequency rather than the standard campus channel. The maintenance frequency was unglamorous, rarely monitored by administration, and reliable in exactly the conditions where the standard channel tended to fail: high power output, electromagnetic interference, and campus-wide panic.

The walkthrough took four hours. I started with the sub-level infrastructure: foam lines, blast door actuators, thermal dampeners, manual overrides. The work was methodical, physical, and satisfying the way only maintenance work was satisfying. Each system checked was one more tool I could deploy if everything went wrong.

I finished the walkthrough at the observation deck overlooking the main arena floor. The deck was technically off-limits to support staff during pre-event setup, but I had a maintenance credential for the environmental systems housed behind the back wall, and the setup crew never checked closely enough to notice I was reading sightlines instead of air handlers. The credential read “environmental systems maintenance, all-access,” which was a broad authorization that the facilities department had issued during the building’s initial construction and never bothered to narrow because narrowing access required paperwork and paperwork required effort.

From here, I could see the full arena: the reinforced floor plates, the tiered seating that rose in a steep bowl to the broadcast galleries, the sponsor banners hanging from the ceiling struts in overlapping layers of corporate logos, and the warm-up area below where the exhibition heroines were running through pre-event routines.

The warm-up floor was organized chaos. Heroines in full exhibition gear running combat drills, precision exercises, and output calibration tests while handlers hovered with data tablets and coaching notes. The air carried hot copper, scorched dust, sweat under arena lights, and the plasticky bite of overheated suit polymer, the workplace smell of multiple Expressions firing in the same enclosed space. I’d grown accustomed to it. Like all workplace smells, it had become invisible through repetition.

Event warm-ups had their own taxonomy. Radiant heroines were given the center lanes because sponsors liked visible light. Velocity heroines ran the perimeter where camera crews could catch streaks without risking collision. Shielders and gravity-types were pushed toward the reinforced corners, where any calibration mistake would dent concrete instead of donors.

A junior handler near the equipment racks was having a quiet crisis over a clipboard. One of the gravity-types had wandered into the radiant lane to borrow a hair tie, and now the floor manager’s careful staging diagram had a person standing in the wrong color box. He kept gesturing at the box. The gravity-type, who could increase her local weight to the point of cracking flooring, took the hair tie, said something I couldn’t hear, and ambled back unhurried. The handler looked like he wanted to write her up and knew exactly how that conversation would end for him.

Handlers called it safety staging. I called it brand geometry: every body placed where her power looked best, every risk routed where the audience would not see it, every woman reduced to a category, a shot list, and a projected ranking bump. The diagnostic exchange between floor and body was louder than the arena PA. Suppressor patches dampened some signatures. Pre-event stimulants sharpened others. Underneath the spectacle, the warm-up floor was a room full of women being tuned like equipment.

But today, with my diagnostic sense running at the heightened sensitivity I’d learned to maintain during pre-event conditions, the charged heat wasn’t background noise. It was information. Each heroine’s output left a distinct resonance flavor in the air: different frequencies, different intensities, different patterns of alignment and misalignment that my ability read the way a sommelier reads wine.

Most of the patterns were routine. B-tier heroines running at safe margins, their power signatures steady and predictable. Two of them showed early-stage suppressor dependency, the characteristic dampening effect that the patches produced in long-term users, but within the ranges that the medical files classified as “managed.”

Then there was the one at the center of the warm-up floor.

Aurelia Vale stood at the center of the warm-up floor.

The footage hadn’t done her justice.

On screen, she was spectacle: the golden champion, filtered through broadcast resolution and camera angles tuned to maximize her brand value. In person, with my diagnostic sense open and her heat changing the air instead of a screen flattening her into broadcast angles, she was overwhelming.

My eyes tracked from the ground up, the same assessment pattern I used for every heroine I encountered in a professional capacity. The same pattern that, with Aurelia Vale, stopped being professional about three seconds in.

The armored boots. White with gold inlay, adding height she didn’t need, boots built for impact landings that doubled as a visual statement. They made her calves flex with every step, the reinforced material framing muscle that was defined through years of combat training and exhibition performance. Above the boots, her legs. Long, toned, the white-and-gold suit fitted close enough to show every line of defined muscle through the reinforced fabric. Her calves flexed as she shifted her stance, one boot planted forward in a posture that read as combat readiness and looked like a magazine cover. The suit followed the natural line of her thigh upward, hugging lean strength built by a decade of being physically extraordinary.

My gaze traveled up. Hips moving with a measured sway as she rotated through a warm-up sequence, the sculpted armor fitted tight enough at the curve to catch light on every turn. The suit’s designers had achieved the impossible feat of making protective equipment look like it had been painted onto her body, the white-and-gold material conforming to the transition from hip to waist with a precision that was technically functional and impossible to look away from. Narrow waist, belted where utility gear met branding, the suit cinching to emphasize the ratio above and below in a way that the branding committee had absolutely intended.

And above the belt, the white-and-gold chest plate.

Full. High-set. Firm. The armor had been sculpted with architectural precision to lift and frame, the sunburst emblem positioned exactly over her sternum where every camera and every eye would land. The suit managed the impossible: it was technically modest and completely, deliberately provocative. Her breasts strained against the sculpted plate with every breath, the gold-trimmed edges catching arena light, and I understood at a cellular level why the branding committee had chosen this design. The plate had less to do with stopping a blow than with selling a poster, every contour emphasized, every swell highlighted where the white armor met the gold trim. When she rotated through her warm-up, the movement shifted the chest plate enough to show the gap between armor and skin at the collar, a reminder that beneath the branding spectacle was a woman’s body, warm and real and pressing against the costume the academy had built for her.

Bare shoulders. The glow beginning along her collarbones, warm and subtle at rest, like sunlight through honey, a faint luminescence that pulsed with her breathing and intensified when she activated her power. Golden hair pulled back in a training tail, exposing the line of her neck. The sweep of golden skin from her jaw to her shoulder was unadorned, catching the arena light until the air around her looked slightly warmer than the rest of the room.

Her face in profile: strong jaw softened by full lips that the media department spent considerable money photographing, warm amber eyes that tracked her surroundings with composed alertness, a practiced calm calibrated to make terrified civilians believe that help had arrived. She turned, and for one brief instant her full face was visible: the slight upturn of her nose, the high cheekbones, the way her eyebrows drew together in concentration before smoothing back into the serene expression the cameras expected.

Aurelia Vale. Twenty-four years old. Solar radiance. The academy’s golden champion. The face on the billboards, the voice on the broadcasts, the heroine who filled stadiums and funded departments and made Powerbound Academy look like exactly what it promised to be.

I realized I’d been staring for six seconds longer than any professional assessment required.

My ability reached across the distance without my permission.

And there it was. The micro-tremor in her left hand, barely visible between movements. The subtle misalignment in her power signature, like an engine running half a degree off true, a vibration that I felt through my ability with the same clarity I felt structural faults through concrete. Heat building in patterns that didn’t match her logged output ceiling. Her body was manufacturing more radiant energy than her control architecture could process, and the excess had nowhere to go except into stress fractures her handlers refused to put on paper.

The tremor was worse than the footage. In person, with the full sensitivity of my diagnostic resonance focused on her, I could feel the misalignment at architectural depth. Structural damage that would trigger a mandatory evacuation in a building and a medical emergency in a human being if anyone with the authority to declare one was paying attention.

I made myself shelve it. Not because it didn’t matter. Because for one more second I wanted to just look at her the way fifteen thousand people would on Saturday, without the second sense running underneath it telling me what it was going to cost her. She was, simply, the most arresting person I had ever stood in a room with. I let that be the whole thought.

Then I forced my attention to the rest of the warm-up floor before someone noticed a containment tech staring at Aurelia Vale.

A streak of blue-and-white cut across my peripheral vision.

Juno Reyes hit the warm-up track at a speed that turned her into a blur of electric blue, orange streaks, and displaced air. The sonic displacement rattled the observation deck railing against my hip. She decelerated in a controlled slide that left friction marks on the arena floor, a signature calling card that the maintenance crew would have to buff out later, and stopped, bouncing on her toes, six feet from the observation deck railing.

She was everything Aurelia wasn’t.

Where Aurelia was tall and statuesque, a golden pillar of controlled power and curated presentation, Juno was compact and kinetic, a living argument against stillness. My eyes found the reinforced boots first: white with blue piping, tapping an impatient rhythm against the floor because the woman inside them had never been still a day in her life. The boots were rated for friction deceleration, reinforced at the soles with a heat-dispersing compound that allowed speedsters to stop without leaving skin behind. They were functional equipment. On Juno, they were metronomes.

From the boots up, everything about her was built for acceleration. Thick runner’s thighs strained the tight blue-and-white speed suit, muscle defined through fabric designed for aerodynamics that also happened to cling to every curve the engineering staff had never imagined when they approved the specs. Her calves were carved from explosive deceleration, muscle built from stopping a human body moving at Mach-fractional speed through pure physical resistance. Her quads were muscle forged by explosive acceleration performed ten thousand times, powerful and prominent and stretching the speed suit’s fabric to its design tolerance.

Higher. Hips that rolled even when she was standing still, a constant low-frequency motion that read as energy barely contained. Her ass was round, tight, built by a lifetime of sprint starts, and the speed suit had given up any pretense of not showcasing it. The fabric rode up when she shifted her weight, orange streaks framing the curve like a racing stripe that directed attention exactly where the suit’s designers swore they hadn’t intended.

Bare midriff. The suit was cropped just below her breasts, showing toned abs and a strip of rich bronze-brown skin that caught the arena light and glistened with the faint perspiration that speedsters produced even at rest. Short jacket over the top, open, sleeves pushed to her elbows. And the zipper. She kept it lower than regulations allowed, the pull tab resting at a point well below her collarbone that drew the eye to the swell of medium, firm breasts that bounced when she moved, which was always. The engineering team had designed the zipper position at the regulation line. Juno had overruled engineering.

Messy dark hair fell across her face in windswept chunks. Shoulder-length, choppy, never styled because the speed did that for her. Every strand was positioned by wind resistance and the aerodynamic chaos of decelerating from blur-speed to standing in under a second. Glossy lips. Dark brown eyes that tracked everything with visible calculation speed, darting between the arena sections, the equipment racks, the other heroines, and me before she’d finished bouncing twice on her toes. And a grin that turned the entire arena into a personal challenge.

“Hey, gray suit.”

She was talking to me.

I straightened from the railing. “Reyes.”

“You’re the containment guy who filed four safety reports on one building in a single morning.” She bounced on her toes, hips rolling. The air around her hummed with residual kinetic energy, a faint vibration I could feel through the metal railing and the soles of my boots. The frequency was distinct from Aurelia’s radiant signature: kinetic rather than thermal, a buzz rather than a glow, the physical sensation of standing near a motor that was always running. “Someone in Facilities is using your paperwork to wallpaper their cubicle.”

“Good. Maybe they’ll read the walls.”

She laughed. Fast, bright, like everything else about her. The sound cut through the arena noise and a B-tier heroine running shield drills looked up at the volume. “Nobody reads the walls, gray suit. They just paint over the cracks and schedule the next show.” She tilted her head, dark hair falling across one eye. “So which one are you. The doomsayer who actually likes it, or the doomsayer who hates that he’s right.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Take your time. It’s a fun bit either way.” She dropped into a runner’s stretch, one leg out, and squinted up at the sponsor banners. “You know they put a logo over the emergency exit sign? Whole evacuation plan, and the biggest arrow in the building now points at a soda company. If we all die Saturday it’s going to be very on-brand.” She straightened. “I told the floor manager. He said it was approved at the regional level. Like the soda’s going to walk us out.”

“File a report,” I said.

“Oh, that’s your answer to everything.” She pointed at me, delighted. “Gray suit thinks paperwork is a personality. You alphabetize your tools, don’t you. Don’t answer, I can see it from here. You absolutely alphabetize your tools.”

“I organize them by retrieval speed,” I said.

“That’s worse.” She said it with total conviction, the way you’d deliver a diagnosis. “That’s a man who’s planned for the alarm at three in the morning. Most people just own a flashlight.” She grinned, pleased with herself, already halfway to the next thing.

Then she stretched her shoulders back, the speed suit pulling tight, and under the kinetic hum that surrounded her something else surfaced, a finer vibration I hadn’t been looking for and couldn’t unfeel once I had. Sharper than the steady output of a velocity heroine at rest. I’d felt that frequency before, in the containment files, and I knew what it cost the bodies that carried it.

Juno caught me looking. Her grin hardened. “See something you like?”

“Your warm-up deceleration pattern has a lateral drift of about four inches. You’re compensating on the left side.”

The change was immediate. The grin didn’t drop, but the eyes behind it went flat. The bouncing paused for half a beat, a hiccup in the perpetual motion. She let go of the railing she’d been leaning against.

“Wow. Straight to the diagnostic. You sure know how to charm a girl.”

“Your right side’s lagging your left. A few milliseconds. It’ll get worse before you feel it.”

The grin vanished. For one second the speedster who joked first and ran second stood perfectly still, and the air around her stopped humming, and the arena noise rushed in to fill the space where her energy had been.

Then she was moving again, the motion returning in layers. “Four inches is within spec.”

“For now.”

She stared at me. The hum rebuilt between us, but the quality had changed. Tighter. The sound of a motor that knew it was running hot.

Then she grinned, wider than before, the performance reassembling at professional speed, and launched herself back onto the track at a velocity that blew my hair sideways and left a micro-sonic crack hanging in the air. The hum faded behind her like the last heat off a cooling engine.

I watched her go. The drift was there, subtle, invisible to anyone who wasn’t reading kinetic signatures the way most people read faces. A few milliseconds, the right side arriving late, growing.

I’d seen where that went. The containment files were specific about it: a velocity heroine processed information faster than the tissue was built to sustain, and over years it came apart, tremor first, then drift, then memory and motor control. She was somewhere on that curve, and moving along it, the way Aurelia was, the way half a dozen others on campus were, toward something the academy would log as a performance incident.

I kept a tally of them in my head. Twenty-seven now, and I’d just added one. I didn’t want her on the list. That was the whole of it, and it wasn’t a useful thought, so I set it down.

Movement below. A podium being set up near the sponsor section. Technicians running cables. A banner with the Powerbound Academy logo unfurling above the media seating area.

Director Serena Brandt stepped to the microphone for a pre-exhibition media briefing.

She was trim, immaculately styled, her dark auburn hair in a precise shoulder-length cut that said boardroom without saying battlefield. Not a strand out of place. Her suit was tailored silk, dark blue, minimal jewelry, and the cool blue eyes behind her understated glasses assessed every person in the room in terms of strategic value. Her posture was erect and controlled, shoulders set by gym discipline and boardroom authority rather than health. She smiled for the cameras with the warm, maternal expression that donors loved and that I had learned to read as the preamble to carefully designed language that sounded caring while protecting the system.

“Saturday’s ranking exhibition will showcase the strength and stability of Powerbound Academy’s premier heroine roster,” she said, her voice projecting with practiced warmth across the assembled media. “Aurelia Vale’s performance will demonstrate disciplined heroism made possible by our stabilization protocols. The academy takes pride in the safety and wellbeing of every heroine in our program, and Saturday’s event will demonstrate the partnership between heroic talent and academy support.”

Stability. The academy’s favorite word, and she leaned on it twice in two sentences. It was the word that would walk a twenty-four-year-old whose signature was screaming toward overload onto a stadium floor in two days, because the readings said she was fine and the readings were lies.

A journalist asked about the Redline threat, the villain cell that had been targeting academy events across the country. Brandt’s expression shifted to her “concerned but confident” setting. “Powerbound takes all external threat assessments seriously. Our security protocols are comprehensive and our heroines are prepared for any contingency. The exhibition will proceed as scheduled.”

Of course it would.

I left the observation deck before I said something that would cost me my credential.

The service corridor back to the maintenance bay was quiet, the pre-event traffic routing through the public corridors while the service infrastructure remained the private domain of containment techs and janitorial staff. I walked it thinking about two women on the warm-up floor: a golden champion whose hand trembled when she thought no one was watching, and a blue-streaked speedster whose nervous system was eating itself behind a grin that could sell stadium seats.

Ruiz met me at the junction, thermos in one hand, clipboard in the other. He looked like a man who’d been ambushed on his way to somewhere quieter.

“Calder. Your Arena 7 warning got flagged. Stabilization wants to know why you pulled a relay chip.”

“Because the readings were falsified.”

“That’s a strong word.”

“It’s an accurate word. The chip shows a dangerous spike edited into a safe performance.”

Ruiz looked at me the way he always did when I said things that were true and inconvenient. The expression combined weariness, respect, and bone-deep resignation learned from a system that rewarded compliance and punished clarity. “Exhibition’s in two days. Arena needs to be operational. Stabilization greenlit the event based on current data.”

“Current data is wrong.”

“Containment has no standing to delay a Stabilization-greenlit event, Calder. You know that.”

I did know that. The organizational chart was explicit and had been reinforced through years of conditioning. Containment techs maintained infrastructure. We didn’t evaluate heroines. We didn’t review performance data. We didn’t question Stabilization’s assessments of whether a heroine was fit to perform. The organizational chart was clear: we fixed the walls after the heroines broke them, and we shut up about what broke the walls in the first place.

“I left the warning in the system,” I said.

Ruiz nodded, slow, the way a man nods when he agrees with the fact of a thing without agreeing it should be that way. “Yeah. Okay.” He shifted the clipboard. “I’d say be careful, but you’ve never once listened, so.” He let it go and didn’t finish.

He walked away, his boots heavy on the corridor floor, his clipboard tucked under his arm. I stood in the corridor and listened to the hum of the building’s power grid through the walls. The academy ran on electricity, donor money, and the women upstairs, and only the first two of those ever showed up on a meter. I could feel the grid through the walls, steady and dumb and well-maintained. The women lived behind doors I didn’t have access to, wearing suits I’d never be issued, performing for audiences that would never know my name.

I returned to my room and pulled up the arena’s environmental monitoring feed. The updated exhibition configuration had posted while I was on the observation deck.

That was the new problem.

Aurelia’s segment had changed. The original plan showed a controlled radiant shield demonstration, two static beam tests, and a public address from center stage. The revised plan added a “solar ascent finale”: vertical lift, sustained flare, shield bloom above the audience, sponsor logo projection through her radiance.

Three extra minutes at elevated output. Directly over fifteen thousand civilians.

Someone had seen the same woman I had seen on that warm-up floor and added spectacle.

I saved the updated configuration, copied the emergency map to my personal drive, and checked the arena monitors one more time.

Aurelia was still on the warm-up floor. The session had ended thirty minutes ago. The other heroines had left, their handlers shepherding them toward recovery protocols and media preparation and the machinery of exhibition week. The warm-up floor was empty except for one person.

She stood alone in the center of the arena, gauntlets off, rolling her left wrist in slow circles. The overhead exhibition rig washed her hair, her shoulders, the line of her suit in warm glare. But without the other heroines, without the noise and the spectacle of exhibition prep, she looked different. Smaller, somehow, though she was still the tallest thing in the room. People got that way when they thought they were alone and the performance dropped. The posture that was perfect in public loosened into something more honest, shoulders lowering out of the sponsored pose, her left wrist turning again and again, broadcast glare catching the tremor she kept trying to hide. Ten years of sponsor launches and department budgets had taught her to stand like a monument. Alone, she looked like a woman bracing before the next order came down.

Testing the damage.

She rolled the wrist, extended the fingers, curled them, extended again. Watching her own hand the way I watched a crack in a wall, checking whether it had grown since the last inspection. I recognized the gesture because I performed a version of it every day: the diagnostic examination of something that might be breaking, done with the locked-in concentration that came from knowing what happened when you looked away.

Making sure it didn’t show.

Worse than the highlight reel. Even through a maintenance monitor with limited resolution, the unsteadiness was visible: a flutter in the tendons of her forearm, a ripple through the fingers that she tried to still by making a fist and couldn’t.

Then the overhead rig shifted into the new finale pattern.

Aurelia looked up.

The sponsor projection grid warmed above her, thousands of tiny emitters aligning for the solar ascent that had not existed yesterday. Her shoulders tightened before she could hide it.

Recognition.

She knew what they had added.

I stayed with the monitor until the terminal fan cycled down and the arena lights shifted to their next idle pattern, my mind tracing the route through floors, concrete, sponsor banners, and academy machinery toward the storm building inside a woman I had never spoken to.

She put the gauntlet back on. The unsteadiness disappeared behind golden armor. She straightened, rolled her shoulders back, and turned toward the exit with the measured stride the cameras expected. The whole transformation took less than two seconds, the crack tucked somewhere under the gold where the lenses wouldn’t find it.

I closed the terminal.

Two days, a worse performance profile, and every shutoff in the building memorized twice.


Chapter 3: Exhibition Day

The sub-level emergency bay beneath the main arena smelled like recycled air, hot insulation, scorched dust in the ductwork, and the metallic tang of infrastructure that had been running at elevated capacity for twelve hours in preparation for the exhibition. The ventilation system was pushing harder than usual, the fans cycling at a frequency that I felt through the floor, working to manage the atmospheric load that eleven superheroines at exhibition output would generate in a sealed arena.

I sat in the monitoring chair at 05:58, two minutes before my shift started. The environmental control map I’d built over two evenings was loaded on the terminal, every emergency system in the arena plotted on a schematic that no one had asked me to create and that I was certain no one else in the building had bothered to produce. Three backup screens showing arena feeds from angles the broadcast cameras never used. Service corridor access, the tunnels that ran beneath the arena floor like the veins beneath skin. Sub-floor structural monitors, the strain gauges and seismic sensors that measured how much force the arena was absorbing. The stabilizer relay grid that tracked every heroine’s power signature in real time, each data point a number that the academy used to manage performance and that I used to measure the distance between a woman and her limit.

The relay grid was showing normal readings for all eleven exhibition participants. Clean numbers. Safe margins. The bureaucratic equivalent of a green light on every panel, the data telling anyone who looked that every heroine was operating within parameters and the exhibition would proceed as planned.

I didn’t believe any of them. The relay chip from Arena 7, the one with the falsified data, sat on my desk three floors up. If one relay chip could be edited, every relay chip in the building could be edited. The numbers on my screen were whatever someone needed them to be, the stories the institution told itself about the women it was about to put on stage. Safe was just the word that let the show go on and the money come in.

The chair was institutional surplus, salvaged from a decommissioned observation post. Its ergonomic indifference had been built into every cheap angle by a catalog order no one in command had tested with an actual spine. The padding had worn to a shape that accommodated no human back, the cushion compressed into a permanent depression that matched no human anatomy. The armrests were at the wrong height. I’d filed a furniture requisition during my first month. The request was still pending. At this rate, I’d get a replacement chair around the same time the academy acknowledged a maintenance warning. I’d added a folded thermal blanket to the seat two years ago and it had stayed put, because no one came down here unless something was already on fire.

The emergency bay was my domain on exhibition days. A monitoring station buried beneath the arena floor, connected to the surface by three service hatches and a quarter-mile of maintenance tunnel, staffed by a single containment tech whose job was to watch the structural feeds and activate emergency systems if the arena’s integrity was compromised during heroine output. I’d sat in this chair for fourteen exhibitions and activated emergency systems exactly zero times, because the exhibitions were scripted as safe, the heroines were managed as stable, and every protocol insisted the model worked.

Except when it didn’t.

My tool belt was loaded for emergency response: multitool, scanner, two thermal blankets, a first-aid kit with burn treatment supplies, an emergency comm unit on the maintenance frequency, and a personal flashlight rated for power-disruption darkness. The thermal blankets were my addition to the standard loadout. Containment protocol didn’t include thermal blankets because containment protocol assumed that no containment tech would be close enough to an active power event to need protection from direct radiant heat.

Containment protocol had never met me.

By 08:00, the arena was alive. Fifteen thousand seats filled with a crowd that had paid between sixty and four hundred dollars to watch adult superheroines demonstrate the power that kept civilization intact. The noise filtered through the sub-level ceiling as a muffled roar, fifteen thousand voices compressed into a bass vibration that I felt through the chair and the floor and the walls. The broadcast setup occupied the entire north gallery: cameras, commentary booths, satellite uplinks, a national media event rendered in cables and screens, every crew member moving with frenetic urgency because professional success depended on capturing something spectacular.

The sponsor section was dressed in corporate banners so thick the walls underneath had disappeared. Logos stacked on logos, brand names layered over brand names, each one representing a company that had paid six figures for the privilege of associating its products with superheroines in tight suits doing impressive things. The sponsors were the exhibition’s real audience. The fifteen thousand in the seats were the weather the sponsors had paid to appear in.

By 09:00, the lower-tier demonstrations were underway. B-rank heroines running combat scenarios, obstacle courses, and tactical simulations. The crowd cheered on cue, the cheers prompted by the arena’s display system, which flashed “APPLAUSE” in the stadium lighting at predetermined intervals. The commentary team filled gaps with rankings analysis and handler interviews, their voices carrying through the arena speakers with the polished cadence of professionals who had learned to make institutional management sound exciting.

My maintenance frequency crackled. Parker, from the dormitory ventilation crew, somewhere up in the support warren.

“Calder. You down in the hole?”

“Where else.”

“Bet on the obstacle run. Tovah in lane three. Concession kid is running a board off a clipboard. Two-dollar buy-in.”

“I don’t bet on cadets.”

“That’s because you’d lose. You always pick the steady one. Steady ones place. They never win.” A pause, the small static of an open channel. “I put a five on the loud one. Sometimes the loud one is loud because she’s actually that good.”

I leaned back in the bad chair. Up top, fifteen thousand people were settling into their seats and a cadet was about to run an obstacle course she’d practiced a hundred times. Nothing was on fire. Nobody needed me. It was, by the low standards of exhibition week, a good morning.

“You hear they fixed the coffee machine?” Parker said.

“They didn’t fix the coffee machine.”

“No. They put a sign on it. ‘Out of order, pending service.’” A snort over the channel. “Took them three months to admit it was the same color as the machine.”

“Put a five on the loud one for me too,” I said.

“Yeah? You’re loosening up, hole-dweller.”

“I’m bored. There’s a difference.” The channel laughed at me and went quiet. Tovah, lane three, came in second. The steady one always placed. Somewhere up the comm chain, a teenager with a clipboard owed Parker a couple of bucks, and for about four minutes that was the most pressing thing in my world.

I watched the stabilizer readings and waited.

The B-tier heroines performed within parameters. Their power signatures were steady, predictable, managed by suppressors that held their output within the ranges the academy had authorized. Each heroine moved through her routine with precision built by rehearsing the specific sequence of combat moves and power demonstrations that her handler had approved for public consumption. Spontaneity was not part of the program. Spontaneity was what happened when controls failed.

I monitored the structural feeds with half my attention and used the other half to watch the backstage prep area through the service camera. The headliner heroines were in the ready corridor, running final warm-ups under handler supervision. I could see Aurelia’s radiance through the camera’s limited resolution, the light emanating from her skin visible even on the low-quality maintenance feed.

Her handler, a woman I’d seen in the administrative corridors but never spoken to, was running a final stabilizer check. The handheld device scanned Aurelia’s wrist, and the handler checked the readout and nodded. Standard pre-performance clearance. The device would show the numbers that Stabilization had logged, which were the numbers that had been falsified, which were the numbers that would clear Aurelia for full-output performance in front of fifteen thousand people and a national broadcast audience.

I checked my environmental map for the fourteenth time. Every emergency system I could access. Every route to every system. Every second of response time calculated and memorized.

At 10:47, the headliner segment began.

Aurelia Vale walked onto the arena floor to a roar that vibrated through the sub-level ceiling. I felt it in my teeth, in my chest, in the monitoring chair’s springs, a bass wave of human excitement that fifteen thousand throats produced when the golden champion appeared. On the monitors, she was radiant in every sense: the white-and-gold suit blazing under the arena lights, golden hair loose, amber eyes scanning the crowd with a veteran performer’s practiced warmth, the kind drilled into her from her first academy year onward.

The cape caught an updraft from the ventilation system and billowed behind her, the golden fabric creating a photogenic arc that the broadcast cameras would capture from three angles. She compensated without breaking stride, shifting her shoulder to redirect the airflow, and I noticed the compensation because I knew what the cape looked like when it caught in a turbine draft and I knew what years of fighting the same costume malfunction looked like when the correction became automatic.

Her stabilizer readings showed 72% of rated maximum. Comfortable. Safe.

I watched her left hand. The gauntlet concealed it, but my ability didn’t need visual confirmation. The tremor was there. Stronger than two days ago. Stronger than yesterday’s warm-up. The misalignment in her power signature had deepened overnight, the radiant energy in her body cycling through channels that were increasingly unable to contain it.

The demonstration began. Solar beams carved precision targets, amber-white radiance cutting through the arena air with the crisp authority that made Aurelia the academy’s premier radiant heroine. Each beam was controlled, directed, output demonstrating both power and discipline, the public face of what suppressors were supposed to achieve. Radiant shields absorbed practice ordnance, solar domes materialized around her body in layered configurations that the commentary team described as “masterful defensive architecture.” Short-burst flight sequences drew gasps from the upper galleries, her body lifting from the arena floor on pillars of solar energy, the cape streaming behind her, the golden suit catching the light from below and above simultaneously.

Heat output measured and broadcast on the arena’s public displays: power, control, consistency. The numbers climbed. The crowd cheered louder with each increment, the arena’s display system feeding them the metrics in real time, turning a woman’s physical strain into a scoreboard.

Her stabilizer reading climbed past 81%, then 86%, the increments coming faster than the demonstration script called for. The official performance target was 90% for the headliner demonstration. Push to the edge, show the sponsors what they were paying for, pull back before anything dangerous happened. The stabilization team had signed off on 90% as the ceiling. The number had been calculated based on the falsified data, which meant it was twelve points higher than her actual safe maximum.

My read said the actual ceiling was somewhere around 78%.

She was already past it.

I leaned forward in the monitoring chair, my hands on the terminal edge, my ability fully extended toward the arena floor above me. Through the concrete and steel and the layers of administrative indifference, I could feel the storm building. Her power signature was oscillating, the misalignment deepening with every output spike, the radiant energy cycling faster than her body could safely process.

At 11:03, the arena shook.

A detonation punched through the sub-level service corridor sixty meters from my position, a percussive blast from below that killed the lights in the emergency bay and sent my backup screens to static. The shockwave hit the monitoring chair and threw me sideways against the terminal desk. Pain in my hip. Concrete dust in my mouth. The acrid smell of high-explosive detonation products mixing with the recycled air.

Emergency lighting kicked in: red, pulsing, the color that meant breach.

I was on my feet before the second explosion hit.

The second blast was closer. Forty meters, northeast corridor. The sub-level shook, ceiling tiles dropping, a water pipe bursting somewhere behind the wall and spraying recycled water across the monitoring equipment. My backup screens flickered, died, flickered again, then stabilized on auxiliary power.

The arena feeds came back on backup power. What I saw was chaos.

Armored operatives breaching through the south entrance. The feed showed them in the grainy resolution of maintenance cameras, which captured motion and shape without the high-definition clarity of the broadcast equipment upstairs. But I didn’t need high definition. My ability read their equipment through the screen: cold, predatory electromagnetic signatures that mapped against my training like alarm bells. Four, six, eight of them in black tactical gear with equipment I recognized from containment briefings: power-harvesting rigs. Portable devices built to capture and store energy signatures from heroines at peak output. The devices were bulky, mounted on tactical frames that the operatives wore like backpacks, with collection probes that extended forward on articulated arms. Military-grade equipment, hardware that cost millions to build and was worth ten times that when loaded with harvested superhuman energy.

Redline. The villain cell that had been hitting academy events across the country for three years, selling harvested power on the black market as counterfeit amplification drugs. The same organization that had been mentioned in campus security briefings as an escalating external threat, the same threat that Director Brandt had dismissed at her media briefing with “comprehensive security protocols.”

They’d timed it perfectly. The arena was full of heroines at elevated output, every woman on the floor pushing power for the exhibition, all of them blazing at levels that made them prime targets for harvesting. And the detonations had hit the sub-level infrastructure: the section where the emergency systems lived, where the backup power originated, where a containment tech might have the capability to interfere.

The crowd stampeded. Fifteen thousand people funneling toward exits that I’d warned were inadequately routed. The VIP corridor bottlenecked exactly the way my report had predicted, bodies pressing against bodies, the muffled roar of the crowd replaced by the sharper, uglier sound of mass panic.

The first crush point formed at Section 112. I saw it on a maintenance camera mounted above a concession stand: thirty civilians stalled at a locked security gate while another hundred people pressed in behind them, the pressure wave moving through bodies the same way structural stress moved through a wall. A woman in a red sponsor blazer went down. Two people stepped over her without seeing her. A cadet in a silver academy jacket tried to haul her up and got shoved sideways by the crowd.

I slammed my palm against the emergency release on my terminal. The gate should have opened. It didn’t. The lock cycled, flashed denial, and held because the arena’s crowd-control system had shifted into VIP containment mode when Redline breached the south entrance. Keep high-value guests behind controlled barriers. That was the protocol. That protocol was about to turn a corridor into a press.

“Override, override,” I said, and drove the command through the maintenance network instead of the security grid. The lock released with a half-second stutter. The gate snapped open. Bodies spilled through, too fast, ugly and uncontrolled, but moving.

On camera twelve, a Redline operative fired a dampening charge into the lower concourse, not at a heroine, at the ceiling over the evacuation lane. Panels dropped. Smoke and dust filled the corridor. The crowd stopped again.

Juno hit the smoke like a blue-white blade. She didn’t try to run through the entire crowd. She carved lanes. First pass: three security barriers moved six feet left, creating a split path. Second pass: two fallen civilians lifted and deposited behind a concrete kiosk. Third pass: the cadet in the silver jacket, still trying to help people with shaking hands, was shoved clear of a falling light panel before it crushed his skull. The panel hit empty floor and shattered into sparks.

The crowd followed the opening she made because panic understood movement better than instructions. Juno became an evacuation route with legs, every pass a correction to a disaster the academy’s crowd-control plan had made worse.

On the arena floor, the exhibition heroines engaged. B-rank combatants scattered to defensive positions, their suppressored abilities flickering to combat mode with the sluggish hesitation that came from powers held at 60% of their potential. Two instructors activated perimeter shields, energy barriers that materialized across the arena floor and separated the combat zone from the evacuation routes.

Juno Reyes stopped being a body and became displaced air, cutting between civilians and attackers at a speed that turned each extraction into a single-frame blur. She pulled a family of four out of a blast zone, the parents and two children disappearing from danger and reappearing at the nearest exit before I finished blinking. She rerouted a panicking crowd section toward an open exit, her speed creating a corridor of compressed air that guided the running civilians like a channel in a river. She disarmed an armored operative in the same second, her hands moving too fast for my eyes to track, the operative’s weapon disassembled and scattered across the arena floor before he registered that the blue blur had been a person.

The speedster was everywhere at once, and even through the fear and the chaos and the smoke filtering through the sub-level ceiling, I felt a surge of professional admiration. This was what velocity could do when the handler wasn’t throttling it, when the suppressors weren’t dampening it, when Juno Reyes with the fastest reflexes in the building was allowed to be what she was built to be.

Then I noticed the drift. Four inches on every deceleration. Her body compensating. Her nervous system straining.

She was pushing past her safe limit too.

Two wounded techs vanished into a fold of darkness near a collapsed lighting rig and reappeared twenty meters clear, deposited behind cover before the operative who’d been advancing on them registered the gap where they’d been. My resonance had registered the signature a half-second before my eyes caught up: a cold void in the thermal field, a negative presence that drank light and warmth at once.

Vesper Rook. Twenty-five. Shadow-walker. B-tier covert asset. I’d seen her name in the containment files with the notation “at-risk designation, enhanced monitoring.” On the feed she was barely there at all, matte-black gear swallowing the arena’s emergency wash, the only steady detail a collar-like tracker blinking red at her throat. Red. Red. Red. Hardware, not jewelry, a leash flashing at the throat of a woman who was moving through the breach faster than command had finished naming the hazards in it.

Then she looked up.

Her attention snapped past the cameras and the crowd to the suspended lighting grid above Section 105, where a Redline charge had cracked the support bracket and left two hundred pounds of exhibition hardware swinging over a cluster of trapped civilians. The bracket was failing in slow motion. I could see the stress pattern through the feed, metal fatigue turning into descent. Vesper saw it without my diagnostic sense.

She stepped into the shadow beneath the rig and vanished.

The next second, darkness unfolded across the ceiling like a hand. Shadow filaments wrapped the lighting truss, not stopping the fall with brute strength but redirecting the collapse into the empty arena-side gap between two shield walls. The rig hit the floor with a crash that shook the camera. No civilians beneath it. No heroic announcement. No applause. Vesper reappeared beside a wounded camera operator, gripped the back of his vest, and pulled him through the nearest shadow before a Redline collection beam swept the space where he’d been lying.

The official feed would probably miss her. Shadow-walkers were hard to film, and Powerbound preferred its rescue footage bright. But I saw the save.

On camera nine, something that wasn’t heroic at all: a vendor in a hot-dog apron had climbed up onto his own cart to film the breach on his phone, and a fleeing cadet bowled the cart over, and the man went down in a slow comic arc into a tub of relish while two operatives fought past him without a glance. He came up streaked orange, still filming, and got the shot. Some part of my brain, the part that never fully switched off, logged that he’d get more views tonight than any of the women actually doing the saving.

Then Juno Reyes was tearing between disaster points again, the air snapping shut behind her in little thunderclaps. She hit a collapsing spectator barrier shoulder-first, stealing its momentum, redirecting the fall into a slide that spared the civilians beneath the lower rail. There, gone, there again, scooping a boy in a Powerbound hoodie out from under a shower of glass and depositing him behind an emergency shield before his mother finished screaming. A hand on a wrist. A body moved six feet left. A falling cable kicked away from exposed skin.

The instructors did not move with that clarity. The senior staff clustered around command tablets, eyes flicking between protocol trees and liability prompts, waiting for the protocol tree to tell them which emergency had permission to exist. Redline operatives kept moving while Powerbound decided what form to fill out. One team pinned the north access tunnel with dampening foam. Another cut toward the recovery corridor, harvesting rigs unfolding from backpacks in segmented metal petals. Redline had come with a plan and the staff had come with a flowchart, and only one of those was moving.

Every nerve I had screamed.

I snapped my attention back to the main feed. Aurelia had engaged Redline directly. The exhibition performance had become combat, and the transition had been seamless because Aurelia Vale was a combat heroine wearing a performance costume and the only difference between the exhibition and a real fight was that the real fight didn’t have a 90% ceiling.

Solar beams carved through their armored vehicles, sunfire cutting through reinforced steel and ballistic plating with the casual authority of a welding torch through aluminum. They melted through tactical shields that the Redline operatives had deployed at their advance positions. Her output blazed past every safe threshold the academy had ever recorded, the radiance intensifying from warm amber to hot white as she pushed.

85%.

91%.

97%.

She was protecting civilians. A Redline operative had a harvesting rig aimed at a cluster of evacuating cadets, the collection probe extending toward a group of B-tier heroines whose suppressed abilities made them prime targets for energy extraction. Aurelia put herself between the weapon and the crowd with a radiant shield that lit the arena like noon. The golden dome materialized in front of the cadets, absorbing the harvesting beam, converting it to harmless light that scattered across the arena ceiling.

The operative fired again. She absorbed it. Her output climbed.

103% of rated maximum.

The stabilizer readings spiked red. Every relay in the arena screamed, the digital displays that had been showing the crowd her impressive numbers now flashing warning codes that the commentary team didn’t know how to interpret. And Aurelia Vale’s power signature, the golden architecture of solar radiance that made her the academy’s most valuable asset, began to come apart.

I could feel it from the sub-level. The misalignment I’d been tracking for days blooming into full-spectrum destabilization. Her power was eating itself, the radiant energy cycling through channels that could no longer contain it, building toward a detonation that would turn everything within a hundred meters into a blast furnace. The temperature in the sub-level rose three degrees in ten seconds.

On the command channel, I heard the instructors. Their voices carried the tight tension of people watching a disaster unfold and reaching for the procedural manual instead of the fire extinguisher.

“Overload in progress. Radiant cascade imminent. Output at 108% and climbing.”

“Protocol Seven: full perimeter clearance. No approach within fifty meters.”

“All personnel: stand back. Repeat, stand back. Stabilization team engage remote dampeners.”

Protocol Seven. The academy’s standard response to a radiant heroine in overload. Clear the area. Activate remote suppression. Wait for the cascade to burn through its fuel, which meant waiting for the heroine to exhaust herself, which in Aurelia’s case, at this output level, with this degree of destabilization, meant waiting for her body to shut down. The remote dampeners would try to suppress the cascade from a distance, feeding suppressor compounds into the atmospheric system around her position.

Remote dampeners had never been tested against an A-tier radiant at 108% output. They were meant for B-tier events, manageable spikes, controlled situations. This was none of those things.

Protocol Seven would kill her. It was built to lock the room down and let the overload burn out, and the heroine was inside the room.

I watched it happen across the command feeds. Instructor Delacroix took one step past the perimeter marker, then stopped when the warning line on her tablet turned red and demanded command confirmation. A medical officer with a heat-shield stretcher looked toward Lyss, then back at the screen that told her no approach within fifty meters. Two radiant-trained instructors argued over remote dampener ratios while Aurelia’s output climbed through a range none of their charts covered. The system had given them a tree of decisions. Every branch said wait.

Protocol Seven asked everyone to stand still and called the standing still discipline.

The certainty landed in me the way a structural read always did, flat and without argument. Followed to the letter, this was going to kill Aurelia Vale.

The dampeners would fail. The overload would build. The fuel, her own body’s power, would burn until there was nothing left to burn. And in the aftermath, the post-incident review would conclude that Protocol Seven had been correctly implemented and that the loss was regrettable but unavoidable.

I grabbed the emergency comm unit and keyed the command channel. “Command, this is Calder, sub-level monitoring. The remote dampeners will not hold against this output. Repeat, dampeners insufficient. You need to authorize direct intervention before the cascade reaches critical.”

Static. The channel hissed with electromagnetic interference, Aurelia’s overload flooding the radio spectrum with radiant noise that drowned the maintenance frequency. I tried twice more. Each time, the transmission broke apart before it cleared the sub-level, the signal scattered by the same energy that was about to kill the woman generating it.

The channels were jammed. The building’s premier radiant was producing enough electromagnetic interference to cut the comms infrastructure out from under the people trying to save her.

Commander Lyss Harker’s voice cut through on the command channel, her weather command punching through the interference where my maintenance frequency couldn’t. Atmospheric pressure in the background of the transmission, her weather command responding to the stress. “Contain your section, tech.” The words were directed at me, at the maintenance channel, at the gray uniform watching from the sub-level. Stay in your lane. Do your job. Let the heroes handle the hero.

I was already moving.

The service tunnel from the emergency bay ran beneath the arena floor. I knew every junction, every access hatch, every branch. I’d mapped this infrastructure during my first week as a containment tech, walking the tunnels with a scanner and a flashlight and the obsessive compulsiveness that made me read every building I worked in like a diagnostic chart. To the academy the service tunnels were plumbing, passages that existed to be ignored. To me they were where the building actually told you what it was doing, every load and fault and weakness running through them like nerves.

The main hatch opened onto the sub-floor maintenance crawl space, a four-foot gap between the arena floor plates and the structural foundation. The air was hot. Not warm. Hot. Aurelia’s radiant output was heating the floor above me, the thermal radiation penetrating eight inches of reinforced concrete and reactive polymer, and the temperature was climbing. I could feel it through the metal plates against my palms as I crawled, the heat building with each meter I gained toward her position.

My thermal blanket was around my forearms. The emergency foam station was twelve meters ahead. I activated it remotely from my maintenance terminal as I crawled, sending the command through the maintenance frequency that the arena’s compromised systems still accepted. The foam erupted into the sub-floor space with a hiss of compressed gas and expanding polymer, a thermal-absorbing compound calibrated to dampen fire in infrastructure emergencies. It wasn’t calibrated for radiant overload. It would buy seconds.

My ability painted the scene in spatial pressure. Aurelia’s overload was a sun collapsing. Energy spiraling inward, building toward a critical mass that would release outward in an uncontrolled radiant burst. The instructors were right about one thing: getting within fifty meters of that was suicide for anyone without heat resistance.

I was a containment tech with no projected force and a diagnostic ability the combat board called useless.

I had something else.

I could feel where the cascade was breaking. The exact points of misalignment where Aurelia’s power was cycling wrong, the fault lines in her radiant architecture, the places where a precisely applied intervention could redirect the energy before it blew. The read mapped the overload the way it mapped structural failure: stress points, load paths, failure vectors. The reading was more detailed than anything I’d ever achieved, sharpened by the proximity and the urgency and the raw, animal refusal to let a woman die while I sat in a chair and watched.

I reached the access hatch directly beneath Aurelia’s position.

The heat was extraordinary. My hands burned against the metal even through the thermal blanket, the temperature exceeding the blanket’s rated tolerance. The foam was evaporating as fast as it deployed, turning to steam around me, the white compound boiling off the metal surfaces in clouds of thermal vapor. Through the hatch grating, I could see the arena floor glowing white-gold, the concrete and polymer heated to incandescence by radiant energy that was no longer controlled. I could hear the crack of energy destabilizing, the sound that superhuman power made when it exceeded its biological container, a sound like glass breaking at frequencies below human hearing.

I could feel, through every nerve in my body, a woman dying above me, and I was the only person in the building who could feel exactly where.

I kicked the hatch open and pulled myself through.

The arena floor was a furnace. The heat hit me like a wall, a physical force that the body registered before the mind processed, a full-body impact of thermal radiation that singed the hair on my forearms and drew the moisture from my eyes. Aurelia stood fifteen meters away, surrounded by a corona of white-gold light so bright that looking directly at her hurt. The light wasn’t steady. It pulsed, surged, spiked in patterns that I translated as runaway system failure.

Her suit was damaged, the cape gone, burned away by her own output. The gauntlets were cracked and sparking, the sophisticated armor unable to contain the energy being generated from inside. Her hair whipped in the thermal updraft of her own power, golden strands lashing around her face. Her eyes were wide and blind with light, the amber completely consumed by white-gold radiance. Her mouth was open in a sound that the radiant cascade swallowed before it reached my ears.

A body made for solar radiance, every cell optimized to generate and channel light, and the light was killing her. The radiant energy was no longer flowing through channels but tearing through flesh, her power exceeding its biological container the way water exceeded a cracked pipe: not all at once but everywhere at once, every weak point failing simultaneously. My ability read the biological countdown with the cold clarity of a structural assessment. I knew the difference between a building that was stressed and a building that was collapsing.

She was failing.

The instructors were behind the perimeter barrier, sixty meters back. The crowd had been evacuated from the nearest sections. Redline had pulled back, their operatives retreating from the radiant output that their harvesting equipment couldn’t safely capture at this intensity.

Everyone was waiting for Protocol Seven to resolve.

Nobody was going to reach her.

I grabbed the thermal blanket from my emergency kit, wrapped it around my forearms, and ran.

Fifteen meters. The heat peeled paint off my boots. My eyebrows singed. The exposed skin of my face felt like I’d stepped into an open oven. The sense was wide open, reading every surge and misalignment in real time, my body moving on rescue-track instinct: toward the damage, not away from it. Every day of containment work had been practice for this. Being the man who crawled into the wreckage. Moving toward what other people ran from.

Ten meters. The thermal blanket’s rated tolerance exceeded. The material started to smolder. My lungs burned with superheated air.

Five meters. The light was blinding even with my eyes narrowed to slits.

I reached her.

Skin contact.

My hand closed around her forearm, bare where the gauntlet had cracked, and the world went white.

My diagnostic sense slammed into her power signature like a wave hitting a breakwater. For one instant, I felt all of it: the radiant energy tearing through her body, the misaligned cycles building toward detonation, the suppressor chemicals in her bloodstream fighting a losing battle against output that had outstripped every safety margin by a factor of three. I felt the heat, the pressure, the sheer overwhelming volume of power that a human body was generating and could no longer contain.

And underneath it, deeper than the power, deeper than the overload, I felt her.

Terrified. Exhausted. Furious. Holding on by sheer will to the last thread of control because if she let go, people would die. The public champion, the billboard face, the woman who had spent a decade being taught to hold everything together, holding on in the last seconds before her body consumed itself.

I didn’t think about what I was doing. There was no protocol for this. There was no training exercise, no containment manual, no diagnostic procedure that covered what happened when a man pressed both hands against the bare skin of an overloading radiant heroine and let his ability do what it was designed to do.

I grounded her.

The excess energy hit my body like a current. I felt it in my spine, my hands, my chest, a flood of radiant power that should have incinerated me. But the ability did something it had never done before: it read the overload pattern, found the misalignment, and routed the excess energy through my own body in a clean cycle.

Her power came into me as a flood with no banks, and I gave it banks. Whatever my ability was for, this was it. I showed the energy where to run so it stopped tearing at her on the way through.

The white-gold corona flickered. Stabilized. Flickered again. I held on, both hands on her arms now, my body shaking with the effort of channeling energy that wasn’t mine through pathways I didn’t know I had. The pain was immense, a full-body burn that wasn’t quite burning, the sensation of containing something vast in a space too small for it.

“Stay with me,” I said.

I don’t know if she heard me. But her blind eyes found mine, and something in her expression shifted. The panic receded. The fury remained, but the quality changed, from the desperate fury of a woman fighting alone to the focused fury of a woman finding something to hold onto. She grabbed my shoulders with hands that burned through the thermal blanket and held on.

The cascade broke.

It went inward instead of out. No detonation, none of the catastrophe Protocol Seven had assumed was coming. The energy collapsed back into Aurelia’s body, channeled through the resonance pattern my ability had built, and settled. Smoothed. Aligned.

The white-gold light dimmed to golden. Then to warm amber. Then to a gentle glow that bathed us both in light the color of sunrise.

Aurelia Vale collapsed into my arms.

I caught her. One arm around her waist, the other bracing her shoulders. She was lighter than I expected, or my body was stronger than it should have been. The thermal blanket fell away, smoldering. My hands were on her bare skin, her back, and the warmth between us had settled into something I could hold. Comfortable. Human. The kind of heat that came from a body at rest rather than a body on fire.

Her breathing slowed. Her power signature, which seconds ago had been a runaway surge approaching critical mass, was stable and clean, cleaner than anything I’d ever felt from a heroine’s power architecture. The misalignment was gone. The excess energy had been processed, returned, integrated into a pattern that was harmonious in a way that her suppressor-managed baseline had never achieved.

But my ability flagged the fragility beneath the calm. The pattern was holding, barely, the way a field splint held a fracture: enough to move, not enough to heal. Without a deeper connection, without something more sustained than crisis contact, the alignment would degrade. Hours, maybe. A day at most. The anchor was a patch job, not a repair.

The instructors were staring.

The cameras were recording.

The remaining crowd in the upper galleries was silent. Fifteen thousand people, or however many remained after the evacuation, watching a man in a gray containment uniform kneeling on a scorched arena floor with Aurelia Vale in his arms.

The Redline operatives were retreating through the breaches they’d created, their operation disrupted by the overload that had turned the arena into a radiation zone. Campus security was pursuing, the delayed response finally mobilizing now that the immediate danger had passed.

Someone was going to ask me what I’d just done. I didn’t have an answer they’d understand.

Aurelia’s hand found my forearm. Her grip tightened. Even unconscious, even burned out, even after an overload that should have killed her, she held on.

Her fingers were warm against my skin.

And they were not trembling.


Chapter 4: The First Bond

The stabilization suite was a sealed room three floors below the medical wing. Resonance dampeners hummed in the walls, their frequency tuned to absorb residual power signatures and prevent bleedthrough to adjacent systems. The lighting was dim, adjustable, calibrated for post-overload recovery. A medical bed occupied the center, surrounded by monitoring equipment that tracked power output, neural activity, vitals, and a dozen other metrics I recognized from containment calibration manuals.

They’d locked us in together because the residual resonance sync between my body and Aurelia’s meant that separating us triggered spike readings on every monitor in the medical wing. The duty doctor, a woman named Pryce who looked like she’d slept four hours in the last three days, had explained it with barely concealed unease: “Your biometrics are entangled. Moving him out of proximity causes her output to destabilize. He stays until we understand what happened.”

The explanation had taken three minutes. The argument that followed between Pryce and the security detail who wanted me escorted to a separate holding area had taken twenty. Two administrators arrived, consulted the readouts, consulted each other in voices pitched too low for me to hear, and left without resolving anything. A facilities tech checked the resonance dampeners, confirmed they were running at capacity, and reported that the suite’s suppression field was barely containing the ambient energy levels.

The ambient energy was coming from both of us. From the connection that had formed in the arena, the resonance pattern that my diagnostic ability had created when I’d grounded Aurelia’s cascade. The pattern was supposed to be temporary. A crisis intervention. A field expedient.

Two hours later, it hadn’t faded. If anything, it had strengthened, the frequency sharpening as my body learned the pattern of her power signature and her body learned to recognize my stabilization. I could feel her through the connection even with my eyes closed: a warm presence in my awareness, like standing near a fireplace in winter.

Pryce left. The door locked from outside. Armed security in the corridor, visible through the narrow observation window. Two of them, in the academy’s tactical uniform, carrying suppressor equipment that I recognized as standard heroine pacification gear. They weren’t there to protect me. They were there to contain whatever happened next.

The intercom clicked on twice in the first minute after the lock sealed. The first voice belonged to Pryce, asking Aurelia to remain still if she was conscious and asking me, very carefully, to step away from the bed if her readings spiked. The second voice belonged to an administrator who never gave his name. He wanted confirmation that I understood the temporary custody order, the medical isolation order, and the fact that “unauthorized resonance contact” was being reviewed by academy counsel. I looked at Aurelia’s monitor while he talked. Her output line steadied every time I stayed close and sharpened every time I shifted my weight toward the door. The machine understood the truth faster than the people paid to interpret it.

The administrator asked me to confirm that I would not initiate further contact without medical authorization.

I looked at the observation window. The two tactical officers outside were pretending not to listen, which meant they were listening with their whole bodies. One had his hand near the suppressor launcher at his hip. The other kept glancing at Aurelia’s vitals as if the numbers might turn into orders he understood. Neither man had been in the arena. Neither had crawled under collapsed concrete while the air turned gold and hot enough to cook the moisture out of your throat. They had arrived after, when the danger could be converted into procedure.

“Medical authorization did not save her in the arena,” I said.

The intercom stayed silent for three seconds.

“Mr. Calder, you are not qualified to make resonance decisions.”

“The people who were qualified watched her die from a safe distance.”

Another silence. Longer this time. The administrator wasn’t considering the point. The legal part of his brain was deciding whether my sentence belonged in a report, a disciplinary notice, or a risk assessment. I could picture the heading: containment employee displays oppositional posture during active medical isolation.

“You are under review,” he said.

“So was my maintenance warning.”

The intercom clicked off.

That was the first clean silence we’d had since the arena. No public address, no administrator, no medical staff outside turning panic into terminology. Only the dampeners, the monitors, Aurelia’s breathing, and the low pulse of a power signature that should have been cooling but wasn’t. The connection between us held steady, not like a wire under tension, more like a hand that had closed around mine in the dark and had not yet decided whether to let go.

Aurelia lay on the medical bed in what remained of the white-and-gold exhibition suit. The medical team had cut away the ruined cape and removed the cracked gauntlets, but the core armor was still on her because the medical lead wouldn’t risk destabilizing the residual resonance by moving her more than necessary. The suit was scorched down the left side, the gold inlay blistered, the white plating split at the ribs where the radiant cascade had burned outward from inside instead of striking from without. One shoulder strap had been severed by emergency shears, leaving the upper edge of the suit loose against skin that still glowed faintly beneath the damage.

The armor’s damage revealed what the costume had been built to both showcase and contain: the long line of her legs where the thigh plating had been stripped away, the curve of her hips against the thin mattress, the rise and fall of her chest beneath cracked chest armor that no longer looked like branding, only wreckage. Monitoring leads attached to her temples, collarbones, wrists, and the exposed skin along her ribs, trailing wires to the equipment banks. Her golden hair spread across the pillow, disheveled, the precise styling of the exhibition reduced to tangled strands that clung to her neck and shoulders with the sweat left by a near-fatal burn from inside her own power.

She was still beautiful. Without the performance, the beauty was rawer. More human. Beauty you saw in hospitals and war zones, stripped of the polish that cameras required.

I sat in the monitoring chair beside her bed. Close enough to keep the connection steady. Far enough to give her space. The chair was uncomfortable. I didn’t adjust it.

The suite hummed. The dampeners cycled. The monitors beeped in slow, steady intervals, each beep a data point confirming that Aurelia Vale’s power signature was stable, cleaner than any reading the academy had recorded for her in the past year, and entangled with the biometric profile of a containment tech in a gray uniform.

She woke at the two-hour mark.

Her eyes opened slowly. Amber, bleary, the pupils dilating as they adjusted to the dim suite lighting, the unfocused gaze of someone returning from a place deeper than sleep. She blinked twice, her brain coming back online in stages, and her eyes found the ceiling.

The ceiling was institutional tile, identical to every other ceiling in the building. Water-stained in one corner, the standard pattern of infrastructure neglect that I recognized from every room I’d maintained. The ordinariness of it seemed to confuse her for a moment, as if she’d expected to wake to something grander, or to the blinding light of a post-overload cascade, or not wake at all.

She turned her head and found me.

For a moment, neither of us spoke. The monitoring equipment filled the silence with its steady rhythm. Her gaze moved across my face, the gray uniform, the burns on my forearms where the thermal blanket hadn’t fully protected me. Red, blistered, burns that would scar and that I could already feel less than I should have, the pain dampened by whatever was still running through my nervous system from the arena. The maintenance tool belt I hadn’t taken off, still loaded with the scanner and multitool and the remains of the thermal blanket kit. She was cataloging. Deciding. The amber eyes moved with the precision earned by a decade of reading people and situations in a single sweep.

“You’re the containment tech.” Her voice was raw, stripped down to something the broadcast microphones never heard. Lower than her public register, rougher, raw from screaming until her vocal cords strained and the sound was swallowed by her own power. “From the sub-level.”

“Dane Calder.”

“You ran into an active radiant cascade.” She wasn’t asking. She said it flatly, like a woman repeating a fact that got more improbable each time she heard it in her own voice. Every instructor on the floor had treated the cascade as a no-approach event, because the thermal radiation alone would kill a normal person in seconds, and the academy’s protocols used careful language to make sure everyone understood that.

“Yes.”

She pushed herself up to sitting. The movement was slow, deliberate, each muscle engaging with the cautious precision of someone testing whether their body still worked. One severed shoulder strap slid lower, exposing the curve where her neck met collarbone, the skin still faintly warm with residual glow. Radiance moved beneath her skin at the exposed shoulder, a subtle luminescence rising and ebbing with her breath, warming the air around her. The monitoring leads pulled taut. She didn’t adjust them. She didn’t adjust the damaged suit either.

“Protocol Seven says nobody approaches an overloading radiant heroine. Every instructor on the floor held position. Every containment team withdrew to the perimeter. The official response to my power killing me was to stand back and watch it happen from a safe distance.” Her voice hardened. “And you crawled through the sub-floor and ran fifteen meters into the corona.”

“Protocol Seven would have killed you.”

“You knew that?”

“I filed a maintenance warning two days ago. Your stabilizer readings from the Arena 7 duel showed output thirty percent above your logged maximum. Someone falsified the relay data. I warned the planning committee. Nobody read it.”

The words landed in the quiet room like stones dropped into still water. Each one creating ripples that I could feel through the resonance between us, her emotional response traveling the connection as a wave of heat that made the monitoring equipment spike momentarily.

The composure she’d been assembling cracked, and not the careful little falter the audience loved. This was quieter and worse. Her jaw tightened, the muscles standing out beneath golden skin. Her eyes went bright, the amber flooding with a luminescence rawer than the controlled radiance the cameras captured. And her hands gripped the edge of the bed hard enough that I saw the tendons stand out in her forearms, adolescent talent hardened into adult strength and channeled into the simple act of holding onto something solid.

The glow beneath her skin flickered: gold, white, gold again. Unstable. Not the overload kind. Not the cascade that had nearly killed her. The kind that came from rage that had nowhere to go, from fury so intense that her body’s Expression responded to it involuntarily.

“They knew,” she said.

“Stabilization signed off on the exhibition knowing your output was exceeding your rated ceiling. The relay data was edited to show safe margins. My warning documented the discrepancy. It’s still sitting in the queue with a status flag on it.”

“Pending review.” She said the words like they tasted of ash. “While I was in the arena performing for their sponsors and their cameras and their fifteen thousand paying customers, my warning was pending review.”

“That’s where it still is.”

“And you’re telling me this because…”

“Because nobody else will.”

She stared at me. The glow steadied, warmed, settled into the amber range. Her grip on the bed eased, the tendons relaxing. The mask didn’t come back up; something rawer took its place. The woman behind all of it, looking at me with nothing arranged on her face, and what I saw in her eyes was not gratitude or relief or the performing vulnerability that the cameras would have captured.

The people who employed her, managed her, medicated her, and profited from her had knowingly sent her to die. She understood that now, and she was looking at the one person in the building who had tried to stop it.

She was quiet for a moment. Then, in a smaller voice, completely off the topic: “Is there water in here. They never leave water.” She found the cup on the side table before I could answer, drank half of it, and grimaced. “Warm. Of course it’s warm.” She set it down. The mundane complaint seemed to steady her more than anything I’d said, a hand on something ordinary. Then she came back to it. “What did you do in the arena. What I felt when you touched me. That wasn’t medical. That wasn’t the suppressors. It wasn’t any protocol I’ve been through.”

I explained it the best I could. My diagnostic ability, the one the combat board had dismissed as useless. How it read power signatures: stress, misalignment, buildup, failure patterns. The tactile quality of the reading, the way I felt other people’s power the way I felt structural damage, through pressure and vibration and the quiet awareness that came from putting my hands on broken things and learning what broken felt like.

How during the overload, when I’d grabbed her arm, the ability had done something it had never done before. It had read her cascade, found the misalignment in her power architecture, and routed the excess energy through my own body in a clean cycle, returning it to her in a stable pattern. Like redirecting current through a bypass circuit. Like every metaphor I had for repair work, applied to a human being instead of infrastructure.

“I don’t know what to call it,” I said. “It’s not in any manual I’ve read. The combat board tested my ability and classified it as non-projected diagnostic resonance, which is their way of saying it can’t hurt anything and therefore doesn’t matter.”

She was quiet a beat, and when she spoke it wasn’t about the mechanism. “You’re a man.” She said it like she was turning it over, looking at it from a new angle. “Men don’t have Expressions. I’ve spent ten years in this building and I’ve never met one who did. Never heard of one. They tested you and classified you, which means they knew, which means they’ve known the whole time that the rule has a hole in it.” Her jaw worked. “And they buried you in a gray uniform so nobody would have to think about the hole.”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“It should be the headline.” Her voice was low. “A man who reads power. That’s not support staff. That’s the thing the entire system is built to insist can’t exist.” She studied me like the words were rearranging something underneath them. “And nobody upstairs has said it out loud, have they. They keep talking about my numbers.”

“Can you do it again?”

The question sat there between us. The resonance dampeners hummed. The monitoring equipment beeped in slow, steady intervals, the rhythm unchanging, the mechanical calm of equipment that didn’t understand what was being decided in their presence.

“What are you asking?” I said.

“You know what I’m asking.” She swung her legs off the bed. The severed upper edge of the exhibition suit shifted, the damaged white-and-gold armor pulling against her breasts, the ruined plating doing nothing to conceal the shape beneath it. The glow beneath her skin warmed as she stood, radiant energy rising with the emotion she refused to soften, and the air in the suite rose a degree. She was tall, even barefoot. Taller than me in the armored boots. At eye level without them. Her shoulders were bare where the emergency shears had cut the suit open, and the faint amber glow along her collarbones made every surface in the room warmer.

“If what you did in the arena can be repeated,” she said, “then I want you to do it properly. I don’t want a crisis patch or a field expedient that might fade. I want the real thing. Full resonance. Whatever that means.”

I stood. The chair scraped against the floor. “There are things I need to be clear about.”

“Then be clear.”

“The academy will try to assign bonding. They’ll want clinical protocols, supervised testing, standardized procedures. Heroines selected by committee, sessions controlled by Stabilization, everything monitored and measured and turned into data they can manage. I won’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because.” I stopped. I didn’t actually have this worked out into a sentence; I was building it as I went. “In the arena it worked because you were real. You weren’t performing. You were dying and you held on, and when I reached you the thing took because we were both actually there. I don’t know the mechanism. I’m guessing at half of it.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But I know it needs trust to take, and you can’t put trust on a form. If the board assigns it, if somebody else decides for you, then it’s just compliance with extra steps and I think it fails. So. That’s the rule. Your choice or nothing. Not Brandt’s, not Stabilization’s.”

Her eyes moved to the observation window.

The tactical officers looked away too late.

“They are listening,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She looked back at me, and the gold in her eyes steadied instead of flaring. “Then let them hear it.” Her voice dropped, raw at the edges, nothing like the broadcast register. “Their way was killing me. Put that in your report.”

The monitor beside the bed ticked upward, into alignment instead of instability. Clean gold.

“If this fails, the record says I chose it. And if it works.” The next part came out quieter, less finished. “Then it’s mine. They don’t get to put their name on it.”

My throat tightened, not with fear, with something closer to anger that had nowhere to land.

“Aurelia.”

“Don’t.” Her hand came up flat against my chest. The fierce thing in her face cracked for half a second into something younger and very tired. “They’ve decided everything for me since I was fourteen. Not this.”

She looked at me then like she was finally seeing past the gray uniform and the tool belt and the burned hands.

“I choose this,” she said. “Me. Nobody else.”

She stepped into me. Her forehead pressed against my chest, and the heat of her body rolled through the torn inner layer of the exhibition suit and the thicker fabric of my uniform and settled into my skin like sunlight finding earth. Her hands found my waist, then slid up my ribs, fingers pressing into the muscle of my chest through the uniform fabric. She was shaking, and it wasn’t the tremor I’d been tracking for days. This came from deeper, something wound tight in her for years, a tension she’d held since girlhood finally, deliberately, letting itself unwind.

“I am so tired,” she whispered against my sternum. Her breath was hot through the fabric. “Of being held together by chemicals and committee approval. Of smiling when my body is breaking. Of being the golden champion for everyone in the building except myself.”

I put my hands on her waist. The damaged suit was barely holding together. I could feel the curve of her body through the cut fabric, the warmth of her skin, the radiant energy pulsing beneath the surface like a second heartbeat. My diagnostic sense opened without conscious effort, reading her: power aligned, output steady, emotional state surging, desire threading through the architecture of her ability like sunlight through water.

“You don’t have to hold anything together right now,” I said.

She lifted her face. Her eyes had gone from amber to pure gold, her power rising to meet me, the radiant energy responding to the proximity and the connection and the choice she’d made.

She kissed me.

Urgent. Desperate. Her mouth open against mine, her tongue finding mine, the taste of adrenaline and the faint sweetness that radiant heroines carried in their breath, solar energy metabolized into something human and intoxicating. Her hands gripped my uniform and pulled, fingers twisting in the gray fabric, and I felt the material strain as she leveraged her body against mine with steel-bending strength sharpened by anger.

I kissed her back, nothing gentle or tentative in it. She’d chosen, and the choice deserved an answer that matched it. My hands gripped her waist and pulled her closer, feeling the heat of her body escalate through the cut fabric, her radiance gathering beneath my palms. She gasped into my mouth, and the sound vibrated through the connection between us, a harmonic that made the bond flare with feedback.

My hands found the loosened upper edge of the suit and drew the scorched fabric down.

The white-and-gold fabric peeled to her waist. Her breasts were everything the sculpted armor had promised and more: full, firm, high-set, golden-skinned, the nipples already hard and flushed dark against the light banked under her skin. The radiance that had been building in her pooled here first, warm rings of it spreading from the sensitive peaks, brightening with every heartbeat. They pressed against my chest as she wrapped her arms around my neck, and the warmth of her was extraordinary, a living heat that pulsed with every breath, the sensation of holding something that burned without destruction.

I cupped her left breast, feeling the weight, the heat intensifying beneath my palm, the glow brightening when I pressed my thumb against her nipple. Her breath stuttered and she pushed herself into my hand. The monitoring equipment registered a spike. The resonance dampeners cycled harder.

I pulled my own shirt over my head. Skin to skin. The resonance hit us both like a wave.

My diagnostic sense flooded with her power signature, not reading it from the outside but feeling it from inside, the currents of radiant energy cycling through her body mapped against mine. I could feel where she was building, where she needed pressure, where the tension had been stored for years behind the calm the academy demanded of her. Every stress point, every suppressed surge, every microadjustment her body had been making to compensate for chemicals and committee management: I could feel all of it, and my ability responded by showing me exactly where relief was needed.

She pulled me to the medical bed. Sat on the edge. Looked up at me with eyes that burned gold, her golden hair falling around her face, the ruined suit peeled down to her waist in scorched white-and-gold folds.

“Don’t treat me like glass,” she said. “Everyone touches me like I’m about to crack. The handlers, the medics, all of them. I’m sick of it.”

“You’re not glass.”

“No. I almost died a couple hours ago and I’m still here, so stop talking and show me what this thing actually does.”

I pressed her back onto the bed. The damaged suit gave way completely, loosened armor and cut fabric sliding off her body in ruined white-and-gold pieces. Long toned legs parting for me, golden skin luminous in the dim suite lighting, her waist narrow, her hips curving, her whole body radiating power and need. I kissed her throat, tasting the glow on her skin, salt and warmth and something electric that made my tongue tingle. Her hips rose, her body lifting off the mattress to chase the contact.

My hands moved down her body. Cupping her breasts, feeling the heat intensify beneath my palms, the light flaring brighter with every touch. She gasped when my thumb found her nipple, circled it slowly, then pressed. Her power signature surged, a harmonic that rang between us like a bell struck true. I took the nipple in my mouth, tasting golden warmth, the radiant energy tingling against my lips. She moaned, and the sound broke through the sealed quiet of the suite, raw, startled, the first unrehearsed sound I’d heard her make, water finding a crack in years of practice.

I kissed my way down. Across her stomach, the flat planes of muscle trembling beneath my mouth. Her hips rose to meet me. I traced the lines of her thighs with my hands, feeling the tension stored there, the years of performance and suppression and holding herself together coded into her body like structural stress in a wall. My fingers dragged down the inside of her thighs, spreading her, and the heat coming off her skin was like standing near an open furnace.

My mouth found her pussy, and she tasted warm and clean and faintly electric, like the air after a lightning strike, the radiant energy concentrated at her most sensitive point and making every touch sharper. She was soaked, slick arousal coating the inside of her thighs, her body responding to the resonance with a physical honesty that the golden mask had never allowed. Her clit was swollen, flushed dark against the golden glow, and when my tongue found it she jerked hard, her thighs clamping around my head before she forced them open again.

No performance in it. Raw and shaking and unscripted, a version of her that had never once been allowed out of a private room. I worked her with my tongue, reading her resonance, feeling exactly where the pleasure was building and directing my attention there with the trained focus I used to map structural failure. The same ability that read cracked walls read her body: here is the stress point, here is where pressure releases, here is where attention makes the architecture sing instead of break.

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue circled her clit. She was tight, her walls clenching around my fingers in involuntary pulses, the radiant heat inside her almost scalding, slick warmth gripping me as I curled upward and found the spot that made her resonance signature spike. Her hips rolled against my mouth, grinding, Aurelia Vale riding my face with a desperate rhythm and no thought spared for how it would look. Her hand found the back of my head and pressed me harder against her, fingers twisting in my hair, and the moan that tore from her throat was a sound that belonged in a dark room, not a public arena.

“Dane.” My name in her mouth, broken into syllables by the sensation. “Please. I need you inside me.”

I rose over her. She pulled me down, legs wrapping around me with the athletic strength she’d carried since adolescence. Her heels locked in the small of my back. Her hand found my cock, fingers wrapping around me, and her grip tightened at the thickness, the heat of my own radiant echo meeting the heat of her touch. She guided me to her entrance, positioning the head against her slick warmth.

When I pushed inside her, the resonance opened all the way.

I felt the place where my diagnostic ability had been stopping all my life, the edge where it could read damage but never reach past skin and power and biology to set the deeper structure right. Aurelia’s choice unlocked that edge. Her body accepted my read. Her power stopped treating me as outside interference and recognized me as a route.

The first cycle nearly drowned me.

Radiant energy surged into my chest with the density of molten sunlight. My muscles locked, not from pain but from scale. Her Expression was vast inside her, larger than the clean lines the academy’s charts had reduced it to, a living system of heat and pressure and light that had been forced for years through chemical valves too narrow for what she was becoming. The suppressors had never stabilized her at all. They’d taught her power to clench against its own pressure, and now I could feel every place it was holding the strain.

One by one, my ability found them: knots of old containment around her ribs, thermal pressure locked behind the breastbone, a lattice of stress through her shoulders where she had carried herself upright for the cameras until her body had mistaken performance for survival. I did not break those places open. I gave them somewhere to go. I took the excess, let it burn across my nerves, grounded it in the same stubborn body that had hauled me through service tunnels and wreckage and every room the academy forgot, then returned it to her without the distortions the suppressors had taught it.

Her eyes widened beneath me.

“Dane,” she breathed. “I can feel you fixing it.”

I drove deeper, slow, letting the circuit complete before I moved again. “Nothing in here’s broken,” I said against her throat. “You’re just braced. Years of it. You can stop bracing.”

It landed harder than my body did. She tightened around me once, hot and involuntary, and the gold in the room brightened by an entire shade.

Her power flooded into me: golden, torrential, overwhelming. Not the destructive cascade of the arena. Clean. Warm. Intentional. I felt her radiant energy cycling through my body, and my ability responded by reading the pattern, aligning the misalignment, returning the energy in a structure she could use. Each cycle of power transfer was a conversation between our bodies, an exchange that deepened with every breath.

She was tight, gripping wet heat sealing around every inch as I sank deeper. The bond made the physical sensation bigger than flesh alone: solar warmth climbing my spine, gold pressure blooming under her skin, the slick sound of our bodies joining filling the sealed suite. I could feel the way her body fluttered around me, but the real force was the radiant current building with each stroke, pleasure turning into light before the light turned into power.

We moved together. Missionary, her legs locked around me, her body arching into each thrust. The medical bed rocked against its bolts, the reinforced frame groaning. Radiance filled the room, building with every stroke, warm and steady, not the white-blinding overload but something beautiful. Controlled. Intimate. The suite’s walls glowed amber. The monitoring screens washed gold.

I set the pace. Slow at first, each thrust deep and deliberate, feeling her body adjust around me, the warmth of her enveloping me in a golden current that was both physical and energetic simultaneously. The resonance strengthened with every cycle, each thrust pushing more power through us, each withdrawal creating a vacuum that pulled the energy back and then pushed it forward again on the next stroke. The rhythm was a conversation between our bodies, the resonance reading her responses and adjusting: deeper when her power signature surged, slower when her solar current needed time to gather, holding still inside her when the resonance reached a plateau and needed the hovering tension of suspension to climb to the next level.

She gripped my shoulders, nails digging crescents into the muscle, and the sharpness of the pain cut through the bond’s radiant heat until my vision blurred. I could feel that she needed the sharpness: the contrast between the golden pleasure and the grounding sting of her nails, the physicality that reminded her body this was real, not another performance for an audience, not another display of controlled radiance for cameras and sponsors. This was skin and weight and breath and a man’s body moving inside hers.

“Harder,” she breathed. “I can take it. I need it.”

I gave her more. Deeper. Harder. The pace shifted from deliberate to demanding, each thrust driving her into the medical bed, the reinforced frame groaning. Her breasts bounced with each impact, luminous, the gold pooling at her nipples and bleeding outward in warm pulses that matched the rhythm of our movement. Her body blazed beneath me, every nerve lit from within, her solar power answering pleasure the way it had answered combat: by amplifying. By intensifying. By turning human sensation into something that exceeded the human baseline.

Her nails dug into my back. Her eyes were open, locked on mine, gold burning through the amber, and the composure she’d worn like armor for a decade was gone. This was Aurelia, not the champion, not the symbol, not the face on the billboard or the voice on the broadcast. A woman shaking apart beneath me and choosing to let it happen because I’d told her she didn’t have to hold herself together.

The resonance cycled higher. I could feel her pleasure building, spilling into my own sensation and amplifying it, a golden pressure that climbed with every thrust. Her power surged in time with her body, light flaring beneath her skin until her breasts were luminous, her collarbones blazing, her entire body a constellation of solar fire that made the dim suite feel like the inside of a sun.

I thrust deep and held, grinding against her, feeling the resonance peak between us. She wrapped herself tighter around me, pulling me impossibly close, and I could feel every surge of her power cycling through my body and returning amplified. The solar current climbed faster now, each return stronger than the last.

“Let go,” I said against her ear. “I’ve got it. I’ve got you.”

She came apart.

Her back arched off the bed, her legs tightening around me with a force that would have been painful if the resonance hadn’t been flooding my body with radiant heat. The orgasm took her in a radiant surge that turned the room white-gold. Every resonance dampener in the suite screamed, the mechanical hum spiking to a high-frequency whine. The monitoring equipment spiked, alarms triggered, readings that would later show numbers no one at Powerbound had ever recorded.

The orgasm rolled through her in luminous pulses, each one carrying a surge of solar energy that moved through the bond and came back brighter. I felt her pleasure before the room could contain it: a radiant cascade from her core through every nerve and into my body, then back again, the golden circuit wide open.

She cried out, and it wasn’t pain, it was the first time in years her power hadn’t hurt to use. The sound was raw and unguarded, a voice with nothing performed left in it.

Her power cascaded through me, and I absorbed it, grounded it, returned it clean, and the energy that came back to her was five times what I’d received.

My release hit at full resonance, radiance blazing off every surface.

My cock pulsed hard in long, heavy bursts, the heat of my cum spreading through her as white-gold light flared between us. She felt each pulse through the bond and answered with sunlight: nails raking my back, heels digging into my ass, her power surging higher with every shared throb.

The warmth of my release mixed with her arousal and sent another golden flare through the suite. Each spurt drew another moan from her. The pleasure echoed between us, amplified with every cycle, hers feeding mine feeding hers, until the distinction stopped mattering and the whole thing was one circuit that crested and crested and refused to break.

The light faded slowly. Like sunset.

We lay tangled on the medical bed, breathing hard. The suite was wrecked. Monitoring leads pulled loose, trailing from the equipment banks like severed tendons. The resonance dampeners had burned out, thin trails of smoke rising from the wall panels where the circuits had overloaded. The monitoring screens showed readings that exceeded maximum threshold, numbers that blinked red because the equipment didn’t have a color for what had just happened. Her skin was glowing: not the dangerous white of overload but a warm, steady amber that made the suite feel like the inside of a lantern.

Aurelia laughed.

It was an exhausted, breathless sound, nothing like the controlled amusement she deployed at media events. It shook her whole body, uncoordinated and graceless and real, and she pressed her face into my neck and gripped my shoulders and just laughed, and for once I didn’t go looking for what was underneath it. It was a good laugh. I let it be one.

“Your hands,” she said against my skin, still grinning.

I looked. My palms were glowing. Faint, barely visible, an amber flicker in time with my heartbeat. The radiant echo. Something of her power, translated through the resonance, living in my body now. I could feel it: a low ember under the skin that was not my own body heat, a sensitivity to temperature that extended beyond my fingertips, a light I could summon with concentration and dismiss with a thought.

“Heat resistance,” I said, cataloging automatically. The containment tech in me, the part that assessed and categorized and documented, running alongside the part that was lying in bed with Aurelia Vale. “Thermal sensing. The glow. Short-burst light generation. Maybe three seconds of sustained illumination.”

“You’re warm.” She put her hand on my chest, over my heart. Her palm was golden against my skin, the energy she’d been forced to stabilize now living in her body as power. “You’ve never been this warm.”

“I’ve never amplified anyone before.”

“I’ve never felt my power run clean like this.” She looked at me, and the gold in her eyes was steady, not flickering. The instability I’d tracked for days, the misalignment, the tremor, the accelerating cascade of power-burn syndrome: gone. No suppression masking it, no management smoothing it, no chemical restraint holding it down. Replaced by an architecture that was clean, aligned, and running at an output that the monitoring equipment didn’t have a scale for.

Outside the suite, I could hear the sounds of medical staff assembling. The alarms had drawn them from every station on the floor, the frantic urgency of health professionals responding to monitoring equipment that was reporting numbers their training said were impossible. Voices in the corridor, muffled by the suite’s reinforced walls, the clipped tone of medical professionals debating whether to breach a door that was radiating heat. The security detail shifting, the sound of tactical boots and equipment adjusting, two men recalculating the threat assessment of a room that was supposed to contain a recovering heroine and a containment tech and was instead producing readings that the monitoring equipment didn’t have a color code for.

Pryce’s voice cut through the corridor noise. “Do not breach until thermal levels stabilize.”

“Her output is rising,” someone said.

“Her vitals are stable.”

“Doctor, that is not possible.”

“I am looking at the same impossible numbers you are.”

A different voice, younger, lost. “The readings are coming off both of them. Both biosigns. The male one is generating an active resonance field. He’s a containment tech. He’s a man.”

“I can read, Petrov.”

“Then read it again, because a man can’t do this. A man can’t do any of this. There isn’t a chart in the building with a column for it.”

A pause, and then Pryce, flat and tired. “There is now.”

A second administrator arrived. I knew because the corridor changed tone. Medical staff sounded urgent. Security sounded tense. The administrator sounded like a man who’d been told the building was on fire in a language he didn’t manage personnel in. His shoes stopped outside the observation window, and the glass darkened as his body blocked the corridor light.

“Open the suite,” he said.

“No,” Pryce replied.

Right then, I liked Pryce more than I had five minutes earlier.

“Doctor, the equipment has overloaded, the dampeners are smoking, and the subject’s output has exceeded all approved safety thresholds.”

“The patient is conscious, breathing, and not in distress.”

“The male subject…”

“Is also conscious, breathing, and the reason the patient is not dead.”

The argument outside bought us thirty seconds. Thirty seconds was enough for Aurelia to sit up, pull the sheet across her lap because she wanted to, not because anyone was making her, and lace her fingers through mine. Her grip was steady. When the administrator’s silhouette leaned closer to the window, the glow in her skin didn’t flicker. It brightened, deliberate, the way you turn up a light to see who’s at the door.

“They’re going to ask if you coerced me,” she said.

“I didn’t.”

“I know. They’ll ask anyway. It’s easier for them if there’s a villain.” Her thumb moved over my glowing palm. “When they ask, I’ll answer.”

“You won’t make it comfortable for them.”

Her mouth curved. Exhausted, luminous, a little mean around the edges. “I’ve been uncomfortable to them all day. No reason to stop now.”

They would open that door and find Aurelia Vale’s power readings at 5.2 times her previous maximum, every resonance dampener in the suite burned out and trailing thin streams of smoke, and a containment tech lying in bed with Aurelia while the room carried the bite of scorched dampeners, sex, and the faintest trace of burned suit lining. The academy’s response to that discovery was going to be a story I’d remember for the rest of my career, however long Powerbound decided that career would last.

“My power feels clean,” Aurelia said. She sat up, the glow steady around her, and held her hands in front of her face. She turned them over, watching the light, the same gesture she’d made on the warm-up floor when she was testing the tremor. But there was no tremor. Her fingers were steady, the solar glow flowing through them with the smooth consistency of a power signature that had been freed from every constraint that had been slowly killing it. “I haven’t felt this since I was eighteen. No misalignment. No pressure. No pain.”

She looked at me. The gold in her eyes was steady, not flickering.

“What did you just do to me?”

The question was genuine. Not rhetorical. Not the scripted surprise of a media event or the performed wonder of an exhibition audience. A woman sitting in a wrecked medical suite with light pouring from her body, asking the man who had crawled through fire to reach her what had happened when his hands touched her skin.

“I think,” I said, feeling the echo pulse in my palms and the bond hum in my chest, “I amplified you.”

The door locks clicked. Medical staff filed in, four of them, their expressions running the spectrum from clinical urgency to undisguised alarm. Behind them, two administrators with data tablets showing readings that would rewrite every assessment Stabilization had ever made. Behind the administrators, the duty doctor, Pryce, whose face had gone from tired to stunned.

The readings held them first, then the burned-out dampeners trailing smoke, then the golden woman sitting on the bed with light pouring from her body and a containment tech beside her with glowing hands.

It was the hands that stopped them. The numbers on Aurelia were impossible, but impossible numbers on a heroine were at least a category Powerbound had files for. A man with light moving under his skin was not. One of the administrators looked at my palms and then at his tablet and then back at my palms, his face doing the thing I’d seen on the combat board years ago, the embarrassed recalculation of someone discovering the form he’d been trained to fill out had no box for what he was looking at. Pryce just stared, because Pryce understood medicine well enough to know that what she was seeing wasn’t supposed to happen in a male body at all, and that no amount of staring was going to make it stop.

Nobody said the word anomaly. They didn’t have to. It was the loudest thing in the room.

Aurelia Vale was S-tier and climbing, and beside her sat the first man on record who could move power instead of just reading it, and the academy had spent three years pretending he was a janitor.

She didn’t let go of my hand.


Chapter 5: Strategic Asset

They came for me while I was still lacing my boots.

Two security officers and a facilities coordinator, at my eight-by-twelve room, before I’d finished the first cup of bad coffee. They didn’t explain much. “Protective review. New quarters. Restricted access pending assessment.” The facilities coordinator handed me a keycard and a list of locations I was no longer authorized to enter, which included the service tunnels, the maintenance bays, every arena on campus, the medical wing, the containment housing common area, and the support cafeteria.

They’d cut me off from the building’s skeleton. All that infrastructure knowledge, every pipe and hatch and structural weakness I’d memorized, and they’d revoked my access with a keycard update that probably took the facilities coordinator four minutes to process.

The list of things I could still access fit on the back of a business card: my new quarters, the fourth-floor corridor connecting my quarters to the administrative conference rooms, a designated bathroom, and an exercise area in the tactical annex that someone had added in handwriting.

My new quarters were on the fourth floor of the administrative tower. A suite, not a room. Living space with an actual couch, upholstered in Powerbound’s regulation blue, the cushions still firm because this room had been used for visiting dignitaries and media liaisons rather than permanent occupants. A private bathroom with a shower that had water pressure. A desk with a monitored terminal, the monitoring visible in the blinking indicator light that told me every keystroke was being recorded. And a window that looked out over the main campus quad instead of the scrap yard.

The view was a different kind of honest. From the containment housing window, I’d seen the academy’s refuse: damaged equipment, broken infrastructure, the physical evidence of superhuman force meeting systemic pressure. From the fourth-floor window, I saw the performance: heroines crossing the quad in the early morning light, their costumes catching the sun, their movements carrying the easy confidence at the top of a hierarchy built around their abilities.

Golden gauntlets. Speed suits in blue and white. Tactical gear in matte black. Instructor uniforms that strained at shoulders and hips. The campus moved to a rhythm I’d always observed from below, from the service tunnels and maintenance bays and the support cafeteria’s basement corner. Now I was watching from the administrative floor, in a suite with a monitored terminal and a keycard that locked me out of every space I’d spent years learning.

Protective review. The phrase sounded careful. Considered. It meant the academy didn’t know what I was and was locking me in a padded box until someone figured out whether I was an asset or a liability.

I unpacked my tool belt. It felt strange hanging it on the back of a door that wasn’t mine, the Kellerman multitool and the scanner and the backup comm unit arranged on the desk beside a monitored terminal that was cleaner than any equipment I’d ever been issued. The contrast between the worn containment gear and the polished administrative suite was the academy’s class system rendered in hardware.

The shower had water pressure. Three years in containment housing, where the showerhead delivered a stream of water with all the conviction of a man asking for a raise, and now I had pressure. I stood under it longer than I needed to and let myself enjoy it, actual hot water hammering the knots out of my shoulders, the first uncomplicated good thing in days. They’d locked me out of every tunnel on campus and handed me a working showerhead instead. It was an absurd trade and I took the win anyway.

The review meeting was at 09:00 in the third-floor boardroom. I was escorted by security officers who stood close enough to grab me if I made a sudden move, which would have been more intimidating if I hadn’t noticed that neither of them had been trained for close-quarters containment of a powered individual. Their suppressor equipment was configured for heroine pacification, not for restraining a man whose only ability was diagnostic resonance. Their holsters were standard academy tactical, positioned for a quick draw that would be effective in a corridor and useless in an elevator. And the corridor had three unmarked service exits I could reach before they cleared their holsters.

I didn’t mention this. Pointing out security gaps had been my entire job. Pointing them out to the men assigned to guard me felt counterproductive.

I sat in the chair they directed me to and waited.

A junior aide came around with coffee in actual ceramic cups, the kind with the academy crest baked into the glaze, and asked me how I took mine. I said black. He nodded and poured, and then hovered, because the sugar and the little tray of biscuits had been set at the far end near Brandt and nobody had told him whether a man under protective review was allowed a biscuit. He decided, after visible internal debate, to slide the tray two feet down the table toward me, then retreat. It was the most decent thing anyone in that building had done for me in two days, and he did it like he was defusing something. I took a biscuit. It was stale. I ate it anyway.

The boardroom was polished dark wood, sponsor plaques on the walls like trophies in a hunting lodge, and a conference table long enough to seat eighteen, with high-backed chairs upholstered in the same academy blue as my couch. The room smelled like expensive coffee and the tension that accumulated when powerful people disagreed about how to control something they didn’t understand.

Director Serena Brandt sat at the head of the table. Her auburn hair was immaculate, not a strand displaced by the crisis that had consumed the previous day. Her tailored suit was fresh, the silk blouse beneath it pressed with the precision of someone for whom presentation was a form of control. Her blue eyes assessed me through understated glasses with the clinical precision of someone calculating return on investment.

Flanking her: two board members I recognized from campus broadcasts, their faces carrying the grave seriousness of sleep-starved administrators yanked into a crisis beyond their preparation. The head of Medical, a man named Nakamura who had never once visited the containment housing block and whose familiarity with containment staff was limited to the annual budget review where he approved our supply requests without questioning why the quantities of burn treatment supplies kept increasing. The head of Facilities, a woman named Okonkwo, who had processed my safety reports into oblivion for two years with brisk procedural efficiency: processing was her job; acting on the processed information was someone else’s problem. And three instructors whose names I knew from campus directories and whose faces I knew from the maintenance cameras that watched them train heroines at output levels the campus monitoring system recorded and Stabilization signed off on without a second look.

Commander Lyss Harker occupied the chair at the far end, opposite Brandt.

I noticed Lyss because the room changed when she was in it. Not metaphorically. The air pressure shifted half a degree when she adjusted her position, a barometric fluctuation that I felt through the velocity of the air against my skin but wouldn’t have been able to identify before the radiant echo had heightened my sensory baseline. Weather command did that: the atmosphere responded to her emotional state the way walls responded to Aurelia’s radiant output, the way the arena floor responded to Juno’s kinetic displacement.

She was tall, voluptuous, and severe, occupying the chair at the table’s far end with proprietary ease, as if every inch of space had been earned and would not be surrendered. Broad hips compressed against the armrests. Narrow waist visible between the instructor blazer’s lapels. Full breasts that strained against the blazer’s buttons in a way that the uniform’s designer had clearly not anticipated, the fabric pulling across her chest with each breath in a pattern that would have been comical on a less formidable person and was instead a visual reminder that regulation clothing was built for regulation bodies, and Lyss Harker had never been regulation anything.

Silver-streaked black hair from Surge overuse, pulled into a hard bun that emphasized the severity of her jawline and the steel-gray of her eyes. Those eyes swept the room and settled on me like a pressure drop before a storm. I felt the assessment: professional, thorough, and carrying the accumulated judgment of sixteen years of evaluating people under the pressure that the academy applied to everyone who entered its orbit.

“Mr. Calder.” Brandt’s voice was warm. Maternal. Camera-ready even in a closed meeting, the vocal equivalent of her immaculate hair and pressed suit. “Thank you for joining us. Yesterday’s events were unprecedented. The board has convened to assess the nature of the resonance intervention you performed and to determine appropriate protocols going forward.”

She let the word “protocols” sit in the air. The word did its job: clinical, contained, the vocabulary of management applied to something that had reduced a stabilization suite to smoking wreckage and turned the academy’s golden champion into the most powerful heroine in the building.

“The proposed framework,” she continued, “is a Clinical Resonance Assessment Protocol. Under Stabilization oversight, selected heroines would participate in controlled resonance testing with Mr. Calder, allowing us to map the scope and limits of his ability in a safe, controlled environment.”

Selected heroines, controlled testing, an institutional environment. Every phrase was another course of brick in the wall she was building around me, and she laid them like she’d done it before.

“The heroines participating in the initial round have been identified based on power-signature compatibility, ranking priority, and institutional need.” Brandt touched her data tablet. “Stabilization has flagged six candidates.”

“Did the candidates request participation?” I asked.

Brandt’s expression didn’t change. The warm mask held, but the blue eyes behind it recalculated. “The selection process prioritizes operational parameters. Individual consent will be obtained during the intake process.”

Obtained. During the intake process. After the committee had already decided. I filed the word choice the way I filed maintenance warnings: precisely, for future reference.

I didn’t push further. Not here. Not yet. The boardroom was Brandt’s terrain, her presentation was loaded, and a containment tech arguing consent theory against a polished administrator with a data tablet and six prepared slides would lose the tactical battle even if he won the moral argument. I needed the refusal to land where it couldn’t be managed around. I needed witnesses who mattered.

So I sat. I listened. I let Brandt finish her framework, and I cataloged every assumption embedded in every slide: the assumption that heroines were resources to be allocated, that consent was a checkbox rather than a conversation, that the same department that had nearly killed Aurelia through falsified data was qualified to manage the most intimate connection a human being could form.

The protocol was tabled at the end of the session when Aurelia walked in. My challenge had not stopped it. Her presence did.

The boardroom door opened.

Aurelia Vale walked in without an invitation.

She was in civilian clothes: a white sundress, cotton, the fabric light enough to show the radiance that had not faded since last night. Nothing rated for combat, nothing built to be photographed. The dress was simple, sleeveless, ending above the knee, the opposite of every sculpted heroine suit she’d ever worn. Her golden hair was loose, falling past her shoulders in waves that caught the fluorescent light and turned it warm. The exhaustion I’d read in her for days was gone. She looked different. Steadier. Stronger. Her body moved cleanly now, no longer fighting itself, her power running clean, her physical confidence coming from biology rather than performance.

Her amber eyes swept the room and landed on Brandt with an expression that could have peeled paint off the walls and set the sponsor plaques on fire.

“Whatever protocol you’re proposing,” Aurelia said, “you’re not implementing it without my consultation. I’m his first bond. I have standing.”

Brandt’s expression managed a diplomatic smile. “Aurelia, this is a preliminary assessment meeting.”

“It’s a meeting about my bond partner where neither of us was given advance notice or legal representation. I had to hear about it from a duty nurse who saw the scheduling alert on the administrative system.” She sat beside me, uninvited, and the radiant presence that had filled arenas settled into the boardroom like sunlight claiming territory. The room’s temperature rose two degrees. The air shimmered. “What exactly are you proposing, Director?”

The meeting continued for another forty minutes. Brandt outlined the protocol. Aurelia dismantled it. Not with anger, though the anger was visible in the tightness of her jaw and the inner glow rising warm beneath her sternum, the radiance intensifying each time Brandt used a word that reduced Dane or the heroines to bureaucratic categories. With precision. She cited academy bylaws regarding heroine autonomy, consent frameworks in the academy charter, and three specific clauses that the academy’s own legal counsel had established after a scandal two decades ago involving involuntary suppressor trials.

The boardroom listened because Aurelia Vale was the golden champion and her voice carried the authority of a billion-dollar public brand, and also because her amplified radiant presence at close range made the ambient temperature noticeably warmer every time Brandt interrupted her.

The protocol was tabled, which was not the same as canceled, and the distinction was both important and ominous.

Aurelia and I were escorted to the fourth-floor suite under guard. She walked beside me without speaking until the door closed and the security officers took positions in the corridor.

Then she turned to me.

“Brandt won’t stop,” she said. “This was the polite version. She’s already building the federal case. Strategic asset classification. Government regulation. If she can frame your ability as a national security concern, she bypasses academy bylaws entirely.”

“I expected that.”

“You need allies on the board. Instructors who aren’t compromised. Heroines who will speak publicly about what suppressors are really doing.”

“I know that too.”

She studied me. The composure was back in place, but it sat differently now, organized around purpose instead of concealment. Light moved steadily beneath her skin, strongest at her collarbones and the hollow of her throat, warm against warm skin.

“Your echo,” she said. “Show me.”

I held up my hands. The glow was there: faint gold beneath the skin of my palms, pulsing with my heartbeat. I concentrated and felt the heat resistance activate, a warmth that didn’t burn, a thermal layer that the read told me could withstand temperatures well above what would normally scar human skin. I pressed my palm against the couch’s fabric. The material warmed but didn’t singe.

“Thermal sensing too,” I said. “I can feel heat signatures through walls. The security officers in the corridor, both of them. The maintenance crew two floors down. And there’s a light component. Short bursts, maybe enough to blind at close range.”

Aurelia put her hand over mine. Her skin was warm, always warm now, the residual power humming through her like a current. When our hands touched, the resonance flared: a mutual awareness that went deeper than physical sensation. I could feel her emotional state in that shared current, a warm steady determination underwritten by cold anger at discovering the academy she had served had been feeding on her.

“When I feel you in it,” she said quietly, “I know where you are. Not exactly. Not a location. More like a direction. And I can feel what you’re feeling.”

“Same.”

“In the meeting, when Brandt was talking about assigned bonding, I felt your anger spike. It matched mine. Perfectly.”

“It should. We’re angry about the same thing.”

She squeezed my hand. The glow between our palms brightened.

“I need to go,” she said. “Media team wants a post-incident statement. They’re trying to frame the exhibition attack as a success story. The golden champion, defiant under fire.” Her mouth twisted. “They’ll focus on the cameras and ignore the fact that I almost died because of their own falsified data.”

“The footage of me in the arena is going to be a problem.”

“It’s already everywhere. ‘Containment Tech Saves Golden Champion.’ The PR department is trying to decide if you’re a feel-good story or a security breach.” She paused. “They haven’t decided yet. Which means we have a window.”

She stood. The sundress shifted with the movement, the white cotton pulling against her body as she rose, and for one moment the light at her collarbones brightened as the resonance between us flared with her proximity. The sundress was the opposite of the heroine suit, soft where the armor was sculpted, draped where the plating had been built to direct the eye. Just cotton and skin and a warm inner glow, extraordinary without academy packaging.

At the door, she paused, one hand on the frame.

“Come find me after Harker’s assessment,” she said. “I’ll be here tonight.” The words changed the room by a few degrees. Her warmth settled into the monitored walls and made the suite feel less like a cage, more like territory she had decided to share.

She left. The door closed. The room kept her warmth after she was gone, a slow sunlight-through-glass residue in the air that her radiant presence left in every space she occupied. I could feel her as she moved down the corridor: a warm directional awareness, like knowing where the sun was even with your eyes closed. The bond was new enough that the sensation still startled me, the intimacy of knowing another person’s position and emotional state through a sense I hadn’t possessed three days ago.

I sat on the couch and let the bond settle. Aurelia’s emotions registered as wavelengths inside it: warm gold for determination, brighter gold for anger, amber for concern, and the deep steady warmth that meant she was thinking about me. The specificity was still developing. In time, the nuances would resolve under my ability like structural damage: automatically, effortlessly, the data processing below conscious analysis while my attention focused on the response.

The radiant echo simmered in my palms. I spent twenty minutes pressing my hand flat against the plaster and pushing the thermal sensing outward, mapping the building by its heat: the two guards pacing the corridor, a cluster of warm bodies around a conference table on the floor below, the cold empty run of pipe and conduit above me. It came easier each time, the way reading a familiar gauge does.

The campus outside the window moved to its morning rhythm. From the fourth floor, the administrative tower’s perspective turned the heroines below into figures in a diorama: bright costumes crossing the quad in formation, the choreography of campus life rendered in bodies that could level buildings. I watched a B-tier heroine exit the dormitory wing with a suppressor patch visible on her wrist, the adhesive edge curling slightly from the skin, the patch applied hastily by a medical tech who had too many patients and too little time. The heroine touched the patch absently as she walked, the gesture automatic after years of invisible management.

I thought about what Aurelia’s test results would show. 5.2 times previous maximum. Zero suppressor dependency. The numbers that proved what the bond had done. The numbers that would tell the board everything it needed to know about what I was, and nothing about what I could become.

The capability assessment was at 14:00.

Commander Lyss Harker conducted it personally in the tactical training annex, a smaller facility used for instructor evaluations rather than exhibition events. The annex was spartan: reinforced walls, functional equipment, no cameras, no sponsor banners. The contrast with the exhibition arena was deliberate. This was where the academy tested people it was serious about.

Lyss stood at the observation rail with her arms crossed, her instructor uniform straining at the shoulders and chest, the blazer’s buttons maintaining their position through what appeared to be sheer structural determination. Silver-streaked hair catching the overhead lights. Gray stormcloud eyes tracking me with attention sharpened by buried students who hadn’t been ready for the field and a clear intent to learn whether I would be one of them.

She had a clipboard. She never wrote on it. The clipboard was a prop. Lyss Harker evaluated people with her eyes and her weather command, and neither of those required documentation.

The assessment was meant for hero-track candidates. Obstacle courses, reaction drills, tactical scenarios, threat identification, environment navigation. It was not built for a containment tech in a gray uniform and maintenance boots.

I completed the obstacle course in seven minutes, twelve seconds. Not fast. A hero-track candidate would have cleared it in four. But I didn’t hesitate at any obstacle, I chose efficient routes over impressive ones, and I cleared the zero-visibility section faster than the average because I’d spent years working in service tunnels with worse lighting and the thermal sensing from the radiant echo let me feel the obstacles before I saw them.

The reaction drills tested combat reflexes. Mine were human-baseline, no enhancement. But I read each drill’s setup with my diagnostic sense, predicting where the simulated threats would emerge based on power-signature patterns in the equipment, and I was in position before the threats activated. The drill AI recorded a 94th-percentile anticipation score. I wasn’t faster. I was paying attention to the right things.

The tactical scenarios were team-based simulations. Three simulated heroine assets to coordinate through a threat environment, using comms and environmental systems. I routed one asset through a ventilation shaft that the scenario designers had included as decorative background. I triggered a fire suppression system to block an enemy advance, using the same maintenance codes I’d always used. I used thermal dispersal to mask a flanking approach, reading the heat signatures through the simulated building’s walls.

Lyss watched the entire thing without comment. The annex air rose and fell with her emotional state, and I tracked the fluctuations through my heightened senses. It dropped when I surprised her. It rose when she was reserving judgment. It stayed neutral when she was cataloging.

Afterward, she stood across from me in the empty annex, arms still crossed. The clipboard dangled from one hand, unused. She nodded at the water cooler in the corner, the one with the cracked spout that had been on a repair list longer than I’d worked here.

“That thing still leak?”

“Since before my time.”

“Figures.” She let it go. The clipboard came back up. “You completed the rescue-track curriculum,” she said.

“Top marks in everything except combat ranking.”

“Your combat ranking is zero because you have no projected force.”

“Correct.”

“But your anticipation scores are in the 94th percentile, your environment navigation is exceptional, and your tactical coordination during the team scenario was better than most third-year hero-track candidates.”

“I’ve been crawling through the academy’s infrastructure for three years, Commander. I know every pipe, every hatch, every emergency system, and every structural weakness in the building. That’s not a superpower. It’s a maintenance schedule.”

Lyss’s clipboard stopped moving. Recognition tightened one corner of her mouth before she erased it. She had spent decades separating competence from spectacle, and she had gotten very good at knowing the difference. The air steadied, which I was learning meant she’d reached a conclusion she was choosing not to share.

“The bond with Vale,” she said. “What does it feel like?”

“Like reading her power signature from the inside instead of the outside. I can sense the misalignment, the buildup, the stress points. And I can route the excess through my body and return it clean.”

“And the amplification?”

“Her output multiplied by approximately five. Her control increased. Her suppressor dependency ended.”

Lyss let the annex air cycle through two slow pressure shifts. The air rose and fell with her breathing, a meteorological pattern that tracked her internal weather.

“Off the record, Calder. None of your abilities are much on their own. The diagnostic sense, the coordination, the building knowledge, the amplification.” She let that hang, then tapped the unused clipboard against her thigh, a flat irritated rhythm. “I’ve been doing these assessments sixteen years and I’ve never had a score sheet that didn’t have a box for what I just watched. You broke my forms.”

“Sorry.”

“No you’re not.” She almost let the corner of her mouth move. “Put it together and you’re a problem for everyone who runs this place. That’s not a compliment. That’s an actuarial finding.” She uncrossed her arms. “I watched you in the arena. Most techs follow protocol and wait for the thermal readings to clear. You crawled through a burning sub-floor and put your hands on an overloading radiant. So.” She shrugged, almost weary. “I’ll recommend reduced restrictions. Training facilities, limited movement. It’s not personal. Powerbound just can’t leave a thing unlabeled, so they’ll cage it till the paperwork catches up.” A beat. “Credentials stay revoked, though. Give you back every tunnel and shutoff in the building and Brandt loses even the illusion she can hold you. She needs the illusion more than she needs the tunnels.”

She turned to leave. At the door, she stopped.

“The board will push for assigned bonding again. Brandt will find another angle. And the pressure’s going to come from over her head, not just from her. Thought you should hear it from someone.”

“Is that a warning?”

“Call it a forecast.” She almost smiled. Didn’t. Let it go.

The door closed behind her. The barometric correction settled through the annex in stages as her weather command released the room from its unconscious grip.

I stood in the empty court and felt the radiant echo warm in my palms. Thermal sensing showed me the guards in the corridor, three floors of administrative staff above, and the warm golden presence of Aurelia Vale somewhere on the fourth floor, waiting.

I went to her.

She was in my quarters when I arrived, sitting on the couch in the sundress, bare feet tucked under her, reading something on her personal terminal. The warm light under her skin brightened when I entered, the bond registering my proximity before she looked up.

“Harker?” she asked.

“Grudging approval. Limited access restored. She said I broke her score sheet.”

Aurelia smiled, not the billboard one, something smaller, the corners of her eyes crinkling. “Good. Means she was paying attention.”

She nodded at a paper bag on the desk. “I raided the administrative kitchen. They have actual food up here. I didn’t know what containment techs eat, so I got a little of everything and now your desk looks like a vending machine threw up on it.”

I looked. Crackers, two kinds of fruit, a wedge of cheese still in its plastic, a chocolate bar, and a sandwich cut into precise triangles by someone who had clearly never cut a sandwich for a person they liked before.

“You cut it into triangles.”

“That’s how they served them at the sponsor luncheons. I assumed it was correct.” She frowned at the sandwich like it had betrayed her. “Is it not correct? I have eaten exactly four meals in the last decade that weren’t either a performance or a recovery protocol. I genuinely do not know how normal food works.”

“Triangles are fine,” I said, and took one, and it was the first thing anyone at Powerbound had handed me to eat that wasn’t optimized for caloric density. It tasted like someone had thought about me for ten minutes. I told her so, more or less, and she looked unreasonably pleased about it.

I sat beside her. The bond hummed between us, a warm frequency that read as stability. Her power was settled, clean, running at an output that would have been impossible before the bond. She was stronger, and the strength was visible in the way she held herself: relaxed where she used to be rigid, present where she used to be performing.

“The board tabled the protocol,” she said, “but Brandt is already lobbying the federal liaison office. She wants strategic asset classification pushed through emergency channels. If she gets it, academy bylaws become irrelevant.”

“How long?”

“Weeks, maybe. The bureaucracy is faster when she pushes, but even she needs approvals.” Aurelia put her terminal down and turned to face me on the couch. The sundress shifted with the movement, the white cotton settling against her thighs. “We have time. Not much, but some.”

Her terminal still showed the public-facing damage control feed. Powerbound had released a statement praising “swift multidisciplinary response” during the exhibition incident, bloodless institutional language that could turn a woman nearly burning to death into a paragraph about operational excellence. The attached image showed Aurelia smiling from an old media session, golden and perfect, because the academy would rather circulate a six-month-old publicity still than let anyone see the hospital pallor beneath her current glow.

“They’re already editing the story,” she said. “Not enough to erase what happened. Too many people saw the overload. But enough to make it sound like the academy saved me.”

“They didn’t.”

“No.” She looked at the old publicity still on the screen, and the resonance carried the sick twist of it. “That’s me thanking them. In the caption. For the thing they almost did to me.” She shook her head once and looked away from the screen.

She reached out and put her hand on my chest, over my heart. Her palm was warm. The glow beneath her skin pulsed against mine, two sources of living radiance meeting through fabric and skin.

“This is real,” she said. “I keep needing to say it. Not a crisis thing, not adrenaline. You’re sitting right here and my power’s just.” She made a small frustrated gesture, like the word wouldn’t come. “Quiet. It’s never quiet.”

“I can feel it too.”

She was quiet for a moment, watching her own hand on my chest. When she spoke again it was lower, and it came out in pieces. “I’m scared. Not of the board. Not Brandt. Of.” She stopped. “I haven’t felt this strong since I was a kid. And I don’t. People haven’t been safe, for me, mostly. So this is a lot, and if it breaks I don’t think I get to go back to not knowing what clean feels like. So.” She huffed, almost a laugh, frustrated with herself. “I don’t have a tidy way to end that sentence.”

“You don’t have to.”

“You can’t promise it won’t break.”

“No. I can’t promise that.” I put my hand over hers. Our glows merged, gold on gold. “But it didn’t take because of the crisis. You chose it after. So did I. Whatever happens, that part’s already done, and there’s no form they can file that undoes a thing you already chose.”

She leaned into me, forehead against my shoulder, her breath warm through my shirt. I held her. Her power hummed steady against my chest, clean, the way it hadn’t been allowed to run in six years.

We stayed like that until the terminal’s standby light cycled twice. At some point she stole the last sandwich triangle off the desk without lifting her head, ate it in two bites, and announced into my collarbone, “Triangles are correct. I’ve decided.”

I felt her smile against my shoulder. The terminal light cycled a third time, and neither of us moved to do anything about the morning.


Chapter 6: The Speedster

The air in the annex changed before I heard her, which was the only warning anyone ever got with Juno Reyes.

Three days into the bond, I was running a restricted exercise circuit in the training annex, the only facility Lyss Harker’s recommendation had opened to me. The annex was empty at 06:30, too early for the instructor sessions and too unglamorous for hero-track cadets who preferred the arena-facing gyms with mirrors, ranking displays, and the constant pressure of comparison humming through every station. The equipment was functional and outdated: punching bags with faded padding, a climbing frame that creaked at the joints, resistance machines with calibration wheels that hadn’t been adjusted since the previous decade. A gym that existed because the building code required a fitness space for support staff and the budget for support staff amenities was approximately nothing.

It suited me.

The radiant echo was settling into my body. Three days in, I could feel heat through two layers of concrete, grip a surface that would blister normal skin, and throw a short flash bright enough to blind someone at close range. The glow in my palms came and went on command. None of it would win a ranking duel.

But I’d spent my career working with “not much” and finding ways to make it matter. The difference between a combat heroine and a containment tech wasn’t the amount of power. It was the willingness to use inadequate tools on problems that exceeded their specifications.

I was testing thermal sensing range against the annex walls, pressing my palm flat against the concrete and extending the radiant echo outward to see how far I could read, when I felt it.

Not temperature. Pressure. A displacement that my containment instincts recognized before my diagnostic sense processed it: someone had moved through a sealed perimeter fast enough to compress the air ahead of them, the atmospheric compression that preceded a speedster arriving in a space that didn’t have the ventilation capacity to handle sonic displacement.

Juno materialized three feet to my left.

One moment the air was still. The next, Juno occupied it, arriving from impossible speed and stopping just close enough for the residual kinetic energy from her deceleration to prickle against my skin. The hum surrounded her like an aura: not visible, not audible at normal frequencies, but tangible, a vibration I could feel through the floor, through the air, through the radiant echo that was learning to read kinetic signatures the way it read thermal ones.

“Your annex has a perimeter gap,” she said. “Thermal sensor on the east wall cycles every 4.7 seconds. Speed-exploitable.”

She was in the full speed suit. Electric blue and white with orange streaks, the zipper pulled to the defiant position below her collarbone that the engineering team explicitly prohibited and that no one enforced. The short jacket hung open, framing bronze-brown skin and the shadowed line between her breasts. Her reinforced boots tapped a restless rhythm on the annex floor.

Dark hair windswept into messy layers, glossy lips, and those calculating dark eyes processing my face, my body, my stance, and my hands before I fully registered she was looking.

She bounced on her toes, hips rolling, the speed suit riding up with each shift to show another strip of toned midriff above the low-slung waistband. The air around her hummed, a frequency my radiant echo read as motion barely held still, an ambient field from cells vibrating faster than the visible spectrum.

“Reyes. You broke into a restricted facility.”

“I speed-exploited a perimeter gap. Different thing. Breaking in implies force. I used physics.” She circled me, moving in a loose orbit that my diagnostic attention tracked as a reconnaissance pattern disguised as casual movement, her hips rolling with each step, the speed suit riding up at the back with every shift of weight. The orange streaks on the suit’s fabric caught the annex’s overhead lighting as she moved, creating a visual trail of warm color that guided the eye along the curve of her ass whether the brain approved or not. The suit clung to the round muscle of her glutes with the shameless fidelity of fabric designed for aerodynamics and redesigned by biology, every stride showcasing the sprinter’s physique that the academy’s highlight reels featured at slow-motion resolution.

“So. The golden champion’s containment tech. The man who runs into radiant cascades and comes out bonded.” She stopped in front of me, head tilted, dark hair falling across one eye with a precision that was either windswept accident or practiced perfection, the grin that challenged the world firmly in place. “You look pretty normal for someone who rewrote the academy’s power rankings overnight.”

“I’m very normal. That’s the problem.”

“See, no.” She pointed at me with a fingerless glove, the motion quick and precise, every gesture a fraction faster than a normal person’s. “Normal doesn’t glow.” She grabbed my hand and turned it over. The faint gold beneath my skin brightened at her touch, the radiant echo responding to contact with another person’s kinetic field. Her fingers were strong, callused at the tips from friction deceleration. They vibrated against my skin, and the tremor in them had nothing to do with me. It was her nervous system, working too hard. “Normal doesn’t feel like a campfire when I’m standing this close.”

“That’s the radiant echo. Side effect of the bond.”

“Side effect.” She was still holding my hand. Her grip was firm, her thumb running across my palm, tracing the line of the golden glow. Her skin was warm from kinetic energy, warmer than a non-speedster’s resting temperature, and the vibration in her fingers translated through the contact into my hand and up my arm. The tremor was there, underneath the motion, underneath the energy: a fine, irregular oscillation that my read cataloged as neurological, not muscular. “Is that what you’re calling it?”

“What are you calling it?”

“I’m calling it interesting.” She let go of my hand. Reluctantly, or that was what the lingering contact suggested. “But I’m not here about your glow, gray suit. I’m here because I saw what you did for Aurelia, and I have questions that the campus gossip network can’t answer.”

I studied her. The bouncing, the grin, the rolling hips: the surface performance of someone moving faster than anyone could follow and using that speed as armor. The damage underneath: the reality that the armor was hiding.

“When was your last neurological evaluation?”

The change was instantaneous. The grin stayed parked on her mouth; the speed left her eyes. The dark brown shifted from bright calculation to guarded stillness. She released my hand and stepped back, the retreat so fast it created a micro-gust that ruffled the equipment rack behind her. The air hum around her body changed pitch, dropping from the bright competitive frequency to something tighter, more defensive, the kinetic version of walls going up.

“Wow. Straight to the medical chart. You always accelerate into the awkward part?”

“Your drift was four inches at the exhibition. It’s six now. I don’t need to touch you to read it.” I held her gaze, kept my voice flat, no cruelty in it. “Your hands are worse than last week. That’s not tired. That’s the pathways going. And your handler won’t catch it, because your handler measures times.” I watched it land. “How many demonstrations this month?”

“Three.” The word came out fast, at Juno-speed. Then slower, at the pace of someone hearing their own answer and recognizing what it meant. The repetition was a speedster’s particular version of processing: the first time for information, the second time for implication. “Three.”

“At current output levels, with the deterioration I’m reading, three full-burn demonstrations will push your nervous system past the compensation threshold. You’ll start losing function. Not shaking. Losing. Motor control, reaction time, temporal processing. The things that make you a speedster.”

“You’re making that sound certain.”

“I can read your kinetic signature from here, Juno. The same way I read Aurelia’s before the exhibition. The shaking isn’t performance cost. It’s structural failure. Your nervous system is degrading because the suppressors are treating symptoms while the underlying instability progresses.”

She looked at her hands before she could stop herself. That was the tell, more than the flinch or the joke she was already loading. Her eyes dropped to her fingers, and for one unguarded heartbeat Juno Reyes watched her own hands with fear.

The tremor was small. A civilian would have missed it. A camera would have missed it unless the angle was tight and the editor cared, which meant no academy camera would ever admit it existed. But the read caught the oscillation through the air between us: irregular, worsening, clustered around neural pathways that should have been smooth. She curled her fingers into fists and the tremor transferred into her wrists. She shoved the fists to her hips and made the pose look deliberate, cocky, Juno Reyes standing like she had chosen every inch of it.

“Don’t do that,” she said.

“Read the damage?”

“Look like you understand it.”

The sentence landed harder than the denial. Understanding was the thing she hadn’t expected. People noticed Juno when she was fast, when she was loud, when she was funny. The arithmetic underneath was hers alone, and she’d built it to stay that way.

“I understand enough to know you’re still fighting it alone,” I said.

She stared at me. The bouncing had stopped. Her hips were still. The hum around her body dropped to a frequency I could barely sense, the energy contracting like a muscle tensing before a strike or a retreat.

Juno Reyes, perfectly still, was the most unsettling thing I’d seen at Powerbound. More unsettling than the buried long-term stabilization statistics. More unsettling than Aurelia’s overload. Because Aurelia’s crisis had been visible, dramatic, public. Juno’s was silent, progressive, and hidden behind the fastest grin in the building.

“Nobody asks,” she said. The banter was gone. The speed-talk, the clipped syllables, the words thrown like fastballs: gone. The voice that remained was quiet, halting, each word placed with care instead of thrown at speed, and the contrast between Juno-fast and Juno-slow was as stark as the difference between her speed suit’s racing stripes and the unsteadiness in her hands. “The handlers look at my times. The instructors look at my rankings. The fans look at the highlights. The medical team checks my suppressor levels and signs off. Nobody asks what speed costs.”

Then she laughed. “Congratulations, Gray Suit. You have unlocked the limited-edition tragic speedster monologue. Please collect your commemorative nausea bag at the exit.” She delivered it with the timing of a woman who had told a thousand jokes and landed most of them. The grin held this time, crooked and real. “Do not look at me like that. I am still extremely fast, extremely hot, and only medically alarming in ways that make me interesting.”

“You’re medically alarming in ways that make you collapsible,” I said.

“Rude. Accurate, but rude.” She looked away first, toward the cracked mirror over the old weight rack, where her reflection stood bright and aerodynamic and shaking. “I keep thinking if I make the joke fast enough, nobody gets to the part after it.”

“I’m asking now.”

“I know you are.” She broke eye contact. Looked at the wall. Looked at the ceiling. Looked at the ancient climbing frame. Looked at anything that wasn’t my face and the steady, diagnostic attention that I was directing at her with the same focus I directed at cracked walls and failing infrastructure. “That’s why I’m here, isn’t it. Not the perimeter gap. Not the gossip about Aurelia’s repair-guy boyfriend.” Her lips pressed together, the question underneath the question surfacing. “I’m here because I saw what you did for her. And I want to know if you’d do it for someone who isn’t the golden champion.”

“I would do it for anyone who chose it.”

“That’s a nice answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have.”

She looked at me. The stillness held for another beat, the frozen quality of a speedster at rest making the annex feel like a photograph. Then she grinned, fast and bright and almost convincing, the performance reassembling with practiced speed, and launched herself at the perimeter gap before I could respond. The displacement wave rattled the equipment rack. The punching bag swung. The climbing frame creaked. Her voice carried back through the compressed air, attenuated by speed: “Cute answer, gray suit. See if it holds.”

She was gone. The kinetic hum faded in layers, the frequency dropping in stages the way a motor spooled down: high-pitched displacement first, then the mid-range hum, then the bass vibration through the floor, then nothing. The annex settled into its ordinary stillness: old equipment, flat lighting, the flat emptiness of a room reserved for people the academy didn’t value enough to impress.

The mirror over the weight rack kept vibrating for another ten seconds. Not visibly, not to anyone without a diagnostic sense tuned to kinetic residue, but I could feel the residual tremor through the soles of my boots. Her exit had left a pressure print in the room. Every speedster did that, a little atmospheric signature of motion imposed on still air, but Juno’s wasn’t smooth. It stuttered twice before the last vibration bled into the floor.

Two missed beats. Two places where her body had failed to translate intention into motion without a correction.

I wrote the pattern down on a maintenance slate because if I didn’t turn the anger into data, I was going to do something less useful with it. Four inches of drift had become six. The tremor in her right hand was worse than the left. Her kinetic aura pitched higher when she lied and dropped when she stopped trying to entertain me.

My terminal pinged with the annex perimeter alert two minutes after she left. Delayed, automated, embarrassed in the way only security software could be embarrassed. Unauthorized speed-class entry detected. Incident logged for review.

I dismissed it.

Then I added a private note to the maintenance log, not the official one, the one I’d kept for three years because official logs had a habit of disappearing when the truth inside them became inconvenient.

East annex thermal sensor cycle exploitable at 4.7 seconds. Juno Reyes found it before Security did. Juno Reyes is still thinking tactically while her nervous system is failing.

The note mattered because someday someone would claim nobody could have known, and I was done letting that sentence survive without a record beside it.

I stood in the empty annex and thought about the way her fingers wouldn’t hold still. About the three demonstrations scheduled this month and the handler who signed off on them. About a speedster whose gift was destroying her, running so fast she couldn’t feel the ground crumbling beneath her feet.

The campus schedule showed the speedster recovery wing closing at 21:00 for individual rest protocols. Speedsters recovered alone. Policy. Their nervous systems needed stillness after output, the medical literature said, and the medical staff’s monitoring was conducted remotely to avoid stimulation.

I’d read the policy during my first year. The science was real enough: speedster neural pathways did need reduced stimulation during recovery. What the science didn’t cover was the part where reduced stimulation meant a woman alone in a room, trembling, processing every second of fear at triple speed, with a remote monitor logging her vitals and not one person in the building watching her.

No one in the building had a job that involved noticing that. It would have to be a choice, off the clock, for a woman who wasn’t mine to begin with.

I made it.

I spent the afternoon building the thing I wished the academy had issued her two years ago. It wasn’t a cure, and I wasn’t stupid enough to mistake salvage for salvation. The micro-stabilizer wouldn’t repair the damaged pathways or pull the metabolized suppressor compounds out of her system or make a handler less willing to spend her on a performance metric. But it could reduce the oscillation amplitude. It could give her hands a few hours of steadiness. It could turn an evening recovery session from solitary panic into data, and data was where I knew how to begin.

The first coil burned out on the bench and left a black mark on my desk. The second overheated. The third held calibration for eleven minutes before drifting out of phase with the kinetic pattern I’d measured from her. I rewound it by hand, copper biting into the pads of my fingers, my radiant echo warming the wire just enough to keep it flexible. Every adjustment was a guess built from observation: the microsecond lag on her right-side deceleration, the tremor frequency in her fingertips, the way her kinetic aura pitched higher when fear crossed under the banter.

By 20:40, the device held a stable dampening field. Rough housing, exposed wire, the kind of ugly that came from a thing built to work instead of to be seen.

That evening, I accessed the speedster recovery wing through a maintenance corridor that my revoked credentials shouldn’t have opened but did because the access matrix hadn’t been updated since the original containment system was installed and my maintenance codes were grandfathered into every service corridor in the building. Administrative invisibility had its advantages. Powerbound had built its security around the assumption that invisible people stayed invisible. It had never considered the possibility that an invisible person might start paying attention.

The wing was empty at 21:00, the recovery benches unoccupied, the neural-stabilization equipment humming in standby. The room served function: clean surfaces, subdued lighting, the clinical absence of decoration that medical spaces cultivated because medical spaces were not intended to be comfortable, only effective. The benches were bare metal, the cushions thin enough to feel the frame through. The lighting was calibrated for rest, which at the academy meant dim enough to avoid stimulation but bright enough for the monitoring cameras to capture vital sign data.

I checked the cameras. Three, positioned at angles that covered the room’s entrance, the primary recovery bench, and the supply cabinet. Standard coverage pattern, standard rotation. The blind spot was between the second and third camera arcs, a twelve-second window that repeated every forty-five seconds. Enough time to place a package and leave.

The recovery bench nearest the door had a small compartment built into the frame, a storage slot for personal items during rest sessions. Speedsters couldn’t carry personal effects during high-speed operations, so the compartment was where they kept the small necessities: music players, water bottles, the personal tokens Powerbound allowed its heroines as long as the tokens didn’t interfere with performance.

I left the package in the compartment.

Neural-fatigue electrolytes, pharmaceutical grade, from the containment medical supply that I’d been requisitioning for years and the auditors never flagged because the quantities were small and the cost was negligible and the request was from a containment tech whose supply orders were processed without scrutiny because scrutiny required effort and containment techs weren’t worth the effort. The electrolytes were the good ones, the formulation that the academy reserved for A-tier heroine recovery and that cost eight times what the standard B-tier formulation did. I’d been substituting them into my requisitions for six months, adding the cost to my department’s supply orders in increments too small to trigger audit flags.

A micro-stabilizer I’d built from containment parts: a wrist-mounted device the size of a thick watch that I’d spent two evenings tuning to the exact frequency of Juno’s nervous system. It would cut her tremor by roughly forty percent for six hours at a stretch. It wouldn’t work on any other speedster on earth, because I’d built it for hers and no one else’s, the way I’d tune a gauge to one specific machine.

It looked like exactly what it was. Exposed wiring, a housing made from a repurposed maintenance cuff, solder joints clean but visible, a coil I’d hand-wound from copper salvaged out of a scrapped relay. Ugly. Functional. Assembled entirely from the parts Powerbound had thrown away, by the man Powerbound had also thrown away, which felt about right.

And my maintenance extension number, written on the package in my handwriting. Just the number, no note. She was fast, not stupid. She’d know it meant the rest of it: call when you’re ready, no schedule, no academy language attached.

I didn’t leave a note. The package would tell her everything she needed to know: someone had noticed, someone had cared enough to build a solution instead of filing a report, and someone had left it where she would find it without making her ask.

On my way back to the administrative tower, the corridor stretching ahead of me in fluorescent monotony, the shadows moved.

Not the ambient shadows of evening campus lighting. These moved with intention, gathering around a corridor junction ahead of me with a density that blocked the fluorescent light, creating a pool of darkness in a building designed to have no dark corners. I stopped. The radiant echo read the thermal signature: cold. Colder than any person I’d felt since the bond. A negative presence in the thermal field, as if the darkness was absorbing heat the way it was absorbing light.

A voice came out of the dark before she did. “You really do walk these tunnels like you own them. It’s annoying. Most people fidget.” A beat. “Also you’re standing on the one floor tile in this whole wing that squeaks. Has for months. Drives me up the wall. Move half a step left.”

I moved half a step left. The tile stopped squeaking.

“Thank you,” she said, like that had been the entire reason she’d appeared.

Then she stepped out of the shadow into the thin corridor light, and the first thing I registered wasn’t the costume at all but her face: jet-black hair falling straight to mid-back, dark gray eyes almost black, flat and assessing, pale ivory skin that the matte-black suit threw into sharp relief. Dark lipstick, precisely applied. Her mouth softened a fraction when she saw me, the lower lip relaxing from its controlled line for one unguarded beat before she put it away again.

Vesper Rook.

Twenty-five years old. Shadow-walker. At-risk designation in every file Powerbound pretended was neutral.

The suit was built for covert work, matte-black fabric that drank the fluorescent glow the way her shadow-walking drank physical light, thigh straps and a tactical harness dividing her into functional sections. Lean. Tall. When she shifted her weight the fabric pulled tight enough to give the lie to the design’s commitment to function, the outline of a fuller chest than her frame promised showing through the dark material with each breath. But my eye kept going back to her throat, and the thin band of dark metal circling it, blinking a single red indicator light every two seconds. The academy’s official term was “communication and monitoring device.” The restricted maintenance notes called it a location tracker with suppression capability.

A leash.

“Calder.” Her voice was low and precise, and it seemed to arrive from the shadow around me rather than from her mouth, an effect I’d later learn was part of her Expression: she could carry sound through connected shadow, making her voice surround a listener whether they wanted it to or not.

“Rook.”

“I’ve been watching you since the exhibition.” She stepped closer. The shadows stepped with her, pooling around her boots, thinning the corridor light to a dim gray that made the space feel smaller, more private, enclosed in darkness that she controlled. “The official incident report was submitted forty-eight hours ago. The timeline it presents does not match the arena footage.”

“What discrepancy?”

“Report says the stabilizer failure started at 11:04. Cascade critical at 11:07. Three minutes.” A pause. “The footage has the readings spiking at 10:58. Somebody moved the numbers.”

“A gradual failure would mean the monitoring team had time to act,” I said.

“And didn’t.” Her dark eyes held mine. The connected dark carried the words into me like a low vibration in my chest cavity rather than sound striking my eardrums. “So either they were slow, or somebody wanted the clock to read the way they wrote it.” She stopped, like she’d run ahead of what she could prove and didn’t like doing that. “I’m not saying I have all of it. I’m saying the pieces I have don’t add up to an accident.”

“It was institutional.”

“That’s your word.” She let it sit. “But I won’t argue it.” She stepped closer still. The temperature in the corridor dropped a degree. Her proximity carried the ambient cold that shadow-walkers generated, an absence of warmth that my radiant echo registered as a kind of negative space, a hole punched in the heat of the room. “I need the relay chip you pulled from Arena 7. The one with the falsified output data. The physical hardware with the original readings, before they were edited.”

I studied her. The collar-tracker blinked red. The shadow gathered at her feet, tightening around her boots in a silent pressure that matched the control in her voice. Her gaze was steady, unblinking. Institutions opened themselves to her in stress lines and failure points.

“How do you know about the relay chip?”

“I read maintenance logs. Yours was the only document that didn’t match the official story. Everything else got revised or buried.” A pause. “You wrote it down. Nobody writes it down.” The shadow-acoustic resonance deepened. “I’ve been waiting a while for somebody on the inside who’d actually look.”

“And what do you see?”

She didn’t answer right away. The shadow at her feet pulled tighter, then loosened. “Kept unstable,” she said finally. “Just unstable enough that somebody always has to manage you. That’s.” She stopped, made a small frustrated sound, started again. “That’s the part I figured out late. Took me years. And then you can’t unsee it, which is its own special hell.” A short exhale, not quite a laugh. “Anyway.”

The shadows thinned. The corridor light returned to normal, the fluorescent strips buzzing at their usual frequency. She stood in front of me in full fluorescent mundanity, and even without the theatrical darkness, she was striking: the pale skin, the dark suit, the collar, the eyes that assessed everything with cold precision learned from seeing the two faces institutions wore.

“I’ll bring the chip to our next meeting,” I said. “Where and when?”

“I’ll find you. I know the maintenance routes better than the people who maintain them.” A flicker of something almost dry. “Don’t take it personally.” Her mouth softened, one heartbeat, the dark lipstick catching the last of the corridor light. Then she stepped back into the shadow, and the corridor was empty, and the cold went with her.

I stood in the fluorescent light with my heart rate elevated, my ability still tracking the afterimage of her shadow signature: cold, precise, and carrying an undercurrent of something that was neither. The corridor smelled like the absence of scent, which was itself a scent: the void that shadow-walkers left in their wake, as if the darkness ate warmth and fragrance along with light.

I walked back to my quarters through the service corridors. The relay chip sat on my desk where I’d left it. I picked it up and turned it in my fingers. Small, square, the size of a postage stamp. The data on it was the difference between a system that worked and a system that lied.

I could feel Aurelia three floors above, reading something, the warm steady pattern of her concentration reaching me like sunlight through concrete. The resonance was getting sharper every day.

The relay chip went into my pocket. The maintenance extension number was in Juno’s recovery wing. Vesper would find me when she was ready.

Two women in one day, both of them asking the same thing in different words: would I do it for someone who wasn’t the golden champion. I hadn’t answered Juno well enough to convince either of us.

Three floors up, Aurelia’s warmth shifted, the steady pattern of it turning toward me like a face turning toward a window. A moment later my terminal lit. A message, two words, no greeting: triangles correct? I didn’t have to wonder what it meant. I sent back okay and felt her amusement come down through the floor like heat off a stone that had been in the sun all day.


Chapter 7: The Refusal

Six days after the exhibition, Brandt called the board back together, and I walked in already knowing she would not have done it without something new to put on the table.

Six days. In bureaucratic time, that was glacial. In Brandt’s personal timeline, it was a sprint. She’d spent the gap doing what she did best, which was making sure that when she came back to the table the answer was already mostly written and the only question left was how gracefully I’d sign it.

The Clinical Resonance Assessment Protocol that had been tabled at the first meeting returned with a federal letterhead, a revised consent framework that technically met the academy’s charter requirements, and a list of assigned heroines that had grown from six to nine. She’d also, I learned through Vesper’s shadow-acoustic relay, conducted private meetings with three board members and two federal liaison officers who specialized in powered-individual asset management. The shadow-acoustic fragments that Vesper relayed were incomplete, the whispered conversation captured in pieces that I assembled into a picture: me recast as a strategic vulnerability, the bond recast as a systemic risk, and the word “stabilization” deployed over and over like a key that fit every lock she wanted opened.

The machinery didn’t stop between meetings. It accelerated. Every deferral, every tabled motion, every polite procedural pause was a space Brandt filled with preparation, stacking signature over routing number over consent form until refusing any of it would look like instability on paper.

I sat in the same chair. Security flanked the door, the same two guards who were still carrying heroine-pacification equipment to contain a man whose projected-force rating was zero. The irony of the equipment hadn’t worn off. Two men with dampening emitters designed for A-tier heroines, positioned to prevent a man whose most dangerous weapon was a maintenance terminal from leaving a meeting room. The boardroom smelled like bad coffee and the particular staleness of a room where the same nine people had been arguing in circles for a week and getting nowhere they’d admit to.

Brandt stood at the head of the table with a presentation loaded on the wall display. Charts, projections, risk assessments. The visual language of bureaucracy applied to human bodies. Each slide was polished, reasonable, impossible to argue with on purely logical grounds. The data points were cherry-picked from Aurelia’s bond results, framed to show the benefits of controlled resonance testing while minimizing what “controlled” meant for the women being tested.

“The revised protocol incorporates feedback from our initial discussion,” she said, her voice the warm, measured tone that donors loved and that I had learned to translate. “Participating heroines will be informed of the process and given the opportunity to consent during intake. The assessment will proceed under full medical supervision with Stabilization oversight.”

The language was better than the first version. Brandt had heard my objection and adjusted the packaging. The product was the same: institutionally assigned bonding, committee-selected women, managed intimacy conducted under the supervision of the same department that had falsified Aurelia’s stabilizer data. But the packaging had been upgraded from “clinical testing” to “voluntary participation with informed consent.”

I listened to the framework. The consent language included briefing sessions, voluntary opt-out clauses, a right to discontinue at any stage. On paper, it looked reasonable. On paper, it also treated bonding as a clinical procedure, consent as a checkbox, and heroines as subjects in a program built by the same people who had nearly killed the academy’s most valuable asset through deliberate negligence.

“The list of participating heroines,” Brandt continued, “has been expanded to include candidates whose power-burn indicators suggest they would benefit most from resonance stabilization.” She touched the display. Nine names appeared with headshots, power profiles, and institutional assessments. The headshots were formal: heroine-gear portraits, taken during ranking evaluations, each woman posed in the approved institutional stance that made them look confident and capable and entirely the property of the system that had photographed them.

I scanned the names. I didn’t recognize all of them. I recognized the pattern: women whose instability made them expensive to suppress, whose rankings were declining, whose medical files probably showed the same trajectory of deteriorating function that I’d tracked in Aurelia and Juno. The academy had selected the heroines who would cost the most to maintain under the current suppressor regimen and offered them as test subjects for a procedure that might solve the cost problem.

It was clean, defensible, budget-conscious logic, and it treated nine women as a maintenance-cost problem to be solved.

“Mr. Calder,” Brandt said. “The protocol is ready for implementation. Do you have questions?”

“One.”

“Please.”

“Did the heroines request this, or were they assigned?”

The boardroom went quiet.

Brandt’s composure was smoother this time. She’d prepared for the question. She’d probably rehearsed her answer in front of a mirror, testing the inflection, calibrating the warmth, ensuring that the words would sound reasonable even to someone who was listening for the gap between reasonable language and reasonable behavior.

“The selection process was conducted by Stabilization in consultation with Medical. Candidates were identified based on clinical need and power-signature compatibility. Consent will be obtained during the intake session.”

“Obtained.” I let the word sit. “Obtained isn’t asked. You pick the woman, schedule her, put her face on a slide, then you get her in a room and hand her a form. That’s not yes. That’s showing up because her employer told her to.”

“The framework includes full disclosure and voluntary participation.”

“She’s been managed since she manifested. By you.” I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t have to. “You can’t call it voluntary when you’ve spent ten years deciding what she does with her own body.”

“Mr. Calder, we have a responsibility to explore this phenomenon in a structured environment.”

“Then let them come to me.” I shrugged, which I could tell bothered her more than an argument would have. “Put out a notice. Say it’s available, say what it does and what it costs. Anybody who wants it finds me. No handler, no schedule.” I paused, because I’d half lost the thread of where I was going and had to find it again. “Look, it’s simple. If it’s worth having, they’ll come on their own. And if you have to push somebody into it, then you already know it’s not a good deal for her, or you wouldn’t have to push.”

The room was very still. Not one of them had expected to hear principle from a containment tech. Defiance, they knew how to handle. This was something else. Plain truth, stated without the careful language that would have given the board a framework to dismiss it.

I looked down the table. The board members were watching Brandt, their expressions ranging from uncomfortable agreement to political calculation. The instructors were watching me, and two of them looked uneasy, the suppressed truth showing at the edges of their faces as they decided whether to let it surface. Lyss Harker, at the far end, had not moved. The air around her was neutral, which I was learning meant she was controlling her response.

“You already know my rule,” I said. “It hasn’t changed since the last meeting and the letterhead doesn’t move it. She comes to me. No handler at the door, no observer taking notes. We talk it through, she decides.” I kept my voice even. Containment-tech calm. Most people at this table had never heard me offer an opinion on anything bigger than a pipe.

Brandt waited a moment, the way administrators waited when they wanted the silence to register as patience rather than as having no answer ready.

“That process is inefficient, Mr. Calder.”

“It’s the one that works. The bond runs on trust, and you’ve handed these women a clipboard every time you wanted something for ten years. You can’t put trust on a federal form and you know it, or you’d have brought the form.”

Brandt’s mouth tightened at the word trust as if I had introduced an unverified variable into a clean model. Around the table, administrators shifted in the small ways people shifted when an inconvenient truth made the room less comfortable than procedure. The federal liaison wrote something on a slate. The medical director looked at Aurelia’s test results instead of at Aurelia. Nobody wanted to say out loud that the consent framework depended on women trusting an institution that had already lied to them about their own bodies.

Brandt let several seconds go by, the kind of pause that was supposed to read as deliberation. “What you’re describing isn’t a framework we can administer. There are duty-of-care obligations, documentation standards, the federal interest in the phenomenon. We can’t simply, ah.” She turned a page she wasn’t reading. “We can’t predicate an institutional protocol on, what, on whether two people feel a certain way about each other. That isn’t something the academy can put its name to.”

“Then don’t put your name to it,” I said. “I’m asking you to stop filing it like a work order.”

Brandt stared at me. The warm maternal mask had abraded down to the administrator underneath: decades of asset management, suddenly confronted by an asset that refused to be managed. The blue eyes behind the understated glasses were recalculating, running the institutional mathematics of what it would cost to override me and what it would cost not to.

The federal liaison stopped writing. His pause told me more than another page of notes would have. Administrators wrote through things they understood. They wrote through objections, procedural delays, emotional appeals, and liability questions because the words already had boxes waiting for them. He had no box for this. His stylus hovered over the slate while he tried to decide whether a containment tech’s refusal was a personnel issue, a medical ethics issue, a national-security issue, or a sentence that had just made the room smaller around every person who had signed off on the protocol.

One of the instructors shifted in her chair. Delacroix, radiant-response certification, the woman whose signature appeared on half the exhibition schedules I’d flagged. Her hand moved to the approval stamp clipped to her lanyard, touched it, then dropped away. Tiny movement. Easy to miss. But my diagnostic sense had been reading micro-tremors for weeks, and guilt had its own body language.

Lyss saw it too. Her gaze flicked to Delacroix, then to Brandt, then back to me. The air stayed neutral, but the neutral held too hard. Controlled weather. Controlled response. A storm inside a sealed room.

“The board will consider your position,” she said.

“The board can consider whatever it wants. My position doesn’t change.”

The meeting ended. Not with a decision. With a deferral, which was the board’s way of acknowledging that the argument wasn’t over while avoiding the appearance of having lost it.

I walked out of the boardroom flanked by security, my heart rate steady and my hands warm with the radiant echo that pulsed harder when my emotions ran high. The glow was faint, contained, but present. Whatever I’d been before the exhibition, I wasn’t entirely that now, and anyone watching could see it on my hands.

Aurelia was not at this meeting. She’d offered to attend. I’d asked her not to. This needed to be my line, drawn by me, in front of the people who had the power to enforce or override it. If Aurelia stood beside me every time I said no, the board would frame my refusal as her influence rather than my principle. They’d call it the golden champion manipulating her bond partner, and the narrative would shift from “containment tech with integrity” to “man being led by the woman he’s sleeping with.”

The principle was mine. The consequences would be too.

In the service corridor outside the boardroom, where the administrative carpet gave way to honest concrete, Ruiz was on a ladder replacing a ballast in a flickering light fixture. He didn’t have to be in this wing. Containment techs went where the work orders sent them, and somebody had decided a light needed fixing on the day the board was deciding what to do with me.

“They let you up here?” I asked.

“Light’s been strobing for a week. Nobody filed it. I filed it myself so I’d have a reason to be standing in this hallway today.” He twisted the new ballast into place and the fixture steadied. “Heard your voice through the wall. Couldn’t make out the words. Tone carried, though.”

“That bad?”

“That clear.” He climbed down, folded the ladder, and looked at me with the flat assessment of a man who’d watched a lot of people make a lot of noise and disappear. “You said no to them. To their faces.”

“I did.”

He was quiet a moment, gathering his tools into the canvas roll with the unhurried care of someone who’d outlasted a dozen directors by never being worth firing. “Twelve years I filed the reports the right way. Up the chain. Politely. You know how many got read.” He cinched the roll shut. “You stopped filing politely. I noticed.” A beat. “Mara asked about you, weirdly. The nine-year-old. I told her there’s a guy at work who fixes things nobody’s supposed to fix. She wanted to know if you were in trouble.” He hefted the ladder onto his shoulder. “I told her probably.”

“You weren’t wrong.”

“I’m never wrong. I’m just outranked.” He started down the corridor, then stopped without turning around. “Mara wants to know if you like dinosaurs. I said I’d ask. So.” He shrugged, ladder shifting on his shoulder. “Do you. It’s a real question. She’s building a case for getting another one.”

“Tell her stegosaurus is structurally sound. Good load-bearing tail.”

Ruiz huffed, the closest thing he had to a laugh. “She’s going to love that. You’ve doomed me.” He ambled off toward the service elevator, the ladder rattling against the concrete the whole way.

Before I left the administrative wing, I copied the nine names from Brandt’s candidate list into my private maintenance log. Not the power profiles. Not the compatibility projections. Just the names.

Two radiants. One shielder. One telekinetic. Three energy projectors. A vibration-class heroine whose suppressor dosage had doubled in eight months. A healer whose chart flagged “emotional instability” in the same shorthand the medical staff reached for whenever the truth was pain they’d rather not write down.

I did not know any of them yet. That was the point. A list was easy to lose in a queue. If any of these women ever came to me, it would be because she’d crossed the distance herself, and until then the only thing I could do was keep the names where the queue couldn’t swallow them.

I made it halfway down the administrative corridor before my maintenance terminal buzzed with a message from a routing node I didn’t recognize. Anonymous, relayed through three internal networks, untraceable by standard academy monitoring.

“I heard about the refusal. Everyone in the intelligence wing heard about the refusal. You said no to the board. That cost you.”

Vesper.

I typed back on my personal frequency: “It was always going to cost something. I’d rather pay for the right thing than keep paying for the wrong one.”

No response. But the shadows in the corridor deepened for a moment, a compression of ambient darkness that my diagnostic sense registered as an environmental anomaly rather than ordinary dimness. Then they lightened, the corridor returning to its fluorescent normality.

She was listening.

The corridor outside the boardroom was empty. Administrative staff had cleared out for the meeting, and the post-meeting bureaucratic processing was happening in offices I didn’t have access to. Security was repositioning, the two guards moving to their standard post-meeting locations. The cameras were on standard rotation, leaving a six-second blind spot at the junction of corridors 4-C and 4-D where the camera arcs didn’t overlap.

Aurelia stepped out of the blind spot.

A fitted dark-red top caught the radiance at her collarbones and clung to the shape of her body beneath it. Dark pants, boots. The cape and armor were absent. Her golden hair was pulled back, loose strands framing her face. The light at her collarbones was brighter than usual, flickering with the agitation I could feel in the bond.

She’d been waiting. She’d felt the meeting in the resonance: my anger, my determination, the spike of defiant clarity when I’d delivered the refusal. She’d been monitoring my emotional state for two hours, standing in a camera blind spot in an administrative corridor, waiting for me to come back.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“I said no. Brandt had a federal letterhead. I still said no.”

Her eyes searched mine, gold and steady. There was nothing brand-trained in it, none of the media-ready warmth she could summon on command. She had felt the refusal through the bond as it happened, every word aimed at the people who ran her life, every line of it shutting them out of her body. The woman behind the billboard smile was the one standing here now: furious, exhausted, and choosing to trust with the kind of ferocity the academy had spent a decade trying to medicate out of her.

Then she grabbed the front of my uniform, pulled me into the dim corridor junction where the camera’s blind spot gave us six seconds of privacy, and shoved me against the wall.

Her mouth hit mine before my back hit the concrete.

The kiss was hard. Claiming. Her body pressed full length against me, the fitted top doing nothing to insulate the heat of her skin from the thin fabric, warmth flooding through the layers between us. I felt her hands grip my uniform, felt the fabric strain as she leveraged her body against mine with strength that could have bent the blast barriers I’d been reporting on. I felt the resonance flare between our bodies in a surge that made the corridor warmer by several degrees, the air shimmering.

She kissed me like gratitude and fury and possession combined into a single act. Her tongue found mine, her hips ground against my thigh, and the golden glow that lived beneath her skin blazed bright enough to cast moving shadows on the corridor walls, the light pulsing with her heartbeat and the feedback from the bond.

I kissed her back. My hands found her waist, slid down to her hips, pulled her tighter against me. She made a sound in the back of her throat that the billboard smile had never let the cameras hear: raw, needy, every guard down because I had just stood in front of the people controlling her life and told them no. I felt her power surge along the resonance, a hot wave of radiant energy that cycled through my body and returned to her amplified.

My right hand moved up her back, under the fitted top, palm flat against the bare skin of her spine. The glow intensified beneath my fingers, the skin hot and smooth. My left hand cupped the curve of her ass through the dark pants, gripping firmly, and she pressed into the grip, arching against me with a sound that made the corridor walls feel confining.

“You told them no,” she breathed against my mouth. “I felt it. The whole thing. I was standing in this hallway feeling you do it.”

“You weren’t supposed to be listening in.”

“Try and stop me.” She caught my jaw in one hand, hard enough to mean it. “I couldn’t hear words. Just the shape of it. You went very calm. You get calm when it matters. It’s extremely unfair.”

“Noted.”

She pulled back enough to look at me, eyes molten gold, lips flushed, breath fast, nothing camera-ready left in any of it. “You did it for women you’ve never met.” She stopped, shook her head. “I don’t even have a word for what that does to me.”

“Don’t need one.”

“No?”

“You’re standing here. That’s the word.” It came out before I’d planned it, plainer than I meant.

She kissed me again, softer this time, hands on my face, thumbs tracing my jaw. The warmth between us settled from blazing to steady, the radiance in the corridor dimming to a gentle pulse. Her forehead rested against mine.

“My hands are glowing,” I said.

She looked down. My palms against her waist were lit from within, faint gold against the olive of my skin, glowing in time with my heartbeat. The radiant echo, responding to the bond, responding to her proximity, responding to the emotional surge of the refusal and the kiss and the intensity of her choice: no committee had arranged it. I had earned it.

“They do that when you touch me now,” she said. “When the bond is active. It’s getting stronger every day.”

“They didn’t glow two days ago.”

“No. Whatever this bond is, Dane, it’s not a one-time event. It’s growing.” She pressed her forehead against mine. “The deeper the trust, the stronger it gets. Brandt wants to write it up as a procedure.” A short breath against my mouth, almost a laugh, not quite. “A procedure didn’t make my power five times stronger. You did. You ran into a fire nobody told you to run into and then you stood in that room today and said no to all of them. That’s what did it. Not a clinic.”

The camera rotation cycled. The blind spot would close in three seconds.

She stepped back. Straightened her top. Composed her expression into something that a passing administrator would read as professional. The transformation took less than a second, and watching her do it, watching the mask slide back over the woman I’d just been kissing against a wall, made me understand something fundamental about what the academy had done to her.

She’d been practicing that switch from her first academy year onward. Ten years of transitioning between the woman and the brand, ten years of learning to compress the vulnerable moments into gaps between camera angles, ten years of making the performance look natural enough that the question of whether a real Aurelia waited underneath never came up.

I was one of the few people on campus who could feel both versions at once inside the bond: the composed exterior radiating professional warmth at a frequency the cameras could capture, and the raw interior still blazing from the kiss. Her discipline made my containment training look amateur. She’d learned to keep the second one completely invisible from the first.

“Brandt is already working on the next angle,” Aurelia said, her voice shifting back to the measured, strategic register. “She’ll frame you as a security risk. Claim that unregulated bonding is a national defense liability. She’ll take it federal.”

“I had reached the same conclusion.”

“Then you need allies. Not just me. People who can speak to the board’s failure from inside Powerbound.” She paused. “Juno Reyes used your electrolyte kit yesterday. She sent a message through the speedster recovery log. It said: ‘Tell gray suit thanks.’ I think she’s closer than you realize.”

I nodded. “I’ll follow up.”

Aurelia walked away, composure intact, golden hair swaying with the measured stride that the cameras had been trained to follow. At the corridor turn, she looked back.

“Eat something today,” she said. “You forget when you’re being principled. I can feel it. Your blood sugar has opinions.”

Then she was gone around the corner, and the warmth lingered a few seconds in the corridor before it faded, and I stood there caught somewhere between everything the board had just set in motion and a woman scolding me about lunch.

I crossed the administrative wing toward the suite, cataloging what needed to happen next. Brandt wouldn’t stop. The federal angle was real. The nine heroines on her list were women whose instability made them vulnerable, and vulnerability made them leverage. The calculus was clear: if Dane Calder could stabilize them, Powerbound wanted to control how, when, and with whom.

I needed information, allies, and a clearer picture of what the academy was hiding before Brandt found a way to classify it as national security. Vesper had the shadow access. Juno had the lived evidence. Aurelia had the public presence that kept me from disappearing.

At the administrative wing junction, I passed the campus media display cycling through Powerbound’s promotional content. Exhibition highlights. Rankings updates. Sponsor announcements. The smiling faces of heroines whose suppressor patches were hidden beneath costume sleeves and whose tremors were concealed by camera angles that focused on power rather than pain.

Juno’s face appeared on the display as part of a velocity exhibition highlight reel. She was mid-run, the blue-and-white suit a blur of motion, her expression concentrated into the fierce grin she deployed at speeds where fear and joy became indistinguishable. The footage was beautiful. The sponsors had probably paid for the slow-motion capture, the technology that turned a supersonic blur into a graceful arc of blue and bronze and kinetic glory. The highlight didn’t show the four-inch lateral drift on her deceleration. It didn’t show the vomiting afterward. It showed what the academy wanted the world to see: speed without cost, power without consequence, Juno Reyes being spectacular for the audience’s enjoyment.

I watched the highlight loop twice before making myself look away.

And a small headline at the bottom of the crawl caught my eye: “Academy perimeter security reports counterfeit amplification substance found near south campus. One heroine treated for adverse reaction during a perimeter patrol. Investigation ongoing.”

I stopped.

Counterfeit amplification. Redline’s product. The same black-market drug that had been surfacing at academy events across the country: a 200-to-400 percent output spike followed by cascading failure, neurological damage, sometimes permanent loss of Expression. A high that felt like freedom and a crash that felt like death. The first-year briefings called it a villain problem, something that happened outside the walls, to heroines who’d already washed out.

It was on campus now.

I pulled up the report. Low-tier heroine, name withheld, adverse reaction to an unidentified substance on the south perimeter. Treated. Under investigation. The careful passive voice of an administration that knew exactly what it was and had decided not to say the word.

And the part that tightened the back of my neck: the drug went after the same neural pathways the suppressors wore down. I couldn’t prove that off a crawl headline. But the shape of it was too clean.

If the drug was inside the fence, Redline had a supply line, and a supply line needed someone who knew the gaps. I’d mapped every gap in that fence. I’d filed reports on every one of them, watched every report die in the same queue that killed the Arena 7 warning. The only people who knew those gaps were the ones who’d received my reports.

Same inside knowledge that let Redline hit the arena. Maybe the same source. I didn’t have proof. I had enough overlap to stop calling it coincidence.

I thought about the heroine who’d overdosed. Name withheld. Treated and forgotten. A cadet watching Aurelia fly never saw the six years of chemicals behind the glow. She only felt the gap between what she was and what she’d been told she could be, and somebody with a vial had promised to close it for fifteen minutes. The vial was poison. The desperation that made her buy it wasn’t.

I filed it with the falsified relay chip and the altered incident report. This wasn’t one bad administrator having a bad year. It reached further than that, in more directions than I could draw a line through yet.

My terminal buzzed. Aurelia’s post-bond test results had been submitted to the board’s medical review: 5.2 times previous maximum output. Zero suppressor dependency. Highest control indices ever recorded for a radiant heroine. The numbers were on the screen in clinical formatting, data points arranged with sterile precision, and they told a story that Powerbound had never expected to hear.

5.2 times. Not a few points of improvement, the kind suppression bought. A whole order of magnitude, past every projection in the academy’s performance database. The next closest radiant heroine on record had peaked at 1.8 times her baseline during a combat emergency, and that heroine had burned out within six months. Aurelia was at 5.2 times, stable, climbing, and free from the suppressors that had been holding her at less than 20% of what she was now producing.

The numbers proved what bonding did. They also proved suppression had never been the only option.

The board would read them. Brandt would read them.

I walked to my quarters and closed the door. My terminal was already buzzing again: another message from the unregistered routing node. Four words this time.

“Sub-archive 6. It’s all there.”

Vesper had gotten inside.


Chapter 8: Suppressor Files

Ten days out from the exhibition, Vesper found me underground, in the part of the building the academy had decided I wasn’t allowed in anymore.

Not my service tunnels. My access had been revoked. But the maintenance corridors beneath the administrative tower ran parallel to the service infrastructure, separated by access hatches that opened with a standard-issue multitool if you knew which screws were stripped. The hatches were supposed to be sealed during lockdown conditions, but lockdown conditions required someone to check the seals, and the someone responsible for checking seals was a containment tech, and the containment techs hadn’t been told to check the seals because the security office had long since forgotten the hatches existed.

I knew which screws were stripped. I’d stripped three of them myself during my second month on the job, when I’d needed a faster route to Arena 3 during a training accident and the official access route was blocked by a facilities crew doing scheduled maintenance on a pipe that wasn’t actually broken.

It was 22:00, the campus running on nighttime protocols: reduced staffing, automated security rotations, dormitory curfews for cadets, and a skeleton crew in the medical wing monitoring suppressor distribution systems. The equipment hummed through the walls of the maintenance corridor, a low-frequency vibration that I felt through my boots, the sound of two hundred heroines receiving their evening dose of chemical containment on schedule, every night, without exception, because the schedule mattered more than the women inside it.

I’d slipped the corridor cameras through the blind-spot pattern I’d mapped during my first week as a containment tech, three years and a lifetime ago. The pattern hadn’t changed. The security team updated their camera rotations quarterly, but the update cycle was predictable, and the blind spots were architectural, built into the corridor geometry by the building’s original engineers who had mapped camera coverage for public areas and neglected the spaces where only maintenance workers went.

The shadow thickened at the junction ahead. Not the gradual dimming of a failing light or the natural variation of fluorescent coverage. An active compression, as if the darkness were being gathered by someone who understood it as a tool, who could reach into the ambient shadow of a corridor and concentrate it into a barrier that swallowed light and sound and the comfortable assumption that the building’s geometry was predictable.

Vesper stepped from the shadow wall. Matte-black suit, pale skin, equipment straps framing her lean frame like dark architecture. The tracker sat at her throat, its red pulse a metronome marking her captivity. Her gaze found mine in the tunnel’s low light, and the faint cool of her shadow-walking presence contrasted with the residual warmth of the radiant echo in my palms.

“You mapped my patrol routes,” I said.

“Maintenance frequency patterns. You favor the southern infrastructure access on even-numbered days. It’s a habit from your containment shifts. The routing is efficient but predictable.” She fell into step beside me, her boots making no sound on the concrete, the shadow-walking absorption dampening every footfall to silence.

“You’ve been watching my walking habits.”

“I watch everyone’s walking habits. Yours are just more boring than most.” A beat. “It’s restful, actually. Most people fidget. You move like the building belongs to you.”

“It used to.”

“I know.” She didn’t say it unkindly. We walked a few steps. Then, without looking at me: “You hum. When you think no one’s around. Off-key. It’s terrible.”

“I don’t hum.”

“You hummed two corridors back. Some maintenance jingle. I’ve heard it four times.” She let a beat go by. “I haven’t decided if it’s endearing or grounds for the tracker to start monitoring me for emotional damage.”

That was as close to a joke as she’d come, and I decided not to step on it.

“Anyway.” Her voice flattened back to business. “I found the system-wide data.”

“Where?”

“Sub-archive 6. The restricted section the board thinks is sealed behind biometric locks.” A ghost of something crossed her lips. Not quite a smile. The shadow-walker’s version of satisfaction: controlled, precise, and visible only if you were watching closely. “Shadow-walking passes through biometric scanners the way light passes through glass. The scanner reads a biometric signature. My shadow-walking doesn’t have one.”

We moved through the maintenance corridors in a practiced rhythm that surprised me with its naturalness. I led through junctions where my credentials still opened hatches, navigating the physical infrastructure by memory and muscle memory. Vesper bypassed the sealed sections, her shadow-walking dissolving her through barriers that would have stopped any other infiltrator, her body disappearing into darkness at one point and reassembling at another with a precision that was unsettling to watch. She didn’t move through darkness so much as become part of it, her physical form dissolving into the shadow and reconstituting on the other side, the only continuity the tiny red indicator like a star in a void.

Sub-archive 6 was a sealed records room buried two levels below the administrative tower. Physical files, disconnected from the academy’s main network, stored in climate-controlled cabinets with magnetic locks. The room existed in the bureaucratic dead zone between “classified” and “forgotten,” maintained by someone whose job title probably included the word “archives” and whose annual budget probably didn’t include a line item for relevance.

Vesper shadow-walked through the sealed door. I heard the magnetic locks disengage from inside, the click of the mechanism preceded by a breath of cold air from the shadow displacement, and the door opened.

The room was cold, dry, and illuminated by a single emergency strip that cast blue-white light across filing cabinets, data terminals, and the decor of a room that meant “nobody is watching and no one ever will.” The cabinets lined three walls, each one labeled with classification codes that I recognized from the containment documentation system. Data terminals occupied a central desk, all powered down, their screens dark and dusty.

“The archive server runs locally,” Vesper said. She moved to the central terminal and powered it on. The screen cast blue light across her pale features, the illumination making her dark hair look almost blue and the tracker light stand out like a warning signal. “Disconnected from the campus network. Updated manually. Whoever maintains this archive does it in person, which means the data is too sensitive for digital transmission.”

The data loaded. The terminal was old, the processing speed glacial, each file opening with the patient deliberation of hardware that had been cutting-edge twenty years ago and was now too expensive to replace and too obscure to remember.

The cursor blinked. Nothing happened. Vesper tapped a key. Nothing happened. She tapped it again, harder.

“It’s thinking,” I said.

“It is not thinking. It is a twenty-year-old machine in a freezing room being asked to remember it has a job.” She hit the key a third time. The screen finally redrew, one line at a time, like it resented being woken. “There’s a metaphor in here somewhere and I refuse to look for it.”

“You found the academy’s deepest secret behind a biometric vault and the thing slowing you down is a stuck enter key.”

“The vault was easier.” She blew on her hands. The archive ran cold, and she ran colder, and the combination meant her fingers had gone white at the tips. “Whoever built this never expected anyone to actually read it. That’s the security model. Tedium.”

I sat beside her and read.

It took an hour to go through the primary files. Vesper had flagged the critical documents during her initial access, marking them with shadow-anchors that her Expression could locate in total darkness. She walked me through them in her precise, economical voice, the shadows carrying the words around me in the cold room, each sentence delivered with clear-eyed resolve built by years of casework finally reaching evidence.

The Stabilization division had been tracking power-burn syndrome across the entire heroine population for a decade. Not the sanitized version in the public reports, the version that used phrases like “manageable output fatigue” and “acceptable performance cost.” The real numbers. The ones that nobody outside this archive was supposed to see.

Suppressor protocols, the backbone of the academy’s stability narrative, delayed overload rather than solving instability. Every heroine on long-term suppressors was on a clock. The drugs managed symptoms while the underlying condition kept progressing, painkillers handed out for a fracture the academy had never once set.

The numbers were precise, and they were the kind of thing you couldn’t unread.

Six-year average functional lifespan for heroines on the standard suppressor regimen. Six years from initial prescription to functional degradation. After six years, power output declined, control deteriorated, and medical costs escalated. The heroines who maintained performance past the six-year mark did so through increased dosages, supplementary protocols, and what the files euphemistically called “accelerated career transitions.”

The final restricted classification.

The data was organized by classification. Radiants ran slightly better, seven years, because solar Expressions metabolized the chemicals more efficiently. Velocity heroines ran worse, five, because speed lived in exactly the neural pathways the suppressors wore down. Every other type had its own number on its own curve, and every curve ended in the same sealed category.

“This is what they know,” I said. My voice was steady. My hands were not. The radiant echo flared in my palms, heat building beneath the skin, warm light leaking between my fingers. “They’ve known for a decade that the suppressors are a death sentence on a timer.”

“Longer.” Vesper’s voice was flat. The flatness was intentional, the emotional equivalent of a safety lock: holding something back that would be destructive if released. “The earliest files in this archive date back fifteen years. But the data collection methodology changed twelve years ago, which suggests the research itself predates this archive.”

“Twelve years.” I did the math. Lyss Harker had been at Powerbound for sixteen years. “Who authorized the initial research?”

“Stabilization Strategy, under Director Brandt’s predecessor. Brandt took over seven years ago and continued the program. She didn’t create the system. She inherited it and decided it was useful. The previous director’s notes include recommendations for increased suppressor research funding. Brandt’s notes include cost-benefit analyses for ‘managed heroine lifecycle optimization.’”

Managed heroine lifecycle optimization. I read the phrase twice and wished I hadn’t.

I stood and walked to the filing cabinets. Physical files. Paper records, sealed in acid-free folders, organized by division, date, and classification level. I pulled a folder marked “Speedster Division: Long-Term Suppressor Impact.”

The file contained neurological degradation curves for every velocity heroine who had passed through Powerbound in the last fifteen years. Progression rates, symptom timelines, function-loss projections. The curves were consistent: two years of manageable symptoms, two years of accelerating deterioration, and a final phase of rapid decline that the file labeled “terminal neurological cascade.”

I found the page with current roster data. Handler assignments, performance schedules, suppressor dosage levels. And the projected timeline for each active speedster.

Juno Reyes was in year three.

I closed the folder. My hands were glowing. Radiance leaked between my fingers, the radiant echo responding to an anger that went deeper than anything I’d felt since the exhibition. A cold anger settled in me, clean-burning and durable.

Vesper looked at my hands. “You’re going to fog the screen. Or set the folder on fire. I’m not sure which the archivist files under worse.”

I closed my fists. The light dimmed.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s the warmest this room has been in a decade.” She didn’t quite smile. She rubbed her hands together once, the cold getting to her, then went still again, because the next part wasn’t going to let either of us be warm. “Dane. There’s more.”

I turned.

She had opened a secondary file tree on the terminal. Deeper records, archived under a different classification scheme. The header read: “Shadow Division: Covert Operations Assessment, Cycle 7.”

“My mother’s division,” Vesper said. The flatness in her voice had cracked. Beneath it was something sharp and old, the edge of a wound that had been open for eight years and had never been treated. “Katya Rook. Shadow-walker. Assigned to a six-person covert operations squad eight years ago. The mission was classified.”

I moved back to the terminal and read.

The squad had been deployed for a villain extraction: high-value target, covert approach, shadow-insertion protocol. The official record said the mission failed because Katya Rook betrayed the team, abandoned her post, and allowed the extraction target to escape. She was court-martialed, stripped of rank, and discharged. Her hero license was revoked. Her family name was added to the academy’s permanent blacklist. And her daughter, an eighteen-year-old shadow-walker manifesting the same Expression as her mother, was flagged as “at-risk” and fitted with a collar-tracker that she would wear for the next seven years.

The Stabilization archive told a different story.

Three members of Katya’s squad had been on long-term suppressors. Their neurological function scores, documented in the same archive, showed they were past the six-year threshold. Degraded control. Reduced output. Power-signature instability under stress. Deterioration like that made covert operations, which required precision, timing, and the ability to maintain an Expression under pressure, functionally impossible.

The mission failed because three out of six squad members couldn’t perform at the required level because their suppressors had eaten their capabilities. The extraction target escaped because half the squad was functionally compromised by the academy’s own medication.

And Katya Rook, the only squad member whose performance was intact, was blamed for the failure because admitting the truth would have exposed the suppressor program.

Vesper read the file in silence. Her jaw was set, the muscles visible beneath the pale skin. The shadows in the room thickened, gathering around her boots, climbing her legs, pooling at her waist like a physical manifestation of the fury she was not allowing herself to express. The tracker light accelerated, the device registering her elevated emotional state and transmitting data to whatever monitoring system the academy used to keep tabs on the woman whose mother had been destroyed for telling the truth.

She did not cry. Vesper Rook did not give the room that much access. But her hand hovered over the line with Katya’s name, two fingers suspended a centimeter above the screen as if touching the glass would either prove the record was real or make the wound physical enough to bleed. The archive’s cold air moved through the vents. The terminal fan clicked. Somewhere above us, Powerbound’s public corridors were probably full of students buying coffee and arguing about rankings, while beneath them a daughter stared at the machinery that had turned her mother’s integrity into a disciplinary file.

“They made her failure useful,” Vesper said. The words came out scraped down to nothing, like she’d said them in her head so many times they’d worn smooth. “She spent eight years being the reason nobody trusts a Rook, and the whole time she was the only one in that squad who could still do the job.”

The shadows climbed higher.

It wasn’t an attack. It was more like the room itself drawing closer to her because the light had become intolerable. The emergency strip dimmed by degrees, blue-white thinning to a sickly gray. My radiant echo reacted instinctively, warmth gathering in my palms, but I held it back. Light was not comfort to Vesper. Not here. Not with her mother’s name on a screen and seven years of collar data blinking against her throat.

She opened another attached file. Personnel evaluations. Handler notes. Security review summaries written after Katya’s discharge and before Vesper’s tracker assignment. The language was familiar in the worst way: “risk inheritance,” “familial instability indicators,” “shadow-class behavioral vigilance.” They had turned a daughter’s grief into a predictive category before she had done anything except inherit her mother’s Expression.

One note was marked with Brandt’s predecessor’s authorization code.

Recommendation: enhanced monitoring upon adult registration. Justification: unresolved maternal loyalty risk.

Vesper read that line three times. Her face did not change on the first two. On the third, her mouth moved, not softening, not smiling. A tiny failure in the seal.

“I was seventeen when they wrote this,” she said.

“Before the collar.”

“Before I signed anything. Before they told me the tracker was a precaution.” Her voice was going somewhere flatter than flat. “I was seventeen. They had a hand on my shoulder and a word for me already. They’d decided what my grief was going to mean before I.” She stopped. Touched the collar, two fingers on the red pulse, not absently. Started again somewhere else. “My mother. She told the truth for eight years. To anyone. The squad was compromised, the suppressors made them weak, she didn’t.” The breath she pulled in came rough. “She didn’t fail. They needed someone to have failed, and she was the only one still working, so.”

She didn’t finish it. She didn’t need to.

“And the academy buried it,” I said.

“They gave me this when I was eighteen.” She touched the band again. The red light blinked against her pale fingers. “Said it was standard. For my family history.” A short, ugly exhale that wasn’t a laugh. “There are twelve shadow-walkers at Powerbound. Count the trackers. There’s one.”

I looked at the collar. The device I’d noted the first time I saw her. The thin band of dark metal against ivory skin, blinking its regular pulse, marking her as monitored, tracked, contained. A leash disguised as hardware.

“We’re taking copies of everything,” I said.

“Already done.” She held up a data chip between two fingers, the small square of plastic catching the emergency strip’s light. The gesture was controlled, precise, the shadow-walker’s economy of motion, but I could read what sat under it. Eight years of her life, the disciplinary file and the collar and the at-risk flag, all of it built on a lie they’d needed to tell so they wouldn’t have to tell the real one.

“I copied the primary files during my first visit. Tonight was for context. And for you to see what you’re fighting.”

I took the chip. It was warm from her hand, a contrast to the cool temperature of her skin that I noticed and filed away. Shadow-walkers ran cold, the thermal negative of their Expression reducing their body temperature to levels that my radiant echo read as absence rather than presence. But the chip was warm. She’d been holding it for a while, keeping it close, the physical evidence of her mother’s innocence pressed against her body like a talisman.

“Vesper.”

“Don’t.” Her voice was quiet but firm. The shadows made the word arrive from every direction at once, the darkness amplifying the single syllable into something as solid as a wall. “Don’t do the thing where you say it’ll be different now. I’ve heard the right words before. People here are good at the right words.” She stopped. Looked at the chip in her hand instead of at me. “Just. You see things. You see the damage when nobody’s looking at it. So file it. And this time make it stick somewhere. That’s all I want from you. That part.”

I held her gaze. It was not flat anymore. It burned low and slow, the same thing I’d felt reading those degradation curves with Juno’s name on the timeline, the same thing Aurelia kept banked behind the golden composure. Three women I’d never have put in the same room, and the same set of files had a plan for each of them.

“I’ll make them listen,” I said.

She held my eyes for one more beat. Then she stepped backward into the dark between two cabinets and was simply gone, the way she always went, the collar’s red pulse hanging in the air a half-second after the rest of her had stopped being there.

We sealed the archive and left through separate routes. I worked my way back through the maintenance corridors to the administrative tower, the data chip in my pocket pressing against my thigh beside the relay chip from Arena 7. Two pieces of evidence. One showing the official record was lying about a single heroine. The other showing Powerbound was lying about all of them.

My quarters were dark when I entered. I flipped the light and found Aurelia on the couch.

A thin sweater hung loose over her shoulders, shorts and bare feet making her look younger than the golden symbol the academy sold. She’d let herself in through the standard lock; her amplified radiant output could soften the mechanism with targeted heat, the metal yielding to a precise application of solar energy that left no visible damage. She was curled on the couch reading from her personal terminal, but she looked up when I entered, and I could tell she’d felt me coming for the last five minutes. The warm light pooling at her throat brightened as our proximity strengthened the resonance.

“You’re angry,” she said. She could feel it before she saw it, the resonance carrying what my face wouldn’t: the clean, banked anger that had been building since I’d read the suppressor statistics.

“I found the suppressor files.”

I told her. All of it. The decade of data. The six-year number, and what it actually was once you stopped calling it management and called it a clock. The degradation curves sorted by heroine type, each one a line that bent the same way and ended in the same sealed category.

Juno’s name on a speedster timeline, with three more demonstrations scheduled inside the window where the file predicted she’d lose her hands.

Vesper’s mother. The squad that failed because half of it was already chemically hollowed out. The court-martial that pinned it on the one woman still working, because the truth would have cost the program. The collar they locked onto her daughter at eighteen and called precaution.

I didn’t soften any of it. She’d had ten years of softening from the people who profited off her staying calm. She deserved the edges.

Aurelia listened without interrupting. The glow beneath her skin dimmed as I talked, reacting to each clinical detail, then steadied and brightened, and this time it didn’t flicker the way instability flickered. It held. Her light no longer fought her body; it channeled through it, answering conviction instead of strain.

“The suppressors were a trap,” she said when I finished. Her voice was steady. Aurelia’s voice, but stripped of performance, speaking truth in a private room.

“You already knew.”

“I knew they weren’t working. I felt it every day, the patches doing less, the dosages climbing, my body fighting itself harder with every exhibition. I didn’t have proof that the academy knew and kept prescribing them anyway. I didn’t have proof that six years was the number.” She stood. The sweater shifted, thin cotton pulling across her breasts, the warm glow visible through the fabric, light emanating from skin that no longer needed chemicals to manage the power running through it. Gold brightened in her gaze. “Then I want every name on that chip in front of a roomful of people who can’t pretend they didn’t hear it.”

She stepped into my space. Her hands came up to my face, palms against my jaw, thumbs tracing my cheekbones. The warmth of her poured through the contact, radiant energy meeting the echo in my skin, the resonance flaring between us in a cascade of radiant heat that made the room’s shadows retreat.

“But first,” she said. “Come back to me. You’ve been in that archive for three hours, reading the worst things Powerbound has done, and you’re running on cold fury and containment training. Come back.”

I looked at her. The anger was still there, banked but hot. The resonance carried it to her without translation, the precise shape of the fury, the cold architecture shaped by numbers proving the academy I’d served was built on the systematic destruction of women it called heroes.

She could feel it, and she was choosing not to soften it. She was choosing to meet it.

“I’m running hot,” I said.

“Good.” She pulled my face down and kissed me. Hard, open, her tongue against mine, her body pressing into me with restored physical confidence, the bond having turned chemical poison into clean power. “I want you running hot.”

The kiss deepened. My hands found her waist, slid under the thin sweater, and the heat that met my palms wasn’t the gentle warmth of the first night, it was already running high, anger turned into temperature. She gasped into my mouth, the resonance surging. I pulled the sweater over her head. She wore nothing beneath it. Her breasts spilled free, full and firm, the skin almost too warm to keep my hand still against, her nipples tightening in the cool air of the room while the rest of her radiated like she’d just stepped out of a furnace.

“On the bed,” she said.

I pulled my shirt off. She pushed me down. I landed on the mattress and she followed, straddling my hips, her shorts the only fabric between us. She planted her palms on my chest, and the radiant energy cycled through us in a current that moved faster than it had the first night, the route already worn smooth by use. There was less for me to figure out this time. Her power came in, found the channel my body had learned to give it, and went back to her brighter, and all of it happened almost before I’d decided to do it. We were learning each other.

“We’re going to try something,” she said. “You said the resonance strengthens when the bond deepens. I want to see how deep it goes.”

She ground her hips against mine, and I felt the heat of her through the thin shorts, through my pants, the friction deliberate and controlled. I was hard already, the anger and the attraction and the resonance braiding into one another until the read tracked them as escalating power exchange. I gripped her hips and pulled her down harder. The breath punched out of her, her breasts swaying, the radiance intensifying.

She reached behind her and unzipped. My pants went next. She rose up, pulled the shorts aside, and sank down onto my cock in one deliberate motion, taking me to the hilt in a single slow descent that drew a groan from both of us.

Hot. Tight. The radiant energy flooded the contact point, her pussy stretching around my thickness as her power surged along the resonance in a cascade of solar heat. I felt every nerve in her body through the resonance, felt the pleasure spike as she bottomed out with my cock buried completely inside her, the head pressing against her deepest point, felt the power cycling faster with every heartbeat. She was drenched, slick arousal coating my length, the wetness evidence of an arousal that had been building since she’d felt my anger arrive before I did. The wet sound of her sinking onto me was obscene in the quiet room, and she shuddered at the fullness, her golden eyes rolling back for a moment before she locked them on mine.

“Push back.” Her voice was strained, breathy, her public composure dissolving into something rawer. “When you feel my power enter you, don’t just ground it. Push it back harder. I want to see what happens when we both push.”

I focused. The resonance was clearer now than it had been during the first bond, the pathways more defined, my diagnostic sense reading her power signature with a precision that came from practice and proximity. I felt her radiant energy pour into my body, read its pattern, and instead of simply grounding and returning, I amplified the return. Pushed the clean energy back into her with more force than she’d sent.

Aurelia’s eyes went wide. Her spine bowed, her hips driving down, taking me deeper. Radiance erupted beneath her skin, her breasts blazing, the heat pouring off her in a sheet that gleamed on every plane of her body. She moaned, a sound that came from deep in her chest and resonated through us, and her hips started moving with purpose.

She rode me with a decade of stolen bodily authority concentrated into every chosen movement. But this wasn’t the slow tidal exchange of the first bond. This had teeth in it. Each time her power poured into me I shoved it back harder than she’d sent it, and I felt it land in her like a struck note, and she answered by driving down faster, daring me to overrun her.

And the heat wasn’t a glow this time. It was real. The heat-resistance echo flared awake across my skin to keep up with her, a thermal layer rising automatically the way it did against a surface that would scorch anyone else, so that the place where her body met mine ran hot enough to blister and neither of us flinched from it. I could feel exactly how close she was riding to the edge of what skin could take, and I could feel my own body simply refusing to be burned, and the wrongness of that, the impossibility of it, was its own kind of intoxication.

“More,” she breathed, hands flat on my chest, the air between her palms and my sternum shimmering with rising temperature. Her breath came in short pulls that tasted of salt, sun-hot skin, and the sharp copper thread of power working too hard when it hit my mouth. “Match me. Don’t you dare cool it down.”

I grabbed her hips. My hands ran as hot as hers now, the echo at full burn, my grip leaving faint reddened crescents that faded as fast as they formed. The sound of it filled the room, skin on skin, the wet catch of her body, and under all of it a low resonant hum I felt in my teeth, the two power signatures grinding into one frequency.

“Don’t hold back,” she gasped, riding me harder, words breaking between thrusts. “Give it to me. All of it.” Her power surged on the demand. “God. Let me feel it.”

I gave her all of it, drove up into her as she slammed down, the angle punishing, her arousal slick on my thighs, the pace climbing until the trading of power stopped feeling like two separate things and turned into one loop with no seam in it, each pass through it hotter than the last. The suite’s passive monitors logged numbers that would later make a stabilization tech swear they were equipment errors.

She broke with a sound that started as a scream and ended somewhere lower, her whole body clamping around me, the heat at our joined skin spiking to a peak that should have hurt and didn’t, the resonant hum cresting into something I felt in the floor and the walls and the fillings in my teeth. The light off her skin was almost too bright to look at, but it was the heat I remembered after, and the sound, the way the room rang for a half-second when she came like a plucked wire still vibrating.

My release tore through me into the open circuit. Buried to the hilt, I pulsed hard, the heat of it meeting her own rising to take it, and she ground down in tight circles to wring out every throb, gasping, arching one last time as the resonance carried my orgasm into her and back.

The heat bled off in stages, the thermal layer in my skin settling, the hum dropping out of the floor, the brightness easing until the room was only a room again and the air smelled of scorched cotton, sweat, and the coppery heat of overworked dampener circuits.

Aurelia collapsed forward onto my chest. Her hair spilled across my shoulder, golden strands catching the fading light. Her skin was warm, not hot. Her breathing was ragged but steady. Her body was a heavy, satisfied weight on mine, and I could feel her power signature running cleaner and stronger than it had an hour ago.

I lay there for a moment, the read still humming with the shape of what we’d just done. The numbers were right there, the way they always were. For once I didn’t reach for them.

“You burned cleaner than the arena,” I said instead. “I could feel it. No fighting itself. No misalignment. Just power going where you sent it.”

She lifted her head. Sweat on her brow, glow in her eyes, the post-sex radiance making her look simultaneously exhausted and incandescent. “Higher than combat?”

“Higher than combat. And it didn’t cost you anything.” That was the part that mattered, and we both knew it. “The arena took something out of you every time. This put it back.”

She rested her chin on my chest and was quiet a while, thinking, her fingers moving idly over my collarbone.

“It gets stronger the more I trust you,” she said finally. “That’s what this was. The test.” She huffed. “I don’t even have to ask if you noticed. You noticed before I did. You’re insufferable like that.”

“I noticed.”

The warmth of it sat between us for a moment, both of us avoiding the part where we’d have to do something with it. She got there first.

“They’re going to make this the problem,” she said, and the lightness went out of her voice. “Not the suppressors. Not the data. Not the arena they put me in at the end of their own curve.” She looked down at where the light still pulsed between our skin. “This. The one good thing. They’ll point at it and call it the danger.”

“Because it makes them unnecessary.”

Her hands spread over my chest, warm, possessive.

“Then we don’t let them get the first word,” she said. “We put the data in front of people who can’t unhear it, and we do it before Brandt builds her version. That’s all. That’s the whole plan.”

Her fingers kept moving while the dark room held its breath around us, warm and absent, tracing slow aimless lines over my chest while her mind worked somewhere I couldn’t follow. I didn’t try to read anything into it. It was just her hand, and the heat of it, and the long quiet of a person deciding to ask a question she didn’t want the answer to.

Then: “The six-year lifespan. The suppressor data. How long did I have?”

I didn’t want to answer. She felt the reluctance before I could hide it, the protective impulse to soften the edge. The bond was mercilessly honest. She couldn’t ask me a question and not feel my emotional response to it before I formulated the words.

“Tell me.”

“Based on the degradation curves in the archive, adjusted for your output level and suppressor dosage progression, you had approximately six years from initial prescription.”

“I started suppressors at eighteen. I’m twenty-four.”

The math was simple. Aurelia’s fingers stopped moving on my chest. The light under her skin dimmed to a thin, banked line, and the monitor hum became the loudest thing in the room.

Six years. The number hung in the dark between us, lit by her glow. Eighteen to twenty-four, first patch to predicted end. She was twenty-four. By the academy’s own schedule, the exhibition should have been the day the curve ran out.

“That’s how long I had left.” Her voice held steady, but I felt the tremor under it through the bond, a woman realizing the flat ground had been the edge of a cliff the whole time. “If you hadn’t reached me.”

“Yes.”

“They knew.” Not a question. A confirmation, the final piece of a puzzle she’d been solving since she was old enough to notice that the patches hurt more than the medical team said they should and the exhibitions left her weaker than the recovery protocols acknowledged. “They had the data. The six-year curve. They could have calculated my endpoint the day they started my regimen. They put me on suppressors at eighteen and scheduled me for six years of exhibitions that they knew would consume me, and they called it stabilization.”

“They knew the whole time,” I said.

She put her face against my chest. Her arms tightened with steel-bending strength, and I felt the constriction in my ribs and didn’t ask her to ease up because the pain was honest and she needed to hold on to something real. The steady glow held, warm, the power of a woman given six years to live and handed something else instead.

We lay like that for a long time, both of us awake and neither pretending otherwise.

Aurelia’s hand found mine in the dark. Our palms glowed gold against each other, the combined light warm enough to read by.

Neither of us reached for the terminal again.


Chapter 9: Speed Kills

Juno ran her precision trial at six in the morning, before the galleries filled, and I watched the part of it the scoreboard didn’t.

I’d known what I’d see. The suppressor archive data that Vesper had copied predicted the progression with clinical precision: measured destruction, documented it, and continued prescribing the chemicals that caused it. The degradation curves for velocity heroines were the steepest in the dataset: five years average from initial prescription to functional breakdown, the neural pathways that processed speed being simultaneously the most valuable asset the academy measured and the most fragile architecture the suppressors damaged. Juno was in year three. The curves said she had two years left. My diagnostic sense, which read the real-time data that the curves were modeled from, said the curves were optimistic.

I watched Juno Reyes from the maintenance access corridor that ran parallel to the speedster training wing. My access to the main facilities was still restricted, but the maintenance corridors had more exits than the security team had mapped, and I’d stopped caring about restricted areas two archive visits ago. The relay chip in my pocket and the data chip beside it had rearranged my relationship with boundaries. When Powerbound was systematically destroying the women it claimed to protect, the boundaries existed to protect Powerbound, not the women.

Through the reinforced glass panel that separated the service access from the training floor, I could see her.

She was running a precision trial: high-speed target acquisition, a gauntlet of holographic opponents that appeared at randomized intervals, requiring split-second deceleration, directional change, and re-acceleration. The standard speedster evaluation that hero-track cadets dreaded and exhibition scouts loved. The holographic targets were calibrated for A-minus speed: fast enough to challenge the best velocity heroines on the roster, randomized enough to prevent pattern-learning, positioned to test both straight-line speed and the directional agility that separated exhibition speedsters from combat ones.

Juno blazed through the first thirty seconds. The eye couldn’t hold her, only the orange afterimage marking her direction changes like racing paint on an invisible track, the air humming with displaced energy. She was fast. Impossibly, breathtakingly fast. Speed that made you understand, in the gut before the brain caught up, why the public worshipped superheroines and why the academy charged four hundred dollars for front-row exhibition seats. The holographic targets shattered as she hit them, each impact a precisely calculated intersection of velocity and mass and the kinetic expertise that made Juno Reyes one of the best speedsters the academy had ever produced.

At the forty-second mark, she stumbled.

It was minor. A lateral drift on a hard deceleration, maybe six inches, invisible to the training monitors that measured speed and accuracy but didn’t track the geometry of the approach. Her right-side motor response lagged her left by approximately three to five milliseconds. Enough to throw her trajectory off the optimal line. Enough to make the next acceleration compensate, her left leg driving harder to correct the deviation that her right leg had introduced.

The next four targets showed the same pattern in miniature. She still looked brilliant. Anyone watching from the gallery would have seen the air shred and reknit around her as she erased holographic opponents with impossible timing, then grinned at the scoreboard like the trial was a game she had already won. My diagnostic sense saw the cost between the highlights. A heel plant half an inch too far outside the optimal line. A shoulder dip disguised as flourish. A left-hand brace against a concrete pylon that she turned into a showy wall-run, because Juno could make compensation look like style for anyone who didn’t know where to look.

She completed the trial. The scoring display lit up: A-minus. Outstanding by any normal metric. A score handlers put in sponsorship proposals and exhibition planners put in promotional materials. The gallery would read it and clap. None of them would know the number was achieved through compensation, through a body fighting its own neurological decay to maintain the performance level Powerbound demanded.

She walked to the exit corridor with the confident swagger of a perfect post-trial performance: hips rolling, speed suit catching the light, the grin assembling on her face like armor being donned piece by piece. And the moment the training floor door closed behind her, the moment the observation cameras lost their angle and the corridor beyond was empty and unwatched, she bent double and vomited into a waste bin.

I heard the sound through the service panel. Retching, gasping, the wet noise of a body expelling everything because the nervous system was in revolt, the neurological pathways that processed speed firing error signals that the body translated into nausea and the body translated into the contents of her stomach hitting plastic. Then silence. Then slow, controlled breathing. A practiced recovery sequence: in through the nose, hold for three counts, out through the mouth. A woman managing the aftermath of her own deterioration with a discipline honed by years of managing her speed.

She straightened up. Wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Checked the corridor for witnesses with a quick sweep of those calculating dark eyes.

Found none.

Then she reached for the recovery slate clipped beside the bin. Her fingers closed late. The slate slipped, clacked against the tile, and skidded under the bench. Juno froze. Her right hand shook hard enough now that the tendons stood out under the fingerless glove. She snatched the slate up with her left, shoved it under her arm, and checked the corridor again, not for danger this time but for witnesses.

She stayed there anyway for eight more seconds, palms braced on the rim of the bin, shoulders locked while her body performed the private accounting no scoreboard measured. Her right hand trembled once, a tiny flutter at the index finger that she killed by making a fist. Then she flexed the fingers open, closed, open again, checking whether the motion obeyed before anyone else could see it disobey. Her breathing stayed disciplined, but the scent of bile cut through the corridor’s recycled air, sharp enough that my stomach tightened in sympathy. A handler reading the trial report would see clean target acquisition and a high score. My ability saw a woman negotiating with damaged nerves, buying public brilliance with private recovery rituals she had practiced until they looked like personality. She was very good at hiding it. That was the part that turned my stomach.

Juno Reyes walked to the recovery wing with steady steps and a smile she rebuilt one piece at a time: the curl of the lips, then the manufactured brightness in the eyes, then the shoulders back and the hips rolling and the bounce in the step. By the time she reached the entrance she looked like a speedster who’d just crushed a trial and was heading to cool down, instead of a woman who’d been retching into a bin sixty seconds earlier.

I left the service corridor and checked the academy scheduling system from a maintenance terminal in the adjacent building. Three speedster demonstrations this month. The first was in four days. Handler Garza had signed the performance authorization.

I pulled Handler Garza’s personnel file.

Garza was a mid-level performance manager with twelve years at Powerbound. His metrics were impeccable: every heroine assigned to his roster met their exhibition targets, maintained their sponsorship obligations, and ranked within expected parameters. He had never been formally reprimanded. He had never lost a heroine to burnout. He had never missed a quarterly target.

He had also never flagged a heroine for medical review based on neurological degradation. Not once in twelve years. He could see it. Seeing it simply wasn’t part of his performance evaluation, and his performance evaluation was the only thing Powerbound measured.

I cross-referenced his authorization history with the suppressor archive data Vesper had copied. Four heroines on Garza’s current roster were past the six-year suppressor threshold. Two of them were speedsters. Juno Reyes was the highest-profile.

Garza was signing off on demonstrations for women whose bodies were failing, because the demonstrations met his metrics. He didn’t have to hate anyone to do it. He just had to keep hitting his targets.

I looked deeper into the file. Garza’s reviews were uniformly positive. Reliable. Consistent. The word “stable” appeared in every one of them, the academy’s favorite word for its favorite kind of employee: the kind who never looked too closely at what was breaking underneath the numbers he was paid to produce.

I checked the speedster demonstration schedule against the suppressor archive data. The three demonstrations scheduled this month required cumulative output levels that, for a speedster at Juno’s deterioration stage, would push the neurological damage past the compensation threshold. The first demonstration alone would accelerate the tremor progression by approximately two months. The second would advance the lateral drift to combat-dangerous levels. The third would begin the process of permanent motor function loss that the archive files called “terminal neurological cascade.”

Three demonstrations. Three steps toward the end of Juno Reyes’s career, her mobility, and the public identity built around being untouchably fast.

The demonstration was in four days.

I found Garza outside the speedster preparation room the morning of the rescheduled trial. He was standing in the corridor with his clipboard, reviewing performance targets, dressed in the academy’s handler uniform: a tailored gray-blue suit meant to be forgettable. The uniform equivalent of wallpaper. He had a forgettable face to match. Mid-forties, stocky, a man who moved through administrative spaces like furniture: present, functional, and invisible unless someone needed something moved.

“Handler Garza,” I said.

He looked up. His eyes registered my gray containment uniform and immediately categorized me as irrelevant. The categorization was automatic, reflexive, the same way a filing system categorized documents by department: maintenance requests went to one pile, performance authorizations went to another, and the two piles never intersected. “You’re not authorized in this wing, Calder.”

“I need to discuss Juno Reyes’s performance authorization for this week’s demonstration.”

“That authorization is a Stabilization matter. Containment has no standing.”

“Her neurological degradation scores show progressive right-side motor function decline. Her lateral drift during precision trials has increased from four inches to six in the past week. Post-trial recovery includes nausea, tremors, and compensatory motor adjustment patterns consistent with accelerating neural pathway breakdown.”

Garza’s expression didn’t change. The clipboard didn’t lower. The forgettable face maintained its forgettable neutrality. “Reyes’s medical evaluations are current. Suppressor levels are within prescribed range. Her performance metrics meet exhibition standards.”

“Her performance metrics measure speed, not survival. The demonstration you authorized requires full-burn output at sustained intervals. At her current degradation rate, sustained full-burn will push her past the compensation threshold. She will begin losing motor function. Not temporarily. Permanently.”

“Her medical evaluations are current,” Garza repeated. The repetition was reflex: when challenged, restate the protocol. The protocol was the shield. The protocol was always the answer, because the protocol had been written by people who were never held accountable for the consequences the protocol produced.

I stepped closer. Not threatening. I wasn’t large enough or ranked high enough to threaten a handler through physical presence. But I moved with the steady, unhurried calm I’d learned crawling into burning buildings for a living, the calm that came from years of approaching situations that could kill you while maintaining a heartbeat that could be heard by terrified people as steady and reliable. Something about that calm made Garza’s clipboard lower half an inch.

“I’ve read the Stabilization archive data on speedster neurological decline,” I said. Quietly. The corridor was not empty, and the walls were thin. “I know the degradation curves. I know the six-year suppressor lifespan. I know that two heroines on your current roster are past threshold and that Juno Reyes is entering terminal decline under the standard protocol. I know these things because I read the files that your department generated, documented, and chose not to act on.”

Garza’s face went very still. The forgettable expression hardened into something less forgettable: the look that came when someone referenced information that was supposed to be inaccessible.

“Those files are classified.”

“They are. And I’ve read them. Which means I can file a liability documentation naming you as the authorizing handler for a demonstration that every internal metric predicts will cause irreversible neurological damage to Juno Reyes, who is still classified as performance-viable.”

“That documentation would be sealed.”

“It would be in the record. And the next time a heroine on your roster burns out, and there’s an investigation, and the investigators pull the authorization chain, they will find my documentation predicting the outcome that your authorization caused. Sealed doesn’t mean invisible, Garza. It means delayed. And the delay ends when someone dies.”

The corridor was quiet. Through the preparation room door, I could hear Juno’s music playing, the fast-tempo tracks she used to warm up. The bass thudded through the thin door, the rhythm too fast for most people, perfect for a speedster who processed sound at three times normal speed. The door was thin enough for sound but thick enough for privacy. She didn’t know I was here. She didn’t know Garza was about to push her toward permanent damage because the quarterly metrics said she was fine.

Garza looked at me. The forgettable face had hardened into something I filed in my memory as professional invisibility failing under direct light. A man realizing his invisibility had just been revoked.

He was calculating. The micro-movements of his jaw, the instinctive tightening of his lips. A handler’s authorization was backed by Stabilization, backed by the Director, backed by the board. The hierarchy was clear, and Dane Calder’s position in it was approximately equal to the maintenance equipment he carried.

But the hierarchy didn’t account for data as a weapon. It worked for people who respected its boundaries, and I had stopped respecting those boundaries when they started killing women.

“You’re threatening my position.”

“I’m citing the data your own academy collected and asking you to delay a demonstration until a neurological assessment confirms it’s safe. If the assessment clears her, she performs. If it doesn’t, you have documentation proving you acted in good faith. Either way, the liability sits where it should: with the data, not with the handler who ignored it.”

“And if I proceed without the assessment?”

“Then the liability documentation enters the filing queue today, with the archive data as supporting evidence. My name on the filing. Your name on the authorization. Powerbound’s data predicting the outcome. Your choice.”

Garza stared at me for three more seconds. I counted. Three seconds was a long time for a man whose face had been shaped by nature and profession to avoid lingering attention. Then he tucked the clipboard under his arm, turned, and walked toward the administrative wing without another word.

I didn’t leave the threat theoretical. I pulled my maintenance slate from my belt, opened the liability queue, and filed the notice under Juno Reyes’s demonstration authorization: Handler Garza named as the authorizing officer, archive degradation curves attached by hash, my field observations timestamped, and a mandatory neurological review logged as required mitigation. The system returned green: liability record submitted, copied to every office that would have to pretend later it hadn’t been warned. Garza could pretend he had not listened. The paper trail would not.

The demonstration was not officially delayed. But the preparation room scheduling was pushed from morning to afternoon, then afternoon to the next day, then the next day to “pending medical review.” The bureaucratic machinery that Garza operated had its own momentum, and redirecting it required the same technique I used on the building’s infrastructure: apply pressure at the right point and let the machinery’s own momentum do the rest.

Garza had backed down. Temporarily. He would report the interaction. Brandt would hear about it. The classified data I’d referenced would trigger a security review. I accepted the cost because the immediate result mattered: Juno Reyes would not be pushed into a demonstration that would destroy what remained of her neurological function.

I stood in the corridor outside the preparation room and let my heartbeat settle. The radiant echo glowed in my palms, warm light responding to the adrenaline that the calm exterior hadn’t shown. The anger was still there, banked and precise. Paperwork as a weapon, because paperwork was what Powerbound understood and what a containment tech had instead of projected force.

The preparation room door opened.

Juno stood in the doorway.

She was in the speed suit. Electric blue and white, orange streaks vivid against the corridor’s institutional gray, cropped midriff showing toned abs and bronze-brown skin, the zipper at the exact position that made looking anywhere else an exercise in discipline. The suit was damp at the collar from the warm-up, the fabric darkened where perspiration had gathered. Her dark hair was messy from wind resistance, strands clinging to her forehead and the curve of her neck. Her lips were slightly parted, the glossy finish catching the corridor light.

Her hands were shaking.

“I heard you,” she said. “Through the door. Every word.”

I met her eyes. The dark brown was bright, sharp, stripped of the performance mask. The grin was absent. The bouncing was absent. The speed-hum was absent. What remained was a twenty-three-year-old woman who had spent two years hiding her deterioration behind the fastest smile in the building and had just heard someone fight for her in the corridor outside her preparation room.

“He was going to push you,” I said.

“He always pushes. That’s the job. Numbers say I’m fine, schedule says perform, sponsors want results. And nobody up that whole line ever.” She stopped. Her hands flexed. “Nobody asks the actual person. They just ask the numbers. I’m a number that runs fast.” She stepped into the corridor and let the door close behind her. “Why’d you do that, anyway. You put your job on the table. Cited stuff that could get you walked off campus. For someone you’re not even bonded to.”

“Because.” I stopped. I didn’t have a clean version of it ready, and trying to find one would have been a lie of its own kind. “I read your file. Nobody else was reading it like there was a person in it. So I did.” It came out clumsier than I wanted. I left it clumsy.

The words landed in the corridor anyway, the way clumsy true things sometimes did. Juno’s speed-hum dropped out. The corridor ventilation returned, flat and ordinary, and her hands closed over the bench edge hard enough to whiten her knuckles.

The hum around Juno’s body quieted. Her constant motion, the bouncing, the fidgeting, the restless kinetic energy that was her public identity and her private shield, all of it stilled. The corridor felt different without it, the way a room feels different when someone turns off the background music and you realize how much of the atmosphere was manufactured.

She stood perfectly motionless. Juno Reyes, the fastest woman at Powerbound Academy, frozen in a service corridor, looking at me with eyes that had stopped calculating and started feeling.

“Sit with me,” she said.

We sat on the preparation bench. Metal, cold, a bench recovery wings installed because it survived being dropped and didn’t need to be explained on a budget line. Juno sat beside me, close enough that her shoulder pressed against mine, and the contact was quiet and deliberate and nothing like the teasing, circling energy she’d brought to every previous encounter.

She was still. Completely still.

“Speed costs,” she said. The words came slowly. Carefully. Each one placed instead of thrown, the opposite of her normal rapid-fire delivery. “They told me the migraines were normal. Performance cost.” Her mouth twisted around the phrase. “That’s the actual term. It’s in the literature.”

She paused. Looked at her hands. The tremor was visible in the corridor light, a fine oscillation in her fingers that she had been hiding for months behind the kinetic hum of her speed. She didn’t try to explain it. She just watched it happen, the way you’d watch weather.

“Every time I reported something, there was a word for it,” she said finally. “And the word always meant keep running.”

“Missing minutes?”

“After a full-burn run. Sometimes I lose time. Not a lot. A minute, maybe two. One moment I’m decelerating from combat speed and the next I’m standing somewhere else and ninety seconds are gone that I can’t account for.” She turned her hands over, watching the tremor. “It’s getting worse. The gaps are longer. The tremors don’t stop anymore. They just get quieter. They hide better.”

“How long?”

“Two years of symptoms. Before that, I was fine. Fast and fine and nobody asked questions because the times kept getting better and the crowds kept getting louder and the sponsorship numbers kept climbing.” She pressed her hands flat on the bench, the metal cold against her shaking fingers, and I watched her try to stop the tremor through pressure, through will, through fierce speedster stubbornness. She had spent her life controlling motion. Stillness was the part betraying her now.

“I’m scared,” she said. The words came out at normal speed, which on Juno was achingly slow. She stopped. Tried again. “One day I’m going to phase and not come back together. That’s the thing in my head at three in the morning. I don’t have a prettier way to say it.”

“That’s not how velocity deterioration works.”

“I read the literature. I know it’s motor function. I know where the curve goes, I know it’s not, like, atoms coming apart.” She looked at me, and the dark eyes were bright with something that wasn’t tears but was close. “Doesn’t help. The fear doesn’t care what I read. It’s faster than I am.” A crooked, joyless attempt at the grin. “That’s the part nobody tells you. You can’t outrun it. I’ve tried.”

“I know.”

“You don’t, though.” She said it without heat. “That’s the wild part. You kind of do.”

“I’m asking what it costs,” I said. “That’s all. Just asking.”

“Yeah.” She turned to look at me. Close. Her face was inches from mine, and this close, without the speed-haze and the performance grin, she was striking in a completely different way. Warm bronze skin, flushed at the cheeks from the warm-up and the emotion. Dark eyes that were steady instead of darting, the calculation replaced by something unguarded. Lips that weren’t smiling, and the absence of the smile revealed a mouth that was soft and full and more honest than the grin had ever been.

“You asked. And then you stood in front of my handler and told him the truth with classified data you could lose everything for having.” She paused, and the stillness was so complete that I could hear her heartbeat through her skin. “Why?”

I thought about giving her the whole list. The three years of unread reports. Aurelia. The principle of the thing. None of it was the real answer.

“You came out of recovery yesterday with a smile and vomit on your boots,” I said, “and nobody here has noticed those two things don’t go together. I don’t know. I noticed. It’s not complicated.”

Juno went quiet, and then her shoulders came down off her ears, a half inch, like something heavy had been set down. The breath she let out was long and uneven and ended in something close to a laugh that wasn’t one.

“Huh,” she said. She pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes for a second. When she took them away the brightness in her face had gone soft and stunned. “Okay. Wow. Okay.”

“Your hands,” I said. “They went still. Adrenaline, probably, emotional state change, your nervous system is responsive to…”

“Don’t.” She shook her head, the messy dark hair swinging, but she was looking at her own steady fingers like they belonged to someone else. “Don’t diagnose it. Just… let it be a moment.”

I let it be a moment.

We sat on the cold metal bench with her shoulder against mine and her hands still in her lap and the hum of the speedster training wing carrying through the walls around us. The air carried heated rubber from reinforced boots and the faint residual sweetness of whatever energy drink Juno favored during warm-ups.

After a while, she put her head on my shoulder.

The speedster who couldn’t hold still. At rest against me. The kinetic energy that defined her public identity softened into human warmth: her shoulder settled against mine, quiet and deliberate, answering the fight I’d picked for her better than any report could have. Her hair brushed my jaw, the choppy strands carrying the warm bite of friction-heated air and the clean smell of a body that metabolized kinetic energy instead of calories. Her shoulder pressed solidly into my arm despite her compact frame, the density of a body built for explosive motion, every muscle optimized for speed, resting against a man whose body was optimized for nothing more heroic than crawling through service tunnels.

“My parents call every week,” she said, the words coming slow, the pace that meant honest instead of performing. “Big family. Loud. Grandmother calls me ‘the fast one’ ’cause she can’t remember which sport. They ask if I’m eating. If the academy’s treating me okay.” She paused. “I say yes. Every time, yes. Because if I told them the truth they’d come get me, and then I’d be.” She stopped. Tried again. “Home, I’m a person. Here, I’m a speedster. And I don’t.” She gave up on the sentence and let it sit there unfinished, looking at her own still hands.

“You’re both at once. You don’t have to trade one for the other.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that like it’s easy.” But the heat wasn’t in it. She was quiet a moment. “You’re the first one here who acts like I get to keep both. Everybody else picks one. The hands or the speed.” She shrugged against my shoulder. “You don’t pick.”

“If you can do for me what you did for her,” Juno said, quietly enough that the speed-acoustic hum in the room nearly swallowed it, “I want to know. Not today. But I want to know.”

“Only if you choose it.”

“Gray suit. I know your rule.” She lifted her head and met my eyes, and for one second the grin came back, softer, realer, none of the camera-ready symmetry in it. A genuine Juno grin: smaller, crooked, the kind that only appeared when the competition was over. “But a girl’s gotta think about it first. Buy her a drink or something. I don’t know how normal people do this.”

“I’ll leave more electrolytes in the recovery wing.”

She laughed. A short, surprised sound, warmer than the bright one she gave the cameras, genuine humor breaking loose in a corridor that smelled like medical antiseptic and broken promises. The laugh made her whole body move: shoulders, chest, the compact frame shaking with amusement that came from being caught off guard by kindness in a building built for efficiency rather than care.

“God. Electrolytes and a hand-built gadget from spare parts. You really know how to sweep a girl off her feet.”

“I work with what I have.”

“Yeah.” She looked at me, and the dark eyes were warm, none of the calculating brightness she used on a challenge, none of the flat guard either. Just warm, the kind that meant she’d decided I was worth the risk of holding still in front of. “You do. That’s the thing about you, gray suit. Everyone else got given the good tools and still managed to fail me. You got handed nothing and built the thing on my wrist out of scraps.”

She stood. The motion returned gradually: a bounce in her toes, a roll of her hips, the kinetic energy rebuilding layer by layer. But it was different now. Less manic. Less armor. The speed-hum came back, but it was softer, the frequency lower, the quality of a motor running at its natural idle rather than revving to drown out the sounds beneath.

At the corridor junction, she looked back.

“The micro-stabilizer you built. The wrist thing.” She held up her arm. She was wearing it under the speed suit sleeve, the rough housing visible as a slight bulge beneath the blue-and-white fabric. “It cut the tremors by about forty percent. I ran my trial this morning with it on. I kept the deceleration drift under control longer than I have in months.”

“That’s what I built it for.”

“Yeah.” She turned the wrist over, looking at the device through the suit fabric. “Nobody’s ever built me something. The academy gives me suppressors and schedules and a handler who reads my times. You built me something that helps. With your hands. From spare parts.” She met my eyes. “That means more than Aurelia’s containment tech probably realizes.”

She was gone before I could respond. A streak of blue-and-white and displaced air, moving fast but not frantic, the controlled precision of a speedster running clean. The displaced air settled back into the space she’d left, carrying hot boot rubber, friction-warmed dust, and the warmer scent underneath it that was just Juno, the sharp-sweet smell that hung around after a fast run.

I walked back through the maintenance corridors to my quarters and checked the academy scheduling system.

Garza’s demonstration had slipped off the calendar into administrative limbo, the same limbo my warnings usually died in, working for once in the right direction.

Temporary. Powerbound didn’t stop because someone said delay. It adjusted the timeline and tried again.

My terminal buzzed. A message from Aurelia’s monitored channel: “She’s wearing the stabilizer. Under her sleeve. I saw it during warm-up.”

I typed back: “Good.”

Then I started building a second one.


Chapter 10: Velocity

The field trial was Lyss Harker’s idea. Halfway through the second week of my protective review, she found a way to put me in the field.

She framed it as a standard off-campus training evaluation: a multi-heroine squad deployed to a simulated threat environment, scoring combat effectiveness, team coordination, and emergency response. The real purpose, which she communicated through a clipped memo that found its way to my terminal through channels I wasn’t supposed to have, was to test bonded heroine performance in live conditions. The memo was two sentences long. Lyss Harker communicated the way her weather operated: maximum impact, minimum waste.

Aurelia was deployed as frontline radiant support. Juno was deployed as speed recon and extraction. I was listed as field containment tech, a classification that Lyss had personally overridden Brandt’s access restriction to authorize. The override was buried in a personnel amendment that cited “operational necessity during external threat evaluation,” which was Lyss’s way of telling Brandt that her lockdown was operationally inconvenient without saying it in words that could be disciplined.

The field trial zone was twelve miles south of campus: a former industrial complex leased from the military, all abandoned factories, collapsed warehouses, open ground, cameras, sensors, and old emergency systems that still answered maintenance codes. I rode in the support vehicle with my tool kit and the zone specs loaded on my terminal. I’d read the infrastructure the night before: fire suppression in three buildings, a shielded backup generator, reversible ventilation, southern drainage culverts. Not sophisticated. Enough for a containment tech who knew how to turn emergency systems into weapons.

Aurelia was in full heroine gear. Sunburst battle armor, gauntlets repaired and upgraded since the exhibition, cape present but pinned to prevent turbine entanglement, a modification she’d made herself after one too many close calls with ventilation equipment. She moved through the deployment area with composed confidence earned by fivefold amplification and a body that no longer fought itself. The golden glow at her skin was steady, controlled, the radiance of clean power running through clean channels.

Juno was in her speed suit, electric blue and orange streaks vivid against the gray industrial landscape. Her heel tapped a rapid pattern against the cracked concrete at the staging area, hips rolling with enough contained velocity to make the air shimmer around her, the constant motion that told me her nervous system was active but the micro-stabilizer under her sleeve was keeping the tremor manageable. The wrist device I’d built was doing its job, and the fact that she wore it without hiding it told me something about the trust we’d built on a cold metal bench in a corridor that smelled like institutional antiseptic.

Our eyes met across the staging area. She grinned. Not the performance grin she deployed for handlers and cameras. Something smaller, sharper, private.

She drifted over while the instructors argued about deployment grids and held out half a protein bar. “It’s the disgusting one,” she said. “Cardboard with delusions. I saved you the bigger half because I’m a giver.”

“You ate the chocolate end.”

“I ate the chocolate end. There was an end with chocolate, I made decisions.” She bounced on her toes, chewing. “You know they brief us for forty minutes and the whole thing’s a drill? Forty minutes. I could’ve run the entire scenario eleven times and had a nap.” She squinted at the gray industrial sprawl. “I hate field zones. They always smell like a parking garage that gave up.”

It was nothing. Two people complaining about a snack and a smell before a training exercise that was supposed to be boring. I let it be nothing, and it was good.

Six other heroines made up the squad: B-rank combatants, two shielders, and two energy-projection types. Standard academy training complement. None of them had been briefed on Redline threat parameters, because the drill was supposed to be a simulation.

The simulation became real at 14:23.

I felt the change before the alarm sounded. My diagnostic sense, sharpened by the radiant echo and weeks of combat-level paranoia, registered a shift in the ambient power-signature field: new sources, multiple, carrying the resonance pattern of power-harvesting equipment. The same signature I’d read during the exhibition attack, the specific frequency of Redline’s portable extraction technology. The pattern was distinctive: power-harvesting rigs generated an electromagnetic footprint that I read as a cold, predatory hum, the opposite of a heroine’s living energy.

Redline.

The explosions hit the eastern warehouse cluster. Three simultaneous detonations, breaching the perimeter fence and collapsing the main entry road. The charges were targeted with surgical precision, placed at exactly the points I’d identified as structural weaknesses in my pre-deployment infrastructure review: load-bearing columns, wall junctions where the concrete had degraded, access points where the military’s security fencing met the older industrial construction.

Someone had given Redline the field zone layout.

The map alone would not have been enough. Redline had the timing, the squad composition, the fact that Aurelia would be present, that Juno would be running southern perimeter drills, that the B-rank support team would be carrying suppressor-limited output in an open industrial grid with three easy extraction vectors. This was not opportunistic. Redline did not stumble into a live field trial with the right equipment and the right approach lanes by accident. Someone had handed them the scenario architecture and trusted academy protocol to do the rest.

The first thirty seconds proved it.

Redline’s eastern team did not chase the strongest target. They ignored Aurelia until she committed to the pinned squad, then fired dampening charges at the shielders instead of at her. Not enough to break their barriers. Enough to keep them occupied. The southern team did not sprint toward Juno. They walked her into geometry: smoke canisters at the open lanes, sonic pings at the drainage points, a hardline jammer placed where standard speedster extraction doctrine said she would pass if ordered to evacuate civilians first.

They had read a training manual and weaponized it.

The B-rank heroines responded the way the manual had taught them. Shield left. Projection support. Fall back by rank. The formation was exactly what Redline wanted: neat, predictable, and slow enough for harvesting rigs to lock onto suppressor-weakened signatures. I watched one shielder brace under three incoming charges, her barrier flickering blue-white while the patch on her neck pulsed at emergency dosage. Her power wanted to flare higher. The suppressor held it down. The equipment she had been told kept her safe made her shield buckle when it should have expanded.

In one clean tactical flash, I saw the whole field as damaged infrastructure: load paths, failure points, pressure moving toward fracture. The eastern warehouse would pull Aurelia because she was the strongest shield. The southern perimeter would isolate Juno because speedsters always looked safest in open ground until someone turned the open ground into a net. The mobile command post would preserve hierarchy because instructors gave orders before they admitted they had lost control. Redline didn’t have to be better than the squad. They just had to know the squad’s habits better than the squad did, and put a trap at the end of each one.

The comm channel erupted with instructor responses. Lyss Harker’s voice cut through the noise, atmospheric pressure visibly dropping around the command post as her weather command responded to her anger. “All units, this is live. Repeat, this is live. Threat assessment: Redline cell, estimated twelve operatives, power-harvesting equipment confirmed. Defensive formation. Protect the squad.”

Twelve operatives. Armored. Equipped with power-dampening nets and harvesting rigs. Moving through the industrial complex with the coordination of a team that had rehearsed this approach, their insertion patterns matching the structural layout with a precision that confirmed inside intelligence.

They were targeting Juno.

I saw it in the attack pattern. The eastern breach funneled the squad westward, toward the warehouse district where sight lines were broken by walls and rubble and the narrow corridors between buildings constrained speed to something manageable. The second wave of operatives moved to flank, cutting off the open ground to the south where a speedster would have the advantage of straight-line acceleration. They were herding her into a kill box: a confined space where her velocity couldn’t reach full expression, where the dampening nets could be deployed at ranges too close for evasion.

“Juno,” I said into the field comm. “They’re channeling you west. The warehouse corridors limit your speed. Break south. Open ground.”

“Copy, gray suit.” Her voice was fast, clipped, battle-focused. The teasing was gone, replaced by the sharp-edged competence that combat brought out in her. “But the squad is pinned east. If I go south, they lose extraction.”

She was right. The B-rank heroines were caught in the eastern warehouse rubble, fighting a holding action against five Redline operatives. Two of them were shielders, their suppressor-limited output barely holding the defensive perimeter, the shields flickering with the characteristic instability of powers running at 60% capacity.

I ran the tactical math. Aurelia could hold the eastern position with radiant fire. Juno needed open ground. The squad needed extraction. I needed to coordinate from the infrastructure, using the building’s systems the way I’d used the arena’s emergency equipment: as weapons no tactical planner would ever expect a containment tech to deploy.

“Aurelia, move to eastern containment. Solar shields around the squad. Buy two minutes.”

“On it.” Solar radiance blazed across the industrial landscape as Aurelia launched. She rose from the ground on pillars of solar energy, her amplified output carving a comet trail across the gray sky, and the Redline operatives in the east saw the sun descend on their position. Her radiant shields materialized around the pinned heroines, golden domes absorbing the dampening-field output and converting it to harmless thermal energy.

“Juno, break south. I’ll route you through the maintenance infrastructure. There’s a drainage culvert at grid seven that opens onto the southern perimeter. Clear sprint line, two hundred meters of flat ground. They can’t net you in the open.”

“They brought a net because someone told them I’d run,” Juno said, and the joke in her voice was thin enough to see through. “Love being predictable. Really gives the ambush a personal touch.”

“Then stop being their prediction. Take my route, not Garza’s.”

A pause. Static. The faint kinetic whine of her breathing over the comm, fast enough that the microphone clipped the edges. “Copy that, Gray Suit. If I die in a pipe, I’m haunting your maintenance logs.”

“Copy. Moving.”

Something tore through the warehouse district too fast for the flanking operatives to track, the air displacement rattling windows and sending debris spinning. Juno hit the southern perimeter in three seconds, the acceleration so violent that the ground behind her showed friction-burn marks from her boot impacts.

Open ground stretched ahead of her: two hundred meters of flat terrain where her velocity was absolute and no dampening net could deploy fast enough to catch her.

I accessed the trial zone’s environmental systems through my maintenance terminal: fire suppression in three buildings, a shielded backup generator in the central maintenance building, and western warehouse ventilation that could be reversed to blow debris instead of extracting it.

I activated the fire suppression in the west warehouse. Foam erupted from the ceiling nozzles, a cascade of thermal-absorbing compound that filled the building in seconds, blinding three Redline operatives and fouling their power-dampening equipment with polymer residue that disrupted the electromagnetic calibration. The operatives staggered, their tactical visors smeared with foam, their dampening nets shorting out as the compound infiltrated the delicate electronics.

The electromagnetic shielding from the backup generator created a dead zone that disrupted their comm coordination, the EMF bubble blocking the encrypted band that Redline used for tactical communication. Their unit cohesion dissolved as each operative lost contact with the command element.

The reversed ventilation blew industrial dust into the eastern approach, covering Aurelia’s position with a debris cloud that obscured sight lines while her radiant shields remained visible as golden beacons in the murk.

I was not done.

The western warehouse still had an emergency blast door on a hydraulic system old enough to answer to maintenance commands instead of security authorization. I dropped it between the two Redline operatives trying to flank Aurelia and the pinned squad. The door came down with the blunt finality of institutional steel, cutting their line of fire and forcing them into a corridor where the floor still held standing water from a roof leak I had flagged the previous month and Facilities had never fixed. Unresolved as a maintenance ticket, excellent as a tactical asset; the academy’s neglect was finally good for something.

I routed power through the corridor’s exposed maintenance conduit, not enough voltage to kill through insulated boots, enough to make tactical electronics scream. The operatives’ harvest rigs spasmed, their targeting lights flickering red. One tried to jump clear and slipped in the foam residue. His shoulder hit the wall hard enough for the microphone on his suit to crackle across the jammed band.

“Environmental systems are not authorized combat assets,” someone in the command post said, probably without realizing the channel was open.

Lyss answered before I could. “They are now.”

Lyss Harker’s voice on the command channel: “Did a containment tech just use fire suppression as a tactical weapon?”

I didn’t answer. I was too busy reading the threat map.

Seven Redline operatives were engaged or disabled. Five remained mobile. And three of those five were converging on Juno’s position with a power-dampening net deployed between them, the mesh registering as a web of cold electromagnetic interference stretching across the open ground.

The net was the real threat. A power-dampening field generator woven into a capture mesh, built to suppress a heroine’s Expression on contact. Against an A-minus speedster with a deteriorating nervous system, it would hit like a wall. She’d go from full velocity to zero in a fraction of a second, and the kinetic shock would compound every neurological issue she was already fighting. The impact energy, with nowhere to go, would backlash through her neural pathways and accelerate the degradation by months.

“Juno, three hostiles converging at grid twelve with dampening net. Do not engage directly.”

“I see them.” Her voice was harder now. The combat edge that burned away the banter and the bravado and left nothing but the sharp-edged determination she had honed while fighting with her body and against her body simultaneously for two years. “Garza’s on comms. He’s ordering maximum burn.”

Garza. On the command channel, monitoring the field trial from the mobile command post, and his instinct, his trained institutional reflex, was to push for maximum output because that’s what handlers did. Push the performance. Get the result. Let the medical team sort out the damage afterward.

I switched to the handler channel. “Garza. Stand down the maximum-burn order.”

“Containment has no authority over field performance directives.”

“Maximum burn at her current degradation level means permanent motor function loss. You read my liability documentation. Stand down.”

“This is a live engagement. Performance parameters are adjusted for combat conditions.”

“Shut the fuck up, Garza.”

The handler channel went dead. Garza did not answer. In the command post feed, one of the staff turned toward Lyss Harker and then thought better of speaking.

On the field, Juno had stopped. She stood in the open ground between the warehouse district and the southern perimeter, three Redline operatives closing with the dampening net, and she wasn’t running. She was vibrating. Full-body tremor, the speed manifesting as kinetic energy that she couldn’t control, her nervous system overwhelmed by the combat output she’d already sustained. The micro-stabilizer on her wrist was maxed out, the dampening field at capacity, unable to compensate for the stress load of sustained combat speed.

I could see it through the feed. Her hands were shaking. The lateral drift was worse than anything I’d measured. She was minutes from the compensation threshold, the point where her neural pathways would begin losing function permanently instead of temporarily.

“Juno.” I kept my voice even. Steady. The voice I used in containment crises, when the walls were coming down and the emergency foam was running low and the only thing that held was the calm in the voice of the man telling everyone to keep moving. “Don’t burn. Don’t push. I’m coming to you.”

I left the support vehicle.

The maintenance access route to Juno’s position ran through the drainage infrastructure I’d mapped the night before. Three hundred meters of corrugated pipe, low enough that I crawled on hands and knees, the metal cold against my palms, the sound of my breathing amplified by the pipe’s acoustics. I covered the distance in under two minutes because rescue-track training had taught me how to move through crawl spaces without wasting motion, and because panic, properly aimed, could make a containment tech faster than any fitness test ever had.

I emerged from the drainage culvert into the open ground ten meters from Juno’s position.

The three Redline operatives were forty meters out, the dampening net deployed between them in a triangle formation, closing at a tactical advance speed meant to prevent her from accelerating past them. The net’s electromagnetic field was visible to my ability as a cold web of interference, the air between the operatives shimmering with suppression energy.

Juno saw me emerge from the ground. The vibrating stopped. Her dark eyes went wide, the combat focus replaced by something that looked like incredulity.

“What are you doing?” she said.

“My job.” I put myself between her and the advancing operatives. “Aurelia. Eastern position stable?”

“Holding. Squad is out. I can reposition in fifteen seconds.”

“Hold position. Juno and I have this.”

I didn’t have this. Three armored operatives with a power-dampening net, and I had a maintenance tool kit, a radiant echo that could flash-blind at close range, and rescue-track anticipation sharpened by a lifetime of running toward damage. Against trained combatants with military-grade equipment, that was approximately enough to die slightly less quickly.

But Juno was behind me, and her hands were shaking, and every handler who’d signed off on her deployment schedule was somewhere safe.

I used the radiant echo. A focused solar flash, not the sustained output that Aurelia commanded but three seconds bright enough to blind at close range. The two nearest operatives flinched, their visors overloaded by the sudden luminance, the light penetrating the tinted faceplates that were built for combat conditions, not solar-grade radiance.

The third adjusted. Combat-trained, experienced, an operative who had seen light-based attacks before and knew to close one eye and avert. He brought the net to bear, the electromagnetic mesh surging.

Training and diagnostic panic kicked in together. The launch mechanism telegraphed through the operative’s shoulders, through the angle of the net canister, through the cold interference pattern blooming in the air before the mesh deployed. My boots hit a slick patch of industrial dust and I used it instead of fighting it, dropping my weight into a lateral slide that carried me three feet sideways before the net cleared the launcher. I dodged the initial cast by a margin that my body had no right to achieve.

I hit the third operative with a fire extinguisher from my tool kit. Containment-grade, four-kilogram canister, applied directly to the face plate at close range. The chemical discharge filled his visor with white foam. He staggered, the net launcher dropping from hands that couldn’t see.

It was ugly, practical, and exactly my range: a containment tech fighting with tools instead of powers, buying seconds because seconds were what I had.

“Juno.” I turned to her. The two blinded operatives were recovering, wiping their visors, reaching for sidearms. Ten seconds before they were combat-effective again. “I can’t beat them. But I can keep them from netting you long enough for Aurelia to arrive, or long enough for you to choose.”

“Choose what?”

I held out my hand. The palm glowed faintly gold, the radiant echo keeping time with my heartbeat.

“Only if you want to,” I said.

Her eyes went to the operatives behind me. Then to the field beyond them. The old Juno would have made a joke, sprinted toward the fastest option, turned fear into motion before anyone could see the shape of it. This Juno stayed still. The stillness cost her. I could read it in the fine vibration at her jaw, the way her shoulders wanted to twitch, the way her thighs tensed like coiled springs.

“This isn’t a patch,” she said. Fast, breathless, the words tumbling. “This isn’t another thing on my wrist. If I do this it’s the whole, the actual, you know what I mean.”

“I know.”

“And if I freak out partway through? With them right there?”

“Then we stop. Net or no net.”

She stared at me like that answer was harder to take than the ambush. “You’d let me stop with Redline forty meters out.”

“If you’re only saying yes because you’re cornered, then it isn’t yes. So yeah.”

Something in her steadied that the micro-stabilizer had never touched. The vibration in her hands didn’t quit, but it changed, organizing around a choice instead of fighting one. Her mouth did something between a grin and a grimace.

“You’re a lot, gray suit,” she said.

“I’ve heard.”

She looked at my hand. At the operatives wiping their visors. At her own shaking fingers in the harsh field light.

“I’m so tired of fast and broken,” she said, and took it.

Her fingers closed around mine, and the contact was electric. Not metaphorically. The kinetic energy in her body found the echo in mine and resonated, a vibration that traveled through our joined hands and into my chest like a second heartbeat starting.

She pulled me behind the collapsed retaining wall that bordered the drainage culvert. Partial cover. The two recovered operatives were twenty meters out and advancing.

“Hold still,” Aurelia snapped over the tactical channel.

A wall of gold dropped across the culvert mouth, bright enough to turn the nearest operative’s faceplate opaque. Rifle fire hit the radiant barrier and smeared into harmless sparks. Behind it, the B-rank shielder squad regrouped under Lyss’s clipped orders and pinned the lane with overlapping force fields.

My feed recalculated. Sixty seconds had become several minutes, maybe more if the squad held their nerve.

“We have enough time if we use it,” I said.

“Then stop talking.”

She kissed me.

This kiss had none of the teasing approach, the playful circling, the dares and the competitive energy. She kissed me hard, desperate, and real, her mouth open against mine, her hands gripping my shoulders with strength built by ten thousand explosive accelerations. The speed suit was thin between us, and I could feel her through every point of contact: the compact athletic frame, the thick runner’s thighs pressing against my hips, the firm swell of her breasts against my chest, the vibration that ran through all of it like an electrical current.

Her suit tore easily. Combat damage had weakened the seams, and her hands were fast, pulling at clasps and zippers with speed-enhanced precision that turned undressing into a blur of motion. The blue-and-white fabric peeled away from bronze-brown skin, from toned abs and the strip of bare midriff that the suit had teased for weeks, from the full curve of her breasts, freed from the suit’s compression, bouncing with the kinetic energy that she couldn’t suppress. Her nipples were hard from adrenaline and the friction heat of combat-speed movement.

I pressed her against the concrete barrier. Standing. Her back against the reinforced steel, her legs wrapping around my waist with the muscular power of a sprinter’s thighs, the grip fierce enough that I felt the muscles clench through my pants. She was vibrating. Full-body micro-tremors that were no longer the nervous system failing but the speed manifesting as sensation, every cell in her body humming at a frequency that made the air around us buzz.

“I can feel you,” she breathed against my mouth. “Through the echo. Your velocity. It’s like looking in a mirror and seeing someone who isn’t breaking.”

I felt it too. The resonance opening between us, and the first surprise was how little it had in common with Aurelia. There was no heat in it, no spreading warmth. It was all motion, a humming live-wire current that made my teeth buzz and my palms itch, the sensation of standing too close to something accelerating. Where the radiant bond had felt like being filled with light, this felt like being plugged into the wall.

My hands found her hips. Gripped hard, fingers digging into the muscle, and she gasped, the vibration spiking, her hips rolling against me with an urgency that was all speed and no patience.

“Dane. Now. Before I lose my nerve and outrun this moment.”

I freed my cock and she pulled her suit aside, the fabric stretching, the wet heat of her already visible on the thin material. When I pushed inside her, the resonance snapped open between us like a circuit closing.

Her body was a vibrating current around my cock. The micro-tremors, the full-body speed-frequency, turned penetration into rolling friction that no human rhythm could have produced. Wet heat wrapped me the moment I entered her, arousal coating my cock and dripping down between us. Every nerve ending in her body resonated at a frequency that made each thrust feel layered, sensation amplified by vibration amplified by the resonance bond forming between us. The vibration ran the length of my shaft, concentrated at the head, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from finishing on the first stroke.

She tried to go fast. Speed was her instinct, her default, the way she processed everything: sensation, emotion, pleasure, pain. Her hips accelerated, trying to turn the encounter into the blur she used for everything, the same strategy she used for combat and conversation and the daily business of being alive.

I held her hips and slowed her down.

“Keep your eyes on me,” I said. “Feel this.”

She resisted. Her body fought the deceleration, muscles clenching, thighs tightening around me, the vibration intensifying as her speed-instinct pushed against the pace I was setting. Then, slowly, like a sprinter discovering what walking felt like, she surrendered to the pace.

Each thrust was slow. Deliberate. I drove deep and held, my cock buried to the hilt inside her vibrating body, and I felt through the forming bond the moment it shifted for her. She was feeling this at normal speed. The blur was gone. The compressed millisecond experience that speed turned everything into fell away, no more world smeared into continuous motion where individual moments lost their edges. Full, human, achingly detailed sensation replaced it: the stretch of her around my thickness, the drag of every ridge and vein against swollen inner walls, the blunt deep pressure of being held at the center of her attention. It overwhelmed her.

“Oh god,” she whispered. Her eyes were wide, the dark brown luminous. “I can feel everything. Every inch. Every heartbeat. Dane, it’s so much.”

“Good.”

I pulled back slowly, until just the head remained inside her, and her body caught at that last inch as if refusing the absence. Then I drove back in, one long deep stroke that made her whole body shudder against the barrier. The wet sound of our joining was loud in the open air, obscene and honest. With Aurelia I’d had to find the misalignment and ground it; with Juno there was no flood to redirect, only a frequency to match. The trick wasn’t taking her energy somewhere. It was holding still inside the blur until she slowed to meet me. Her speed made every sensation multiply, and all I had to do was refuse to hurry, so that she felt each multiplication land one at a time instead of smeared into a streak.

Her nails dug into my shoulders. Her thick thighs locked around my waist with a strength that could have cracked ribs. The concrete barrier behind her rattled with each thrust, the kinetic energy leaking outward from the contact of our bodies.

“Dane.” Her voice broke. The speed-talk was gone. The fast, clipped delivery was gone. What remained was a woman’s voice, unmodified, at the pace that the rest of the world lived at. “Don’t stop. Please. God, don’t stop.”

“I’ve got you.”

I increased the pace slightly. Still controlled. Still deliberate. But each thrust deeper, harder, the resonance cycle accelerating as the bond formed between us. I could feel her power signature aligning, the frayed neural pathways the suppressors had been failing to manage starting to smooth as the bond gave the velocity energy somewhere clean to run. It wasn’t like Aurelia’s at all. Aurelia’s power had been a held breath finally let go. Juno’s was a stutter resolving into a clean tone, a skip in the record finding its groove, the speed steadying as it learned it didn’t have to fight her body to exist.

The resonance peaked. I felt it in the bond: the moment her power stopped fighting itself. The neurological pathways that had been degrading for two years suddenly cleared, energy flowing through channels that had been blocked, and her velocity Expression realigned itself around the bond with a kinetic shockwave that cracked the concrete barrier behind her.

Juno screamed.

The sound broke the sound barrier for one sharp beat, a micro-sonic crack that rattled the drainage culvert and sent debris skidding across the ground. The first wave of her orgasm detonated through the bond: her whole body convulsing in slow, astonished pulses, each one accompanied by a shockwave of velocity energy that my echo absorbed and grounded. The pulses moved through her like timed charges, pleasure and power arriving one after another instead of blurring together, giving her no place to outrun the sensation. I channeled the kinetic feedback back to her, amplified, creating a loop of pleasure and power that extended the peak into something sustained and extraordinary. Her thick thighs trembled against my hips, the powerful muscles that had been built by a lifetime of acceleration now shaking with a different kind of release.

The resonance peaked, and my release followed it. Buried deep, my cock pulsed hard as my orgasm moved through the bond in distinct, heavy beats. Each one arrived slowly enough for her to feel it completely, warmth and pressure and shared sensation unfolding at human speed. The bond completed with a rush of feeling that belonged to both of us simultaneously. The kinetic surge crashed through us in a cascade of friction and vibration and the sheer overwhelming reality that her life had compressed sensation into a blur, and now she felt every pulse at the pace the rest of the world lived at.

She was crying.

The tears were pleasure and relief, not pain or sadness. They streamed down her face while her mouth opened in a laugh that was half sob, and her whole body shook with the release of something that had been locked behind the speed for years. She gripped my shoulders and buried her face in my neck and shook.

“It’s quiet,” she said.

“What is?”

“All of it. Me.” She pressed her palm flat against her own sternum, then against mine, like she was checking a reading. “There’s this hum I’ve had for two years. Behind my eyes. Like a engine you can’t turn off even when you’re trying to sleep.” Her voice cracked. “It’s gone. I didn’t know it was a sound until it stopped.”

She lifted her hands in front of her face, turning them over in the field trial’s harsh daylight, and they were steady too, but that wasn’t the part she was crying about. It was the quiet behind her eyes, the engine finally idling, a stillness she clearly hadn’t expected to feel again from the inside.

I kissed her palms. One, then the other. The skin was warm, the calluses from friction deceleration rough against my lips.

She laughed. Wet, broken, real. “How. How is that possible.”

“The bond realigned your neural pathways. Your velocity Expression is running clean now. The suppressor failure pattern is gone.” I held her face in my hands. Her dark eyes were wide, bright, streaming, and the grin that formed through the tears was the most genuine expression I’d ever seen on her face. “You don’t need the suppressors anymore, Juno. Your body is handling its own power.”

The micro-stabilizer on her wrist gave one last warning pulse.

Juno looked down at it. The little device had been built from spare containment parts, ugly and practical, copper coil visible through the housing because I had not had time or authorization to make it pretty. Six hours of dampening if calibrated properly. Forty percent tremor reduction. A patch over a failing system, the best I could build with discarded parts and a maintenance bench.

Her thumb moved over the edge of it.

“Can I take it off?” she asked.

The question did something strange to my chest. She did not need permission, but some part of her still expected every device on her body to belong to someone else: handler, medical, academy, schedule. Even the device I had built for her had started as help and had become part of the architecture she wore.

“It’s yours,” I said. “On or off. Your call.”

She swallowed. Then she unfastened the strap.

The device came free from her wrist with a small click. No tremor followed. No compensation failure. No hidden damage rushing back in the moment the support was removed. Her hand stayed steady in open air, bare skin marked by a faint pressure line where the strap had been. Juno stared at that pale band as if it were the outline of a shackle she had never admitted was there.

Then she pressed the stabilizer into my palm and folded my fingers around it.

“Keep it,” she said. “I don’t need it anymore. But you made it before you had any reason to think I’d ever choose you.”

The velocity echo hit me next: reaction time sharpening, friction control finding traction, vibration sensitivity opening through my feet and palms. I wasn’t a speedster. I was harder to pin down, faster to react, and better at sensing motion through the field. Another echo joined the radiant warmth in my palms and the diagnostic resonance that had started everything.

Juno composed herself. Wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing tears across bronze-brown skin. Pulled her speed suit back into order with hands that moved at precision speed, each motion exact, no drift, no tremor, no compensation.

“The operatives,” she said. The combat focus returned, sharpened now by the clean precision of a nervous system that was functioning at full capacity.

Right. Combat. I checked the feed. The three Redline operatives who had been converging on our position were retreating, the two I’d blinded stumbling toward their extraction vehicles while the third, foam still dripping from his faceplate, covered the retreat. Aurelia’s radiant shields had moved to cover the southern perimeter, solar radiance blazing across the open ground.

Juno looked at me. The grin returned, but it was different. Sharper. Precise. Speed didn’t have to cost her everything, and she was about to demonstrate what that meant.

“Watch this,” she said.

She launched.

The Juno tearing across the field trial zone was nothing like the one I had watched during the exhibition warm-up. This was precision. Surgical velocity. She hit the first retreating operative at exactly the speed required to disarm him, not faster, the kinetic impact calibrated with a precision that would have been impossible before the bond. She disassembled his weapon in the same motion, a blur of hands that my velocity echo could almost track. She moved to the second, striking the power-harvesting rig with a single targeted blow that shattered the equipment without damaging the operative. She circled the third, hitting the dampening net at an angle that collapsed its generator.

In four seconds, three operatives were disarmed and disabled, and she’d done it without a single wasted motion or a hint of the drift that had haunted her for two years.

Then she did something more impressive.

She did not keep running.

Juno stopped between the disabled operatives and the pinned B-rank squad, boots planted, hair settling around her face instead of whipping in a speed-wind. Precision speed had given her the ability to choose exactly how much motion each problem required, and she finally chose stillness as a tactical action. The nearest shielder looked at her as if she had witnessed a religious event performed in electric blue.

“Move on my mark,” Juno said. No chatter, no dare, no laugh attached to it. Just the order, and the squad heard the difference.

She marked three Redline rigs with quick taps from a stolen baton, each tap calibrated to crack the casing without triggering the power cells. Then she moved the shielders in a staggered extraction pattern, not carrying them, not blurring them away like cargo, but guiding them at the exact pace their suppressor-limited bodies could handle without collapse. She read the field the way I did, in timing and stress and failure points, except her calculations happened in motion.

One energy projector stumbled. Juno was there before the fall completed, hand under the woman’s elbow, steadying without making it look like rescue.

“Easy,” Juno said. “You’re not dead, you’re just underfunded.”

The projector laughed once, shocked and breathless, and kept moving.

The squad obeyed her.

One of the shielders looked down at her own shaking hands, then at Juno’s perfectly steady ones.

“How are you doing that?” she asked.

Juno glanced at me, brief and unguarded, the performance grin nowhere in sight.

“Turns out the shaking wasn’t me being undisciplined,” she said. “Took me a while to believe that.”

The field trial ended with Redline neutralized, the heroine squad evacuated, two Redline operatives in custody, and a field zone littered with disabled equipment and foam residue. On the live feed, Lyss read the metrics aloud with the controlled disbelief of a commander who trusted numbers more than miracles: Juno Reyes’s post-engagement performance showed a 340% improvement in precision, zero neurological degradation indicators, and a power-signature reading that exceeded any speedster in the academy’s history.

On the transport back to campus, the squad sat in the rows ahead of us, the B-rank heroines quiet with the deep exhaustion of women who had just survived an ambush they hadn’t been prepared for. Two of the shielders had minor injuries from dampening-field exposure, the suppressor interference leaving red welts on their skin where the equipment had overloaded the patches they already wore. They touched the welts absently, the way someone touches a bruise to confirm it’s real, and I read their power signatures through the radiant echo: suppressed, depleted, holding the line and no more. The reports would call them stable. They were the opposite of Juno, asleep against my shoulder with her hands finally quiet, and the difference between the two states was the entire argument I’d been trying to make to a board that wouldn’t read it.

Juno sat beside me. Close. Her shoulder against mine, the same as the preparation bench, the same deliberate contact, proximity offered as a choice. Her hands rested in her lap, steady, and she kept watching them like they belonged to someone she didn’t quite know yet.

“I keep bracing for it,” she said, quiet enough that the squad couldn’t hear. “Every bump, I wait for the tremor. It doesn’t come.”

“It won’t.”

“You can’t read tomorrow.”

“I can read the bond. The degradation’s gone. If it were rebuilding, the velocity echo would tell me. It isn’t.”

She turned her hands over once, spread the fingers, the calluses and friction burns catching the transport’s emergency strip. Then she let them settle and didn’t look at them again, which was its own kind of trust.

Across the aisle, the shielder whose barrier had almost buckled watched her with the cautious awe of someone trying not to call a thing a miracle because that would make her own pain feel like failure.

“You slowed down for us,” she said.

Juno looked up.

The transport engine filled the gap. Nobody in the squad had said thank you yet, too wrung out for it. But the shielder’s voice had nothing institutional in it. Just a fact, plainly stated: a speedster had chosen not to outrun the people behind her.

Juno’s mouth trembled once.

“Someone did it for me,” she said.

She fell asleep before we reached the gate, dropping into unconsciousness at the same speed she did everything else. Her head settled against my shoulder, the air-hum around her sinking to its quietest idle.

Across the transport bay, Aurelia caught my eye over Juno’s sleeping head. Her gaze went from Juno’s still hands to my face, and she smiled. The private one.

“You’re collecting them,” she mouthed, and there was no edge in it, just warmth, and something that looked a lot like relief.


Chapter 11: Aftershock

The velocity echo woke me at 04:00.

Not literally. But something in my nervous system had recalibrated overnight, and I came out of sleep with a precision I’d never experienced. Every sound in the room was sharper: the hum of the monitored terminal, the ventilation cycling at its nighttime rate, the footsteps of a security officer in the corridor outside, the pattern of their gait telling me they were male, mid-thirties, favoring their left knee, carrying approximately twenty pounds of tactical equipment on their right hip.

I sat up in bed and held my hands in front of my face.

The radiant echo glowed faintly gold in my right palm, a warm ember keeping time with my heartbeat. The velocity echo was invisible but present: a heightened awareness of motion and friction that made the stillness of the room feel textured, dimensional, layered with information that my baseline nervous system had never registered. I could sense the vibration of the building’s structural supports through the mattress, the air displacement from the ventilation, the micro-tremors of the campus power grid running through the concrete floor.

Two women’s power signatures living in my body now, alongside my own diagnostic resonance. The golden warmth in my chest from Aurelia, steady and constant, like carrying a small sun beneath my ribs. The kinetic sensitivity from Juno, sharp and alert, making the world feel faster and more precise without making me any quicker.

I got dressed and headed to the maintenance gym.

The gym was an afterthought: a converted storage bay in the containment housing block, equipped with surplus training gear that hero-track cadets had outgrown. Punching bags with faded logos, a climbing frame that creaked at every third joint, resistance machines with outdated calibration left uncorrected because nobody who used this gym merited current equipment. A facility that existed because the building code required it and the budget for maintenance staff amenities was somewhere between negligible and forgotten.

Nobody used it before 06:00. I had it to myself.

The velocity echo asked something of me that the radiant one never had. Aurelia’s gifts just ran in the background whether I thought about them or not. Juno’s wanted to be used. It sat in my nervous system like a held breath, useless until I spent it, sharpening motion and friction and the vibration of the building into information I’d never had before.

I dropped a loose bolt from shoulder height and caught it before it hit the floor. The echo had mapped the fall before my conscious mind finished naming it: spin, drag, the tiny wobble from a flawed thread, my hand arriving where the bolt was going to be. Not speedster fast. Fast enough to be somewhere a punch wasn’t, which had never been worth a point on anyone’s score sheet and had kept me alive more than once.

I did it again. Then with two bolts. Then with a wrench.

The wrench almost broke my toe.

That was useful too. The echo wasn’t competence; it was added input, and added input still needed practice. Juno had lived inside velocity since she was fifteen. I’d borrowed a thin copy of it for less than a day. Treating that like mastery would get me killed and probably take someone with me, so I drilled until my shoulders ached and my hands learned the difference between prediction and reflex.

The next bag swing missed my ribs by half an inch because my foot planted before I had time to think. That was the lesson: extra input was not mastery. It was a warning system, and warning systems only mattered if the body obeyed them.

I was still a containment tech, not a speedster or a radiant, but the echoes made me harder to pin down, harder to surprise, and better at reading the building I’d spent three years inside. Improvement that wouldn’t show on a combat ranking but would show on a survival calculation.

I finished the workout by running the climbing frame at full echo integration: radiant thermal sensing tracking my body temperature and grip heat against the metal, velocity reaction time adjusting my hand placement before the conscious mind completed the assessment. The frame groaned under my weight, the rusted joints protesting every transition, but my body moved through the exercise with a fluidity that surprised me. Not graceful. Functional. The rough efficiency of a body optimizing itself through practice, each repetition teaching the echoes to cooperate rather than compete.

Showered in the maintenance gym’s industrial facilities, the water pressure adequate but unimpressive, the temperature controlled by a valve that I’d calibrated myself two years ago and that still worked because maintenance work, unlike institutional promises, lasted. Checked my terminal. Three notifications.

First: Juno’s post-bond neurological evaluation had been submitted. The results were a bomb in data form. Neurological scans clean, every degradation marker eliminated, the neural pathways that had been deteriorating for two years showing complete structural restoration. Precision metrics exceeding every velocity record in the academy’s database, the scores so high that the evaluation system flagged them for manual review because it assumed an error. Power-signature output at 5.1 times previous maximum. Suppressor dependency: eliminated.

Two bonds now, two women off suppressors, and between them enough evidence that the academy’s whole stabilization system was the thing doing the damage it claimed to prevent.

Second: the board had split. Brandt’s faction was pushing federal strategic asset classification through emergency channels, the paperwork accelerating through governmental bureaucracy with the speed that institutional panic produced. A smaller faction, led by two board members whose names I didn’t recognize and whose support I didn’t trust, was proposing a “controlled bonding integration” program that sounded like Brandt’s clinical protocol with better branding. Neither faction had consulted me.

Third: a message from Aurelia, routed through the monitored terminal’s secure channel. “Common area, 09:00. Bring coffee. Juno says decaf is a war crime.”

The common area on the fourth floor was a shared space between the administrative suites: couches upholstered in Powerbound’s regulation blue, a coffee station with a machine that actually worked (the administrative floor had functional appliances, unlike the containment housing block where the coffee machine had been “pending repair” for fourteen months), and a wall of windows overlooking the main campus quad. The windows ran floor to ceiling, letting in the morning light with a generosity that the containment housing windows never matched, the glass clean enough that the campus outside looked like a recruitment poster.

It was usually empty at 09:00, caught between the administrative staff’s morning meetings and the instructors’ training schedules. The administrative coffee was better than the support cafeteria’s by a margin that revealed the campus caste system in liquid form. I’d made two cups before heading down: one for Aurelia, one for the speedster who had promised to test something at 06:00 and who I was certain would appear at this location eventually because Juno Reyes’s relationship with physical boundaries was best described as “theoretical.”

Aurelia was on the couch when I arrived, wearing a cream-colored blouse, soft fabric warmed from within by light pooling at her collarbones, dark pants that fitted close at the hip and loosened below the knee, her golden hair loose and catching the morning window light until it looked less like hair and more like a precious metal in motion. The light at her collarbones was subtle, rising and falling with her breathing, the steady ember the bond had coaxed out of a dangerous fluctuation and into a beautiful constant.

She looked rested in a way I’d never seen before the bond. The permanent tension in her shoulders was gone, the muscles along her neck no longer braced against pain and performance. The faint stress lines around her eyes had softened. The constant micro-adjustments of a body fighting its own power, the tiny compensating movements she’d made throughout the exhibition warm-up, replaced by an easy posture, her body finally at peace with itself.

She was reading a report on her personal terminal and sipping coffee from a mug that read “World’s Best Heroine,” which I suspected was either genuine merchandise or the most pointed piece of ironic drinkware in the building. Knowing Aurelia, it was both.

“Coffee,” I said, and handed her the refill cup.

“My hero.” It came out dry and small and entirely off-brand, the kind of joke she saved for people she trusted enough to be unimpressive in front of. She sipped and watched me over the rim, the gold in her eyes bright with the quiet contentment of a morning after a night when no protocol had been filed and no one had tried to kill anyone.

“The board meets at 11:00,” she said. “I intercepted the scheduling notice through my media liaison access. Brandt submitted a revised clinical protocol with a federal endorsement from the strategic asset classification office.”

“She’s persistent.”

“She’s Powerbound’s reflex. The reflex doesn’t stop because someone said no. It adjusts the packaging and tries again.” She set the mug down. “How was your morning?”

“The velocity echo is integrating. Reaction time is approximately three times baseline. I can feel footsteps through the floor three rooms away.”

“Useful. Especially for door security, given what’s about to happen to yours.”

The door burst open at speed.

Juno didn’t so much enter the room as arrive in it, a compressed wave of air displacement and kinetic energy that made the coffee cups rattle on the station counter and sent Aurelia’s report sliding three inches across the couch cushion. Off-duty, Juno wore a tank top that barely contained her breasts, the fabric stretched across them in a way that suggested the shirt had been purchased when she was sixteen and her body had continued developing without consulting her wardrobe. Athletic shorts that showed every curve of her thick runner’s thighs, the muscle visible through the fabric with each step. And bare feet because she liked feeling the ground, the texture of the floor feeding sensory data to the velocity-enhanced nervous system that was now running cleaner than it ever had.

She stopped bouncing long enough to grab the coffee I’d prepared for her. Full caffeine, double sugar. She inhaled it in three swallows, set the mug down with a kinetic-enhanced tap that left a hairline crack in the ceramic, and looked at Aurelia on the couch.

“So. You’re the golden champion.”

Aurelia set her cup down. “And you’re the speedster with the zipper problem.”

“It’s not a problem. It’s a public service. The engineering team set the regulation zipper position based on aerodynamics. I moved it based on morale.” Juno dropped onto the opposite end of the couch, one leg tucked under her, the other bouncing, the bare foot tapping a rhythm on the floor that my velocity echo translated as restless-but-not-anxious. She studied Aurelia with the fast, assessing gaze that I recognized as her version of my diagnostic sense. “Your cape is stupid.”

“My cape is a branding obligation that I have been contractually required to wear since I was seventeen. Your zipper violates three regulations.”

“Four. They added one after the exhibition warm-up incident.”

“The one where you lapped the practice track so fast that the air displacement blew a commentator’s toupee off?”

“Technically the toupee was already loose. The adhesive was degraded. I just provided the final nudge. At approximately two hundred miles per hour.” Juno paused. “It landed in the sponsor section. On the lead representative from PowerBar Nutrition. Who is now our primary speed-suit advertiser. So really, the toupee incident was a business development success.”

Aurelia’s composure cracked. Not into distress, not into the performance-vulnerability that the cameras captured. Into a laugh. A real, surprised, unguarded laugh that made the radiance at her throat brighten and her shoulders relax and the entire room feel warmer, her glow answering genuine joy the way it answered genuine anger.

Juno grinned, and for once the expression reached past the performance layer. Smaller, sharper, delighted by the success of making Aurelia laugh. She looked at me, then back at Aurelia, and the air between the three of us rearranged itself.

The competitive wariness that I’d been bracing for, the possessiveness, the tension of two women navigating the reality of sharing a partner, didn’t materialize.

What materialized instead was recognition.

Juno hid behind speed; Aurelia behind composure. The same bond had loosened both grips, and now the two of them were circling the discovery that being managed had never been the same as being safe.

“He left me electrolytes,” Juno said, pointing her thumb at me. “In the recovery wing. Custom-built micro-stabilizer. His maintenance extension number on the package. No note. Just the number and a device that cut my tremors by forty percent.”

“He told me the truth about my stabilizer readings,” Aurelia said. “In the middle of an overload that should have killed me. While Protocol Seven said to stand back and let me burn.”

“God,” Juno said. “He’s a containment tech who romances with medical equipment. That’s either the saddest or the most specific love language I’ve ever heard.”

“The saddest and the most specific,” Aurelia said. “He’s managing to be both at once.”

They looked at me, both of them, the golden one and the kinetic one, watching me with the same expression underneath two very different faces, amusement over something deeper that I filed under trust expressed as teasing because that was the only way either of them knew how to hand it over.

“The common area has surveillance cameras,” I said. “Three of them. I’d suggest we discuss operational matters in a location that doesn’t have a direct feed to the security office.”

“He does that,” Juno told Aurelia. “Changes the subject to infrastructure when people are being nice to him. It’s his default coping mechanism. Emotional intensity triggers a maintenance response. I told him his wrist stabilizer meant more than Aurelia’s containment tech probably realized, and he started talking about friction coefficients.”

“He does,” Aurelia agreed. “I told him the bond felt like the first real thing in six years. He told me the thermal sensing range of the radiant echo.” She sipped her coffee. “You learn to translate. Friction coefficients mean he likes you.”

They shared a glance that contained an entire negotiation I wasn’t invited to witness. A communication between two women who had independently chosen the same man and were deciding, in real time, whether to be rivals or allies. The decision happened in the space of a single shared look and was expressed through the visible relaxation of competitive tension that I felt in both bonds simultaneously.

“For the record,” Aurelia said, “I don’t want hierarchy.”

Juno blinked. “That’s a very golden-champion way to start a couch conversation.”

“I mean it. First bond doesn’t get first dibs. I’m not going to start handing out permission and calling it structure.”

The speedster’s foot stopped tapping. Not for long. Long enough. “Good. Because I don’t do permission slips.”

“I do boundaries,” Aurelia said.

“Boundaries are fine. Permission slips are not.”

“Then we agree.”

The whole negotiation took four lines and settled something I’d been bracing for since the second bond. Aurelia’s glow stayed warm. Juno’s vibration eased into a rhythm I read as relief.

“So,” Juno said. She stopped bouncing, which was its own kind of answer. “How does this work? The sharing part. Because I’m not good at pretending things don’t bother me. I’m good at running away from things that bother me, which is basically the same coping mechanism at different speeds.”

Aurelia considered. “The bond makes it simpler than it should be. I can feel him. And when you bonded, I felt something. Not your emotions directly. More like a resonance harmonic. Your presence registered in the bond as compatible, not competitive.”

“So the magic space-bond says we’re cool?”

“The resonance says our power signatures are compatible when harmonized through Dane’s ability. Practically, that means the bond functions better when we’re cooperative than when we’re adversarial.”

Juno looked at me. “Did you understand a word of that?”

“She said the bond works better when you two get along.”

“See? That’s what I like about the maintenance department. Plain language.” She paused. “Also, you’re annoyingly pretty.” This to Aurelia. “Like, unreasonably pretty. It should be illegal.”

“Your ass is a weapon of mass distraction,” Aurelia replied without missing a beat. “I say that with professional respect and mild professional jealousy.”

“Please. Your legs go on for about three miles. I’m five-four. My legs go on for about six inches.”

“Your legs could crack concrete.”

“Yours could stop traffic.”

“Both of you could stop wars,” I said. “Can we discuss the conspiracy now?”

They looked at me. Then at each other. Then back at me. And the laughter that followed was the sound of a team forming, three people who had been fighting separately discovering that fighting together was both more effective and more fun.

The conversation shifted to practical matters, though the jokes kept threading through it.

Aurelia outlined the political landscape with precision learned by navigating institutional politics since she was a teenager. Brandt’s faction, six strong on the board, backed by federal connections and the bureaucratic momentum of a system that had been running for decades. The smaller reform faction, three members, motivated more by embarrassment at the exhibition footage than by genuine concern for heroine welfare. The wavering middle, pulled between loyalty to Powerbound and the uncomfortable evidence that the academy’s loyalty to them had always been conditional.

“The federal classification’s the real problem,” Aurelia said. “Everything else is just Powerbound. Board politics, protocol revisions, handlers. We can fight Powerbound; it runs on rules, and I’ve read more of them than anyone on that board.” She turned the mug in her hands. “But federal is over the top of all of it. The second the government calls Dane a strategic asset, the bylaws stop mattering. None of my clauses reach that high.”

Juno provided intelligence from the speedster wing, her report delivered at the fast-but-not-manic pace that I was learning to read as combat briefing rather than social performance. Morale was low. The speedster heroines had watched the exhibition footage and the field trial footage and recognized the contrast between Juno’s clean precision speed and their own suppressor-compromised tremors. Two B-tier speedsters were showing acceleration in their neurological degradation, the suppressors losing effectiveness faster than the medical team was adjusting dosages. A cadet named Torres, the same speedster whose isolation complaint I remembered from my first year, had quietly asked Juno whether bonding was a real option or a rumor.

“What did you tell her?” I asked.

“I told her the truth. That the bond eliminated my tremors, my degradation, my suppressor dependency. That it required trust and choice, not a clipboard and a handler.” She paused. “She cried. In the hallway. Full speed, because speedsters cry fast and she didn’t want anyone to see. I held her hands until they stopped shaking. They didn’t stop.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Aurelia’s glow dimmed. Juno’s foot stopped moving. In the bond, both women absorbed the same detail: a young woman crying in a hallway because Powerbound had no path to the help she needed and the help itself was classified as a threat to Powerbound.

I shared the archive data, carefully edited to protect Vesper’s involvement, presenting the suppressor statistics and the Resonance Research references as information I’d obtained through maintenance system access rather than shadow-walked espionage. The editing was necessary. Vesper’s safety depended on the academy not knowing that its most effective investigator wore a collar-tracker that blinked red with every heartbeat and operated in the darkness between the systems that were supposed to contain her.

They listened. They asked sharp questions. They disagreed about tactics: Aurelia favored political maneuvering, the political chess she’d been playing for a decade, while Juno advocated for directness that Aurelia called reckless and Juno called honest. They agreed about principles: every heroine deserved the choice. No woman should be managed without her consent. The suppressors were a prison. The bond was a key.

They bickered about approach vectors the way teammates bickered: with heat but without hostility. Aurelia’s arguments were structured, delivered with a measured cadence learned from constructing persuasion the way engineers constructed buildings. Juno’s arguments were kinetic, delivered at speed with emotional directness that bypassed Aurelia’s carefully built structures and went straight for the foundation.

By the time the conversation wound down, something had formed in the room that hadn’t existed when I walked in. Three people who’d arrived at the same fight from three directions, deciding to walk into the next part of it shoulder to shoulder, and arguing about coffee the whole way there.

Juno stood and stretched, the tank top riding up to show her toned abs, her breasts straining against the fabric with the motion. “I’m going to run some precision drills. The new speed is insane. I keep expecting the tremors and they just don’t come.” She looked at her hands, held them up, spread the fingers. Still. “It’s weird. Good weird. Like walking without a limp after years of limping.”

She turned to Aurelia. “Come watch my drills sometime. I’ll show you what precision speed looks like when it’s not being eaten by neurological decay.”

“Deal. If you’ll let me show you what clean radiant output looks like. I burned three training targets yesterday without even trying.”

“Show-off.”

“Speedster.”

“Glow-stick.”

“Zipper hazard.”

They grinned at each other. Alliance, newly minted, and already enjoying matched-speed verbal sparring.

Juno turned to me at the threshold. “Dane.”

“Yeah?”

“Six AM tomorrow. Your quarters. I’m testing something.” The grin sharpened. “Don’t wear much.”

She was gone. Air displacement. Rattling coffee cups. The cracked mug spinning on the counter. Silence.

Aurelia watched the space where Juno had been and smiled. Small. Private. A smile from holding that place alone for less than two weeks and already finding room.

“I like her,” Aurelia said.

“You’re supposed to be jealous.”

“I’m supposed to be a lot of things. I’ve decided to stop being supposed to and start being actual.” She stood, kissed my cheek with warm lips, and left with the composed stride that made the golden hair sway and the campus cameras turn.

I cleaned up the coffee station and crossed the administrative floor toward the suite thinking about the board meeting, the federal paperwork, and the fact that my door was going to need reinforced hinges.

At 06:00 the next morning, the lock on my door vibrated at a frequency that metals weren’t built for, and Juno materialized inside my quarters.

I was barely awake. The velocity echo had pulled me from sleep thirty seconds before her arrival, the kinetic sensitivity registering the approaching air displacement, but “awake” and “prepared” were different states and I was in the former while wearing boxer shorts and a t-shirt.

She was grinning. Tank top, running shorts, bare feet. Dark hair messy. Eyes bright.

“Race you,” she said.

She was on me before I could sit up. Her mouth found mine, fast and laughing, her hands already pulling at the sheets. The tank top she was wearing was token resistance at best, the fabric stretched to its limit across her breasts. She straddled me and her thick thighs clenched against my hips, the athletic shorts doing nothing to conceal the heat of her body against mine.

“I want to see what I can do when I’m not desperate,” she said. “No combat. No crisis. No neurological decay. Just the fun part.”

She slid down my body like a current. Her speed-enhanced hands found my cock through my boxers, and the vibration was immediate: a micro-frequency tremor in her fingertips that turned every stroke into a cascade of layered sensation. Friction-heated, her palms warm from kinetic energy, every motion exact and a half-beat faster than my nerves could brace for. She freed me from the fabric with one quick motion.

“Bet you can’t last sixty seconds,” she said, her breath hot against the head, her thumb tracing the ridge where it met the shaft.

“That’s not a bet I’m taking.”

“Smart boy.” She grinned and took me in her mouth.

The vibration hit my entire body. Her lips hummed against my cock at a frequency that bypassed every rational circuit in my brain, the sensation too layered and too intense for conscious processing. Speed-enhanced tongue work, a sensation that only a speedster could deliver and no one else on earth could replicate: micro-movements so fast they felt like a continuous wave, friction and wetness and the buzz of kinetic energy through every nerve ending. Her tongue moved at a speed that turned individual licks into a sustained vibrating pressure that built and built without pause. She took me deep, her throat working around the head with a swallowing motion that the vibration turned into something I had no words for and no defense against, her lips stretched wide around my thickness, saliva dripping down my shaft and pooling at the base where her speed-heated hand gripped and stroked what her mouth couldn’t reach.

Her dark eyes looked up at me the entire time, watching my reaction with the competitive intensity of a woman turning the encounter into a contest she intended to win. She hollowed her cheeks and sucked hard, the vibration intensifying, her tongue swirling around the head in a blur that made my hips buck involuntarily and my fist clench in the sheets.

I lasted forty-two seconds. She knew, because she counted. My cock pulsed against her vibrating tongue, and she swallowed my release without breaking eye contact, her throat working in quick contractions that the speed turned into its own kind of stimulation, drawing out the aftershocks until my body twitched with oversensitivity.

“Pathetic,” she said, licking her lips clean, the grin incandescent. She wiped a strand of saliva and cum from her chin with the back of her hand, and the gesture was so casually confident that it made my blood rush harder than the vibration had. “Forty-two seconds. I was aiming for thirty. But your stamina is surprisingly decent for a repair guy.”

“Surprisingly decent.”

“I grade on a curve. The curve is me. Everything is slow compared to me.” She crawled up my body, her dark hair falling around her face, her dark eyes bright with competitive energy and genuine warmth, and settled her thighs on either side of my hips. “My turn.”

I flipped us. Her back hit the mattress and she bounced, laughing, the surprise genuine because even with her speed she hadn’t anticipated the velocity echo giving me enough reaction time to reverse positions before she could brace. The tank top rode up to free her breasts, firm and high, the nipples hard from the kinetic energy running through her body. Her bronze-brown skin gleamed with the faint perspiration of kinetic exertion, the sheen making her body look polished, sculpted.

I pinned her wrists above her head with one hand. She could have broken the pin with speed-enhanced strength, but she didn’t. The choice not to break free was more intimate than any restraint. The speedster letting someone else set the pace. The velocity echo in my system read her body’s rhythm with perfect clarity.

I could feel where she was most responsive. The vibration sensitivity I’d gained from the bond mapped her body like a schematic: the spots where her speed-heightened nerves clustered at the inner thighs, the zones where touch made her power spike at her collarbones and the hollow of her throat, the exact pressure points along her ribcage that would send her from competitive to overwhelmed.

I kissed my way down her body. Her abs tightened under my mouth, the muscles defined and responsive. Her hips rolled, trying to accelerate, trying to turn the pace into her speed, her instinct demanding fast because fast was how she processed everything.

I held her hip with my free hand, firm, grounding.

“Stay still,” I said.

“That’s not my thing.”

“It is now.”

I put my mouth on her pussy and felt the vibration through my lips. She was soaking wet, her arousal glistening on the bronze-brown skin of her inner thighs, the speed in her body translating to heightened sensitivity that made every touch magnified tenfold. Her clit was swollen, flushed dark, pulsing with kinetic energy, and when my tongue found it she bucked hard enough to lift us both off the mattress, a sharp cry punching out of her.

The vibration feedback between her body and my velocity echo created a sensation loop that she hadn’t experienced before. I could feel her frequency through my tongue, could match it, could push my licks to hit at exactly the counter-rhythm that made her resonance spike. I sucked her clit between my lips and pressed with the flat of my tongue while two fingers slid inside her, curling upward against her front wall. The velocity echo in my fingers read her perfectly: the exact pressure, the exact rhythm, the exact spot that made her thighs clamp around my head and her hips grind against my face.

I worked her systematically, attentive to every signal, reading her resonance for the exact rhythm that would take her apart. Each pass of my tongue mapped to a peak in her kinetic signature. Each press of my lips timed to the moment her vibration crested. My fingers pumped inside her in a steady rhythm while my tongue flicked her clit, alternating between broad strokes and focused pressure at the tip, the velocity echo guiding every movement.

She lost the competition in ninety seconds.

The kinetic shockwave arrived before her voice did, rattling the bed frame, cracking the headboard where her hands gripped it, and sending both pillows flying. She squirted against my mouth in a hot gush that I drank, the taste sharp and electric, her body breaking into speed-shockwaves that Juno’s bond sent through me like aftershocks. Each wave brought another pulse of wetness, her thick thighs shaking against my ears, her hips bucking in uncontrolled jerks that sprayed across my chin and chest. The startled laugh that tore from her broke into a moan that broke into another laugh, the sounds overlapping as her body refused to decide between delight and devastation.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped. “Oh, fuck, I didn’t know it could hit like that.”

“The squirting or the headboard?”

“The squirting and the headboard, why are you making me choose.” She was laughing. Breathless. Her body was buzzing but her eyes were bright with pure joy, delight that came from discovering your body could do something wonderful instead of something destructive. “Can you do that again?”

“Your headboard says I shouldn’t.”

“The headboard is replaceable. That orgasm is not.”

I crawled up beside her. The bed was a disaster. One pillow had hit the wall. The headboard had a visible crack running from where her hands had gripped it. Juno’s hair was spread across the mattress in a wild dark halo, and her grin was the widest I’d ever seen it. Her body had been a source of pain for months. Now it was pleasure, power, and one very broken bed.

“Your door,” she said.

“What about it?”

“Can it survive another morning visit?”

“I’ll requisition reinforced hinges.”

She laughed until she couldn’t breathe, and then she curled against my side with her head on my chest, and for once the constant low hum that surrounded her had dropped all the way to nothing, the engine finally idling instead of revving against itself.

We lay in the wrecked bed and listened to the campus wake up outside the window. Heroines crossing the quad. Instructors heading to training arenas. The bureaucratic machinery of Powerbound Academy grinding through another day.

Juno traced patterns on my chest. Idle. Contented. Touch for its own sake, the kind she clearly hadn’t had much practice at, her fingers wandering like they kept expecting to be told to stop.

“Aurelia likes me,” she said.

“She told me.”

“Good. Because I like her. And not just because of you.” She paused. “Is that weird? Liking the other woman your boyfriend is sleeping with?”

“The bond harmonizes better when you cooperate. The resonance builds on compatibility.”

“So it’s not weird. It’s physics.”

“It’s physics and it isn’t weird. Both true.”

She poked my ribs. “You know, for a guy who talks in maintenance metaphors, you’re pretty good at the sex part.”

“I have a diagnostic ability that reads where your body needs attention. It’s the same skill I use on broken infrastructure.”

She stared at me. Then she burst out laughing again, and the bed shook, and the cracked headboard protested, and somewhere in the corridor outside a security officer paused because the sound of genuine, unrestrained joy was rare enough in this building to be suspicious.

I held her and felt the velocity echo hum in my chest, the kinetic connection a warm vibration that pulsed in time with her breathing. In the bond, Aurelia’s radiant presence reached toward us from three rooms away, awake and content and aware, through her own bond-sense, that Juno and I were together and that the togetherness was good.

Juno shifted against me and mumbled something about reinforced hinges.

Then the velocity echo caught it before she did: a vibration through the floor, footsteps in the corridor, fast and official, two pairs, headed for my door. Juno’s head came up.

“That’s a summons walk,” she said. “I’d know that walk anywhere.”

Someone knocked. Hard. The board had moved their meeting up.


Chapter 12: Shadow Approach

Her voice came out of the dark under my desk that night, where there should not have been enough shadow to carry anything. That was how Vesper reached me when she didn’t want a record of it: a shadow-acoustic relay she’d seeded in the service tunnel junction beneath the administrative tower. Her power could carry sound through darkness, a directional whisper that threaded along connected pockets of black without touching any channel the academy could monitor. The whisper was undetectable by standard surveillance, untraceable by the security team’s signal-monitoring equipment, and intimate enough to make every message feel like a secret shared in a dark room.

The whisper resolved into words, low and close, like someone speaking against the back of my neck.

“Sub-archive 6. Thirty minutes. I found something older.”

I checked the corridor through my terminal’s passive feeds. Security shift change in twelve minutes, creating a four-minute gap at the stairwell junction. I mapped the route in my head, the same mental exercise I’d performed hundreds of times during three years of containment work, and pocketed my multitool. The tool sat familiar and grounding in my pocket, a physical reminder that I had the right equipment for the wrong situation.

Vesper was waiting in the archive. The emergency strip cast its thin light across her face: pale against black hair that fell like smoke around her shoulders, dark lipstick precise despite the hour, her gaze lit with something that looked less like the flat assessment I’d grown accustomed to and more like urgency. The change was subtle. On Vesper, urgency was a micro-expression, the equivalent of a shout from anyone else.

She’d pulled up a file tree on the terminal that went deeper than anything we’d accessed before. Layers of classification buried beneath the primary archive, nested folders within folders, each sealed with a different security protocol that her shadow-walking had stepped around as easily as she stepped around a locked door.

“Resonance Research,” she said. “Program name. Ran twelve years, ended forty years ago. Hosted here, classified mandate. Every participant redacted.” She tapped the screen. “Shut down by something called the Oversight Council.”

“Oversight Council. I’ve never heard of that body.”

“Neither had I. It doesn’t appear in any academy governance document, any federal hero regulation, or any public record I can reach through shadow infrastructure. It exists only in the classification headers of these files.” She wasn’t at the terminal at all this time. She’d laid the physical folders out across the archive floor in a long row, kneeling over them like a woman reading a map, the emergency strip throwing her shadow long across the concrete. She tapped one folder with two fingers. “The evidence trail is clear, though. The Resonance Research program studied one thing: the amplification of heroine power signatures through intimate resonance with a male subject who had diagnostic stabilization abilities.”

The room felt smaller. The filing cabinets closer. The emergency strip’s light thinner. The cabinets looked less like storage and more like evidence lockers in a crime that had stayed open for forty years.

“They studied someone like me,” I said.

“They studied the same phenomenon.” Vesper’s voice was stripped to its flattest register, the professional composure that she used when the information she was delivering was too dangerous for emotional coloring. None of her shadow-carried intimacy was there. No surrounding whisper, no omnidirectional presence. Just a woman’s voice in a cold room, delivering the truth that an institution had spent forty years burying.

She slid one folder across the floor to me and opened it. The top page read: “Category Omega Asset: Subject [REDACTED]. Resonance Research, Cycle 3.” Below the header, most of the text was blacked out. Names, locations, dates, outcome summaries, all gone. The redaction was thorough, systematic, the careful application of classification that turned a human story into a series of black rectangles with fragments of readable text between them. But the structure was visible, the skeleton of a research program that had operated for nearly a decade, studying a phenomenon that the people in charge had found too dangerous to allow into ordinary academy records.

A male subject. Diagnostic resonance capability. Multiple bonded heroines over the course of the program, each one identified only by designation and power class. Results: amplification factors of 4.7x to 5.3x. Suppressor dependency eliminated in all bonded subjects. Echo abilities confirmed in the primary subject. The numbers matched my bond data with Aurelia and Juno almost exactly, identical within the margin of error that the program’s equipment would have produced.

No names. That was the point. The file proved the phenomenon and erased the people. Subject designations where the women should be. A classification code where the man should be.

“There are at least three bonded heroines,” Vesper said. “Subject A, Subject B, Subject C. Power classes redacted in the summary view, but the data tables still show enough resonance behavior to confirm they were different Expression types. Whoever sealed this wanted the identities gone, not the numbers. The numbers were useful to them.”

“And the outcome?”

She turned a page. More black bars. Then a line of readable text near the bottom: “Program terminated by Oversight-level authority. All active resonance cases transferred to containment review.”

The archive was cold, the kind of dry institutional cold that lived in rooms built for storage and never for people. Vesper knelt close enough beside me that I could feel the absence of warmth that came off her, the thermal hole in the air that my radiant echo kept wanting to read as a wall.

“Transferred,” I said.

“A word bureaucracies use when they don’t want to say what happened next.” Vesper’s mouth tightened. “There are no follow-up records at this access layer. No names, no medical outcomes, no public incident link. Just the termination order and a classification seal I can’t open yet.”

The word transferred sat in my head like a mislabeled body. You transferred equipment and budget lines. Used on a person, it meant exactly what the seal below it was built to hide.

Vesper opened an attached index that should have been empty.

It was a routing map: where records went after the program terminated, which cabinets received the physical copies, which offices signed receipt, which seals were added later. A bureaucracy could black out every name in a file and still leave a perfect record of where it had carried the file afterward, because the paperwork that moved the boxes was too dull for anyone to think of hiding. Someone had walked the remains of Resonance Research through this building in cartons and never imagined the cartons would testify.

“Three routes,” she said.

Her finger moved over the screen. “Medical archive. Stabilization archive. External transfer to a facility identified only as Repository 4. The medical archive route ends in long-term containment records. The Stabilization archive route becomes the suppressor program data set we found in the last archive run. They used the failed containment of the primary subject’s bonded heroines to refine suppressor dependency tracking.”

The cold in the room sharpened.

“They learned from what they did to him,” I said.

“The wrong lesson.” Her voice stayed ordinary and flat, which made the flatness worse. “You hurt an Amplifier, you hurt every woman bonded to him. Anywhere sane, you’d learn not to do that.” She looked at the screen for a second too long. “Here they measured the damage. And then they kept the measurements.” She didn’t finish it.

She expanded a checksum table, and the old terminal stuttered under the load. The fan spun up like it was being asked to lift something. She watched it labor with open contempt.

“Forty years of conspiracy,” she said, “and they trusted it to a machine that struggles with a spreadsheet.”

“That’s the brilliance of it. Nobody important ever comes down here. The dust is the security.” I shifted on the cold concrete and my knee popped loud enough to echo. We both heard it. “That’s not me. That’s the floor.”

“It was you.” The corner of her mouth moved, barely. “We’re two of the most dangerous people in this building and we’re kneeling on the ground because there are no chairs.”

“There’s a chair.”

“It’s broken. I checked. First thing I did. Sat right down, went straight through it, very dignified.” She almost smiled, and let herself have it, the cold room holding the small warmth of it for a second with no rush to take it back.

Then the screen finished loading. Three names appeared as classification ghosts, not readable, but countable: Subject A, Subject B, Subject C. Three women reduced to routes and signatures. The third route, Subject C’s, had breaks in it where the archival chain no longer connected.

“Subject C disappears from the medical route,” Vesper said. “Not transferred to long-term stabilization with the others. Not archived cleanly. The index jumps.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the shadow-walker did something the archive could not process.”

“My mother’s mission.” Her voice dropped to the register that meant the control was costing her, the flat affect she put on over the feelings she couldn’t afford. “The covert op where her squad failed and she took the blame. Eight years ago. This termination was forty. But it’s the same file structure, the same classification authority, the same way of making people disappear into a folder. Forty years apart and the same hand wrote both.”

“The authority above Powerbound.”

“Forty years, at least. Removing people. Burying anything that scared them.” She turned to me. Her gaze burned with that slow cold fire, the intensity she radiated when the controlled exterior held something that would do real damage if it got loose. “Dane. They found proof that an Amplifier could pull heroines off the suppressors. They had it in their hands. And instead of using it, they.” She stopped. Shook her head once, like the size of it kept refusing to fit in a sentence. “They built a whole thing to make sure nobody ever found out. The only copy left is a redacted file in a basement. That’s how hard they buried it.”

“And now I exist.”

“And now you exist. And you’ve replicated the results. Bonded heroines. Amplified their powers. Freed them from suppressors. Created proof that the entire suppressor-based control system is unnecessary and harmful.” She held my gaze. “Whatever that authority did to bury the last program, they’ll try to bury you.”

We stood in the archive in silence. The implications settled into the room with the charged stillness before a storm, the pressure Lyss Harker generated when her emotional state exceeded her ability to contain it.

Then Vesper reached past me for a file on the shelf behind the terminal. Her arm brushed mine. In the cramped archive space, the contact was incidental, a touch that happened when two people occupied a small room full of filing cabinets and reached for the same information.

She didn’t pull away.

Her sleeve brushed my forearm, the matte-black tactical fabric against my bare skin, and I felt the cool temperature of her body through the contact. Shadow-walkers ran cold. Her nearness pulled heat out of the air the way an open window did in winter, a cool that arrived as a small subtraction rather than a sensation, and my radiant echo kept flinching at it like skin meeting cold metal. She’d spent years deciding warmth was a thing other people got to have, and her body had taken her at her word.

She noticed me noticing. Her gaze held mine for a beat longer than operational communication required. The beat stretched. Became two beats. Became sustained eye contact that existed in the space between professional and personal, between colleague and something that neither of us had named.

“We should go,” she said. “Separately. I’ll shadow-route. You take the maintenance corridors.”

I looked at the place where her sleeve had brushed my arm. The skin there felt cooler than the rest of my forearm, the shadow-walker’s particular thermal signature leaving a trace that my radiant echo registered as contrast: a strip of cold against the warm baseline of my body, the negative of a touch, the shadow-impression of contact that meant more because it had been allowed rather than performed.

“Vesper.”

“Not yet.” The words came quiet and firm and entirely without the shadow effect, just her own ordinary voice, which somehow gave away more than any whispered command through the dark could have. It was not refusal. It was a ledger: who had earned what, how close I stood to a line, and how much she would not let anyone rush her before she was ready.

She dissolved into the shadow. The archive went dark except for the emergency strip, and I stood alone with the redacted Resonance Research files and the faint cool sensation on my forearm where her sleeve had touched. The coolness lasted longer than it should have, my body holding the trace of her proximity as sensory memory, the same way my old ability stored structural data: automatically, thoroughly, for future reference.

I sealed the archive and navigated back through the maintenance corridors to the administrative tower. The route was familiar, automatic, my body navigating while my mind processed. The radiant echo mapped heat signatures through walls as I walked: maintenance staff in the building’s lower levels, a security patrol on the floor above, and two warm presences in my quarters that I identified in the bond and the resonance before I reached the door.

Aurelia was on the couch, legs tucked under her, reading from her personal terminal in a thin camisole and shorts, her golden hair loose. Sleeping clothes, private and unguarded, the soft fabric caught the warm radiance beneath her skin and traced the relaxed shape of her body beneath it.

Juno was in the chair beside the window, in a tank top and running shorts, her bare feet on the windowsill. She was eating an apple at speed, the crunching sound rapid-fire and somehow musical. She looked up when I entered.

“You’re late,” Aurelia said. Not accusatory. Observational. In the bond, she’d felt my absence for three hours and my anger spike forty minutes ago and the subsequent shift to something colder and more focused.

“Archive run. With Vesper.”

“I felt your anger spike about forty minutes ago. Then it changed to something colder. More focused.” She set her terminal down. “What did you find?”

“The Resonance Research files. Forty-year-old program. A previous Amplifier, or someone close enough that the numbers match mine. Almost everything personal is redacted.”

Juno stopped eating. The apple hovered at her lips. Her dark eyes sharpened.

I told them what the file actually gave us. The Resonance Research program that had operated at Powerbound forty years ago. A male diagnostic resonance subject whose results matched mine closely enough to make the air feel thin. Three bonded heroines hidden behind designations. Amplification factors in the same range as Aurelia and Juno. Suppressor dependency eliminated in all bonded subjects. Echo abilities confirmed in the primary subject. A termination order signed by an Oversight-level authority that did not appear in any public registry Vesper could access.

I also told them what the file did not give us. No name. No clean outcome. No explanation for the transfer to containment review. No proof of what happened after the program was sealed. The absence was information too. Powerbound redacted for a reason, and this redaction had been done so thoroughly it showed fear of names more than numbers.

The black bars bothered Aurelia more than the readable data. She kept returning to them, scrolling back, studying the rectangular absences as if discipline and focus could make classified ink confess. “They left the amplification factors,” she said. “They left suppressor dependency elimination. They left enough science to prove the program worked.”

“But took the people,” Juno said. Her speed-hum had dropped low, all the performance burned out of it. “Numbers are useful. Names are liabilities.”

Vesper, from wherever she was listening through the shadow relay, said nothing. The relay went cold at the edge of my hearing. I could feel the missing fourth presence in the room, the woman whose mother had been turned into a liability the same way these redacted heroines had been turned into Subject A, Subject B, Subject C.

I drew the line to Vesper’s mother carefully, keeping her private details where they belonged but making the shape of it clear. Same classification structure. Same playbook. Forty years apart and the same hand. This reached too deep for one bad administrator and one clean firing to solve.

And now that structure had a new problem. Me. The people who’d buried the last proof were still in their chairs, and they’d bury us too the moment we gave them the opening.

They listened without interrupting. Aurelia sat straighter on the couch as the details accumulated, the camisole forgotten, the light beneath her skin flaring brighter with each revelation. The amber in her eyes burned through to hard gold, and her solar power answered the information directly: heat rising under her skin, the room warming by degrees. The building’s heating system could not compete with the solar energy building in a woman who was learning that the Stabilization regime she’d served for a decade had fed on her body and called the meal protection.

Juno stopped eating. The apple sat in her hand, forgotten, the bite mark oxidizing. Her fidgeting stopped, her body going still the way it did when something genuinely mattered. The speedster at rest, processing information at triple normal speed but choosing to receive it at the pace I delivered it because the content demanded complete attention rather than rapid processing.

When I finished, the room was quiet. A quiet that existed between the moment you heard the truth and the moment you decided what to do with it.

“We need to be strategic,” Aurelia said when I finished. The tactical mind that had navigated academy politics for a decade engaged, sharp and combat-ready. “Brandt is one layer. The board is one layer. The authority behind those archive seals is the foundation. If we expose Brandt without understanding that foundation, they’ll replace her with someone worse.”

“Vesper is mapping that authority’s reach,” I said. “She needs time and access.”

“Then we give her cover.” Aurelia straightened, the camisole shifting. “Publicly, I continue being the golden champion. I meet with sponsors, do media, play the political game. That keeps the cameras focused on the surface while Vesper works underneath.”

“I can run speed recon,” Juno said. “Campus perimeter, handler movements, security rotation gaps. I mapped three new ones last week just running my precision drills. Nobody tracks a speedster who’s not on the schedule.”

“And I coordinate from the maintenance network. The infrastructure gives me eyes and ears the security system doesn’t know about.”

Aurelia nodded. Then she looked at Juno. Something passed between them, the shared communication of two women who had bonded with the same man and were discovering that the bond extended beyond him into a direct connection between them.

Aurelia turned her hand palm up between them, and Juno set her fingers into the warmth.

Before the touch, there was a pause, the kind that was less hesitation than courtesy. Two women who had each spent a long time learning that other people’s hands rarely asked first.

“May I?” she asked.

Juno’s grin softened. “Yeah.”

One word. Enough.

The gesture was simple. Deliberate. Aurelia’s warm golden fingers closing around Juno’s bronze-brown ones, the contact unhurried and unambiguous. The golden glow at Aurelia’s fingertips brightened on contact, Aurelia’s light answering the proximity of another bonded heroine, and in the bond I felt the response in both directions: Aurelia’s warmth meeting Juno’s kinetic pulse, the two power signatures discovering each other through the medium of their shared bond partner.

Juno looked at their joined hands. The perpetual motion in her body stilled into something softer than threat assessment, something surprised: the warmth of another woman’s hand and the current that traveled through both of them and back through me, a triangulated connection that the academy’s language had no vocabulary for because the academy had never imagined that the women it managed would connect to each other through the man it was trying to contain.

“You’re right there with me,” Juno said to Aurelia. Quiet. The slow register. “Through him. Your warmth. It’s like standing in sunlight through a window.”

Aurelia’s eyes went wide. “I can feel your vibration. It’s in my fingers where we’re touching.” She turned their joined hands over, studying the contact. “The resonance is bridging. Through Dane, and now between us.”

“This,” Aurelia said, looking at me, her fingers still laced with Juno’s. “Does it work differently when both bonds are active at the same time?”

They both were looking at me.

The room held the charged quiet of three people standing at a threshold none of us had crossed before, with no academy protocol, no regulation, no handbook chapter. The bond hummed between us: two distinct frequencies, golden heat and kinetic vibration, resonating through my body and reaching toward each other. I could feel the harmonics shifting, the two power signatures approaching alignment the way two instruments approach a chord, the separate notes finding a shared key. The harmonic convergence was happening without my direction, the bond’s own architecture seeking the configuration that would produce the cleanest resonance, the strongest amplification, the deepest connection.

“There’s one way to find out,” Juno said. The grin was there, but softer, the competitive edge that she wielded like the social equivalent of her speed gentled into something more honest, the dare replaced by invitation. Her dark eyes moved between Aurelia and me with a calculation that was, for once, not about speed or threat assessment but about something human and uncertain and vulnerable.

Aurelia stood. She kept hold of Juno’s hand and reached for me with her other. Three hands joined. Three power signatures connected through the man at the center.

The three of us stood in my quarters, linked, and the resonance hummed.

Aurelia kissed me first. Slow, deep, radiant heat flooding the contact, the taste of solar energy and the warm sweetness of her radiant breath. Then she turned to Juno, held her face with the hand that had been holding mine, and kissed her. Gentle. Asking. The contact of two women testing the boundary between shared partnership and direct connection.

Juno went utterly still. The kinetic hum in her body spiked, the vibration visible in the air around them. She kissed Aurelia back with the breathless enthusiasm she brought to everything, the speedster’s commitment to full engagement.

The room warmed. Literally. Golden light bloomed along Aurelia’s skin as the glow intensified, and the air vibrated with the kinetic displacement of Juno’s building speed-energy. Two power signatures, activated simultaneously, filling the room with warmth and motion.

They turned to me together.

Aurelia pulled my shirt off. Juno’s speed-enhanced hands worked my belt with a precision that turned undressing into a blur. The contrast hit my skin in alternating waves: Aurelia’s solar heat against my chest, radiating through her palms as she traced the muscles of my torso, and Juno’s vibrating fingertips at my hips, friction-heated and electric, the kinetic energy making every touch multiply.

Juno kissed my throat while Aurelia’s warm mouth found mine. I could feel both bonds open simultaneously, two channels of resonance pouring through my body, and the read mapped them in real time: golden energy cycling from the right, kinetic energy cycling from the left, both converging in my chest where the echo abilities lived.

Aurelia’s camisole came off. Her breasts caught the golden light, full and glowing, the nipples warm points of luminescence. Juno pulled her tank top over her head, and her smaller, firm breasts pressed against my side, the vibration in her body making every point of contact buzz.

“Lie back,” Aurelia said.

I did. The bed was still missing a headboard from Juno’s morning visit. The crack in the wood was a reminder that the speedster’s orgasms came with property damage.

Juno straddled my hips first. She sank onto me with a gasp that broke into a breathless laugh, taking my cock in one slow descent, the vibration immediate and overwhelming: her thick thighs locking at my sides, the powerful runner’s legs pinning me to the mattress as effectively as restraints. Her body hummed around my cock, the speed-enhanced friction creating a sensation that was tighter, hotter, and more intense than any baseline rhythm. Every micro-vibration translated to internal friction that multiplied sensation beyond what the physical contact alone could produce. She was soaking wet and buzzing, the slick vibrating heat so intense I could feel my cock throbbing inside her with every heartbeat.

“Oh god,” Juno breathed. “I can feel both of you. In the bond. The heat and the speed, they’re not separate, they’re mixing.”

Aurelia moved behind her, pressing the length of her golden body against Juno’s bronze back, arms wrapping around Juno’s waist. The height difference made the position work: Aurelia’s chin resting on Juno’s shoulder, her golden hair falling across Juno’s dark strands, the contrast of gold and bronze and the two different kinds of warmth meeting at Juno’s skin. Aurelia’s hands slid up Juno’s ribs and cupped her breasts from behind, the golden fingers closing over firm flesh that was already vibrating with arousal, the nipples hard between Aurelia’s warm palms.

Juno’s head fell back against Aurelia’s shoulder. “Your hands are so warm,” she whispered. “It’s like sunlight on skin.”

“Your skin is vibrating.” Aurelia’s voice was low, awed, discovering something she hadn’t anticipated: that another woman’s power felt different through Dane’s bond, different and complementary, the heat and the speed creating a sensation that neither of them could produce alone.

The resonance spiked.

I felt it in both bonds simultaneously: Aurelia’s radiant heat entering Juno’s body through the skin contact, the warmth traveling through Juno’s kinetic nervous system and being amplified by the vibration. Heat made vibration faster. Vibration made heat more intense. The two power signatures, channeled through me, crossed and brightened in a harmony I hadn’t anticipated and couldn’t have designed.

Juno rode me with the rhythm of her speed-enhanced hips, each motion precise, controlled, movement her body had been built for by a lifetime of explosive acceleration. The vibration translated to a friction that made every sensation multiply, each roll of her hips a cascade of kinetic feedback that traveled through the resonance into my body and reflected back. I gripped her hips, pulling her down harder, and the bruising pressure of my fingers against her bronze-brown skin made her gasp and the gasp made Aurelia’s glow intensify behind her.

Aurelia’s golden hands traced Juno’s body from behind. Slow, deliberate, the warm fingers leaving trails of light on bronze skin that faded in seconds. She cupped Juno’s breasts, thumbs circling the hard nipples, the radiant warmth concentrating at the tips, and Juno moaned, the sound breaking into a vibrating harmonic that made the air around all three of us buzz.

“Dane,” Juno breathed. Her dark eyes found mine, and the competitive edge was gone, replaced by something open and genuine and overwhelmed. “I can feel her through you. The gold. The heat. It’s inside me.”

“Let it in,” I said. “Both of you. Let the resonance do what it does best.”

They switched. Juno lifted off me with a shuddering exhale, her thick thighs trembling, my cock glistening with her wetness, and Aurelia took her place. She wrapped her hand around my slick shaft, stroking once, twice, coating herself in Juno’s arousal before sinking down in a slow descent that made her eyes close and her lips part in a breathy moan. Radiance flooded her skin in a cascade that started at the contact point and spread upward through her body, the familiar radiant architecture of her arousal rendered in light and warmth and the golden beauty that the bond had unlocked. The contrast with Juno was immediate: where the speedster was vibration and kinetic friction, Aurelia was deep radiant warmth, a molten heat that wrapped me in a private sun.

Juno moved to my side, the speed-hum dropping to an intimate frequency, her mouth against my neck. She kissed my pulse point, and her lips vibrated, the speed-enhanced contact sending shockwaves through my nervous system that my velocity echo amplified until I lost the thread of my own thoughts. Her hand found Aurelia’s hip and the vibration traveled from her fingertips into Aurelia’s body, making the golden heroine gasp and grip my chest harder, her nails leaving crescents in my skin.

“Is that what I feel like to you?” Aurelia breathed, looking at Juno. “The vibration?”

“Better.” Juno’s mouth curved against my neck. “You feel like the first warm day after a long winter. The kind that makes everybody go outside and stand in it like idiots.”

The harmony climbed. Every sensation was shared, amplified, returned. Aurelia’s building pleasure registered as golden heat in my chest. Juno’s rising intensity hummed through my nerves. My own response to both fed back into the circuit, all three signals harmonizing until the air in the room physically vibrated with combined resonance. I was the junction where their power met, the conduit through which heat and speed exchanged and amplified, and the sensation of channeling both simultaneously was like being the center of a storm made of pleasure and light and motion.

Aurelia leaned forward, her golden hair falling across my chest in a warm curtain, her breasts pressing against me with luminous weight, the nipples bright points of warm light against my skin. Juno pressed against Aurelia’s back, her hands on Aurelia’s hips, guiding the rhythm with speed-precise timing, each squeeze of her fingers sending kinetic vibration into Aurelia’s body. The three of us moved together, and for one impossible moment the bonds aligned completely, the two power signatures merging through my resonance into a single combined frequency.

I felt the alignment like a key turning in a lock. Two separate notes finding the same chord. This was the thing the bond did best when it had room to do it: two women harmonized, their signatures running through me and coming out as something neither could make alone.

All three of us reached the peak at once.

Solar light and kinetic shockwaves pulsed through the room simultaneously. Aurelia’s radiant flare met Juno’s velocity burst, the golden dome of light expanding outward while the kinetic shockwave rattled the furniture and cracked the remaining section of headboard. For one heartbeat, I felt everything: Aurelia’s orgasm, a radiant cascade of golden pleasure that lit her body from within, solar pulses moving through the place where we joined and pulling a groan from my throat. Juno’s orgasm, a kinetic detonation that shook the bed and sent vibrations through every surface in the room, her body against Aurelia’s back arching with a cry that broke into the supersonic for one blurred beat, her fingers digging into Aurelia’s hips hard enough to leave marks while wetness dripped down Aurelia’s thighs from where Juno had pressed against her. And my own, buried deep in Aurelia, my cock pulsing as I came hard while the resonance carried my release in both bonds simultaneously. Aurelia gasped as she felt the heat of it spread through the bond and felt Juno’s orgasm at the same time, and Juno cried out as the echo of my climax traveled through the resonance into her body as a phantom pulse that made her thighs shake and her pleasure surge again against Aurelia’s lower back. All three of us shared one peak stretched across three bodies, the shared resonance crashing through us in a cascade of sensation that was more than the sum of its parts.

My diagnostic sense logged one concrete change beneath the pleasure: Aurelia’s gold and Juno’s kinetic shimmer no longer returned to me as separate signals. For one heartbeat after the climax, they braided through the bond before settling back into their own channels. The academy could measure output spikes and furniture damage. It would miss the part that mattered.

The radiance dimmed. The vibration settled from combat-level buzzing to the warm ambient hum of Aurelia and Juno still echoing through each other, the harmonic residue of the combined resonance fading slowly the way heat faded from sunlit stone. The room smelled of sweat, heated sheets, scorched cotton, warm dust shaken out of the cracked headboard, and the faint sweetness her skin gave off, three bodies cooling in a tangle of damp sheets. No academy protocol could have named what had happened in that bed.

We lay tangled. Aurelia on my chest, her glow steady and amber. Juno pressed against my side, one leg draped over both of ours, her body finally still, her breathing slowing to a pace that would have been impossible before the bond.

Juno traced lazy patterns on Aurelia’s glowing arm. The warm glow followed her fingertips, refracting through the bronze of Juno’s skin, creating amber patterns where gold and bronze merged.

Aurelia’s fingers found Juno’s hair. Sank into the dark messy strands and stayed.

Through the resonance, I felt their power signatures shift, subtly, a small harmonic adjustment, like two instruments that had been playing separately finding a shared key. They were beginning to harmonize with each other, their power signatures developing a direct compatibility that existed independently of my resonance.

“That was,” Juno said.

“Yeah,” Aurelia said.

“Is it always going to feel like that?”

“No.” I shifted so I could see both of them. Golden and bronze, light and speed, tangled in the wreckage of a bed made for campus use and just proven structurally inadequate for the stresses of a three-person resonance event between two amplified superheroines and the man whose ability was the reason they could feel each other’s power through their own bodies. The bed would need more than reinforced hinges. It would need a complete frame replacement, and the requisition form for that didn’t have a checkbox for what had actually happened. “It’s going to get stronger.”

Juno’s dark eyes widened. Aurelia’s golden ones burned steadily.

“Good,” they said, at the same time, and then looked at each other and laughed.

The gold and kinetic hum settled into a lower register. Aurelia’s hand stayed in Juno’s hair. Juno’s fingers kept tracing the inside of Aurelia’s wrist where the glow was strongest. Neither touch needed me to mediate it. A second, thinner line had started forming between them, running around me instead of through me.

Juno yawned first, offended by her own body. “If anyone tells the board I got sleepy after group resonance, I will deny it at legally actionable speed.”

“Sleep,” Aurelia said, and kissed her forehead.

Juno blinked at the kiss, then tucked closer with a mutter that sounded suspiciously like agreement.


Chapter 13: Storm Warning

The note came under my door before I was properly awake, slipped through by a cadet who was gone by the time I opened it. Instructor letterhead. Precise, angular handwriting, the kind military training produces and a decade of command reports preserves.

“Instructor training grounds. 08:00. Bring your echo abilities and your tolerance for criticism.”

I read it twice. The second line was, as far as I could tell, Lyss Harker’s idea of a warm invitation.

The instructor training grounds occupied a reinforced subsection of the campus military wing, separate from the student facilities, built for heroines and tactical staff who needed to push past exhibition parameters without cameras watching. The reinforcement was serious: triple-layered concrete, reactive polymer shielding, and suppression fields that could contain up to S-tier output. The room was built to absorb punishment. Punishment that weather command could deliver.

Lyss was waiting in the center of the primary court, arms crossed, instructor uniform straining at the shoulders and chest the way it always did when a woman built for commanding atmospheric forces wore clothing designed for administrative meetings. The silver streaks in her black hair caught the overhead lights. Her gray eyes assessed me before I’d finished walking through the door, the evaluation beginning the moment I entered her field of vision and continuing with unblinking focus honed by sixteen years of separating the competent from the dangerous.

“Close it,” she said.

I sealed the training ground doors with my maintenance credentials. The suppression fields hummed to life around us, the electromagnetic barrier audible as a low, steady tone that I felt as a vibration under my skin. We were alone in a reinforced box built to contain superhuman forces, and the strongest unbonded heroine at Powerbound Academy was standing in the center of it, watching me with eyes that promised ninety minutes of punishment disguised as assessment.

“Your bond evaluations are on my desk,” she said. “Both of them. Vale’s output at 5.2x with complete suppressor independence. Reyes’s precision metrics off the academy’s scale, neurological degradation eliminated. I’ve been watching hero-track results for sixteen years, Calder. I have never seen numbers like these.”

“The amplification is real.”

“I know the amplification is real. What I want to know is whether the man attached to the amplification is real. Whether the competence I observed in the arena and the field trial is genuine capability or crisis-driven accident. Whether the tactical coordination you demonstrated was training or luck.” She moved. Not toward me. Around me, circling with the measured stride of an instructor assessing a sparring partner, the predator’s orbit that established dominance through spatial control. The room’s air shifted with each step, dropping and rising in patterns my borrowed speed-sense translated as barometric oscillation. “Show me the radiant echo.”

I activated it. Radiance warmed in my palms. I extended the thermal sensing, mapping the room’s heat: Lyss’s body temperature at the center, slightly elevated from baseline, the suppression field generators at the walls radiating waste heat, the ventilation system overhead cycling air at its standard rate.

“Range.”

“Three rooms through standard construction. Two through reinforced. The thermal sensing gives me body positioning, heat-source identification, and residual power-signature reading. I can tell you that you had coffee approximately forty minutes ago because the thermal signature in your digestive system is elevated at the standard caffeine-metabolization frequency.”

The air dipped. Surprise, contained.

“You can read my breakfast.”

“And your blood pressure. Both higher than the medical baseline you file.”

“Everyone’s blood pressure is higher than the baseline they file. That’s why they file it.” She didn’t smile. But the static along the walls eased a fraction, which I was learning to read as the weather-command equivalent of a smile she’d never let reach her face. “Don’t put the coffee thing in a report. People find it unsettling.”

“Show me the velocity echo.”

I shifted into the kinetic register. Enhanced reaction time sharpened the room’s details. I could feel Lyss’s movements through air displacement before she completed them, sense the vibration of the suppression fields through the floor in precise harmonic patterns, track the rotation of the ventilation fans through their frequency signature.

“Reaction time?”

“Approximately three times baseline. Friction control gives me lateral mobility and evasion capability. Vibration sensitivity reads structural harmonics and body motion at range. I can tell you that your left knee is carrying approximately seven pounds more load than your right, which suggests a historical injury in the right hip that you compensate for by shifting weight.”

Static prickled along the walls, the irritation kind rather than the surprised kind. A woman who’d spent sixteen years being the strongest person in every room did not appreciate having her old injuries read off her by a containment tech.

“Now run them together,” she said.

I layered them. It wasn’t clean. The two echo abilities occupied different sensory channels, and combining them created a noise floor that made precision difficult. Thermal data and kinetic data competed for processing bandwidth in my awareness, the two inputs overlapping in ways that blurred the edges of each. But the result was a hybrid awareness: thermal mapping overlaid with kinetic tracking, the building’s structural data merging with the movement patterns of everyone inside it.

“Crude,” Lyss said. “But effective.” She stopped circling. The room steadied, the barometric fluctuation settling into the neutral range that meant she’d reached a preliminary assessment. “You’re not a fighter, Calder. You never will be. Your echo abilities are support-grade: tactical awareness, environmental control, damage mitigation. In a straight fight against a powered opponent, you die.”

“I wasn’t arguing that.”

“So don’t fight straight. Coordinate.” She studied me with those hard gray eyes, the color so deep it was almost blue. “You read the whole field at once. Heat, motion, structure. My combat heroines each see a slice. You see all of it.” A pause. “Wrong tool to be a fist. Right one to be the nerves that tell the fist where to land.”

“Commander, can I ask you a direct question?”

“You can try.”

“Has there been a previous Amplifier?”

I knew before any echo translated the room that I had put my hand on a wound. The question hit her like a name spoken at a funeral. For one stupid second, I wanted to take it back.

The atmospheric pressure in the room dropped, and this time she hadn’t done it on purpose. It came out of her the way a flinch came out of anyone else, the weather command answering a question she hadn’t braced for. My ears popped. The suppression fields recalibrated around the change.

She did not answer.

She did not deny it.

Six seconds passed. The air normalized. The vibration data gave me the micro-changes in her posture: the tightening of her shoulders, the shift in her weight distribution, the momentary acceleration of her heart rate that my vibration sensitivity detected through the air between us.

“I’m going to work your echoes under stress,” she said. “Simultaneously. You will not enjoy it.”

She wasn’t wrong. For the next ninety minutes, Lyss put me through tactical drills used for hero-track commanders: multi-threat assessment, team coordination under fire, environmental systems management in combat conditions. She simulated the inputs by manipulating the air itself, creating sudden wind bursts that tested my reaction time and static charges that required me to read the electromagnetic environment alongside the thermal and kinetic data.

The first drill was thermal-under-pressure. She thinned the room’s air to simulate altitude while simultaneously generating localized wind shear that buffeted me from random directions. My task was to maintain thermal sensing through the disruption, tracking her position by heat signature while my body fought for balance against wind that changed direction every three seconds.

I failed the first attempt. The wind knocked me sideways, my thermal sensing scattered by the atmospheric interference, and I lost her position for four seconds. Four seconds in combat was death.

“Again,” she said.

I failed the second attempt at a different point, the pressure drop causing my ears to ring and my thermal sensing to blur at the edges.

“Again.”

The third attempt held. I learned to anchor my thermal sensing to the strongest heat signature in the room, which was Lyss herself, and use her position as a reference point to stabilize the reading. The wind still battered me, but the thermal map stayed coherent.

The second drill was kinetic-under-shock. She generated static charges that arced from the walls at random intervals, each one requiring me to sense the electromagnetic buildup with my borrowed kinetic sense and dodge before the discharge reached me. The static bolts were non-lethal but painful: a sharp crack of electricity that left my muscles spasming if it connected.

My velocity echo read the electromagnetic buildup patterns, but the patterns were overlaid on the kinetic movement data I was simultaneously processing, and the two data streams competed for attention. The first three bolts connected. The fourth, I dodged by a margin my borrowed reaction time barely earned. The fifth, I dodged cleanly.

Lyss did not give me recovery time between failures. The first bolt had left my shoulder numb to the elbow. The second threw enough charge through the reinforced floor to make my teeth ache. The third put me flat on the mat and into the path of a wind shear that rolled me three meters like loose equipment. She watched every mistake without flinching, neither cruel about it nor soft, just measuring whether I could turn pain into data before the next threat arrived.

“Faster,” Lyss said. “You’re reading the buildup correctly but your processing is too slow. You need to react to the pattern recognition, not to the pattern. Feel the buildup and move before you’ve analyzed what you’re feeling.”

The distinction was subtle and critical. I was thinking about the kinetic data instead of letting the velocity echo process it instinctively. The same way I had learned to read structural damage through my diagnostic sense without conscious analysis, I needed to let the echo abilities operate below conscious processing.

I stopped thinking. Started feeling. The next six bolts missed.

“Better.” Lyss let the air settle. I was on one knee, breathing like the room had thinned again, which it had not. She watched me not get up for a second. “You can sit down for ten seconds. I won’t write it on your evaluation.”

“Generous.”

“I’m a generous woman. Ask anyone who survived.” She uncrossed her arms, recrossed them. “My first commander made me run thermal drills in a wind tunnel until I threw up, and then made me clean the tunnel. So this is the gentle version. You’re welcome.” A beat, drier. “Drink the water on the rack. You’re not impressing anyone by ignoring it, least of all me.”

The third drill combined both echoes simultaneously with environmental systems management. Lyss simulated a multi-threat scenario: wind, static, pressure drops, and temperature fluctuations, while I was required to map three simulated heroine positions through the room’s thermal signatures, track two simulated threat sources through kinetic displacement, and manage the environmental response by routing the training room’s suppression fields to contain specific sectors.

The combination was brutal. Thermal data showed heat as warm pressure points. Kinetic data showed movement as vibration. Stacking both on top of the environmental task felt like reading two books at once while someone threw things at my head.

I adapted. Not gracefully, and nothing like the clean, practiced adaptation of a hero-track graduate trained for combat since adolescence. I adapted the rough, stubborn way, built by years of working in conditions that had never cared about human comfort, with the building itself as my training manual and combat experience measured in cracked walls and blown-out conduit grids rather than tactical simulations.

By the end of the session, I could layer both echoes simultaneously with maybe 70% of the precision I could achieve with each individually. The remaining 30% was noise, interference, the biological reality that my body was still learning to process unfamiliar inputs. But the 70% was good enough for what I needed: not solo combat, which would kill me, but tactical coordination of a team whose individual members were the most powerful women in the building.

The combination made me something the academy didn’t have a classification for. The academy filed people as fighters, healers, commanders. What I did was sit underneath all three, a nervous system for a team that could fight and heal and command if someone read the battlefield accurately enough to tell them where and when.

Lyss watched the final drill, arms crossed. The room had held steady for the last twenty minutes, which meant she’d stopped testing me and started evaluating the results. She nodded once.

The closest she came to approval.

“You have potential,” she said. “More than the combat board gave you credit for, which is a low bar, so don’t get proud about it. Potential means nothing if Powerbound kills you before you develop it.”

“Should I be worried?”

“You nearly went down twice and tried to hide both. I noticed both.” She gave me a flat look that said she always noticed. “And yes. The pressure’s going to increase. Brandt has federal contacts who’ll answer her asset classification request in weeks, not months. The board’s fracturing in ways that help nobody. And there are people above the academy who have opinions about Amplifiers.”

“The body behind Resonance Research.”

Her eyes sharpened. The pressure in the room spiked, a sudden drop followed by a sharp rise that made the suppression fields hum louder and the fluorescent strips flicker.

“Where did you hear that?”

“The same archive layer that mentioned Resonance Research.”

The suppression fields rang louder. A static arc crawled along the nearest conduit, brief and involuntary, before she forced the room back under control. She looked at me for a long moment, weighing something.

Then, where I’d braced for another wall, she gave me a single foothold.

“There was a man here once,” she said. “Before my time, but the senior staff still flinch when the wrong file gets pulled. I was told never to ask what happened to him, and I was ambitious enough to listen.” A pause she didn’t fill right away. “I’ve spent twelve years regretting that I listened.”

“What was his name?”

“That’s the part they took.” The static crawled again. “When I have something you can use, Calder, you’ll have it. Not before. I won’t hand you a name I can’t prove and watch you get yourself killed chasing it.” She moved toward the door. “Keep your people close. The pressure’s coming faster than any of us are ready for.”

She left. The suppression fields cycled down, and the reinforced quiet settled around me with cold pressure, heated field coils, and scorched dust still in it. She’d given me more than she ever had. It still wasn’t enough, and the gap between what she knew and what she’d say told me the truth was worse than anything Vesper and I had pulled out of the archive.

The rest of the day was campus routine. Training schedules, handler meetings, the performance theater that Powerbound staged to convince itself everything was normal while its foundations shifted beneath it. I ate lunch in my quarters, reviewing infrastructure maps while Juno’s voice crackled in over the maintenance comm she’d appropriated for purposes it was never rated for. She’d discovered the channel and decided it was hers. “Confirmed sighting,” she said. “Vending machine, level two, the one that eats your money. It ate my money. I am filing a grievance with you specifically because you’re the only person in this building who respects the grievance process.” A pause, chewing. “Also I got the snack out anyway. I’m fast. The machine is not. Don’t tell them how.” In the bond I felt Aurelia at a media session, steady warmth, the golden champion performing without it costing her anything, and I let Juno’s running commentary about vending-machine justice play in my ear longer than the work strictly needed, because it was a good sound to have in the room.

My team. Running clean. Getting stronger.

The normal shattered at 16:47.

The dormitory alarm sounded while I was reviewing infrastructure maps in my quarters. Not the standard fire alert or the Redline incursion signal. A medical emergency. Power-burn event. Dormitory wing C, third floor.

I moved before the second alarm pulse.

The maintenance corridors got me to the dormitory wing faster than the security response, the familiar route navigated on autopilot while my ability reached ahead. Through the ventilation access hatch, I emerged into a corridor filled with acrid smoke and the stink of scorched polymer and burned insulation from power running out of control.

Room 312. The door was blown outward, hanging from one hinge. Inside, the walls were scorched with energy-blast patterns, the furniture overturned, and the suppressor monitoring equipment shattered. The ceiling tiles had collapsed in one corner, exposing the infrastructure above.

Kira Osei was on the floor.

The room was a standard dormitory single: eight by ten, bed against one wall, desk against the other, the personal effects of a twenty-year-old heroine scattered across surfaces that the blast had rearranged. A poster on the wall, singed but recognizable: an exhibition highlight of a B-tier energy projector whose name I didn’t recognize, aspirational imagery that cadets pinned to their walls because Powerbound encouraged its lower-tier heroines to chase performances that the upper-tier heroines achieved through suppressors and scheduling and relentless pressure that turned human potential into managed output.

Twenty years old. Lean, dark skin, energy-projection type. B-tier heroine. I recognized her from the campus rankings: mid-level, struggling to maintain her position against younger cadets with flashier abilities. Her handler had been pushing her toward a performance threshold that her natural power ceiling couldn’t reach.

She had reached for something else.

The counterfeit amplification dose was still in her system. I could read it through the resonance: an artificial power spike layered over her natural energy-projection signature, the two patterns fighting each other like incompatible frequencies. The fake amplification had boosted her output for maybe fifteen minutes before the biological cost hit. Now her body was crashing, power surging and failing in random spikes, her muscles locked in seizure, foam at her lips.

Redline product. The same black-market amplification drug I’d seen referenced in the campus security report. Someone had brought it onto campus, and a twenty-year-old heroine desperate enough to risk her body for a ranking bump had taken it.

“Aurelia,” I said into the bond. The resonance carried my urgency faster than comms could, the emotional spike traveling along the golden connection at the speed of trust. “Dormitory C, room 312. Power-burn event. I need radiant shielding.”

I felt her response in the bond before I heard her voice on the emergency channel. Warmth, determination, movement. “Moving.”

“Juno. Evacuation. Third floor, dormitory C. Clear the corridor and get everyone below second floor.”

A pull of wind at the edge of my vision, there and gone. “Corridor’s mine.”

I knelt beside Kira. Her power was spiking wildly, energy-projection bursts firing in random directions, scorching walls and ceiling. A normal containment tech would have maintained distance and waited for suppression equipment.

I put my hands on her shoulders.

The read gave me the full picture: the counterfeit amplification chemical disrupting her natural power pathways, creating feedback loops that her body couldn’t process. The artificial boost was collapsing, taking her natural abilities with it. If the cascade continued unchecked, her power would burn itself out permanently.

I couldn’t bond with her. That required trust, desire, consent. But the grounding effect of my diagnostic ability, the raw stabilization that had been the first thing I’d done for Aurelia in the arena, could read her power pattern and route the excess energy outward.

I pushed my diagnostic sense into her power signature and started redirecting. The energy-projection bursts shifted from random to channeled, flowing through my hands, where the radiant echo absorbed the heat component and the velocity echo processed the kinetic element. I was a lightning rod, pulling the cascade through my body and dispersing it through the echo abilities.

It hurt. The counterfeit amplification was toxic, a chemical corruption of natural power that my body fought to process. My hands burned. My vision blurred. The echo abilities strained against the foreign power signature.

Radiance blazed through the doorway. Aurelia, in full heroine suit, radiant shields forming around the room, containing the energy spikes within a golden dome that protected the corridor and the students beyond.

The third floor emptied of its remaining occupants in four seconds, doors banging in the wake of something too fast to see. Juno appeared at the doorway, barely winded, her precision speed turning chaos into order.

I held on. The counterfeit amplification burned through its fuel in my body, the toxic power metabolized by echo abilities that were never meant for this but adapted because that was what I did: I used inadequate tools on problems that exceeded their specifications. The radiant warmth in my palms turned hot, then hotter, the radiant echo processing the foreign energy with a thermal cost that I felt as a spreading burn through my forearms. The velocity echo hummed at a frequency I’d never experienced, the kinetic component of the counterfeit drug creating interference patterns in my nervous system that made my fingers twitch involuntarily. Through my ability, I tracked the process: the toxic amplification signature degrading under the combined action of two echo abilities, the foreign power breaking down into components that my body could process, the clean energy returned to Kira through pathways that the bond with Aurelia had taught me to create.

It was like clearing a blocked drain filled with poison: manual, messy, painful, done with my hands because nobody else’s would do.

After ninety seconds that felt like an hour, Kira’s power stabilized. The seizure stopped. Her muscles unlocked one by one, the tension releasing in stages that I tracked like structural settlement after an earthquake. Her breathing steadied. Her power signature, damaged but intact, settled into a pattern that the monitoring equipment would read as survivable.

The medical team arrived four minutes later. Two hundred and forty seconds between the alarm and the response, and a twenty-year-old had almost died inside the gap. Nothing heroic had closed that gap. A containment tech had simply already been standing in the corridor, because the building had spent years teaching me that its response times were built for the schedule and not for the women on it, and I’d stopped trusting them to come in time.

I stepped back, my hands raw, the echo abilities aching with the strain. The glow in my palms was dim, the radiant echo drained by the effort of processing the toxic energy. My fingertips trembled with residual kinetic interference from the counterfeit drug’s velocity component.

Kira Osei was alive. Damaged, suppressor-dependent, facing a long recovery that the academy’s medical team would manage with the same chemical restraint that had failed to prevent the crisis. But alive.

She opened her eyes before the stretcher lifted her.

Not fully. Just enough for me to see terror trying to focus through chemical crash and pain. Her gaze found the ruined injector casing on the floor, then the scorched wall, then my hands. She knew. Maybe not all of it, not the mechanics, not the fact that Redline product had nearly burned her Expression hollow from the inside. But she knew the academy would reduce this to misconduct before anyone asked why a twenty-year-old heroine had been desperate enough to take the risk.

“I just wanted to keep up,” she whispered.

The words were so quiet that the medical team talked over them.

Aurelia heard. Juno heard. I heard.

The corridor went warmer on one side of me and utterly still on the other.

“You didn’t fail,” I said. It came out rough, not the thing I’d have wanted to say if I’d had time to find it. “You asked the only people who’d answer. That’s on them. None of it’s yours.”

Kira’s eyes closed again. The stretcher moved. The words stayed behind.

The administrative response arrived twelve minutes after the medical team. It moved fast when it was the narrative on the line. We’d done the saving in the gap the administration upstairs never bothered to count; they came for the part they cared about, which was the wording.

Director Brandt’s representative, a junior administrator whose name I didn’t bother remembering because the administrator was a function rather than a person, a delivery mechanism for bureaucratic language rather than a human being making decisions, declared the incident a case of “recreational substance abuse” and ordered the room sealed pending investigation. No mention of Redline. No mention of counterfeit amplification. No mention of the campus supply chain that had put a black-market drug in a twenty-year-old heroine’s hands.

I stood in the corridor and watched the cover-up happen in real time. The junior administrator’s clipboard, the sealed room, the incident report that would categorize a poisoning as personal misconduct. The reflexes of a system that turned its own failures into individual responsibility.

Aurelia stood beside me, golden and furious, her radiant presence making the corridor uncomfortably warm. Juno leaned against the wall on my other side, arms crossed, vibrating with suppressed speed-energy.

“Recreational,” Juno said, reading the administrator’s slate over his shoulder before he angled it away. The word came out clipped, all the speed gone out of it. “She’s twenty. They told her she wasn’t enough and then sealed off every honest way to get better, and now it’s recreational.” She didn’t dress it up further. She didn’t need to.

Aurelia’s hand found my arm, her skin hot enough that I felt it through the sleeve. She didn’t say anything. The glow at her throat said it for her, brightening every time the administrator wrote another line.

“Redline product, on campus,” I said quietly. “Somebody carried it through the fence or held the gate. That’s the part the report won’t have.”

The administrator walked past us without making eye contact. The room was sealed. The incident would be processed, categorized, and buried. One more crack in the wall the board had trained itself not to see.

The three of us ended up in the support cafeteria afterward, because none of us wanted to go anywhere with our names on the door and the cafeteria was empty at that hour except for a coffee machine and a hum. Nobody spoke for a while. Juno took the chair across from me, turned it backward, and sat with her chin on her arms, which was as still as I had ever seen her sit.

“I went to her dorm floor twice last month,” she said eventually. “Loud girls down the hall. I told them to keep it down so I could nap between shifts. I didn’t even know which door was Kira’s.” She picked at the edge of the table. “You can know a hundred people’s worst day is coming and still not know which door.”

“You weren’t her handler. You weren’t her medic. You were a tired woman who wanted a nap.” Aurelia’s voice was quiet, none of the stage in it. She’d pulled her knees up onto the chair, her shoes off, the golden champion sitting like a person who’d run out of poses. “That’s allowed.”

“Is it.” Juno didn’t make it a question. She reached over, took the protein bar I’d left on the table without asking, peeled it, broke it in three, and slid a third to each of us. It was a small thing. It was also the first ordinary thing any of us had done in two hours, and I watched both of them eat their piece like the act of chewing was a decision to keep going. Mine tasted like cardboard. I ate it anyway.

“She’ll wake up tomorrow in a sealed ward with a misconduct flag,” Aurelia said. “And we’ll be the only three people on this campus who know it’s a lie.”

“Four,” Juno said. “Vesper reads everything.”

“Four.” A breath. Aurelia almost smiled, and it didn’t hold, but it had been there. “Okay. Four.”

We sat with it a while longer, and the room didn’t get lighter, exactly, but it stopped being unbearable, which was as much as any of us were going to get tonight. Then Juno stood, squeezed my shoulder once on her way out, and went to find Vesper. And by the time I reached the suite, the grief had cooled into something with edges. Aurelia came with me.

She didn’t knock. She walked through the door that she’d learned to heat-soften, the lock mechanism glowing briefly before yielding, and looked at me with golden eyes that held the same fury I felt in the bond.

“I don’t want to be careful tonight,” she said. “I’ve been careful since I was fourteen. Strategic. On the clock for them. And a girl died on a floor today for not keeping up.” Her voice scraped low. “I just want to feel like I’m still here. That’s all I want.”

She pushed me onto the bed. Her hands on my chest, warm through my shirt, the radiant energy pouring through her palms in waves that heated the fabric and my skin beneath it. She straddled me, settling hard against my hips, and leaned down until her golden hair fell around my face like a curtain of warm light.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. “Not tonight.”

I pulled her shirt over her head. Her breasts spilled free, full and luminous, the glow that had been building since the dormitory incident intensifying under my hands. I cupped them, feeling the weight, the heat, the way the glow concentrated at her nipples when I pressed my thumbs against them, circling, then pressing harder. A sound broke out of her, low and involuntary, her spine curving up into my touch, her hair falling back.

She pushed me down flat and straddled my chest. She spat on my cock, the warm saliva mixing with the pre-cum already beading at the tip, and pressed my shaft between her breasts with both hands. The golden glow intensified as the radiant flesh closed around me. Warm. Almost hot. Her soft, heavy tits enveloped my cock completely, the cleavage slick with spit and sweat and sun-warm radiance. The light pulsed through the skin of her breasts with each stroke, the glow brightening each time she squeezed them together and slid up and down my length, the friction turning the golden glow into visible heat shimmers in the air above her chest.

She watched my face the entire time, amber eyes locked on mine, and the expression was pure Aurelia without the mask: fierce, hungry, needing to see the effect she had on me. The sight of her undid me: Aurelia on her knees above me, her glowing tits wrapped around my cock, working me with a slow rhythm that made the head appear and disappear between her luminous tits with each stroke. The heat built until her breasts glowed like embers, supernatural warmth enveloping my cock with each stroke, the slick friction of her golden skin drawing a groan from deep in my chest.

She leaned down and took the head in her mouth each time it crested between her breasts, tongue swirling around the ridge, lips sealing tight, sucking hard before releasing with a wet pop. The contrast of wet heat and radiant warmth made my hips buck involuntarily, thrusting up between her tits, fucking the channel she’d made for me. She moaned around the tip, the vibration traveling down my shaft, and I could feel how much this aroused her: the act of worshipping my cock with her body, Aurelia using the breasts that had launched a thousand billboard campaigns to pleasure the containment tech who had saved her life.

“Not yet,” she murmured against the tip, sensing how close I was. Her tongue gave one last slow swirl, lapping up the bead of pre-cum, and her lips curved. “I want you inside me when you finish.”

I flipped her. She went onto her stomach with a sound that was surprise and want combined, and I pinned her with my weight, pulling her pants down her hips, one hand on the back of her neck. Exactly what she’d asked for, and nothing gentle in it.

I entered her from behind, slow and deep, one long stroke that spread her open and sank into her wet heat until my hips pressed flush against the round swell of her ass. Prone, her body pressed into the mattress, my chest against her back, my hand cradling the nape of her neck. This was the opposite of their first bond, where she’d needed to see my face. Tonight she needed the pillow. With her face buried in it, she didn’t have to compose her expression, didn’t have to be anyone’s symbol. She could just feel.

She moaned into the pillow, the sound muffled and raw and filthy, and her power surged in the bond in a golden cascade that warmed the bed beneath us. Her ass pushed back against me, grinding, taking me deeper, and the wet sound of my cock buried inside her filled the room. I could feel exactly what this position was doing to her: the combination of being held down and being taken from behind, my body grounding her while the depth of each thrust hit places the other positions hadn’t reached. The angle drove me into her deepest point, and each impact sent radiant energy spiraling through channels that were cleaner and stronger than they’d been a week ago. Each cycle of the bond refined her architecture further. Each intimate encounter was making her more powerful.

“Harder,” she breathed.

I obliged. Each thrust drove deep, the resonance cycling between us at full intensity. I pulled her hips up, adjusting the angle, and the change drew a gasp from her that turned into a moan that turned into my name broken into syllables by the impact. The golden glow lit the room from her skin outward, her body a constellation of warm light beneath mine. My hand on her neck guided her, firm but not punishing, my grip calibrated to exactly how much pressure she could take because the resonance was reading every nerve in her body in real time.

She pressed back into me with desperate urgency. A decade of being told to control herself broke into the choice she made tonight: letting me set the terms while she stopped performing anything except honest, desperate, unfiltered desire. Her hips met each thrust, the muscle of her ass tightening with the effort.

“She was twenty,” she whispered into the pillow, her voice wrecked, grief and want braided so tight I couldn’t find where one ended. Her hands gripped the sheets, gold light along her fingers brightening. “And I’m still here. I shouldn’t get to feel this good and she.” Her breath broke and she didn’t finish it. “Don’t let me go numb. Make me feel it. Finish inside me. I need something real tonight.”

The words struck the resonance like a current. Her solar energy surged in response to them, grief and defiance and desire all routing the same direction, the Expression built to create and sustain now channeling that energy into the bond with an intensity that made the room feel like the inside of a furnace. Golden pressure closed around me from every direction, power and pleasure compressing into one blazing point until I saw white. Her skin blazed, the glow building from the point where our bodies joined and spreading outward across her torso, her shoulders, her arms, until every inch of her was luminous. Her breasts pressed into the mattress and glowed beneath her, the light visible through the sheets, the cotton turning translucent with the radiance. Her ass pressed up against my hips, tilting, offering, and the change in angle let me drive even deeper, stretching her until she cried out into the pillow and gripped the sheets hard enough that the fabric tore.

I gripped her hip with my free hand, pulling her back to meet each thrust, the pace accelerating. My fingers dug into the soft flesh hard enough to mark, and she made a low broken sound and pressed harder into the grip, the pain mixing with the pleasure in the alchemy that the bond made possible: every sensation amplified, every response shared, every mark a declaration that she was not an asset on a spreadsheet but a woman who was being claimed by a man she’d chosen.

“Yours,” she gasped, the word almost lost in the pillow. “All of it. Mine to give and I’m giving it to you.”

The resonance peaked. Her climax broke through her in a deep golden pulse, hot and controlled, the proof of a body choosing life instead of obedience. Light moved through her in waves, each one carrying pleasure and power through the bond and returning amplified. Her cry smothered by the pillow was the loudest thing in the building, the sound swallowed by cotton and concrete, but the light was visible: a low, radiant halo that rolled across the walls and made the air shimmer around us.

The light spiked so hard it printed itself on the backs of my eyes as I drove deep and held there. My cock pulsed hard, release hitting in thick, heavy surges that she felt as warmth blooming at her center. She moaned into the ruined pillow, rocking back into me to feel every pulse. “Yes,” she gasped, barely audible, “hold me there, all of it.” Each surge traveled the bond into her body and echoed back, the cycle repeating until I couldn’t tell which pleasure was mine, the bond running at its limit. The heat of my release meeting her power touched off a last aftershock, and for a moment the room was so bright that when it dropped away I could still see the shape of her shoulders floating in the dark behind my eyelids, an after-image burned in like a flashbulb.

Through the bond I felt her crest higher than I’d ever read her, higher than the arena, higher than the suite. I didn’t reach for the number. What mattered was that it cost her nothing, that the woman who’d knelt over a seizing twenty-year-old an hour ago was burning brighter than the academy had ever let her, and her body was thanking her for it instead of billing her.

Aurelia turned over beneath me. Her face was flushed, the composure dissolved into something rawer, the light easing out of her skin in slow pulses that matched her breathing. The whole room smelled of scorched cotton and something cleaner underneath it, the warm-bread, singed-linen scent I’d learned was just her, post-burn. Her eyes found mine, gold and steady, the color of a power running clean.

She reached up and held my face. Her palms were warm against my jaw, the glow from her hands casting warm shadows across my features as she studied me intently, memorizing my face.

“They sealed her room before they cleaned her blood off the floor.” Her voice was low, raw, stripped of every polished inflection. “Kira. Twenty. A vial and a sealed report, that’s all they had ready for her.”

She pressed her forehead to my chest, her breath warm through my skin. “The files have to come out where people can actually see them. I’ll put my face on it if that’s what it costs. I don’t even care anymore, that’s the thing. I think I stopped caring on that floor.”

The pillow she’d bitten into was singed, one edge curled brown where her glow had bled through. Her breathing evened out against my chest.


Chapter 14: Trust Currency

Vesper found the name at 23:00 on a Tuesday.

She’d been working the restricted archives for three nights, shadow-walking through sealed sections I didn’t have the credentials to reach, copying files that the academy’s security classification system believed were inaccessible to anyone without top-tier clearance. Each night she returned with more data, more connections, more threads in a web that was growing larger and darker with every layer she peeled back. The shadow-acoustic relay she’d installed in my quarters whispered the message through the darkness beneath my desk, her voice emerging from shadow with directional precision learned by turning darkness into a communication protocol.

“Archive. Now. I found him.”

Vesper’s voice lost its relay effect on the last word. The terminal light cut across her face, catching the red pulse of the tracker at her throat. The man she’d found was barely a man in the records at all, more the man-shaped hole left where someone had erased him, finding his name an act of excavation through layer after layer of deliberate forgetting.

I moved through the maintenance corridors on autopilot, the route so familiar now that my body navigated while my mind processed. The radiant echo mapped heat signatures through walls: two security officers on the floor above, their body positions indicating a standard patrol pattern with a four-minute cycle. A maintenance crew in the adjacent building, three thermal signatures moving through the service infrastructure. And the cool absence that marked Vesper’s position, shadow-walkers reading as negative space in the thermal field, the anti-signature of someone moving through darkness the way other people moved through air.

The corridors at this hour were mine. The bureaucratic machinery that governed campus life during daylight, the schedules and surveillance rotations and the constant vigilance of an academy that monitored everything and saw nothing, relaxed its grip after midnight. Powerbound did not sleep. Its attention turned inward: processing reports, generating schedules, producing the paperwork that would govern tomorrow’s managed normalcy. The nighttime shift of an academy was its digestive machinery, the hours when the machine processed what it had consumed during the day.

I consumed what the machine discarded.

Sub-archive 6 smelled different tonight. Not the familiar dust and stale recycled air. Something sharper. Vesper had been here long enough that her shadow-walking had cooled the room below its normal temperature, the archive air carrying the bite of proximity to darkness used at sustained intensity.

The room had never been only a records vault. The old construction plate behind the door still called it Observation / Archive Room 6, a Resonance Research viewing chamber converted to dead storage after someone decided old glass and blackout panels were easier to hide than remove. A magnetic cabinet covered the observation window now, but my maintenance sense could read the frame behind it. Dark room. Archive room. Exactly the kind of hybrid space Powerbound used when it wanted to watch and forget at the same time.

She was at the desk, and she looked different too, the flat professional control gone, her eyes bright and almost feverish in the terminal’s glow. Her jet-black hair was pushed behind one ear, a detail so minor it signaled something enormous: Vesper Rook had stopped managing her hair. I had never seen her excited before, and it made her look younger.

There was an empty energy-drink can on the desk and three more lined up beside the terminal, the labels turned out in a neat row. I looked at them.

“Don’t,” she said, without heat. “I’ve been awake for thirty hours. The vending machine and I have an understanding now. It’s the only relationship in this building that doesn’t require me to explain myself.” She tapped the screen. “Sit. You’ll want to be sitting.”

“Category Omega Asset: Subject HD. Harlan Dray.” She pointed at the file open on the terminal. “This is the complete Resonance Research index entry available in the academy archive. The original summary record, with classification seals intact.”

I leaned over the terminal beside her. Blue light washed across the words in the cold archive air, and the file rewrote forty years of academy history in the time it took me to scan the first paragraph.

Harlan Dray. Male. Age at enrollment: twenty-two. Harlan had been twenty-two when someone at Powerbound recognized what his diagnostic resonance could do. I had manifested at sixteen, and the academy had spent years proving it could test a gift and still misunderstand it. By twenty-two, the combat board had tested mine, stamped it with a zero, and sent me toward the gray uniform. The Resonance Research program had enrolled him under governmental mandate, which meant someone in power had understood the potential that my combat board had classified as worthless.

Diagnosed with diagnostic resonance. Identical classification to mine. Enrolled in an experimental program at Powerbound Academy under governmental mandate. Bonded with three heroines over the course of four years: Subject A (solar-class, designation matches radiant heroine parameters), Subject B (kinetic-class, designation matches velocity heroine parameters), and Subject C.

Subject C was listed as “shadow-class, infiltration specialization.” The designation pattern was identical to Vesper’s own classification in the academy’s current system. A shadow-walker. The third heroine that Harlan Dray had bonded with was someone whose abilities matched the woman sitting beside me in the dark.

The designation was Irina. First name only, buried in a footnote attached to a data table labeled “Resonance Compatibility Matrix, Cycle 3, Test 7.” The surname was gone. The black bars that covered the other identities were clean by comparison. Here the spacing stuttered, the file’s typography betraying a later hand that decided the standard erasure was not enough.

“Irina,” Vesper said. “No surname. No academy registry match. No public heroine record at this access layer. But the file treats her differently from the others. Subject A and Subject B are hidden. Subject C was hunted through the document and scraped out by hand.”

She enlarged the footnote until the pixels blurred. The redaction had layers: one official classification bar applied by the archive system, one manual removal that left spacing artifacts, and a third metadata scar where the file had been reindexed years after the original seal. Vesper traced the anomalies without touching the screen, her finger moving through the air with surgical restraint. This was how she handled grief when grief had nowhere safe to go. She made it evidence.

“The manual removal came later,” she said. “See the kerning drift. The original line had room for three things. A surname, a class marker, a registry code. The seal hid all three.” Her finger stopped over the gap. “Then somebody with physical access cut the surname out of the scan itself, before reindexing. Every future search would pull from a master copy already missing the name.”

She pulled up a second window, then a third, comparing checksum fragments and old registry tables that should have been meaningless unless you had spent years learning how institutions hid the things they were ashamed of. Subject A’s missing surname produced a clean error. Subject B’s produced a clean error. Irina’s produced a gap that had been patched over with a placeholder code from a later decade. The file had been wounded, then sutured, then classified again so the scar would look like ordinary bureaucracy to anyone who didn’t know how to read scars.

“Someone audited the erasure,” Vesper said. “Years after Harlan died. Maybe more than once. They kept checking whether Irina could be reconstructed from surrounding records. Every time a registry change risked making her visible, they cut deeper.”

The terminal’s glow caught the red pulse at her throat. For once, she didn’t hide that she knew I was watching the collar.

“Someone came back for her,” I said.

“Yes.” Vesper’s voice stayed flat, but the shadows around her boots did not. “After the first seal. After the program was already buried. Someone decided the ordinary erasure was not enough.”

She leaned back from the terminal, the chair creaking in the silence, and her hand went to the collar-tracker at her throat. This time it wasn’t the absent contact I’d watched a dozen times. Her fingers pressed flat against the metal band and stayed there, hard, as if she could read it the way I read power signatures, as if the thing on her throat had just changed shape under her hand.

“A shadow-walker,” she said quietly. “The third bonded heroine was a shadow-walker. My classification. My ability type. The same Expression that I carry, that my mother carried, that the academy put this collar on me for carrying.” Her voice was flat, every shadow-carried resonance stripped away, nothing but a woman’s voice in a cold room. “The coincidence is too specific to be coincidence.”

“You think there’s a connection between your family and the Resonance Research program?”

“The Oversight Council,” Vesper said slowly, reading the seal at the top of the source record. “Never seen it named before tonight. Only the stamps. The clearance codes.” Her finger hovered over the words. “A body like that doesn’t do coincidences. Forty years making sure no Amplifier exists, and it just happens to also.” She stopped. Pushed both hands back through her hair, the careful arrangement gone. “God. Okay. Let me say it badly first and clean it up later. The collar. They told me it was standard for shadow-class. It is not standard. None of the other shadow-walkers on this campus wear one. Just me.” Her jaw set. “It was never about my mother being a disgrace, was it. It’s so they can find the next Irina. Before she bonds with someone like you. They put a tracker on my throat as a kid and called it a precaution and it was a.” She lost the word, found a worse one. “A net. They were fishing.”

The implication landed in my chest. They’d been watching her throat for the moment a man like me walked in, and they’d started when she was a child.

Vesper didn’t speak for several seconds. The archive room made small mechanical noises around us: the terminal fan, the old building’s ventilation, the faint tick of cooling metal in the file cabinets. Her hand stayed on the collar, fingers pressed to the red light until the blink painted the undersides of her knuckles. I could feel the shadow around her feet thickening into pressure, the darkness gathering the way a body gathered itself before impact.

“For seven years I had it backwards,” she said. “I thought it was about her. The disgraced mother, the daughter they couldn’t trust. I built a whole grief around that.” She huffed, a sound with no humor in it. “Turns out I wasn’t even the point. Irina was. Forty years ago. I’m just the most recent thing that might grow up into her.”

The words made the collar feel louder. The red blink was not sound, but my old sense kept trying to translate it into one: pulse, pulse, pulse. A machine counting the seconds of a woman’s life and calling the count protection.

“If Irina’s blood,” Vesper said, quieter now, “then this thing’s a fence around a bloodline, and I was just born inside it. Which is almost a relief, isn’t it. At least it would make sense.”

“And if she isn’t your blood?”

“Then it’s worse, and I don’t get the relief.” Her eyes found mine, gray and cold and alive with fury she’d disciplined into evidence. “Then it’s not about me at all. It’s about the type. Any shadow-walker who gets too close to one of you. They’d collar a stranger the same way they collared me. I just happened to be available.”

“Irina. Shadow-class. Bonded with Harlan Dray.” I stared at the screen. “The third heroine. What happened after the program ended?”

Vesper reached for the energy drink can, found it empty, set it down, picked up the next one, found that empty too. She looked at the row of them like they’d personally betrayed her.

“I planned this better than the snacks,” she said. “I had a theory. I had a route. I had three nights of clearance work. I did not bring a fourth drink.” She set the can down with the precision of someone too tired to do anything fast. “When we burn this whole thing down I want it on the record that the resistance ran on caffeine and spite and I was out of one of them.”

“There’s a machine on level two.”

“It eats cards and gives you nothing. I’ve reported it twice.” A pause, dry. “Pending review.” A flicker at the corner of her mouth. “I’m going to outlive this conspiracy purely out of spite for that machine. It’s personal now.”

Two tired people almost smiling in the cold over a broken vending machine. The archive fan hummed. Neither of us said anything else for a moment.

The Resonance Research program termination order was signed by the Oversight Council three days after Harlan Dray was recorded as dead in a training accident. All bonded heroines were placed under “immediate containment and assessment.” Subject A and Subject B were documented as “experiencing resonance bond collapse: critical.” Their subsequent entries were brief, clinical, the clinical language of people documenting suffering without being required to prevent it, and ended with the notation “transferred to long-term stabilization.”

The pattern was forty years old. Same containment. Same restricted long-term stabilization. Applied now to the women bonded with the Amplifier before me, because the bond had made them too strong for the chemistry Powerbound ran everything on.

I knew this shape. My old sense had spent years finding the same crack in different walls. Transferred to long-term stabilization. Care had nothing to do with it. It was a habit older than the current roster, and the women on the wrong end of it had died years apart in sealed rooms while the paperwork stayed tidy.

“Subject A and Subject B,” I said. “Transferred after collapse. Did they survive it?”

Vesper checked. The file’s notation was brief: “Subject A: deceased, year 12 of containment. Subject B: deceased, year 17 of containment.” The causes of death were listed as “suppressor-related complications,” which was the medical equivalent of saying that the poison Powerbound had been feeding them had eventually finished the job.

Two women had been buried by containment because the bond that had freed them from suppressors made them unacceptable to the regime built around suppressors. Erased slowly, over years, inside sealed medical custody while the academy continued its operations above them and the Oversight Council continued its forty-year campaign to ensure that what happened in Resonance Research could never happen again.

Until me.

Subject C, Irina, was documented differently. Her entry began with the same post-termination language and then became almost entirely black bars. “Resonance bond collapse: [REDACTED]. Subject C [REDACTED]. Shadow-class manifestation [REDACTED]. Assessment sealed under Oversight Council authority.” The final line was worse because of how little it said: “Subject C disposition: restricted.” Whatever had happened to Irina, the record had been emptied of it and the drawer sealed shut.

The actual disposition field had been stripped out and replaced with a seal marker. The archive withheld what happened to her and pointed upward instead, toward a lock built by people who had decided that “unknown” was safer than “alive,” “dead,” or “escaped.” Different archive layers were already disagreeing with each other because someone had manually erased the connective tissue between them.

“Restricted,” I said.

“There is no death entry, no transfer record, no stabilization status. Only restricted.” Vesper leaned back from the terminal. The shadows in the room gathered around her, thickening at her feet and climbing her legs, darkness answering the pressure she refused to put into her voice. “They took extra care with her. More than the others. The file doesn’t tell us why yet, but the shape of the erasure does.”

“Because she was shadow-class.”

“Because she was shadow-class, bonded to an Amplifier, and somebody important enough scrubbed her surname out by hand.” Vesper’s hand touched the collar-tracker again, the red blink reflecting on her pale fingers. “They didn’t just close the program, Dane. His heroines, contained. His research, buried. His name, gone from every record they could reach.” She looked at the black bars on the screen and something in her went very still. “Twelve years of the most important discovery anyone ever made about people like you and me. And it’s dust in a basement nobody’s allowed to know exists.”

“And Subject C is the part they were most afraid to leave readable.”

“Yes.” Her eyes were burning with the low, steady intensity I’d learned to recognize as her most dangerous state, conviction cooled and hardened until it could cut. The shadow around her feet had deepened to absolute black, the darkness responding to the emotion the way Aurelia’s glow responded to hers: involuntarily, powerfully, the Expression reading the emotional state of its host and amplifying what it found. “I don’t know what happened to Irina yet. But I know this: the Council’s fear of her is connected to its fear of you, and the collar on my throat is part of the same architecture.”

“The shadow-walker problem.”

“Their shadow-walker problem.” She turned to me. “Dane, I need to tell you something that isn’t in the files.”

I waited.

“When I started this investigation, I was looking for my mother. For the truth about her mission, her court-martial, her discharge. I followed the trail because it was personal. Because clearing my mother’s name was the thing I had been working toward since I was eighteen years old and someone put this collar on my throat.” She touched the tracker, the red light blinking against her fingertips. “I found the suppressor data, the six-year lifespan, the long-term stabilization statistics. And I kept going, because the thread led to the Oversight Council, and the Council led to Harlan Dray, and Dray led to you.”

She paused. The shadows shifted around us, the darkness in the archive room deepening as her emotional state intensified.

“I spent years thinking they wrecked my family and that was the whole crime. They did, and the crime is older than my family. They did it to a man just like you, before I was born, because he could take women off the suppressors and they would rather make him disappear than admit the suppressors were a choice.” She shook her head. “It’s policy. We’re a policy.”

Her voice was steady. Her eyes were not. Her gaze had warmed, the flatness she maintained as professional armor softening into something vulnerable, and the vulnerability was more revealing than the intelligence or the fury because Vesper Rook did not show vulnerability unless she had decided, deliberately and with full awareness of the cost, to let someone see behind the wall.

“I need to know if I can trust you with everything,” she said. “Past the investigation. Past the data. Everything.”

I looked at her. The pale skin, the dark hair, the collar-tracker on her throat that blinked with the regularity of a second pulse. The woman who had been watching, testing, evaluating since the first night she appeared from shadow in the corridor outside my quarters. Every step of our interaction had been an assessment. Every shared file, every archive visit, every brush of contact in a dark room.

Vesper Rook did not trust easily. She trusted through evidence, through risk, through watching what people did when it cost them.

“Same rule as always,” I said. “Only if you choose it. Nothing about the investigation changes that part.”

Something in her expression cracked, deeper than the surface composure she occasionally let people watch slip. This was the part underneath, the part she’d spent seven years guarding by telling herself control and safety were the same word and that wanting anything was a cost she couldn’t carry.

She chose.

The choice was visible before the words arrived. Her gaze warmed into something decided, and her shoulders came down out of a set they’d held since she was eighteen. The tracker at her throat marked the seconds between decision and action in red, and Vesper Rook, who measured trust in evidence and whose evidence threshold was higher than anyone else’s at Powerbound, crossed it.

“If I do this,” Vesper said, “it’s on my terms.”

The shadow field activated.

The room went black, and not the way a room goes black when a light dies. This was the darkness that lived inside shadow-walking, a void that swallowed light and sound and any sense of which way was up. I couldn’t see the terminal, the filing cabinets, the walls. I couldn’t see my own hands.

I could only feel.

Vesper’s voice came from everywhere. Her whisper rode the surrounding dark, directionless, intimate, as if she were speaking from inside my chest.

“You don’t move until I say.”

Shadow filaments wrapped my wrists. Gentle but firm, cool against my skin, the texture like silk woven from darkness, pulling my hands above my head and holding them there. The restraints were physical, tangible, shadow given substance by her Expression. I felt them tighten, adjust, settle into a grip that was inescapable without being painful. I tested them: solid, unyielding, the shadow-matter as real as rope but smooth where rope would have burned.

The darkness was complete. My thermal sensing read nothing; shadow fields blocked radiant detection. My velocity echo sensed displacement, the movement of air as she approached, but without visual reference the sensation was abstract, floating, the awareness of presence without confirmation of position.

She touched me.

Hands first. Cool fingers on my chest, finding the buttons of my shirt, opening them one by one with deliberate precision. She did not rush. Each button was an act of specific intention, the pace set by her and maintained by her, the encounter structured on her terms from the first moment. Her fingertips moved over my body slowly, learning it: my collarbones, the ridges of muscle along my ribs, the scars on my forearms from containment work, the maintenance calluses on my palms. There was nothing clinical in it, whatever she told herself. She was taking her time because she wanted to, and the wanting was the thing she’d been rationing for seven years.

Her mouth found my throat. Cool lips, the faintest pressure of teeth that closed for a second and let go, and the sensation shot through my nervous system with amplified intensity because every other sense was deprived. I couldn’t see her. Couldn’t hear anything except her breathing and the whisper of shadow. Could only feel her mouth on my skin, the sharpness of the bite, the cool of her lips, the warmth of her breath against my pulse point.

“Tell me you want this,” she whispered. The words surrounded me, coming from the darkness itself, directional and directionless simultaneously.

“I want this.”

“Tell me you won’t take more than I give.”

“Only what you choose.”

Her hand moved lower. Belt. Zipper. Her cool fingers wrapped around my cock with the same deliberate precision she applied to everything, each motion calculated, each touch intentional. The contrast was stunning: cold fingers against the heat of my blood-thick shaft, the darkness amplifying every millimeter of contact until the sensation of her hand on me was the entire world. She traced the length of me with her fingertips first, mapping the shape the way she mapped classified documents, learning the ridge of the head, the thickness of the shaft, the solid heft in her palm. A slow exhale from her, barely audible in the darkness. The sound told me she liked what she had found.

She stroked me slowly, tracking my response as closely as I tracked power signatures, adjusting grip and pace with an attentiveness that mirrored my own diagnostic ability. Her thumb swept over the head on each upstroke, spreading the pre-cum that was already beading there, using it as lubricant, the slick friction of her cool grip maddening in the absolute dark. Each stroke was data. Each response was information. She was learning me the way she learned systems: thoroughly, precisely, and on her own terms.

Then her mouth.

Cool lips. The whisper of breath against the sensitive head of my cock, close enough that I could feel the temperature difference between her skin and the air. She kissed the tip. Lingered. Her tongue emerged, tracing a slow circle around the crown, tasting the pre-cum that her hand had drawn from me, and I heard her make a small sound in her throat that the darkness made enormous. Then she took me in, slowly, controlled, her lips stretching around my thickness in a gradual descent that was its own form of torture. Every motion deliberate. The pace set at a frequency that kept me on the edge between sensation and need. Her tongue pressed flat against the underside of my shaft as she sank lower, and the cool wet suction of her mouth undid me in the total dark. The shadow restraints held my wrists, and the deprivation of every other sense meant every sensation was channeled into the single point of contact: her mouth, her tongue, the measured rhythm she established and maintained with the iron discipline of a woman for whom control was not a preference but a survival strategy. She took me deeper with each stroke, her pace unhurried, her suction firm, the cool contrast of her lips against the heat of my cock creating a sensation that made my wrists strain against the shadow restraints.

The resonance built. I felt it through my diagnostic sense: her power signature reaching toward mine, the shadow energy cycling toward my body. The partial resonance connection that had been theoretical since our first meeting in the corridor was approaching threshold, the shadow-walking signature and my diagnostic resonance finding the frequency where they could sync.

But she controlled the pace. She took me to the edge of the resonance completion and held there, her mouth working with a precision that kept the power exchange at exactly the level she chose. Enough to feel the connection. Not enough to complete it. The edge between partial and full, between test and commitment, held by Vesper’s deliberate need to know she could stop before she would let herself continue.

Power flowed between us in a partial stream. I felt shadow sensitivity activate in my nervous system: night vision that struggled against her total darkness, a sound-dampening effect that settled into my hearing, reducing the ambient noise of the building to a whisper, and the barest flicker of shadow-step capability, a micro-teleport through darkness that felt like discovering a muscle I didn’t know I had.

Vesper felt it too. Through the partial resonance, I sensed her reaction: the grounding effect of my ability touching her power signature, reading the misalignment, beginning to stabilize. The first moment, maybe, that her power had experienced something other than suppression and forced control and the collar-tracker’s constant monitoring. The first moment that someone had reached into her shadow-walking with open hands and heard what it was saying.

She pulled back.

The shadow restraints released. The darkness thinned. Dim light filtered into the room, the emergency strip returning to function as Vesper’s shadow field contracted, the void dissolving into normal darkness, the normal darkness yielding to the thin blue-white illumination.

She was standing in front of me, breathing hard. Her dark lipstick was smeared, the precise application disrupted, a smear of dark color across her lower lip and chin that was the most disorganized thing I had ever seen on Vesper Rook. Her jet-black hair was disheveled, strands fallen across her face. The collar’s warning light pulsed against skin flushed enough that color showed even on her ivory complexion, pink spreading from her throat downward.

Her eyes met mine, and they were vulnerable.

Those were the open, raw eyes of a woman who had set the flat assessment aside. The gray warmed, almost softening to something I hadn’t seen before, the color shifting from storm-dark to something closer to dawn.

“Not yet,” she said. Her voice was quiet, stripped of the shadow-acoustic projection, just a woman’s voice in a dim room, unmanipulated, honest. “But now I know you’re worth it.”

I sat on the edge of the desk. My wrists bore faint marks from the shadow filaments, cool lines on my skin where the shadow-matter had held. My body was still processing the partial resonance, the shadow echo settling into my nervous system alongside the radiant warmth and kinetic speed, a third frequency joining the chord.

Vesper made me test it before she’d let the moment soften. She killed the archive lights and stood ten feet off in total black. “Describe the room.”

Gray shapes resolved where my eyes should have found nothing. The desk. The terminal. Vesper herself, a person-shaped gap in the dark with clean edges. “I can see structure without light.”

She snapped her fingers. The sound reached me and died at the edges, swallowed before it could bounce off the concrete. I felt the dampening as a cold membrane around us.

Then I focused on the dark corner and pushed. For one instant my body flickered, a micro-step that put me six inches left without crossing the space between. The flicker-step left a cold afterimage in my bones, my stomach lurching at the wrongness of distance treated like a door with a gap under it.

“Again,” she said.

I tried for a foot and got four inches. The room tilted; my shoulder clipped the desk because my body expected momentum and got none. I caught myself.

“Range instability,” she said, clinical because clinical was safer than concern. “Don’t use it across open ground unless you know where your feet land.”

“Good warning. After the furniture.”

Her mouth softened. “I wanted to see if you’d overreach.”

“And?”

“You did. By six inches.” Her mouth did the small soft thing again, the one I’d decided not to point out in case she stopped doing it.

What she’d given me was narrow and expensive, useful only inside hard limits. I couldn’t carry anyone through it, couldn’t cross a lit corridor, couldn’t mute a real impact. But within the edges, the academy’s forgotten darkness had just become a route. The more carefully I respected those edges, the more the tension left her shoulders.

“Weaker than a full bond would produce,” she said. “The incomplete resonance capped the transfer.”

“You pulled back on purpose.”

“I pulled back because I needed to know I could.” She met my eyes, and her gaze held something I’d seen in Aurelia and Juno before they chose to bond. She started to explain it and stopped. Started again. “The thing that’s kept me. Not the collar, obviously. Me. Knowing I can be out of any room before anyone decides I can’t.” She pressed her lips together. “Going all the way means I don’t have the. The door. That’s.” She exhaled through her nose, frustrated with the sentence. “It’s not the power that scares me. It’s stupid. It’s the door.”

“I’m not asking you to give up the door.”

“That’s why the partial held. You weren’t reaching for more than I handed you. You just waited.”

The word sat in the cold archive room between us, surrounded by filing cabinets and the blue glow of the terminal. Waiting. The one thing Vesper had never gotten from an institution: patience without a schedule clipped to it.

“You’ll need those for what comes next,” she said, redirecting to the operational with deliberate precision. She had shown too much. Now she needed to show something useful.

“What comes next?”

“The Burnout Ward. I found a maintenance access route that bypasses the security barriers. But the route goes through total darkness for two hundred meters, and the barriers include acoustic triggers. You’ll need shadow capabilities to make the approach.”

I held her gaze. The open door mattered more than the shadow echo. Vesper Rook had chosen a door in front of me, and the trust in that small ordinary act hit me in the ribs harder than the restraints had.

Only after that did the partial resonance register, a connection that was incomplete but real. A thread of cool awareness that I could feel at the edge of my consciousness, the direction of her presence, the quality of her emotional state: controlled but warm, satisfied but not finished.

“Vesper.”

“Don’t. Not tonight.” She straightened. The armor returned, layer by layer: the precise posture, the controlled expression, those eyes resuming their flat assessment. But the reconstruction was not complete. The lipstick was still smeared. The flush hadn’t faded. And her mouth, the part that softened before the rest of her did, was still soft.

“Thank you,” she said. “For not taking more than I gave.”

Then she gathered her files, tucked the data chip into a thigh pocket, and walked out through the actual door, which she had never once done in front of me. She paused in the frame, half-lit. “I’m using the door,” she said, like it was an experiment she was running on herself. “Tonight I’m using the door.”

She left it open behind her.

I sealed the archive, navigated the maintenance corridors in the dark with my new night vision, and returned to my quarters. The corridors that had been dim were now visible in shades of gray, the shadow echo translating darkness into usable visual data. Every pipe, every junction, every access hatch rendered in perfect detail. Three years of walking these corridors with dim fluorescent light, and now I was seeing them the way Vesper saw them: as architecture made of shadow and structure.

I sat on the bed and looked at my hands.

Golden glow in the right palm. Kinetic sensitivity in the fingertips. And now, when I closed my fist, the shadow between my fingers was darker than the room’s ambient light. Darker than it should have been.

I closed my hand and went to sleep.


Chapter 15: The Sealed Level

The route to the Ward went through total darkness.

Vesper led. The maintenance access she’d mapped started in a decommissioned service corridor beneath the medical wing, a passage that the academy’s facilities records listed as “deactivated, no active service” but that still existed in the building’s physical architecture because demolishing a corridor required budget authorization and budget authorization required justification and justification required someone to explain why the corridor existed in the first place, which would have required someone to admit that the corridor had been built to access a facility the academy pretended didn’t exist.

The corridor descended two levels through a ventilation shaft that I navigated by memory and vibration sensing, my velocity echo reading the shaft’s structural harmonics to gauge depth and direction in the absence of light. The shaft was narrow, vertical, built for equipment access rather than human transit. I climbed using the maintenance rungs that were bolted into the shaft’s interior, each rung testing my grip and my new shadow capabilities simultaneously.

At the bottom, a sealed security barrier. The academy’s facilities records listed it as “decommissioned access point, no active service.”

The barrier was active. Biometric locks on the access panel, acoustic triggers in the corridor floor, a passive monitoring array on its own power circuit, separate from the campus grid. Not the kind of security built to stop a determined breach. The kind built so that when a breach happened, the alarm and the response team and the arrest let the administration say the security was adequate and the fault was the intruder’s.

Vesper shadow-walked through the barrier and disabled the acoustic triggers from inside, her shadow filaments severing the sensor connections with surgical precision built over an adulthood spent circumventing academy surveillance. I used my maintenance credentials to cycle the passive monitors to diagnostic mode, which gave us a twelve-minute window before the monitoring loop self-corrected and resumed standard monitoring.

Twelve minutes. Enough time to see the truth. Not enough time to fix it.

The corridor beyond the barrier was black, the full black of lighting that had been pulled out rather than switched off. Somebody had uninstalled the fluorescent strips and the emergency lighting both, leaving two hundred meters of sealed corridor with nothing to navigate by.

The darkness was a message: you are not supposed to be here.

My shadow echo activated. Night vision turned the corridor from void to a gray-scale landscape of concrete walls, exposed conduit that hadn’t been maintained in years, and sealed doors at intervals that suggested storage rooms or access points that had been permanently closed. I could see well enough to navigate, and the sound-dampening ability kept our passage silent, the echo absorbing the ambient noise of our footsteps and breathing into a bubble of quiet.

Vesper materialized beside me. In the shadow vision she was dark on dark, her matte suit blending into the corridor, only the pale oval of her face and the red blink of the collar to mark her. She looked at home in the darkness even if the place itself was cruel.

“You’re doing the breathing thing,” she murmured. “The slow one. From the arena footage.”

“It works.”

“It’s annoying. You sound like a meditation app.” But she fell into the same rhythm a few steps later, and didn’t comment on having done it, and I didn’t either. It was the last ordinary thing either of us said for a while.

“Through here.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but the shadows carried it to my ears with perfect clarity, the words arriving as if spoken directly into my auditory canal.

We moved through the corridor. Each step deeper felt like a step backward in time, the architecture becoming older, less maintained, the design losing its polish as the distance from the public-facing campus increased. The walls here hadn’t been painted in years. The conduit was exposed, the insulation cracking, the maintenance that I would have performed if I’d known this corridor existed neglected because nobody who did the maintenance knew the corridor was here.

The air was cold, recycled, carrying a chemical tang that I recognized from containment maintenance rotations: stabilizer compounds, sedative aerosols, and the antiseptic smell of long-term medical suppression. The smell of a place where bodies were maintained rather than healed, where the goal was stasis rather than recovery. The smell of the Burnout Ward reaching up through the corridor to announce itself before we reached the doors.

The Burnout Ward announced itself before I saw it.

My ability hit a wall of power signatures: twenty-seven individual energy patterns, all of them suppressed, all of them damaged, all of them radiating the agonized frequency of heroines whose abilities had been pushed past breaking and then chemically restrained to prevent further expression. The combined signature was a low, painful hum, the sound of twenty-seven human beings kept in a state between active power and complete suppression, their bodies generating energy that had nowhere to go.

The Ward was a long room. Double doors at the entrance, sealed with the same biometric locks we’d bypassed. Inside: rows of beds, standard medical, arranged in symmetry along both walls. Medical equipment clustered at each bedside: suppressor distribution systems, vital monitoring stations, IV stands holding bags of chemical compounds that I read as stabilizer-class suppressors at concentrations exceeding standard prescription levels. Fluorescent strips at minimum power, walls painted the same gray-green as every forgotten room in the building, linoleum floors. The beds had restraint points at the wrists and ankles.

Thirty-two beds. Twenty-seven occupied.

I walked the Ward with my ability open, and the beds resolved into damage maps as I passed.

The nearest one held a kinetic heroine, late twenties, her neural pathways showing the exact degradation I’d been tracking in Juno, run all the way to its end. Her hands shook against the sheets even through the sedation, a constant unconscious tremor. The micro-stabilizer on my own wrist, the one I’d built for Juno, pressed cold against my skin while I stood there, and I had to make myself move on.

The rest I took in as a single sweep, because that was all the Ward let you do before it stopped being a series of people and became a weight. A radiant in her thirties, her glow down to a flicker at the fingertips, like a bulb deciding whether to die. A telekinetic whose signature I had to dig for under a decade of chemical silt. A shielder whose chart blamed her for a field failure her own suppressors had engineered. A girl who couldn’t have been twenty-one, three times the maximum dosage in her blood, the notation beside her reading stable in a hand that didn’t have to look at her to write it.

Twenty-seven of them, and every chart said long-term care, and the woman who’d written stable in that last one hadn’t needed to look up from the page to do it.

I stood in the center of it and let the full signature press against me. It had none of the sharp urgency of Aurelia’s overload or Juno’s precise decay. It was a low, sustained hum of damage done slowly over years and pinned in place by machinery, the same suppressor network that ran the campus above turned colder and flatter and set to permanent.

Two beds down, a sound-class heroine, twenty-four. Her old profile said auditory projection. Her current chart said chronic vocal restraint. A tube ran along her throat, not inserted, positioned, a sedative line rigged to trigger if her voice climbed past a threshold. Her power had been music turned into force. Now they kept her from humming in her sleep, and the monitor logging her vocal cords got more attention than anyone had given the woman they belonged to.

Vesper stopped at that bed longer than the rest. Her hand hovered near the monitor. When she finally spoke, the shadow effect was gone from her voice.

“She used to sing.” She wasn’t reading it off a chart. “I checked her early file. There’s a clip. Recruitment footage. She sang the academy anthem at an exhibition when she was eighteen.” A pause. “Now there’s a tube by her throat in case she hums.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that. There wasn’t anything. I put my hand on the bed rail, the cold metal, and we stood there a second longer than we should have.

The bed next to hers had something taped to the rail. I almost missed it. A photograph, curled and sun-faded, the corners worn soft from handling. Two kids on a porch, gap-toothed, squinting into a summer that had happened somewhere far from here. Whoever this woman was, someone had loved her enough to send a picture, and at some point a staffer had let her keep it, which was either a small mercy or an oversight nobody had bothered to correct. Her chart said radiant. Her power signature was a flat line with a flicker in it, the barest pulse of someone’s sister, someone’s daughter, kept breathing on a schedule. I looked at the photograph and then I made myself stop looking, because if I read every chart in this room the way I’d read the singer’s, I would not be able to do the thing I’d come here to do.

The budget line called it long-term care. It was a room where the academy kept the women it had used up. The faces from Vesper’s archive, the ones that ended in a sealed category, were lying in these beds breathing on a schedule.

Vesper stood at the far end of the Ward, her shadow gathering, her gaze moving from bed to bed with an expression that matched what I was feeling through the partial resonance: a rage that had calcified into something silent and permanent.

“The farthest cell,” she said. “I need you to see it.”

The cell was separate from the main Ward, isolated behind a reinforced door that was heavier than the doors I’d seen on blast-rated containment chambers. Additional suppressor emitters were mounted in the frame, their housings larger and more complex than the standard Ward units, the design suggesting that whoever had specified them expected the occupant to resist the standard dosage. A higher-security containment than the standard Ward beds. Whoever was inside required, in the academy’s estimation, additional measures. Measures that the files described as “enhanced stabilization protocol” and that my ability, reading the emitter output from the corridor, identified as approximately four times the suppressor concentration being applied to any other patient in the Ward.

Four times. The woman behind this door was being chemically suppressed at a level that the standard medical guidelines classified as dangerous even for short-term application. She had been receiving this dosage since her admission.

The door was unlocked. Vesper had accessed it during her initial reconnaissance.

Inside, the cell was ten by ten. A bed. A monitoring station. Suppressor distribution equipment that ran at four times the output of the main Ward units. And the walls were scratched in patterns that I read as claw marks: deep gouges in concrete, made by something harder than human fingernails. The gouges were layered, some old and smooth, some fresh and sharp, the accumulated evidence of years of a body that wanted to adapt and was being prevented from adapting by chemical restraint.

Sable was in the corner.

She was partially shifted: her adaptive biology had responded to stress by hardening the skin of her forearms and hands, producing short, curved claws where fingernails should have been, the biological armor that her Expression generated as a defense mechanism. Her legs were drawn up, bare feet on the cold floor, the medical gown bunched around her compact frame. Her dark hair was cropped unevenly, cut by medical staff rather than styled, each length a different decision made by a different rotation of handlers who saw “maintenance” rather than “grooming.”

Her skin, visible at her arms and legs and the neckline of the gown, was warm brown with the faint iridescent shift that marked her adaptive biology: a shimmer like oil on water that caught the fluorescent light and broke it into muted colors. Beautiful and alien simultaneously, the visual evidence of a body built to adapt and forcibly prevented from completing the adaptation.

Her eyes were open. Vertical pupils, the iris shifting between amber and green, the pupils narrowed to defensive slits. The academy made her wear tinted lenses to hide the vertical pupils. She wasn’t wearing lenses now. The eyes were striking, predatory, and deeply expressive, the pupils contracting and dilating with each assessment of her environment.

She was twenty-two years old, and the medical charts on her monitoring station showed she had been in this cell for three years.

She was injured. A fresh wound on her left arm, a torn laceration that was seeping dark blood through a medical dressing that had been applied hastily and without care. The monitoring station’s log showed a medical procedure scheduled eight hours ago: “suppressor recalibration, manual intervention required.” The procedure had gone wrong. They had attempted to adjust the suppressor delivery system, and the adjustment had required physical access to her body, and her body had responded to the invasion with the defensive shift that the suppressors were supposed to prevent. The wound was the result. With adaptive biology like hers, that laceration should have sealed before the dressing soaked through. The elevated suppressor regimen was blocking the clotting cascade and skin-knitting response, keeping a wound her body should have closed open and bleeding.

Years of this. Being treated by people who saw a “dangerous unstable asset” instead of a twenty-two-year-old woman with a wound.

I entered the cell.

The space was small enough that my diagnostic sense mapped it in a single pulse: ten by ten, concrete walls scored with claw marks from years of defensive shifts, the suppressor emitters in the ceiling cycling at four times the output of the main Ward units. The emitters filled the cell with a constant low-frequency hum that I felt in my teeth, the chemical aerosolization adding a taste to the air that was metallic and faintly bitter. She had been breathing this air since she was nineteen. Tasting the chemical that kept her body from doing what it was made to do.

The bed was a metal frame with a thin mattress. The monitoring station was a wall-mounted panel with a screen that displayed her vitals in real time, the numbers updating at four-second intervals with the precision of a medical device that measured the body without regarding the person inside it. A small shelf beside the bed held nothing personal: no books, no photographs, nothing that said a human being lived here instead of a specimen being stored at temperature. The room had been built to hold something, not to house anyone.

Sable flinched.

The reaction was instantaneous and total. Claws out, skin hardening across her forearms into something the fluorescent light glanced off, the iridescent shimmer cooling to defensive blue-green as her adaptive biology read danger entering the room. She dropped to the balls of her feet, vertical pupils narrowing to slits, the compact body coiled defensive and ready to strike at once. The crouch carried years of attacks in this room, every visitor cataloged as a threat until proven otherwise.

Every previous visitor to this cell had been a handler with a sedation kit, a restraint team with suppressor equipment, or a medical technician with instruments that hurt. Every person who had entered this space had come to do something to her rather than for her. The flinch was years of accumulated evidence firing at once: the things that enter this room cause pain.

I stopped. Three feet from her. Knelt slowly.

I kept my body steady. Deliberately. Containment training had taught me that the single most important thing I could do in this moment was not flinch. Not from the claws, not from the hardened skin, not from the vertical pupils that the academy hid behind tinted lenses because they looked too different, too alien, too much like something the branding machine couldn’t sell.

I held my hands up. Open palms. The golden glow from the radiant echo showed faintly, warm in the cell’s cold light.

“I’m not a handler,” I said. My voice was low, calm, the voice I used in containment crises. “I’m not medical. I’m not restraint. My name is Dane Calder. I’m a containment tech. And I’m here because you’re hurt.”

Sable watched me. Her vertical pupils were fixed on my face, reading something that words couldn’t convey. Her body was rigid, the defensive shift holding, every muscle prepared for the violence she expected from every person who entered this cell.

But she was also reading something else. My heartbeat. The containment files said her adaptive biology processed the body’s involuntary signals: pulse, breath, tension, the chemical trace of fear or calm.

Seeing her brace for pain made something in me go old and cold. I wanted, with a force that surprised me, to find every hand that had taught her that flinch and break the room around it. I did the only useful thing instead: I became still.

I was not afraid of her. I was not preparing to restrain her. I was not reaching for the sedation kit that wasn’t in my tool belt because I had never carried sedation equipment because I was a containment tech, not a handler.

“You’re hurt,” I said again. “The wound on your arm. The dressing is insufficient. May I look at it?”

She didn’t respond verbally. Her eyes moved to my hands. To the faint golden glow. To my face. Back to my hands. The assessment was thorough and unhurried.

I waited. Patience was a containment skill. The ability to sit in a dangerous situation without escalating it, to let the moment resolve on its own timeline rather than forcing a resolution that served the academy’s schedule.

After thirty seconds that felt like a geological age, she extended her left arm. The claws were still out, the hardened skin still active. This was assessment, not trust yet: she was giving me access to her wound while keeping every defensive measure her body could produce online.

I moved slowly. Opened my maintenance kit. The medical supplies I carried were standard containment issue: bandages, antiseptic, quick-setting wound sealant, basic pharmaceutical analgesics. Nothing built for adaptive biology. Nothing that accounted for skin that could harden or claws that could extend or a nervous system that processed pain differently from baseline human.

I knelt beside her and began treating the wound.

The laceration was deep, the edges ragged. The medical procedure that caused it had been performed with equipment calibrated for baseline human tissue, not adaptive biology. The instruments had cut where they should have yielded, torn where they should have parted, because the medical staff didn’t understand her body well enough to treat it without causing additional damage. Or hadn’t tried to.

I cleaned the laceration. Applied antiseptic that I warmed in my hands first, the radiant echo heating the compound to body temperature so the cold wouldn’t trigger another defensive response. Sealed the wound with careful, steady movements, each motion telegraphed, each action visible to her enhanced senses before I performed it.

My hands stayed steady. The golden glow in my palms pulsed with warmth, a temperature that I sensed was comfortable, comforting, the warmth of a body that was not threatening.

Sable watched every motion.

Halfway through the treatment, her claws retracted. The hardened skin softened back to its iridescent baseline, the shimmer shifting from the cool blues and greens of threat response to warmer tones of amber and copper. The defensive shift eased, the biological armor withdrawing layer by layer.

She watched me through the whole treatment, waiting for the flinch that never came.

I finished the dressing. Sat back. Didn’t touch her. Didn’t move into her space. Gave her the distance to process what had just happened: a man in her cell who had treated her wound without restraining her, without sedating her, without flinching from the claws or the altered skin or the vertical pupils that the academy hid behind tinted lenses.

Sable looked at my hands. The calloused fingers. The maintenance scars. The faint golden glow.

Her gaze stayed on them through two slow breaths. Reading the hands the way she read everything: through the body rather than through words.

Then she leaned forward and pressed her head against my knee.

The contact was the barest test. The lightest pressure. Her forehead against the fabric of my pants, the cropped hair brushing my leg. She held the position for two seconds, waiting to see if gentleness turned into a trap.

I had to swallow before I could breathe. A woman in a cell had given me the smallest pressure of her forehead, and it felt larger than the arena crowd going silent.

I didn’t move.

She pressed harder. It looked like instinct, but it wasn’t. It was a decision, made by a body that had spent three years assessing every hand that entered this cell as a thing that would hurt her. For three years, doctors and handlers and restraint teams had been the only hands on her. Choosing to press her head against a stranger’s knee was the most deliberate, most courageous act of trust I had seen at Powerbound.

Her breathing slowed. Her weight settled more fully against my leg, her body reaching for the steadiest thing in the room and deciding it could rest there.

The iridescent shimmer on her skin warmed. The colors shifted from the cool blue-green of fear to the warmer amber-gold of something that her body recognized before her mind found the word for it.

Safety.

I sat on the cold cell floor with a woman I’d never spoken to resting her head against my knee, her claws retracted, her body softening out of the three-year defensive posture the academy had forced on her in this box.

Vesper watched from the cell doorway. Her eyes were wet. The shadows around her gathered tighter, responding to an emotion she was not allowing herself to express, and for one moment the woman who built her cases from documentation and data stood in the doorway of a cell that proved every suspicion correct and looked like she might break.

She didn’t break. She breathed. The shadows steadied.

The alarms went off.

The Ward’s security network shrieked to life: proximity alerts, biometric breaches, the full cascade of automated defenses that meant someone in the administrative wing had discovered our presence. The fluorescent strips switched to red emergency lighting, the gray-green of the Ward replaced by the urgent crimson of a security event. Suppressor distribution networks cycled to elevated output, the automated response to a detected breach increasing the chemical dosage to every patient in the Ward.

“Brandt.” Vesper’s voice was tight, the composure restored, the professional edge cutting through the alarm noise. The shadows gathered around her in a defensive cordon. “She’s monitoring the Ward access logs. We tripped a secondary trigger I didn’t map.”

Sable’s claws extended again. Her body hardened, the defensive shift returning with a speed that showed how deeply the reflex was embedded. But she didn’t move away from me. Her head stayed against my knee. Her hand found my wrist and held on with a grip that could have crushed bone but chose not to.

“We need to leave,” Vesper said. “Now.”

I looked at Sable. Twenty-two years old. Locked in a cell since she was nineteen. A wound that Powerbound caused, treated by a stranger she’d chosen to trust.

“We’ll come back,” I said.

Her vertical pupils found mine. Wide. Amber. The word she wanted to say was written in the grip on my wrist and the small forward tilt of a body that had decided I was safe enough to ask for.

I stood. Her hand stayed on my wrist. I gently, slowly, disengaged her grip. Her fingers tightened, then released. The release was deliberate. She chose to let me go the same way she’d chosen to let me stay.

“We’ll come back for you,” I said. “That’s a promise.”

Vesper shadow-walked us out. Her shadow field wrapped around both of us, the absolute darkness consuming my visual field entirely, the shadow-acoustic dampening absorbing the alarm’s shriek into silence. Inside the shadow corridor, I could see through the shadow echo: gray-scale architecture, concrete walls, the service hatches that I’d navigated a hundred times rendered in the gray-scale depth of shadow vision. We moved fast, faster than our entry, the urgency of the alarm driving Vesper’s shadow-walking to speeds that I felt through the partial resonance as cold acceleration, the darkness rushing past us like a river of lightless wind.

Through the sealed corridors. Past the reactivated security barriers, the biometric locks meaningless to a woman who moved through shadow. Up through the maintenance shafts, the rungs cold beneath my fingers, the climb illuminated only by the gray-scale of my shadow echo and the tiny red tracker light above me in the darkness. Behind us, the Ward alarms screamed. Ahead of us, the campus security response mobilized, the heat signatures of response teams visible through the walls via my radiant echo, warm bodies moving in coordinated patterns toward the sub-level access that we had already vacated.

We separated at the maintenance corridor junction. Vesper stepped sideways into the dark and was simply not there anymore, the red tracker light the last of her to go, then gone too. She carried away copies of the Ward monitoring data, the suppressor distribution records, the medical files for all twenty-seven beds, Sable’s isolation records, and an anger that had finally found the thing it had been built around.

I navigated back to my quarters through a route that bypassed the security response, threading the service corridors while the response teams and their tactical equipment thundered past on the public floors above. The gray uniform and the after-hours invisibility of a containment tech covered the transit the way they’d covered three years of warnings and observations that were finally adding up to something too big to file away.

My quarters were dark. I sat on the bed with the cell’s cold still in my bones and twenty-seven suppressor-comatose heroines carved into my diagnostic memory and the feeling of a woman’s forehead against my knee. I kept seeing her choosing to let me go. That release hurt worse than if she had held on. She had trusted me enough to stay behind because I promised I would come back.

The iridescent warmth of her skin was still on my hand. The golden glow from my palm, when I held it up in the darkness, showed the faintest residue of her adaptive biology’s heat, a warmth that was different from Aurelia’s solar radiance and Juno’s kinetic friction. Biological. Organic. The temperature of a body that optimized itself for every environment and had decided, in a cold cell, in the dark, that the optimal temperature was the temperature of the man whose pulse did not spike when her claws came out.

Sable. Twenty-two. Adaptive biology. The academy’s classification: “unstable C-tier, containment indefinite.”

My classification: a woman Powerbound had created, studied, sedated, and failed to understand, imprisoned because her existence proved that the suppressor program’s failures were deliberate.

Brandt knew we’d been in the Ward. The access logs would show the breach.

My terminal lit before I’d finished the thought. Not a message. A status change, pushed campus-wide, timestamped four minutes ago.

CAMPUS STATUS: ENHANCED PROTECTIVE REVIEW PENDING. STAND BY FOR LOCKDOWN PROTOCOLS.

She hadn’t waited until morning. She was already sealing the building around us.


Chapter 16: Lockdown

The lockdown order came at 06:00, three weeks after the exhibition that had started everything.

I was awake when the alarm sounded: a low, sustained tone I recognized from containment protocols, none of the sharp pulse of a Redline alert or the rapid cycle of a power-burn event. This was the steady hum of an administrative lockdown, the sound the academy made when it wanted to freeze everyone in place while management decided what to do. The frequency had been calibrated to penetrate walls and closed doors, to reach every room and corridor, to ensure that every person on campus heard the command to stop.

The maintenance terminal in my quarters switched to restricted mode. The screen showed a security notice: “Enhanced protective review. All non-essential movement restricted pending administrative assessment. Authorized locations only.” Below the notice, my access list had been updated. The list of locations I was no longer authorized to enter had grown.

I was no longer authorized to enter: the service tunnels, the maintenance bays, every arena on campus, the medical wing, the dormitory wings, the training facilities, the common areas, the campus grounds, or any corridor that wasn’t directly between my quarters and the designated bathroom thirty feet away.

They’d cut me off from everything. My keycard registered “contained: protective review, enhanced.” The security officers in the corridor doubled, their footsteps heavier than the previous shift’s, carrying the visible tension of men who had been briefed on a threat they didn’t fully understand and equipped with suppressor equipment they’d never had to use on a male target.

I sat at the terminal and started working. The anger was there, banked and precise, the same fury that had driven me to stand in front of the board and refuse their protocol. But the anger was useful now, channeled into the diagnostic attention that had always been my particular gift: reading infrastructure, finding weaknesses, using the access Powerbound had given me against the purpose it had been built for.

They’d locked me in a box without checking what they’d locked in with me.

The lockdown restricted my physical access. But the maintenance network was different terrain entirely. Built for infrastructure monitoring during the academy’s original construction, the network ran on legacy protocols that the academy’s security architects had never updated because it had never occurred to them a containment tech might use building diagnostics as an intelligence tool. The security team focused on personnel tracking, camera surveillance, and access control. The maintenance network focused on pipe pressure, HVAC performance, power grid stability, and structural integrity. Two networks, running in parallel, with a connection between them that was architectural rather than administrative.

I couldn’t walk to the service tunnel. But I could read every sensor in the service tunnel from my terminal.

I pulled campus-wide system feeds. The lockdown was total: dormitory access sealed, training facilities offline, administrative wings in restricted mode. The official justification, displayed on every academy terminal and the campus public address system, read: “Enhanced security measures: credible Redline intelligence suggests potential campus threat. All personnel confined to quarters pending assessment.”

The real reason was in the secondary feeds.

Brandt’s access logs showed a flurry of activity in the hours since the Ward alarm. She’d pulled surveillance from the sub-level corridors, accessed the Ward security records, and initiated a review of maintenance credential usage patterns. She was tracing our entry. She knew someone had been in the Ward. She didn’t know who yet, because Vesper’s shadow-walking left no biometric trace and my maintenance credentials were buried in years of legitimate infrastructure work.

But she would find it. Given time and access, Brandt would trace the maintenance credential loop I’d used to disable the acoustic monitors and connect it to the corridor cameras I’d cycled through blind-spot timing. She would trace Vesper’s presence through the absence of thermal signatures in the corridor footage, a negative-space analysis that a sufficiently motivated security analyst could perform in hours. She would connect the breach to me, to the data we’d copied, to the fact that a containment tech and a shadow-walker had walked through the academy’s worst secret and seen every bed.

The lockdown was buying her time to build the case. Freezing the campus while she assembled the evidence to transition from bureaucratic management to active containment.

My door opened.

Heat opened it.

The lock mechanism glowed cherry-red, then white-hot, then melted. Surgical thermal work, easy familiarity left by already ruining one lock on this same door and clear preparation to make the second a pattern.

The door swung inward, and Aurelia Vale stepped through.

She was in full heroine gear: sunburst battle suit, gauntlets repaired and upgraded since the field trial, the sunburst emblem catching the corridor’s emergency lighting. No cape. She’d left it behind, the practical decision of a heroine who had prioritized combat readiness over branding. Her golden hair was tied back in a combat braid, tight and functional. Gold had overtaken the amber in her eyes. Full power. The radiant energy coming off her skin was visible as a warm shimmer in the air, her abilities running at 5.2 times their original maximum.

“Your door lock was a fire hazard,” she said. “I fixed it.”

“You melted it.”

“Fixed. Melted. The nuance is institutional.” She stepped inside and closed the door. The temperature rose two degrees as she crossed the threshold, the air going close and dry the way it did around her. The sunburst armor looked different in the room’s dim morning light: less spectacle, more weapon. The sculpted plates caught the light building under her skin and threw it across the walls in warm amber patterns that made the suite feel briefly like a place someone had chosen rather than been assigned. “The security detail is two men, neither of whom is equipped to contain an S-tier radiant heroine. They’ve retreated to the stairwell junction. I melted their comm equipment on the way past. They’ll have to walk to the next station to report, which takes four minutes.”

“You disabled their comms?”

“I thermally recalibrated their communication devices. Thoroughly. They’re slag.” Deadpan. A smile barely touched her mouth, then didn’t. She held my gaze a beat too long, and I felt the warmth come up the bond, and neither of us said anything about it because the armed team was forty feet away and there was work to do.

The wall beside the bathroom vibrated. Then phased. The molecular structure of the concrete and plaster shimmered, the atoms momentarily rearranging to allow passage, and Juno materialized through solid wall with speedster precision, molecular phasing at low speed apparently more elegant than melting locks.

She was in her speed suit, blue and orange, zipper at the regulation-defiant position, dark hair messy from the phasing process. Her eyes were bright, combat focus blending with the electric satisfaction of having phased through a wall because a door seemed too conventional.

“The lockdown perimeter has twelve gaps,” she said. “I mapped them on my way here. Also, your wall has terrible insulation. I felt the temperature change from two floors down. When Aurelia melts your lock, the heat signature is visible on my kinetic sensing from the dormitory wing.”

“You can sense temperature through walls?”

“Bonded speedster perk. Kinetic sensitivity includes thermal variation in building materials. Temperature changes create density shifts. Density shifts create vibration patterns. I read the vibrations.” She dropped onto the couch with the kinetic impact of someone treating furniture as equipment that should be tested to tolerance. The cushion compressed under her. Her dark hair was wild from the phasing process, strands standing at angles that defied both gravity and good taste. “Also, your bathroom has terrible grout work. I could feel the gaps in the tile through the molecular phasing. Whoever installed that shower should be fired. Or promoted to a position where they can’t hurt anyone.”

“I’ll file a maintenance request.”

“You ARE the maintenance request. You are the entire maintenance department condensed into one man with calloused hands and a diagnostic sense.” She tucked one leg onto the couch, the blue-orange speed suit stretching over her thick thighs, and looked at Aurelia and me with the blunt directness of a speedster who processed conversations at triple speed and had no patience for preamble. “So. Brandt locked us down. What’s the play?”

I turned the terminal toward them and laid out what I’d found. Brandt tracing the Ward breach. The surveillance analysis. The credential pattern. The timeline.

“Then we need to be ready before she finishes,” Aurelia said. Her tactical mind, sharpened by a decade of navigating academy politics, was already working.

“Vesper is operating in the shadow infrastructure,” I said. “She has copies of the Ward monitoring data, the suppressor distribution records, the medical files for all twenty-seven occupied beds, and Sable’s isolation-cell logs. She’s preparing a data package for strategic leak.”

“For what?” Juno asked.

“Public release. Calibrated. Enough evidence to create media scrutiny without triggering bureaucratic panic that Brandt can use as justification for emergency federal intervention.”

The three of us settled into the planning configuration that was becoming habitual. Powerbound had never assigned it or designed it. It had grown organically, the natural arrangement of three people whose abilities complemented each other and whose bodies found positions that maximized both comfort and effectiveness without anyone needing to direct traffic.

Aurelia on the couch with the terminal, her legs tucked under her, the sundress replaced by the heroine suit’s utility, her decade of political knowledge providing the strategic framework that a decade of navigating academy politics had given her. She worked the terminal the way she worked the media: with precision, with strategic awareness, with practiced patience born from understanding that boards moved at their own speed and that the trick was not to fight the speed but to redirect it.

Juno perched on the arm of the couch, her legs bouncing, the kinetic energy she couldn’t suppress translating into physical motion that she channeled into productivity rather than restlessness. The reinforced soles of her speed boots tapped against the couch’s frame, each tap a drumbeat in the rhythm of her speed-enhanced processing, her brain running at triple speed while her body expressed the excess as vibration.

Me at the desk, the maintenance network feeds providing the infrastructure intelligence that neither of them could access. The terminal that the academy had given me as a monitored cage was, through maintenance credential access and my hard-earned familiarity with every system in the building, the most comprehensive intelligence tool on campus.

“Board composition,” Aurelia said, pulling up the org chart on the terminal. Her fingers moved across the screen with practiced political expertise. She had been navigating academy power since she entered the hero track and knew its board structure the way I knew its pipe layout. “Eighteen members. Six are firmly in Brandt’s camp: the three who approved the clinical resonance protocol, the head of Medical who signed off on suppressor dosages he knew were dangerous, and two external members whose consulting contracts depend on the suppressor market’s continued viability.”

“How many are persuadable?” I asked.

“Five are wavering. The exhibition footage embarrassed them. The field trial data made them uncomfortable. And your refusal at the board meeting made three of them question whether Powerbound is competent enough to deserve their loyalty.” She pulled up individual profiles, each board member’s photo and affiliation displayed in the organizational hierarchy. “Two of those five have daughters in the hero-track program.”

“Daughters who are on suppressors?” Juno asked. She was perched on the arm of the couch, one leg bouncing, the speed suit’s blue fabric catching the terminal’s light. Even in planning mode, her body couldn’t stop moving, the kinetic energy that defined her channeled into the small movements that her speed-enhanced nervous system required the way other people’s lungs required breathing.

“Daughters who will be on suppressors within two years if nothing changes.” Solar brightness sharpened Aurelia’s gaze, the strategic calculation visible behind the warm color, her mind cutting probabilities as cleanly as her body cut lanes with solar beams. “Personal stakes change board loyalties faster than any policy argument. A board member who votes to maintain the suppressor program votes to put his own daughter on a six-year clock. When the leaked data reaches the public, those board members will have to choose between loyalty to the program and parental instinct.”

“That’s cold,” Juno said.

“That’s politics. The same politics that Brandt uses against us. The difference is that our leverage is the truth and hers is the bureaucratic machinery. Both are weapons. Ours has the advantage of being accurate.”

“What about Harker?” Juno asked. “She’s not board, but she’s the Chief Instructor. Her testimony lands.”

“Lyss is playing her own game,” I said. “She knows things she hasn’t shared yet. About the previous Amplifier. About the Oversight Council. She’s not ready to commit publicly, but she’s already protecting us through bureaucratic maneuvering.”

“The safety certification review,” Aurelia said. “That was her.”

“That was her. She froze Brandt’s private security deployment using a procedural technicality that most people on the board don’t know exists. She’s using the academy’s own rules against it, the way I use maintenance codes to access restricted areas.”

Juno grinned. “You two are the most bureaucratically dangerous people I’ve ever met. You fight with bylaws and maintenance credentials. It’s terrifying and also kind of adorable.”

“Adorable is not the word I’d choose,” Aurelia said dryly.

“Of course. You’d choose ‘strategically optimal.’ That’s Aurelia’s version of adorable.”

Aurelia looked at her. The composure cracked into something that was almost a smile. “Your personality is exhausting.”

“My personality is a public service. Without me, this conspiracy would be all strategy meetings and grim determination. Someone needs to bring the energy.”

“You bring enough energy for three people.”

“Four, if I’ve had caffeine.”

I interrupted before the banter could accelerate. “We need intelligence. Juno, the campus perimeter.”

She launched herself off the couch, phased through the wall, and returned ninety seconds later with a comprehensive security gap analysis that she’d memorized during four high-speed circuits of the campus perimeter. She mapped the gaps from memory, her hands moving at speed to trace the layout on a blank page while she narrated.

Vesper fed us intelligence through the shadow-acoustic relay, brief precise messages surfacing from the dark beneath the desk: Brandt’s movements through the administrative wing, the security deployments she mapped by negative space, the federal paperwork crawling through governmental channels. The lone operator was finally running her network with a team behind her, and the difference was in how steady the whisper sounded.

At 14:00, the lockdown escalated.

The security officers outside my door were replaced by an armed containment team. Four operatives in Stabilization tactical gear, carrying suppressor equipment designed for heroine pacification: dampening emitters, chemical delivery systems, and restraint harnesses calibrated for superhuman resistance. The team leader delivered Brandt’s message through the door intercom, his voice carrying the flat tone of a man reading from a prepared statement.

“Mr. Calder is to remain in quarters pending medical assessment. No visitors. Compliance is mandatory.”

“Medical assessment,” Aurelia said. The bitterness in those two words could have melted the door lock without her radiance. A decade of being assessed, evaluated, and managed, and now the same language was being used to justify physical containment. “That’s the pretext for holding him indefinitely.”

“She’s moving faster than I expected,” I said.

Juno had phased out to the corridor and returned in under a second. “The armed team is Stabilization’s private security unit. Brandt activated a parallel response chain that bypasses Lyss Harker’s command authority.”

“She prepared for this.” I pulled up the organizational chart on my terminal, the familiar hierarchy rendered in boxes and lines that looked organized and were actually a map of competing authorities, overlapping jurisdictions, and the bureaucratic geometry that allowed Powerbound to be run by multiple people who each believed they were in charge. “Stabilization’s private security operates under a separate budget authority from campus operations. Lyss can’t override them directly without invoking Chief Instructor emergency powers, which requires a board quorum.”

“Which Brandt’s locked down by keeping the board in assessment mode,” Aurelia said, reading the chart like a tactical map. “She’s isolating you, us, and Lyss all at once. No quorum means no override. The only people who could vote to free us are the ones she’s frozen.” She set the terminal down. “It’s the same trick she’s always run, just bigger.”

“It’s elegant,” Juno said. “In a terrifying, authoritarian way.”

“It’s standard crisis management,” Aurelia said. “I’ve watched the academy do this before. They used it on instructors who challenged the board, on medical staff who filed uncomfortable reports, on support workers who documented things the administration didn’t want documented.” She looked at me. “They did it to a containment tech three years ago who filed a warning about Arena 7’s structural integrity that nobody wanted to hear.”

She was talking about me. About every warning that had vanished into a queue and never come back. The lockdown was the same move I’d been on the wrong end of for three years, just scaled up.

My terminal lit with a shadow-acoustic relay from Vesper.

“Lyss is aware. She’s initiated a ‘safety certification review’ of Stabilization’s private security. It’s a procedural challenge that freezes their deployment authority for twelve hours while the review is conducted. Brandt can’t override it without revealing that her security team is operating outside standard protocols.”

Twelve hours. Lyss had turned the machinery against the people who built it, which was a trick I respected. For once the system’s own clutter was working as a shield instead of a grave.

“Twelve hours,” Juno said. “What can we do in twelve hours?”

“Prepare. For when the twelve hours end and whatever Brandt has been building hits.” I opened the campus infrastructure map on the terminal, the familiar layout of pipes and conduits and emergency systems overlaid with the security architecture that the lockdown had activated. “If the lockdown breaks, either through Brandt’s investigation completing or through an external event, we need to be ready to move as a team. The Ward is the priority. Brandt will try to destroy or relocate the evidence before any investigation reaches the sub-level.”

“She’ll transfer the patients,” Aurelia said. She’d watched this trick work before; it was in the way she said it, flat and certain. “Off-campus, somewhere our evidence stops being evidence and starts being a dispute. Patient safety, she’ll call it. And the paperwork will agree with her, because the people who wrote the paperwork built the Ward.”

“Can she do that in twelve hours?” Juno asked. Her bouncing had accelerated, the speed-hum rising as the tactical implications registered in a nervous system that processed threat assessment at triple speed.

“She can start it. Transfer authorizations, transport requisitions, the off-campus facilities that run the same suppressor setup the Ward does. The physical move takes longer, but she needs the paperwork stacked and ready the second the window closes. Around here the paperwork moves first and the bodies follow it.”

“Then we need our own paperwork ready before hers.” Aurelia’s tactical mind engaged with the problem. “I can file a heroine welfare inquiry through my standing as the academy’s highest-rated active heroine. The inquiry triggers a mandatory review process that freezes all patient transfers pending resolution. It’s a procedural mechanism built to prevent the academy from moving heroines against their welfare interests.”

“You know these bylaws better than the legal department,” I said.

“Ten years of reading them.” She didn’t look up from the terminal. “When the handlers pushed and the suppressors slipped and there was nothing else to push back with. So I read the clauses. All of them.” A short breath. “The academy built a whole shelf of mechanisms to protect heroines from itself. Never used one. Using one means admitting there’s something to protect us from.”

“File it,” I said. “Juno, we need exit routes. If the lockdown breaks violently, we need to be able to reach the Ward from here in under four minutes.”

“Three,” Juno said. “I mapped the fastest route during my perimeter runs. The maintenance corridor to the medical wing to the ventilation shaft to the sub-level. Three minutes and forty-two seconds at my current speed, carrying two passengers.”

“Two passengers?”

“You and whoever else needs to be there. Aurelia can fly. Vesper can shadow-walk. But you and whoever else can’t move through the building at the speed we’ll need.”

The planning ran on. Aurelia filed her welfare inquiry and we watched the machinery swallow it and start the slow processing that froze transfers. Juno ran the perimeter twice more. The lockdown’s enforcement was already degrading; each circuit found new gaps.

Then Vesper’s relay brought something that changed the shape of the night.

“Sable is being prepared for external transfer,” Vesper whispered from the darkness. “Ward cleanup is in progress. Brandt is moving to sanitize the evidence before any investigation reaches the sub-level. The transfer order for Sable is timestamped thirty minutes ago.”

Sable. The woman whose heartbeat had synchronized with mine. The woman who had pressed her head against my knee and whose claws had retracted because my pulse had stayed level and my hands were warm and my voice didn’t carry the careful language of management and control.

“She can’t be moved,” I said. “Not by handlers. Not in her current state. Any transfer attempt will trigger her defensive shift, and the response team will sedate her, and the sedation will destroy the trust we built.”

“The transfer team is assembling in the medical wing,” Vesper said. “Three handlers, suppressor equipment, restraint harnesses. ETA: two hours.”

Two hours. Before the twelve-hour window from Lyss’s certification review expired. Brandt was moving Sable first because Sable was the most visible evidence of the academy’s failures: a woman whose existence proved that the suppressor program had created a human being it couldn’t manage, and whose treatment in the Ward was the clearest case of systematic abuse in the entire sub-level.

“Aurelia, your welfare inquiry covers Ward patients?”

“All Ward patients. Including Sable. The inquiry freezes every transfer until it’s adjudicated.”

“Will it be processed before the transfer team reaches the Ward?”

“Doesn’t matter. The freeze hits the second I file, not when they process it. We just need it to exist.”

“See, that I understand,” Juno said. “You should lead with the part that does the thing. You always lead with the procedure.”

“The procedure is the part that does the thing,” Aurelia said, but there was no heat in it. She pulled up the filing route. “It goes straight to the compliance office. Skips Stabilization entirely. Brandt can’t touch it. Whoever wrote this clause forty years ago did not trust the people running the place. Smart of them.”

“That’s not much,” Juno said.

“It buys us the night. We use the night.”

At 16:00, the threat sharpened, and it didn’t come for Juno.

Vesper’s whisper came fast out of the dark. “They’ve moved up Sable’s transfer. Transport’s being requisitioned now. Brandt’s not waiting for the freeze to clear. She’s going to argue Aurelia’s inquiry doesn’t cover an active medical relocation and dare us to challenge it after the fact.”

“After Sable’s already gone,” Aurelia said. Her glow flared and then went hard, the warmth pulling in tight. “By the time a review reverses it, she’s in an off-campus facility we can’t reach and the evidence is contested. That’s the play. Move the proof first, lawyer the rest.”

“How long?” Juno was off the couch, the speed-hum spiking.

“Transport’s staged in ninety minutes,” Vesper said. “Three handlers, full restraint kit. They’re not gentle with her on a good day. This won’t be a good day.”

The room went cold in a way that had nothing to do with temperature. I’d promised Sable we’d come back. I had not promised her we’d come back to find her gone.

“Aurelia.” I was already pulling the welfare inquiry back up. “Can the inquiry name her specifically? Her. By case number.”

“I named the Ward. If I refile with Sable’s individual case ID, it triggers a separate single-subject hold.” Her fingers were already moving. “Slower to file, but Brandt can’t argue it’s vague. It’s one name, one bed, one freeze.”

“Do it. Vesper, I need eyes on the transport route. The second they roll a gurney out of that cell I want to know which corridor.”

“Already on it.”

We didn’t kiss. We didn’t pile on a couch. We worked, fast and quiet and afraid, three people racing a piece of paper against a transport order while a woman who’d trusted my pulse lay in a cell with claw marks in the concrete. Aurelia filed the single-subject hold at 16:31. The system swallowed it. The transport requisition stalled in compliance limbo at 16:34, the two orders colliding the way Aurelia had built them to.

Three minutes. We’d beaten Brandt by three minutes.

“It won’t hold past the review,” Aurelia said quietly, staring at the green confirmation. “But it holds tonight.”

“Tonight’s what we needed.” I sat back. My hands were shaking, just slightly, the radiant echo bleeding gold between my fingers. Juno bumped her shoulder into mine, once, the speedster’s version of a hand on the back.

“You kept your promise, gray suit,” she said. “Paperwork. Of course it was paperwork.”

By 23:00 the planning had nowhere left to go. Vesper’s updates confirmed the leak package was ready, the journalist standing by, the single-subject hold holding. Everything that could be prepared was prepared. The rest was waiting, and waiting was the one thing none of us were built for.

Aurelia went back to her own quarters near midnight. She didn’t want to. She went because somebody on the welfare-inquiry paper trail needed to be reachable from her own terminal if compliance pinged it overnight, and being useful was the only way she knew how to be afraid. She kissed the top of my head on her way out, which was new, and didn’t comment on it, which was newer.

That left me in the maintenance annex with the diagnostic bench, the cold soldering iron, and three monitors I’d patched into the building’s nervous system. My quarters smelled like the others, and I needed to watch the green light somewhere that belonged to work instead of wanting. I sat on the rolling stool I’d repaired four times instead of replaced, and I watched the building breathe through the maintenance sensors. The single-subject hold on Sable’s transfer glowed green at the edge of the screen, the one piece of good news in a building full of bad. I kept pulling it up to make sure it was still there.

Juno found me there around midnight. She didn’t knock and she didn’t pad in barefoot; she came through the annex’s loose ceiling panel feet-first, dropped onto the bench beside the soldering iron, and stole the half-cold coffee out of my hand without asking.

“That’s disgusting,” she said, drinking the rest of it anyway. “Why do you drink it black.”

“It tastes like caffeine.”

“It tastes like a punishment you chose.” She turned the empty mug in her hands. The bouncing was gone, which meant she had something real to say and was working up to it. “The woman in the cell. Sable. You only met her once.”

“Twice.”

“Twice.” She picked at the chip in the mug’s rim. “And you refiled a legal hold at midnight to keep her in a bed two floors down instead of a worse bed somewhere else. That’s the whole win. We kept her where we can find her.”

“For tonight.”

“For tonight.” She was quiet for a second. “I keep thinking about how nobody did that for me. Garza signed off on three demonstrations that would’ve finished my hands, and the night before the first one, you know what anybody at this academy did for me?” She didn’t wait. “Nothing. Same as Sable. We’re not special, gray suit. We just got lucky enough that someone weird and stubborn started reading the wrong files.”

I didn’t have a good answer for that, so I gave her a true one. “I’m going to get her the actual win. The hold is tonight. The win is out of the cell, off the suppressors, a door that opens from her side. It’s going to take longer than tonight.”

“I know.” She set the mug down on the bench and picked up the soldering iron instead, turning it over in her fingers, testing its weight the way she tested everything, by motion. “That’s the part I like about you. You say ‘longer than tonight’ like it’s a maintenance schedule and somehow also a hope.” She put the iron back down, exactly where it had been, because even at idle she catalogued where things went. “Don’t promise me she gets out. Promise me you’ll keep trying after it stops being convenient. That’s the one people break.”

“I’ll keep trying after it stops being convenient.”

“There it is.” She went quiet, and the quiet had a different weight than the one before it. She’d turned on the bench to face me, one knee drawn up, and the kinetic hum that usually idled low had crept back up a register, the air around her gone fine and electric the way it did before she ran. I felt it against my skin before I understood what it was. Desire.

“You know what’s stupid,” she said. Her voice had dropped out of the joking register entirely. “All night I’ve been thinking about a woman two floors down in a cell, and somewhere in the middle of it I started thinking about you instead, and I can’t tell if that makes me a bad person or just a tired one.” Her eyes came up to mine and held. “I keep almost asking. For the thing. The bond. And then something explodes and I lose my nerve.”

“You don’t have to ask anything tonight.”

“I know your rule, gray suit. I’m not asking.” She leaned in, slow for her, which still meant fast, until I could feel the vibration of her coming off her skin like heat off a road in summer. Her hand landed flat on my chest, fingers trembling with her whole body running just under the threshold of motion, held back by sheer will. “I’m doing the part before the asking. The part where I find out if I want to.”

She kissed me.

It wasn’t soft. Juno didn’t have a soft setting; even held still she vibrated, and the kiss carried it, a fine high hum that traveled from her mouth straight down my spine and made the radiant echo flare gold in my palms in answer. She gripped the front of my shirt and pulled, and for a few seconds the only thing in the maintenance annex was her mouth moving against mine, fast and hungry and shaking, her breath catching on a sound she didn’t bother to swallow. My hand found the back of her neck, the skin there warm and live with kinetic charge, and she made that sound again, low, and pressed closer until the stool nearly went out from under both of us.

Then she broke it, breathing hard, forehead dropped against mine, the hum still rolling off her in waves I could feel in my teeth.

“Okay,” she said. Unsteady. Delighted with herself and a little wrecked by it. “Okay. That answered the question.” She didn’t pull all the way back. Her thumb traced once over my jaw, fast, like she couldn’t make her hands hold still even now. “Not tonight. Tonight’s Sable’s. But when this is over, gray suit, I’m asking you properly, and you’d better say yes or I’m going to be insufferable about it.”

“When this is over,” I agreed, and my voice came out rougher than I meant it to.

“There it is.” She finally eased back, light on her feet, the kinetic hum settling toward idle but not all the way down, like a motor that knew it would be running again soon. She didn’t fold into the warmth the way she would have if there’d been a couch and three of us and a slower night. She just sat with her boot hooked on the stool’s rung and her shoulder against mine, closer now than before, and we watched the green light together without talking. Eventually she pushed off the bench and went to find a few hours of sleep she probably wouldn’t take.

I went back to watching the green light hold, the taste of kinetic charge still on my mouth.

At 03:00, Vesper’s whisper came out of the dark, lower than I’d ever heard it.

“Brandt found the credential loop. She knows it was you in the Ward.” A pause. “She’s not waiting for the review to expire. She’s filing the federal request tonight.”

The hold on Sable’s transfer was still green.

It wouldn’t survive a federal request. None of our paper would. I looked at the green light for a while, then went and put the coffee on, because the others would want it when they woke up, and there were a few hours left before any of this became a problem I could do something about.


Chapter 17: The Handler’s Leash

Garza came back the next morning, and this time he didn’t come alone.

He had not brought the armed containment team. He had brought something worse, something the academy had been refining for decades because the academy understood that the most effective weapon against a superhuman woman was paperwork.

A legal representative from the academy’s compliance office, carrying a data tablet loaded with federal registration codes and a careful, regulation-polished expression. Mid-thirties, tailored suit, posture precise and face professionally neutral; her job was to make coercion sound like procedure. She carried the tablet the way Garza carried his clipboard, as a shield and a weapon both, proof that the words she was about to say weren’t hers but the policy’s, and that behind the policy stood the federal government and the law and the long shadow of everything a heroine could be made to lose.

They went directly to the speedster wing.

Vesper’s shadow-acoustic relay delivered the report in fragments, her whisper materializing from the darkness beneath my desk with the directional precision of a surveillance system that the academy’s security team couldn’t detect because it operated through the one medium they couldn’t monitor.

Garza intercepting Juno at the dormitory corridor. The compliance representative presenting an emergency performance order with federal override language that superseded Lyss Harker’s safety certification review. This time it was not Garza threatening future review through an intercom. It was a signed federal notice with a registration code, a detention clause, and a compliance deadline timestamped 08:30. The terms were delivered in the flat, bureaucratic tone of coercion dressed as policy: language meant to sound reasonable while describing something that was fundamentally an act of control disguised as procedure.

“Emergency performance testing, effective immediately. Failure to comply constitutes violation of Federal Heroine Registration Act, Section 12: Registered heroines must submit to performance assessment when directed by authorized stabilization personnel during declared security events. Noncompliance results in immediate revocation of academy status, hero license, and federal registration. The individual in question becomes an unregistered superpowered person, subject to detention under the Enhanced Persons Security Act.”

The translation: perform on command or lose your identity, your home, your medical care, and your legal right to exist as a superpowered person in public.

Juno’s voice came through the relay, captured by Vesper’s shadow-acoustic monitoring. Steady. Careful. Slow.

“I’d like to see the authorization chain.”

“The order is authorized by the Director of Stabilization Strategy.”

“Who is confined to her office pending a review that she initiated by declaring a lockdown she controls. The authorization chain is circular. The person who created the emergency is using the emergency to authorize the order.”

“The federal override supersedes institutional review procedures.”

“Does it beat the Academy Operational Charter? Article 7, Section 3. The one that says a directive during a security event needs the Chief Instructor’s countersignature.” She rattled it off and then grinned, sharp and delighted with herself. “Yeah, I read it. Turns out the repair boy’s bad habits are contagious. You people wrote all these rules and just assumed nobody you owned would ever crack the binding.”

Silence from the corridor. Neither Garza nor the compliance representative had expected Juno Reyes to cite bylaws. Juno Reyes, in the academy’s memory, was the speedster who joked and ran and performed and whose engagement with bureaucracy began and ended with checking her exhibition schedule. Nobody expected the woman with the zipper problem to know the Academy Operational Charter.

Nobody except the man who had stood in front of the board and demonstrated that bylaws were weapons, and whose rule about personal choice had been quoted back to Powerbound by the women he’d freed.

I was already moving.

The maintenance corridors got me to the speedster wing in four minutes, navigating the familiar route through access hatches that my maintenance credentials still opened because the lockdown had restricted my physical movement but hadn’t updated the legacy maintenance system’s access matrix. The oversight was predictable: the people who implemented the lockdown controlled the security system, and the people who controlled the security system didn’t know that the maintenance system existed as a separate access architecture.

I emerged from the maintenance access into the speedster wing corridor. Juno was standing in the dormitory junction, arms crossed, speed suit on, the blue and orange catching the corridor’s emergency lighting. Her body was still. The stillness that on Juno meant a decision was being made, the speedster calculating her options at a processing speed that exceeded anyone else in the corridor by a factor of three.

“Commander Harker,” I said into the building’s internal comm network, which my maintenance credentials still accessed because the lockdown had restricted my physical movement, not my infrastructure privileges. The maintenance comm ran separately from the academy’s standard communication network, on different hardware, different frequencies, and different authorization protocols. “Speedster wing dormitory junction. Lockdown performance order under federal override. Your countersignature is required under Article 7, Section 3.”

Lyss Harker’s response came thirty seconds later. Not through comms. In person.

She walked into the speedster wing corridor with a storm front moving ahead of her. The air thinned. The fluorescent strips buzzed louder, responding to the electromagnetic shifts in the atmosphere. Static crackled along the walls, tiny arcs of electricity jumping between the metal fixtures. Her instructor uniform was immaculate, pressed with military precision, the blazer straining at the chest and shoulders. Her silver-streaked hair was pulled tight into its characteristic bun. Her gray eyes swept the corridor and settled on Garza with sixteen years of authority and the personal fury of command circumvented by a handler with a compliance representative.

“Show me the order,” she said.

Garza handed over the data tablet. Lyss read it in silence, the corridor air thinning with each line she processed. The compliance representative’s ears popped. A security officer ten meters down the corridor reached up to adjust his earpiece.

“This order lacks Chief Instructor countersignature,” Lyss said. “All lockdown performance directives require my authorization before implementation. You have not requested my authorization.”

“The federal override…”

“Does not exempt the requirement. Federal override supersedes review procedures, not operational chain of command. The distinction is in Section 3, subsection B, which I suggest you read before presenting federal language in my corridor.” The corridor air sank another point. Static arced between two light fixtures, producing a crack that made the compliance representative flinch. “The federal override allows acceleration of review timelines. It does not allow circumvention of command authority.”

“Director Brandt has instructed…”

“Director Brandt is under review. Her directive authority is suspended pending resolution of the review she initiated by declaring this lockdown. She cannot authorize federal overrides from a suspended position.” Lyss handed the tablet back. The movement was precise, controlled, the gesture of handling a document she considered beneath her authority. “The order is void. Ms. Reyes remains in compliance with all academy and federal requirements. Leave my corridor.”

Garza’s forgettable face turned hard, the human furniture suddenly revealing the steel structure beneath. The compliance representative began a sentence about escalation procedures, her voice adopting the procedural tone of someone reaching for the next page in the manual.

Lyss looked at them both.

The temperature in the corridor dropped ten degrees in two seconds. The change was so dramatic that I could see breath vapor forming in the air. Static electricity arced between the fluorescent strips, producing a sharp crack that echoed through the corridor. The lights flickered. The security officer’s radio burst with electromagnetic interference. The compliance representative’s data tablet screen scrambled.

Lyss Harker’s weather command translated her patience into climate, and there was no patience left.

“Leave,” she said. “My corridor.”

Three words. The corridor pressure dropped hard enough to make every person present feel it in their sinuses, their eardrums, their skin. Static snapped along the ceiling strip, and Garza’s next breath fogged in the sudden cold.

They left.

Garza turned first, the handler retreating with the data tablet under his arm. The compliance representative followed, her heels clicking on the corridor floor with the accelerated pace of a person fresh from weather command at close range and newly convinced that procedural authority was less compelling than a storm commander’s displeasure.

Lyss turned to Juno. Then to me. Her gray eyes held an expression I hadn’t seen before: not grudging respect, not professional assessment, not the careful neutrality she maintained during evaluations. Something fiercer, angrier, directed not at us but at Powerbound, which she had served for sixteen years and which had just tried to use federal law to force Juno Reyes into a performance that would damage her.

“That bought you hours,” she said. “Not days. Brandt is preparing federal paperwork that will supersede everything I can do within the academy’s framework. When that paperwork clears, Article 7 becomes irrelevant, my countersignature becomes irrelevant, and the only thing standing between Dane Calder and federal asset classification is the public presence of two bonded heroines and whatever media attention can be generated before the classification takes effect.”

“Understood,” I said.

“Then be ready.” She turned and walked back through the corridor, the air normalizing in her wake, the temperature returning to baseline, the static dissipating from the fixtures. The corridor felt larger after she left, the way any space felt larger when Lyss Harker was no longer filling it with weather.

Juno exhaled. The speed-hum that had been building in her body during the confrontation released in a visible vibration that blurred the air around her for a moment, the kinetic energy dispersing outward in a wave that registered in my speed-sense as tension leaving the corridor. Her body had been running at combat-idle the entire time Garza was speaking, the speedster’s nervous system prepared to fight or run, the decision pending until Lyss’s weather command had rendered both options unnecessary.

She sagged against the corridor wall, not a collapse so much as everything letting go at once. Her body was still processing how close the careful bureaucratic language had come to dismantling her identity, her home, her medical care, and her legal right to exist.

“She’s terrifying,” Juno said.

“She’s on our side.”

“Terrifying and on our side. That is objectively the best combination.” She paused. “Also, did the air pressure just make the compliance representative’s ears pop? Because I saw her flinch and I want to confirm that Lyss Harker can literally pop someone’s eardrums by being disappointed in them.”

“She can do more than that.”

“Exactly. That’s what makes it beautiful.” She looked at me, the dark eyes warm and grateful and carrying the edge that Juno always had after someone fought for her. “You were in the corridor before I heard the order.”

“I was in the maintenance access. Vesper relayed the confrontation.”

“Of course she did. Shadow spy network. The one person in the building who can monitor everything without being on any camera.” Juno rolled her shoulders, speed-energy returning in a bright kinetic shimmer around her arms. “I need to run. Like, actually run. The adrenaline is going to eat me alive if I don’t burn it off.”

“The lockdown perimeter…”

“Has twelve gaps, and I’ve mapped fourteen since yesterday. The campus security team hasn’t updated their coverage matrix since the lockdown started. They’re not designed to contain a bonded speedster.” She grinned. The real one. Then she was gone, the corridor lights swinging in her wake and the air displacement rattling a fire extinguisher case on the wall.

I stood in the empty speedster wing and took stock. The corridor smelled like scorched dust in fluorescent housings, cold metal, and hot conduit insulation after weather command operating at close range, the atmospheric residue of Lyss Harker’s fury settling into the building’s ventilation the way her authority settled into every room she entered. The fluorescent strips were still buzzing at elevated frequency, the electromagnetic interference from her departure lingering in the building’s electrical systems.

She had come in person. Not sent a message, not filed a response through the communication channels that Brandt controlled. She had walked into the speedster wing corridor and stood between a twenty-three-year-old woman and the bureaucratic machinery that was trying to grind her into compliance. Powerbound Academy’s storm commander, feared by every trainee in the building and flattered by every handler who wanted her favor, had deployed her atmospheric command not against a villain or a training target but against a handler with a clipboard and a compliance representative with a data tablet.

For the first time the machine was being run backward by the people who knew it best. Lyss with the bylaws. Aurelia with the autonomy clauses. Vesper in the shadow infrastructure. Juno mapping the gaps in the lockdown built to hold her. And me, running the whole thing off a maintenance terminal, with credentials Powerbound had issued to a man it had decided wasn’t worth watching.

Lyss had bought us time. Not much. Brandt’s federal paperwork was real, backed by governmental connections that an academy Chief Instructor couldn’t outrank. The federal bureaucracy was faster when someone with Brandt’s connections pushed, and Brandt had been pushing since the exhibition. When the classification came through, Dane Calder would be designated a federal strategic asset. Government jurisdiction. The academy’s bylaws, Lyss’s authority, and my own rule about consent would all become legally irrelevant under national security language written for villain-class threats and aimed at a maintenance terminal and a screwdriver.

We were running out of runway.

Back in my quarters, I accessed the campus monitoring network through the maintenance terminal. The lockdown was fraying at the edges: heroines testing curfew boundaries from their dormitory windows, instructors filing objections through channels that Brandt couldn’t monitor because the objections were routed through Lyss’s command infrastructure rather than Brandt’s administrative channels.

And the campus support staff were still moving through their shifts, lockdown or not, going where the building needed them because the building didn’t file objections, it just broke. They’d been treated as background noise so long that the lockdown protocols hadn’t really been written with them in mind. Ruiz would be down in the tunnels right now, checking systems for reports he’d stopped expecting anyone to read.

The lockdown was supposed to box me in. Instead it had handed me time, and I knew this building better than the people who’d locked me in it, because for three years I’d been one of the people it had decided not to see.

Vesper’s data package was almost complete. She’d compiled the evidence into three tiers, the intelligence analyst’s approach to information warfare.

The public tier contained information that a journalist could verify independently through public records, campus footage, and routine investigative work that hero-industry reporters did every week. The altered exhibition incident report, the discrepancy between Aurelia’s official stabilizer readings and the readings I’d documented from the Arena 7 relay chip, the timeline falsification that proved the monitoring team had six minutes of warning before the overload and chose not to intervene.

The second tier contained data that required academy access to confirm but that would prompt formal investigation requests from regulatory bodies: the suppressor distribution records showing dosages above recommended maximums for fourteen heroines, the performance authorization history showing that Handler Garza had cleared demonstrations for heroines whose medical files predicted neurological damage.

The classified tier was the insurance: the Burnout Ward medical records, the Resonance Research files, the Oversight Council references. Material that would trigger a governmental inquiry if it reached the right authorities but that was too sensitive to release without strategic timing. If the public tier created media pressure and the second tier prompted regulatory scrutiny, the classified tier would ensure that the investigation reached the foundation rather than stopping at the surface.

The shadow-acoustic relay whispered Vesper’s update. “Journalist contact is ready. Dara Kade, national outlet, hero-industry beat. The leak will hit media channels within twelve hours of transmission. Brandt won’t be able to suppress it once it’s public.”

“Timeline?”

“Your call. The leak is calibrated to create scrutiny without panic. It exposes the altered exhibition incident report and the discrepancy between official stabilizer readings and actual heroine output data. It does not reference the Burnout Ward directly.”

“Why not?”

“Because the Ward evidence is our insurance. If we reveal everything at once, Brandt destroys what she can reach before the investigation arrives. She transfers Ward patients to off-campus facilities. She shreds medical records. She reformats the archive servers. If we leak the surface corruption first, the investigation starts at the top and works down. By the time investigators reach the Ward, Brandt won’t have had time to transfer patients or destroy records, because the investigation will have arrived before she finishes the cover-up.”

Smart. Strategic. Vesper’s intelligence training applied to information warfare with hard-earned precision. Since eighteen, she had been both inside Powerbound and targeted by it, and the expertise showed.

“Transmit the public tier,” I said.

“Done.”

The word carried finality. Not the dramatic finality of an explosion or a combat strike. The quiet finality of information entering a channel that couldn’t take it back. Once the data package reached Dara Kade, once the journalist verified the documentation and ran the story through her editor’s legal review, the silence that the academy had maintained for a decade would break in the one way Powerbound couldn’t blast-door shut: a headline, printed and public, somewhere their suppressor protocols couldn’t reach.

The campus monitoring system showed Brandt in her office, on a secure terminal, communicating with contacts whose network designations I couldn’t trace from the maintenance level. I could read her thermal signature through the building: elevated body temperature, the heat of stress or anger or the metabolic intensity of a woman working at the maximum speed her position allowed. She was building the federal case. Preparing the paperwork. The classification that would hand me to the government and turn everything I’d done into a jurisdiction question instead of a moral one.

Brandt had the harder job. She had to seal every leak in a ten-year-old dam. We only needed one of ours to hold long enough to matter.

And somewhere in the building, the data package was already moving through the shadows toward a journalist who was about to start asking the questions the academy had dodged for a decade.

At 23:00, the campus went quiet. The lockdown held. The armed team stood watch in the corridor outside my door, their tactical boots shuffling on the linoleum at irregular intervals, the sound of men who were trained for action and given boredom instead. The vibration data gave me their shift patterns: one paced, the other stood. Every forty minutes they traded roles. The pacing one favored his left knee. The standing one checked his comm unit every ninety seconds, looking for the update that would tell him what the man behind the door had done to warrant this level of containment.

I could have told him. It would have been a short answer and a long story.

This time my lock stayed intact. Aurelia simply knocked, three even taps, and waited, which she’d never once done before. When I opened it she was standing in the corridor in academy-issue sweatpants rolled at the waist and one of my gray containment shirts, sleeves pushed to her elbows, arms full of a stack of blankets and a thermos.

“I’m tired of breaking your door,” she said. “Facilities filed a complaint. About me. By name. I’ve never been written up for property damage before, it’s strangely freeing.” She walked past me and dropped the blankets on the floor in front of the couch instead of on it. “We’re not sitting up tonight. We sat up the last three nights. My spine has opinions.”

So we didn’t take the couch. She built a nest on the floor with the blankets and the couch cushions pulled down to pad it, the thermos of something warm set on the carpet between us, and she folded down into it cross-legged with the unguarded ease of a woman who had decided, for one night, to be off duty. She’d raided my locker for the shirt. The sight of Aurelia Vale in gray containment cotton on my floor was either theft or a statement, and the small smile she gave me when she caught me looking confirmed it was both.

“The leak went out,” I told her, lowering down beside her. “If Kade’s team keeps pace, it hits before sunrise.”

“Then we get a few hours of quiet first.” She poured from the thermos, handed me the cap-cup. It was tea, badly made, too strong. I drank it anyway. “Maybe the last quiet night for a while. Don’t say that part out loud, I’ll jinx it.”

Juno came in the ordinary way, through the door, because Aurelia had texted her not to phase through the wall and wake the security detail. She was flushed from a three-hour perimeter run, dark hair plastered to her forehead, tank top darkened with sweat, running shorts riding up on her thick thighs, and she stopped dead when she saw the floor situation.

“Oh, we’re doing a floor thing.” She toed off her shoes. “I’m in. I refuse to do the awkward part where we pretend we won’t end up in a pile, so.” She dropped straight down into the blankets between us, sprawled on her back, and put her sweaty head directly in my lap. “Hi. I ran fourteen miles. Don’t make me move.”

Aurelia looked at the sweat on my pants and laughed, a real one. “He’s going to add you to the property damage complaint.”

“Worth it.” Juno’s eyes were already closing. The competitive energy, the restless kinetic shield she wore against intimacy, drained out of her by degrees. Aurelia stretched out alongside me, her head on my shoulder, one hand resting on Juno’s stomach, and the three of us lay tangled on the floor of a room under lockdown.

The bonds hummed. Two frequencies harmonized through my resonance. Golden warmth and kinetic pulse braiding into something that felt like safety.

“You smell like a tire fire,” Aurelia told Juno.

“I smell like victory. Also your tea is terrible and I want some.”

“My hair is magnificent. Accept it.”

“Your hair is trying to blind me with golden radiance. I’m considering filing a complaint.”

“File it with Facilities. They’re already dealing with my lock melting habit.”

Juno rolled over in the blankets, tucking herself against Aurelia’s side, and the shift brought her face close to the light at Aurelia’s throat. “You’re warm,” Juno said. “Like a really pretty space heater.”

“That’s the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me.” Aurelia’s dry delivery cracked into a small smile that I felt through the bond: genuine, surprised, warmth entirely separate from solar radiance.

“If you want romantic, talk to gray suit over there. He romances with electrolyte packets and maintenance tools.”

“Hey,” I said.

“Am I wrong?”

I didn’t answer because she wasn’t wrong.

“In his defense,” Aurelia said, “the electrolyte packets work better than anything Medical ever gave me. I had a migraine for three years. I thought it was just the cost of being radiant. Turns out it was dehydration the suppressors caused, and a containment tech fixed it with a sachet of powder that costs forty cents.”

“It does not cost forty cents,” I said.

“How much does it cost?”

“…Thirty-eight.”

Juno laughed so hard she nearly rolled off the couch. “Thirty-eight cents. The academy spends millions keeping you weak and the cure is thirty-eight cents of electrolytes and a man who reads. I want that on the record. I want it carved somewhere.”

“You keep wanting to carve things,” Aurelia said.

“I have a lot of feelings and no medium. Let me have my plaques.” Juno tucked herself deeper into the cushions, her feet finding their place on my thigh out of what had become habit fast enough to startle all three of us when we noticed it. “Okay. Serious now. Tell me about the drug thing, because I keep losing the thread and pretending I haven’t.”

The banter settled into operational discussion. The couch was small enough that operational discussion meant whispering against each other’s skin, which meant the tactical planning had an intimacy that no boardroom session could replicate.

“The Kira Osei situation,” Aurelia said, her voice low, her mouth close enough to my jaw that I felt her breath warm against my neck. “Brandt covered it up. Recreational substance abuse, that was the official line. But the Redline drugs are still on campus. Other heroines are desperate enough to use them.”

“The supply chain leads somewhere,” I said. “Someone inside the academy is facilitating distribution. The drugs don’t walk through the perimeter on their own.”

“Unless,” Juno said, her voice muffled against Aurelia’s shoulder, “the same people who want heroines suppressed also benefit from heroines being desperate enough to take counterfeit amplification. Suppressors keep you stable but weak. The black-market stuff makes you strong but kills you. Either way, Powerbound’s holding the leash.” She yawned. “There’s no door out that doesn’t open back into their building. I checked. Figuratively. I checked figuratively.”

She was right, and the figurative checking was a joke she was too tired to land, but the logic underneath it was ugly and coherent: suppressors, desperation, black-market amplification, the Ward, and the women caught between them paying for all of it.

“And the Ward?” Juno shifted, her hand finding Aurelia’s hip, tracing absent patterns on golden skin. The touch was idle, comfortable, the unconscious physical connection of two women who had started as suspicious strangers and become something closer in the compressed timeline of shared crisis. “Sable.”

“Brandt already filed Sable’s external transfer order. Aurelia’s welfare inquiry froze it, but Brandt is preparing a workaround, likely a broader Ward transfer the moment the freeze expires.”

“Sable can’t be moved,” Aurelia said. “Her adaptive biology is responding to the environment. Any transition will trigger defensive shifting, and the handlers will sedate her. They’ve never handled her gently. They won’t start during an emergency transfer.”

“I made her a promise,” I said. “That we’d come back.”

The room was quiet. In the bonds, Aurelia’s glow warmed against my ribs and Juno’s speed-hum steadied into a low, deliberate pulse. Neither of them treated it as my obligation to discharge. They’d made it theirs, the promise quietly reassigned to all three of us while I wasn’t looking. I felt the shift in the resonance: two separate emotional responses harmonizing into a single frequency of determination.

Aurelia had seen the Ward files. She’d seen the beds and the monitors and the women whose power had been drugged into silence. She understood what Sable represented: the logical endpoint of the suppressor regime that had almost killed her.

Juno had never seen the Ward. But she understood desperation. She understood what it felt like to be eaten by your own gift while Powerbound measured your destruction in performance metrics and called it acceptable.

“We’ll get to her,” Juno said. Quiet. The real voice. “Whatever it takes.”

Aurelia whispered operational plans against my chest. Timing, logistics, pressure points. The strategic mind that had spent a decade on sponsor calendars and exhibition schedules, turned now toward a rescue planned on a couch in a monitored suite. Approach vectors. Timing windows. The procedural levers they could pull. She’d never sounded more like herself.

Juno vibrated absent patterns on Aurelia’s hip. Tactical symbols drawn on golden skin, a speedster’s shorthand for movement patterns, each pattern a route through the building’s corridors. Aurelia reached down and stilled Juno’s hand, reading the route through touch.

“That’s not a corridor, that’s the laundry chute.”

“It’s a fast laundry chute.”

“We are not extracting a traumatized woman through the laundry chute, Juno.”

“We might. Keep an open mind.”

At some point, the planning stopped and the quiet remained. The tactical discussion wound down when the bodies pressed together needed something simpler than strategy.

Aurelia’s breathing slowed against my chest. Her hand found mine and held on, the grip warm, light gathering at our joined palms. In the bond, her emotional state was settling from alert to resting, the composure loosening into the deep relaxation that she allowed only in spaces she trusted.

Juno’s patterns on Aurelia’s hip became languid, the precise tactical symbols softening into idle circles, her speedster’s hand tracing warmth instead of routes. Her breathing evened. The kinetic hum that surrounded her dropped to its lowest register, barely perceptible, the motor running at idle because the woman driving it had decided, for once, that she didn’t need to be ready to run.

She fell asleep first. The speedster who processed the world at triple speed reached unconsciousness faster than anyone I’d ever seen, the transition from awake to sleeping so abrupt it was almost funny. One moment her fingers were moving on Aurelia’s hip. The next, her hand stilled and her breathing deepened and her body went heavy against Aurelia’s side.

Aurelia looked down at the sleeping speedster with an expression that contained more tenderness than I’d ever seen her direct at a press conference, a sponsor, or the academy’s cameras. She adjusted the shirt’s hem to cover Juno’s bare shoulder, the gesture maternal and deliberate, Aurelia tucking in a speedster who had been running for years and had finally stopped.

“She’s exhausting,” Aurelia murmured. “And wonderful.”

“Those aren’t opposites,” I said.

Aurelia smiled. The private one. Then her eyes closed, and her weight settled against me, and the light at her collarbones dimmed to a soft pulse that matched her heartbeat.

The couch was too small. Nobody cared. Juno’s feet were on my thigh and Aurelia’s hair was everywhere and the resonance hummed through all three of us, warm and steady.

My desk terminal flared once in the dark. Then every alarm in the administrative tower went red.


Chapter 18: Breaking Formation

The red alarm had been Brandt’s, not Redline’s. A campus-wide federal-status pulse, the paperwork going live, a threat made of letterhead rather than explosives. By the time we’d traced it through the maintenance feeds and confirmed there was no physical breach, it was past two in the morning, and the three of them had drifted back toward the couch without quite committing to sleep.

For a little while, it was the quietest the suite had been in weeks. Juno’s feet were warm on my thigh. Aurelia’s breathing went slow against my shoulder, the radiance under her skin banked to an ember. The building hummed its ordinary 2:40 a.m. hum below us, pipes and ventilation and machinery idling, none of it knowing anything was coming. Two women asleep against me, and for twenty minutes nothing on fire.

It lasted until 03:00.

The explosions started then.

I was awake before the sound reached me. The bonds had pulled me up a few seconds early, a dual spike that meant both Aurelia and Juno had sensed something wrong. The sensation was like being woken by two alarm clocks at different frequencies: Aurelia’s radiant bond transmitted a warmth surge that meant her combat instincts had activated, the solar flare in her signature rising to the output level she maintained during threat response. Juno’s velocity bond transmitted a kinetic spike that meant her speed-enhanced nervous system had registered a seismic disturbance pattern, the vibration data of explosions reaching her feet before the sound reached her ears.

The readings firmed up three seconds later. Multiple power signatures at the campus perimeter. New, foreign, carrying the electromagnetic footprint I’d learned to recognize during the exhibition attack and the field trial.

Redline was back. And this time, they weren’t attacking an exhibition or a training drill. They were attacking the academy itself.

The first explosion hit the north gate, collapsing the security barrier in a detonation that I felt through the building’s foundation before the sound reached my ears. My borrowed speed-sense read the vibration pattern and told me the charge had been placed at the gate’s structural weak point, the junction between the reinforced concrete posts and the metal barrier where the load-bearing capacity was lowest. I knew that junction. I’d documented it in a safety report my second year, recommended reinforcement, estimated twelve thousand dollars, and watched it die in the queue. Powerbound had saved that twelve thousand by not reading the report. Redline had just spent it, as intelligence. Somebody had read what nobody at Powerbound would.

The second explosion hit the eastern maintenance building, severing the campus’s secondary power conduit. I felt the loss through the maintenance network before the warning alerts triggered, the power grid dropping as a sudden absence in the electromagnetic field that my borrowed kinetic sense read as silence where there should have been hum. The building’s infrastructure monitoring network registered the loss as a cascade of system warnings: backup generators activating with the reluctant cough of equipment that hadn’t been tested under load since the quarterly maintenance cycle, power distribution rerouting through emergency circuits that I’d calibrated three months ago, the campus grid dropping to 70% capacity.

The third explosion hit the communications relay station, knocking out external comms and the automated emergency broadcast system. The relay station was above ground, exposed, a target that a competent attacker would hit first, and the fact that it was the third target rather than the first told me the assault was planned by someone who understood the academy’s response protocols: the north gate breach would trigger the automated distress signal, drawing the campus’s attention northward. The power conduit severance would degrade the internal response capacity. And the communications kill would prevent anyone from calling for help once the first two detonations had created the chaos that the third one sealed.

The campus was cut off from outside communication. No distress signal, no call for reinforcement, no way to alert the federal response teams that Brandt had been cultivating as allies.

Three targets, chosen to open access, gut the defense, and cut the campus off from help, all in the same minute, every charge sitting on a structural weak point I’d flagged in a report nobody read. The same inside source that had sold the field-trial route was working off my own maps, and by now I’d stopped being surprised by it and started being able to use it.

I was at the maintenance terminal before the campus alarms activated, the infrastructure monitoring network showing me the full tactical picture through the building’s sensor grid. Built for pipe pressure, structural integrity, thermal signatures, and power grid status, the sensors produced tactical information that the academy’s security grid couldn’t match once the building came under attack.

Twelve breach points across the campus perimeter. Armored operatives moving in coordinated insertion patterns, each team carrying power-dampening equipment and harvesting rigs. The same Redline configuration from the exhibition and the field trial, but larger. Forty-plus operatives. Four entry teams. This was a full-scale assault, an operation that required months of planning, insider intelligence, and resources far beyond a villain cell running black-market operations. Funding, direction, and strategic patience sat behind them.

The breach points landed exactly on the security gaps I’d mapped during my pre-exhibition walkthrough, the ones Facilities had left untouched because the academy’s security had been built with its eyes facing inward. Every camera, every barrier, every reinforced door pointed at the women inside, and Redline was walking through the back of all of it. The map was mine. They were just better at using it than the people I’d filed it with.

Aurelia arrived at my quarters in full heroine gear. Her sunburst battle suit was pristine, donned in the minutes between the first explosion and her arrival, the combat braid tight, the gauntlets active, the emblem on her chest catching the golden light that blazed from her skin in combat-intensity radiance. No cape. She’d learned.

She’d melted the latest replacement lock. Behind her, two security officers lay unconscious in the corridor, put down with non-lethal radiant pulses precise enough to trigger unconsciousness without leaving a mark. Two armed men between her and me, and she’d removed the obstacle while melting a lock she’d already destroyed four times.

“How bad?” Her voice was the combat register, low and sharp, the inspirational warmth of the broadcast heroine stripped to the efficient clarity of a soldier.

“Twelve breach points. Full assault. Forty-plus operatives with harvesting equipment. They’re heading for the restricted wing.”

“The Ward.”

“The Ward. Same inside source as the field trial, same maps. We already knew it was coming from in here. Now we know what they’re spending it on.”

The air displaced and Juno was inside the room. Speed suit, boots, the zipper at combat position, her dark hair tied back in a functional ponytail rather than the usual messy fall. Her focus was sharp, combat replacing the playful energy, her whole compact frame reading as a weapon in tight blue fabric.

“I ran the perimeter,” she said. “Full circuit in six seconds. Count is forty-plus operatives, four entry teams, heavy equipment at every insertion point. Power-dampening nets deployed at breach points two, five, eight, and eleven. Harvesting rigs at all four entry positions.”

“They’re targeting the Ward patients,” I said. “Twenty-seven suppressor-compromised heroines, each one a power-signature source worth millions on the black market. This is harvesting.”

The campus alarm screamed its third cycle. Emergency protocols engaged: lockdown reinforcement, defensive positioning, evacuation procedures. But the lockdown had already thinned the defensive capacity. Half the heroines on campus were in their quarters, suppressor-compromised, unable to reach full output. The chemicals that were supposed to keep them safe had just made them easy to harvest.

I accessed the campus comms system through the maintenance network. The primary relay was down, but the internal infrastructure channels still functioned because they ran on a separate system.

“Commander Harker.”

Lyss’s voice came through immediately. She was already at the command post, the weather signature of her command detectable through the maintenance sensors as a barometric anomaly centered on her position. “Calder. Status.”

“Full Redline assault, forty-plus operatives, four entry teams targeting the restricted wing. The breach pattern matches campus security gaps from my pre-exhibition safety report. They have inside intelligence.”

“I’m aware. Campus defense is compromised. Sixty percent of my combat heroines are suppressor-limited. I can deploy the remaining forty percent, but they can’t cover all twelve breach points and protect the restricted wing simultaneously.”

“You don’t need to cover all twelve. The breach points at the perimeter are feints. The real objective is the restricted wing. That’s where the harvesting equipment is configured for. Deploy your unbonded A-tiers at the primary corridors leading to the restricted wing. Put the suppressor-limited heroines at the secondary breach points for delay and containment. My bonded team will handle the restricted wing directly.”

Silence on the channel. I could hear the barometric readings wavering around her position, the weather responding to the emotions she wouldn’t voice: frustration at the tactical situation, anger at the suppressor policy that had created it, and the grinding stress of a commander whose forces had been deliberately weakened by Powerbound.

“Your bonded team,” she said. “A radiant S-tier, a velocity S-tier, and a shadow-walker with partial resonance, coordinated by a containment tech from the maintenance network.”

“That’s the team.”

“Against a full Redline entry team with power-dampening equipment and a map of our blind spots.”

“It’s the team that knows the building better than they do. That’s the whole edge we’ve got, Commander, and it’s enough.”

“Do it. Channel 7 for tactical coordination. And Calder.” The channel crackled with a pressure spike. “If any of your people go down, I will hold you responsible.”

“Understood, Commander.”

The tactical comm channel opened. I switched to coordination mode, overlaying the campus infrastructure map with real-time sensor data from the maintenance network. Environmental feeds from every building on campus: thermal signatures showing the position of every operative and every heroine, power-grid status showing which buildings had backup power and which were dark, atmospheric data from the weather sensors showing Lyss’s command influence spreading across the campus, structural integrity readouts showing where the explosions had weakened the building’s architecture.

The radiant echo gave me the heat: forty-plus Redline operatives showing as cold clusters against the warmer buildings, their tactical armor’s insulation marking them out from the ambient warmth. The velocity echo gave me the movement, the insertion teams advancing in coordinated four-person formations, military pace and spacing, all converging on the restricted wing. And the shadow echo gave me the dark, the service tunnels and maintenance passages the attackers were using as back routes, the parts of the building no camera covered.

Three echoes at once gave me a picture no single heroine or security grid could match. Noisier than Lyss’s drills, because now the imprecision meant casualties instead of points off an evaluation. But good enough to see every operative, every heroine, every breach point, and every emergency system in a building I’d memorized over three years of walking its skeleton.

The same sense that had earned me a zero from the combat board was about to turn the building into a weapon. The board had never read the reports. I’d written them anyway, and now the work in them was the only thing standing between forty operatives and twenty-seven sedated women.

“Aurelia. Radiant frontline, north approach. Solar beams and shields. Your amplified output is the biggest deterrent they’ve seen. Make it visible. Make it spectacular. Every Redline operative who sees you will hesitate, and hesitation is time.”

“Copy.” Her voice was golden, steady, the voice of the champion stripped of performance and sharpened into the weapon she’d always been when the cameras weren’t watching. “Going hot.”

Solar radiance blazed outside the window as Aurelia launched from the fourth floor, her radiant energy propelling her upward and outward in a trajectory that turned the night sky gold. She descended toward the north campus like a small sun, solar beams already carving lines of fire across the insertion routes, the radiance so intense that the thermal sensors on the maintenance network spiked red. The sight was magnificent and terrifying simultaneously: fivefold amplification, suppressor-free control, power running clean now, all of it deployed against the people who had come to harvest the women the academy had destroyed.

The effect was immediate. The Redline operatives at breach points one through four faltered, their coordinated advance breaking as the point team stopped and stared at the S-tier radiant descending on their position with the full fury of fivefold-amplified power. They’d prepared for suppressor-compromised heroines running at 60% capacity. They hadn’t prepared for Aurelia Vale at 520% of her original maximum, laying down covering fire that melted through their tactical shields like tissue paper.

“Juno. Precision speed, rescue operations. The dormitory wings have trapped heroines and cadets. Get them to the defensive perimeter, then sweep the eastern corridors for infiltrators. Don’t engage the dampening nets directly; your speed lets you run around them.”

“Moving.” Something crossed the campus quad fast enough to register only as a pressure wave, a ripple rolling through the maintenance network’s atmospheric sensors. Juno moved at a velocity that smeared her past the eye entirely, evacuating the dormitory wing in sequential passes, pulling heroines and cadets from locked rooms faster than the Redline insertion teams could advance. Each pass was a three-second operation: door breach (kinetic impact), civilian extraction (physical carry at speed), deposit at the defensive perimeter (deceleration to safe speed), return. She cleared the first dormitory building in forty seconds.

“Vesper.” The shadow-acoustic relay carried my voice into the building’s dark infrastructure. “Communications disruption. Redline is coordinating through a field comm network on an encrypted band. Your shadow-walking can disrupt the signal propagation by intercepting the transmission at the relay points. Find their command post and cut the coordination.”

“Already moving.” Vesper’s whisper surrounded me from the darkness beneath the terminal. “I’ve located two relay nodes in the eastern sector. The command element is near the eastern maintenance building, using the explosion damage as cover.”

“Disable the relays first. Force them to local coordination. It will slow their advance on the restricted wing.”

“Copy.”

The unbonded heroines, deployed by Lyss at the secondary breach points, were holding but losing ground. Suppressor-limited output meant their powers were functioning at 60-70% of potential, the chemical restraints that were supposed to keep them stable now preventing them from defending themselves. They fought with training and determination, the combat skills that the academy had taught them, but the Redline equipment exploited exactly their weakness: dampening fields that pushed already-suppressed abilities below combat effectiveness.

I watched the feed and felt it land like a blade. These women were losing because the academy had medicated them into dependency, and Powerbound was nowhere to be seen now that the leash had become the liability.

The east quad showed it plainly. A cryokinetic heroine in academy blue tried to freeze a Redline advance lane and produced a sheet of ice three meters wide before the suppressor drag broke her concentration and the field cracked apart under incoming fire. A telekinetic caught a falling concrete panel over two cadets, held it for three seconds, then lost the grip as a dampening pulse rolled across her body and turned her lifted hands into shaking fists. A sound-projector screamed at an armored team and got half the output she needed. The wave hit hard enough to stagger them, not hard enough to stop them.

Then Aurelia crossed the quad above them.

Aurelia crossed the quad above them with deliberate slowness, giving everyone time to see the difference between controlled power and managed power. Her radiant shield dropped between the cryokinetic and the Redline team in a vertical wall of gold, taking three dampening pulses across its surface and burning them into harmless sparks. She didn’t shout. She didn’t pose. She made one cutting gesture with her right hand, and a solar beam removed the wheels from the lead Redline carrier without touching the fuel cell. The vehicle collapsed into the pavement. The operatives behind it scattered.

The cryokinetic stared up at her with blood on her upper lip and ice melting around her boots. The look on her face was ugly, painful recognition: a woman seeing what her own power might look like without a chemical hand around its throat.

Juno hit the same quad six seconds later with three injured cadets under her arms and a fourth riding over her shoulder, swearing into the wind. She deposited them behind Aurelia’s shield, turned, and was gone before the cadets’ knees finished buckling. Vesper’s shadow slid across the damaged fountain at the quad’s center, swallowed a Redline relay beacon, and left behind only a severed power cable twitching in the water.

The bonded team moved together, four people closing four failures at once because the same read reached all of them at the same moment.

One defensive line folded at breach point eight because the women there were too disciplined to panic and too underpowered to hold. A gravity-class cadet dropped to one knee with blood running from her nose, trying to keep a Redline shield team pinned while her suppressor-limited field flickered like bad lighting. Two combat heroines dragged her back before the dampening net could close over her. The net hit the floor where she had been, discharged, and left a blackened circle in the tile. If she had still been there, the field would have stripped what little output the suppressors allowed her and left her helpless in front of men carrying harvesting rigs.

“Breach eight needs relief,” Lyss said over the command channel, voice clipped.

“They all need relief,” I said. “That’s the point of the attack.”

Aurelia’s radiant barrage drove the northern entry teams into a full retreat. Her solar beams carved through their tactical positions with the authority of a battlefield weapon rather than an academy defense measure, the radiance melting through armored vehicles and dampening equipment with equal ease. Two Redline operatives attempted to deploy a dampening net against her. She melted the net’s generator with a focused beam that turned the device to slag without touching the men holding it. They dropped the remains and ran. The precision was as terrifying as the power: she chose what to destroy and what to spare, her amplified abilities running at a level the attackers hadn’t planned for.

I watched through the thermal sensors as the northern entry teams scattered. The retreat was disorganized, the operatives abandoning their coordination pattern under the pressure of an S-tier radiant who was systematically dismantling their tactical infrastructure. One team attempted to regroup behind a warehouse wall. Aurelia melted a hole through the wall without breaking stride, the golden beam passing through eight inches of concrete like it was tissue. They retreated again.

“Northern sector clear,” Aurelia reported. “Four operatives down, three retreating toward perimeter breach point one. I’m repositioning to cover the eastern approach.”

Juno’s evacuation runs cleared the dormitory wings in four minutes. I tracked each pass by the kinetic signature she left in the bond: a speedster at full precision, each movement calibrated to the millisecond. She carried two people per pass, one under each arm, the evacuation technique that speedsters trained for but rarely executed at the precision level she was now demonstrating. A B-tier heroine who had been trapped in her dormitory room by a dampening field was carried to the defensive perimeter in 1.3 seconds. A cadet who had been hiding under her bed was extracted in 0.8 seconds. The precision was surgical. No wasted motion. No lateral drift.

On the fourth pass, she found three first-year cadets sealed inside a practice alcove with a damaged lock and a Redline dampener pulsing against the doorframe. The old Juno would have torn the door off and trusted speed to solve the injuries after. This Juno stopped, read the hinge geometry, and hit the lock with exactly enough kinetic force to shear the bolt without turning the door into shrapnel. She carried the cadets out one by one, slowing at the perimeter so gently that the smallest one arrived still clutching the academy blanket she’d wrapped around herself. Precision let her be careful at a speed that used to only let her be dangerous.

“Dormitory C clear,” Juno reported. “Moving to B wing.”

“B wing has a dampening emitter at the corridor junction,” I said, reading the electromagnetic signature through the maintenance sensors. “Third floor. The emitter is mounted in the ceiling, powered by a portable generator in the stairwell. If you disable the generator first, the emitter drops and the B-wing heroines can exit under their own power.”

“Already there.” A gust down the corridor. A kinetic impact in the stairwell. The generator’s thermal signature disappeared from my sensors. The dampening emitter went dark. Six heroines in B wing felt their suppressors stop being amplified by the external field, their abilities returning to baseline suppressed levels, which was enough to walk but not enough to fight.

Juno evacuated them in twelve seconds.

Vesper disabled the first comm relay, her shadow filaments severing the fiber-optic bundle with the surgical precision that left the equipment intact for evidence while rendering it operationally useless. Through the shadow echo, I felt her move to the second relay, the cool absence of her signature gliding through the building’s shadow infrastructure like a blade through silk.

“Second relay disabled,” Vesper reported. “Their command element is scrambling for local coordination. I can hear them through the shadow-acoustic monitoring. They’re confused. The assault plan assumed suppressor-compromised heroines at sixty percent capability. They’re not equipped for S-tier amplified response.”

“Good. Let them be confused. Confusion costs them time, and time is what we need.”

Four people working outside official channels were holding a defense the academy’s whole security grid had been built for and couldn’t manage. Every place Powerbound had leaned on its leash, the enemy had found the handle.

Aurelia made the first break visible. A dampening net snapped toward a shield-bearer whose suppressor patch had already dragged her output below combat threshold. The woman raised a flickering barrier anyway, jaw clenched, blood dark under her nose. She would have taken the net because training told her to hold the line. Aurelia dropped between her and the device like a falling sun. Her golden shield flared outward, caught the net midair, and burned the dampening field into harmless white ash before it touched the woman’s skin.

The shield-bearer stared at the ease of it.

“Fall back,” Aurelia ordered, no broadcast warmth, no sponsor smile. “You held.”

The order landed. I felt it through the cameras more than heard it. The unbonded heroine stumbled back, the relief on her face complicated by something she didn’t have the breath to name yet.

Juno’s section was uglier. Dormitory B had locked into fire-containment mode after Redline’s eastern charge ruptured a sprinkler main, which meant the doors stayed shut while smoke backed up through the corridor. Four cadets were trapped in a common room with two suppressor-limited heroines who could barely keep a clean-air pocket open. Juno hit the exterior wall, found the exact frequency that let her phase through without shattering the masonry, and came out with one cadet under each arm and soot streaked across her cheek. She went back in twice more before the Redline dampening emitter at the stairwell adjusted to her movement pattern.

The third pass hit resistance. The field caught the edge of her speed and dragged her deceleration sideways. My bond-sense felt the stumble: a hard kinetic skip, not the old neurological drift, but enough to slam her shoulder into a doorframe at a speed that would have broken bone before the bond. She grunted once, corrected, and kept the cadet’s head tucked against her chest so the impact hit Juno instead of him.

“Emitter adapted,” she said, voice tight.

“Generator in the stairwell. Low mount. Kick the housing, not the field.”

“I know how to kick things.”

“You know how to kick things fast. I need precise.”

“You wound me, repair boy.”

“Less wounded, more generator.”

“He flirts during a siege,” Juno announced to nobody, to the smoke, to the cadet under her arm. “Mark the date.”

The generator went dark one second later. The doors released. Smoke rolled out, and Juno carried the last cadet through it with a grin I could feel in the bond, the one she got louder with the worse things got.

Vesper never appeared on the primary feeds for more than a heartbeat. She was a negative shape on thermal, a red tracker blink in darkness, a gloved hand emerging from shadow to remove a relay crystal from its socket. Redline’s command network had three redundant nodes in the eastern sector. She disabled the first two cleanly. The third was protected by an active light grid that flooded the maintenance alcove with harsh white illumination, leaving no shadow big enough for her to step through.

“Dane,” she whispered. “Third node is light-locked.”

I pulled the building overlay. “Emergency shutters over that alcove are on the fire system. Manual override only.”

“Location.”

“Two meters above the node. Left housing. Shadow anchor point behind the actuator.”

Vesper’s mouth appeared on one camera as a dark curve. “That is not a location. That is a dare.”

Her shadow filament slid through the microscopic darkness behind the actuator, found the manual shutter gear, and pulled. The shutters slammed down. The alcove went black. The third relay died in the next breath.

Redline’s eastern team lost synchronized movement immediately. Four men who had been advancing in clean geometry became four men looking at one another for orders that no longer arrived.

The suppressor-limited heroines watched it happen. Aurelia’s clean burn, Juno’s surgical speed, Vesper’s impossible absence. The awe came first. The envy came right behind it, because awe didn’t lift the patches off their necks.

But the primary assault force, eight operatives with heavy harvesting equipment, was still pushing through the central corridor toward the restricted wing. The suppressor-limited heroines at the corridor junction couldn’t stop them. The dampening fields were too strong, and their already-reduced powers couldn’t overcome the additional suppression.

“Lyss,” I said on the command channel. “Central corridor. Your defensive line is going to break. The dampening fields are overwhelming the suppressor-limited heroines.”

“I can see that.” Static crackled through the comms as her weather command responded to her frustration. “My A-tiers are committed at the northern breach. I don’t have uncommitted assets.”

“You have one. Deploy yourself.”

Silence. Lightning arced across the campus skyline, visible through my window, a bolt of atmospheric electricity that split the darkness with a crack that rattled the building. Lyss Harker’s weather command, the most powerful unbonded ability at Powerbound, turned the night sky into pure pressure, the visible cost of asking a woman built for command to abandon her post and enter the field.

“I’m the Chief Instructor. My role is command, not field deployment.”

“The women you’re supposed to protect can’t stop eight operatives. The suppressors saw to that. You’re the only one left on this campus who isn’t already committed or crippled.” I let it sit. “It’s you, Commander.”

The atmospheric pressure dropped campus-wide. The change was so dramatic that I felt it through every sensor on the maintenance network, and the outdoor cameras showed the sky above Powerbound Academy darkening as storm clouds gathered with impossible speed. Natural meteorology had left the conversation. Commander Lyss Harker had decided that sixteen years of obedience had reached its limit.

“Command remains live on my channel,” Lyss said, and the calm in her voice was worse than shouting. “Delacroix, you have the board. Medical team, secondary triage. No one enters the restricted wing without my voice authorization.”

On the camera feed, she stepped away from the command table. That should have been a small motion. It wasn’t. The officers around her shifted as if a support pillar had just moved. Her hair was still in its hard bun, the silver streaks catching static from the air around her, and the instructor uniform strained across shoulders and hips built for command but suddenly aimed at war. She handed the command tablet to Delacroix without looking down.

“Commander,” Delacroix said, “if you leave the post…”

“Then someone competent had better use the post.”

Lyss walked into the central corridor. The lights flickered ahead of her, obeying. Pressure tightened around her body in visible waves, dust lifting from the floor and forming rings around her boots. The suppressor-limited heroines at the corridor junction felt her pass and straightened despite exhaustion. The strongest unbonded woman on campus had finally stopped asking the system for permission.

“Command is relocating to the central corridor.” Lyss’s voice carried the deep resonance of power already turning the atmosphere into a weapon. “All units, be advised: localized weather event incoming. Take cover.”

Lightning hit the central corridor.

This was tactical lightning, a bolt of atmospheric electricity that threaded through the corridor’s ventilation system, using the metal ductwork as a conductor, and discharged into the Redline assault formation with surgical accuracy. The electromagnetic pulse shorted every piece of electronic equipment in a twenty-meter radius. Four operatives went down instantly, their power-dampening equipment fused into useless slag, their tactical communications fried, their combat effectiveness eliminated by a single meteorological intervention.

Lyss entered the smoke a second later.

The corridor cameras distorted around her because the air itself was no longer neutral. Pressure thickened into invisible walls along both sides of the hall, pinning smoke and dust into two clean lanes so the wounded heroines behind her could breathe. She lifted one hand, and the spent dampening nets on the floor curled away from the suppressor-limited line like dead leaves in a storm. A Redline operative tried to raise a backup weapon. The weapon tore out of his hand, caught in a focused wind shear, and embedded itself in the ceiling panel above him.

“Medical triage behind me,” Lyss ordered, her voice carrying through the corridor without needing the comms. “Combat-capable heroines, left side. If your output flickers, you fall back before you collapse. No heroics that make more patients for the Ward.”

The gravity-class cadet with blood under her nose stared at her, still on one knee.

Lyss glanced down. “You held long enough.”

Four words. The cadet’s face broke for half a second with shocked relief. Her failure had just been renamed endurance by the one woman on campus whose judgment mattered.

Then Lyss moved on, and the corridor moved with her.

The remaining four scattered. Two retreated toward the eastern sector, their formation broken, their coordination lost. Two pushed forward, toward the restricted wing doors, the harvesting equipment on their backs driving them toward the objective despite the loss of team support.

“Two hostiles, restricted wing approach,” I said. “They’re through the corridor.”

“I’m moving,” Juno’s voice. “Twelve seconds.”

“Aurelia, northern sector status?”

“Breach points 1 through 4 are clear. I’m repositioning.” Solar light arced across the campus skyline.

The two remaining Redline operatives reached the restricted wing entrance. They were carrying harvesting equipment specifically configured for the Ward: portable power-signature extraction units that could drain a suppressed heroine’s residual energy in minutes.

They didn’t reach the door.

Juno hit them at a speed that compressed the air in the corridor into a visible shockwave. Precision strikes: the first operative’s harvesting rig shattered under a targeted kinetic impact. The second operative’s comm equipment disintegrated under a blow that was calibrated to destroy electronics without damaging the human body beneath the armor. Both men were on the ground before the shockwave reached the restricted wing doors.

“Surface approach secure,” Juno reported. The blue streak stopped, resolving into a woman in a speed suit, standing over two disabled operatives in a corridor that showed the physical evidence of a speedster at combat resolution: hairline cracks in the linoleum from the kinetic impact of her deceleration, hot rubber from her boots, friction-warmed floor sealant, and two armored men lying in positions that suggested they had been hit by something moving too fast for their nervous systems to register before it was already past them. She was barely breathing hard. The dark hair was windswept from the combat speed, the messy strands framing her face in the windswept configuration that speed created and that no stylist could replicate. “Two down. Harvesting equipment destroyed. Also, their armor is garbage. Redline should invest in better tactical suppliers.”

“Vesper, command element status?”

“Disabled. Shadow-cut their field comm network at both relay nodes. Remaining operatives have lost central coordination.” A pause. The next words came flatter, colder. “Dane. I have a second signal. Older service shaft under the medical wing. Four cold signatures. They bypassed the restricted wing doors.”

“Say that again.”

“They are already below us.”

The retreat was visible on the maintenance sensors. Redline pulling back aboveground, their visible assault broken by the combination of amplified heroine power and infrastructure-level coordination they hadn’t planned for. Lyss’s weather command controlled the central campus. Aurelia’s radiant output dominated the northern sector. Juno’s precision speed secured the restricted wing surface approach. Vesper’s shadow disruption had crippled their communications.

The suppressor-limited heroines, freed from the dampening fields by the wrecked Redline gear, hesitated, then moved. A shield-bearer with blood on her lip squared her stance. A telekinetic whose hands still shook studied the way Juno had aimed for equipment instead of bodies.

Then they went after the retreating operatives, hard, with the fury of women who’d been told all their lives they were too fragile for exactly this.

The surface battle broke in our favor faster than it had any right to. Forty operatives, months of inside intelligence, and they folded aboveground almost the moment we pushed. The ease of it was the thing that bothered me. You didn’t pay for an operation this size and then walk away the second it got hard, not unless the aboveground fight had never been the one you cared about.

In the bonds I felt it land in all three of them at once. Aurelia’s satisfaction snapped taut. Juno’s triumph curdled, her track on the motion sensors reversing so hard the air rattled window glass three floors up. And Vesper’s cool precision narrowed to a single point, already moving down through the building’s dark, following evidence that led under us.

The restricted wing was breached through a decommissioned service shaft that the academy’s renovated security map treated as sealed because a contractor thirty years ago had marked it sealed and no inspector had laid eyes on the physical lock since. My maintenance network found the sensor blind spot only after Vesper named it: a dead line under the medical wing, a run of old conduit between the laundry sub-level and the Ward’s secondary maintenance access.

Four Redline operatives had gone through it carrying harvesting equipment configured specifically for the Ward’s patients. On the sub-level feed, one blind sensor returned a smear of thermal movement descending toward rows of beds.

The smear clarified in pulses as the damaged sensor fought for a signal. One operative dropped a line into the shaft and rappelled down first. Second followed with a hard case the size of a coffin lid. Third carried folded extraction arms strapped across his back. Fourth stayed at the top for six seconds, placed a charge against the old lock, then followed. They kept moving with calm mission focus. The noise upstairs had bought them this, four men and a coffin-sized case slipping down a shaft thirty years off every inspection list while every defender in the building looked the other way.

I pulled the old construction schematics onto the terminal and overlaid them on the blind sensor data. The shaft bypassed every modern security door and opened into the maintenance run behind the Ward’s suppressor distribution wall. Thirty years of renovations had sealed it on paper and ignored it in concrete. The path ended within twenty meters of Sable’s isolation cell.

On the sub-level feed, four cold smears moved between the rows of beds, unhurried, the way you move through a room when you’ve already been told nobody is coming. I watched them and didn’t say anything for a moment, because there was nothing left to coordinate. There was only down.

“Vesper,” I said finally. “Find me the way in.”


Chapter 19: Into The Dark

We went down.

The service access to the sub-levels was the same route Vesper and I had used during the first Ward visit: decommissioned corridor, ventilation shaft descent, sealed security barrier. The difference was that this time we moved as a team, four people with three echo abilities and two full bonds and one partial resonance, operating in the ruins of security architecture built to keep them apart, a security structure that had just proven spectacularly inadequate for the task.

The other difference was that the academy’s security infrastructure was in post-assault chaos. Alarms cycling through their emergency sequences, each tone a different pitch of campus failure. Personnel displaced from their standard positions, the carefully choreographed security rotations broken by Redline’s assault and Lyss’s counterattack. Communication systems degraded by Vesper’s shadow-cuts and Lyss’s electromagnetic pulse, the campus network reduced to a patchwork of functioning nodes and dead zones. The automated monitoring that would normally detect our approach was running on backup power at reduced sensitivity, the sensors confused by the residual electromagnetic interference from the lightning strike and the kinetic displacement from Juno’s combat operations.

I gathered the team in the maintenance corridor adjacent to the ventilation shaft. The corridor was narrow, utilitarian, lit by emergency strips spaced by engineers who understood that the people who used these corridors needed to work, not be inspired. The walls smelled like concrete dust, scorched conduit, and hot insulation, the smell of a building that had been hit by both explosive charges and weather command in the same hour.

“The Ward is two levels down,” I said. “The route goes through the same shaft and corridor we used before. Vesper mapped the security layout during our first visit, but the assault has changed the conditions. The automated monitoring is partially disabled. The security barriers may have been breached by Redline before we get there.”

Aurelia adjusted her gauntlets. The battle suit was scuffed from combat, the chest plate bearing a dark mark where a dampening-field emitter had hit her at close range. Her golden hair had come loose from the combat braid, strands falling around her face. The glow at her skin was steady, controlled, the radiance of a champion fresh from defending a campus and ready to keep going. She looked tired and fierce and completely unwilling to stop.

“If Redline has breached the Ward,” she said, “the patients are defenseless. Every woman in those beds is in suppressor-induced stasis. They can’t fight. They can’t run. They can’t even scream.”

“Which is why we’re going now.” I looked at each of them. “Juno, rear guard. Your precision speed is our early warning system. Anything approaches from behind, you stop it before it reaches us.”

“Copy.” Juno shifted her weight forward, the speed suit’s blue and orange vivid in the emergency lighting. Combat focus sharpened her whole face, the playful energy replaced by the directed intensity of a speedster at war. The air around her hummed at a frequency that my speed-sense registered as combat-ready.

“Vesper, you lead. Shadow corridor. Full concealment. The automated sensors are degraded but not dead, and there may be Redline operatives in the sub-levels who didn’t make it back to their extraction point.”

“Understood.” Vesper’s voice was quiet, the usual surrounding whisper stripped down to its minimal register, the sound coming from the direction of her body rather than surrounding us from the darkness the way it usually did. She was conserving energy for the corridor, the shadow-walker running at operational minimum in the space between deployments. The collar-tracker at her throat blinked red, and I caught myself tracking the pulse the way I tracked the building’s systems: automatically, diagnostically, the red light a heartbeat that my partial echo registered as presence. In the emergency lighting, she was a study in controlled darkness: pale skin, black suit, the collar-tracker blinking its steady red against her throat. The shadows around her boots thickened at the edges of her silhouette, drawn tight by the pressure she kept out of her voice.

“Aurelia, behind Vesper. Low output. Your glow is our navigation light inside the shadow corridor, but keep it contained. We don’t want to broadcast through walls.”

“Low output. Got it.” She dialed the glow down, the golden radiance dimming to a warm amber that breathed gently at her collarbones.

Vesper led through the darkness.

Her shadow-walking created a corridor of absolute black that swallowed the light from the emergency strips, the darkness following her like a cloak that expanded to encompass all four of us. Inside the shadow corridor, we moved in silence: sound-dampened by her Expression, invisible to thermal sensors (the shadow absorbed heat signatures), undetectable by the motion sensors (the shadow field extended to cover our movement).

Aurelia followed, her radiant output dimmed to a low, controlled glow that served as navigation light within Vesper’s shadow corridor without broadcasting our position to anyone outside it. The golden shimmer off her suit was enough to see by, just bright enough to make the darkness bearable without compromising the stealth. The contrast between Vesper’s absolute darkness and Aurelia’s contained light created a pocket universe inside the shadow: dark on the outside, warm on the inside.

Juno moved at the rear, her precision speed on active scan. Every sound, every vibration, every air displacement in the sub-level corridors registered through her heightened nervous system and relayed to me in the bond as kinetic data that arrived as tactical information. Her role was early warning: if anyone approached from behind, she would sense them before they sensed us and respond at a speed that made interception impossible.

I coordinated from the center. My diagnostic sense was wide open, the three echo abilities layered simultaneously: radiant thermal mapping extending through the walls to track heat signatures in adjacent corridors, velocity movement tracking sensing the kinetic patterns of campus personnel above and around us, and shadow dark-corridor vision rendering the lightless passages in detailed grayscale. The sub-level resolved in my awareness as a three-dimensional model populated with heat signatures, motion vectors, and light-dark contrasts.

Crude, the way it always was when I ran all three at once. But it worked. I knew where every person in the sub-level was, how they were moving, and what stood between us and them.

We descended through the ventilation shaft, each rung of the maintenance ladder cold beneath my fingers. The shaft was narrow, built for equipment access, the walls pressing close enough that Aurelia’s shoulders brushed concrete on both sides. Her glow cast moving shadows that danced on the shaft walls, the solar light shifting with every rung she descended. Below us, the darkness was total. Above us, the sounds of the campus assault filtered down as muffled detonations and the distant rumble of weather command.

At the bottom, the sealed security barrier.

It was open. Not forced, not bypassed, just open, accessed from the inside and left that way.

I put my hand on the barrier’s control panel. The access log showed a timestamp from forty minutes ago and a clearance code that shouldn’t have been used during a security event. I recognized the code format. Stabilization-level access. The credential type only a handful of people on campus possessed.

“Redline was through here,” I said, keeping my voice at the whisper level that Vesper’s sound-dampening could contain. “The barrier was opened with an internal access code, not bypassed. Stabilization-level.”

We already knew the source was inside. This put a department on it. Vesper’s whisper went tight in the shadows. “Stabilization clearance narrows it to a handful of people.”

“Or one,” Aurelia said, her voice low, the solar light at her throat flaring with suppressed anger. “Brandt controls the Stabilization clearances. She could release a code without it ever touching the standard log.”

The implications sharpened the corridor around us. Aurelia’s throat-light pulsed once, Juno’s speed-hum flattened, and Vesper’s whisper went colder in the shadows. If Brandt had provided Redline with access to the Ward’s security barriers, then the assault wasn’t just an external attack exploiting internal weaknesses. It was a coordinated operation involving the academy’s own administrative leadership. The woman who ran Stabilization had potentially collaborated with the villain organization that Stabilization was supposed to protect against.

“Keep moving,” I said. “We can prosecute the conspiracy later. Right now there are twenty-seven women in the beds plus Sable down there, and none of them can defend themselves against Redline.”

The next security node made the conspiracy harder to postpone. The panel had been opened with a master override, not forced. I could read the difference in the lock’s magnetic memory: no shear stress, no heat damage, no emergency bypass scoring. Someone with authority had invited the attackers through and then let the log pretend the invitation was routine. I pulled the access log into my wrist terminal. The user code was masked, but the masking itself was administrative-grade, not Redline encryption. A Powerbound concealment layer.

“Save that,” Vesper said.

“Already copying.”

“Copy the copy,” Juno whispered from the rear. “That sentence made my teeth itch.”

We moved through the dark corridor. Two hundred meters of sealed passage, darkness that my shadow echo now navigated with confidence. Night vision turned the void into gray-scale architecture: concrete walls cracked with age, exposed conduit that hadn’t been maintained in years, the sealed doors of decommissioned storage bays that lined the corridor like closed eyes.

The corridor fought us without meaning to. The acoustic triggers in the floor were old, analog pressure plates wired to listen for vibration rather than sound, which made them harder to fool than the modern sensors. Modern systems had software. Software had assumptions. These plates had springs and contact points and a simple mechanical faith that weight meant intrusion.

Vesper’s shadow field muted footfalls but did not erase mass. I could feel the trigger grid through the velocity echo, every plate a dormant vibration waiting for the wrong heel placement. “Left wall,” I whispered. “Single file. Step on the conduit brackets, not the floor.”

Aurelia moved first, tall and controlled, her dim gold light catching the sweat at her throat as she balanced on brackets designed for pipe access rather than combat boots. Juno followed without touching the floor at all, vibrating in place between steps, using the wall for friction control. Vesper did not need the brackets. She became the line of darkness along the wall and reassembled three meters ahead, then waited for us in patient silence.

Halfway across the trigger grid, a bracket sheared under my boot.

Not fully. Enough. The metal shifted a quarter inch, and the floor plate below us clicked once.

Juno’s hand was on my chest before the second click. Aurelia’s glow brightened by reflex. Vesper’s shadow snapped tight around the plate, filling the gap beneath it with darkness dense enough to hold the contact open without letting it complete. We all froze in positions that would have looked ridiculous in any corridor that wasn’t one mechanical click away from waking every alarm in the sub-level.

The plate held.

I eased my weight back. Juno’s hand stayed against my chest, steady and warm and vibrating with contained speed. Vesper’s eyes appeared in the dark ahead, flat and lethal.

“Next bracket is cracked too,” she whispered.

“Of course it is,” Juno said. “Wouldn’t want the murder basement to have decent flooring.”

“Move,” I said, and we moved, slower this time, with the darkness holding the floor’s breath beneath us.

Halfway through, Juno’s bond-pulse spiked.

“Contact,” she whispered. “Behind us. Two heat signatures, moving fast. Sixty meters.”

My radiant echo confirmed it. Two warm bodies in the corridor behind us, moving with the coordinated pace of trained operatives. Not campus security. Campus security moved in pairs with a four-second stagger. These two moved shoulder to shoulder, the formation of a team that trained together and killed together.

“Redline stragglers,” I said. “Heading for the same place we are.”

“I’ll handle it.” Juno’s voice carried easy confidence; her precision speed had turned an entire Redline assault force into a retreat. “Thirty seconds.”

“Non-lethal. We need them alive for testimony.”

“Obviously.” A gust of displaced air. The shadow corridor rippled where Juno had departed, the darkness momentarily disrupted by the kinetic displacement of a speedster launching at combat velocity.

I tracked her by the bright kinetic line of Juno’s bond. The signature of her speed was a vibrating thread that stretched back through the dark corridor. She reached the two operatives in 1.4 seconds, then stopped instead of striking.

“Problem,” she whispered across the bond. “They have a dampening disc.”

The disc sat between the operatives on the floor, a flat black device pulsing outward in a low field calibrated for speedsters. If Juno hit the field at full velocity, the dampening pulse would steal enough kinetic output to turn her precision into impact. She would slam into the operatives instead of disabling them, and non-lethal would become a guess.

“Ceiling conduit,” I said. My velocity echo read the vibration path above her. “Three meters over your head. It runs behind them. Use the conduit for approach, not the floor. Strike from above, two-point contact, shoulders and wrists. Don’t let your boots cross the disc plane.”

“You want me to wall-run upside down in a maintenance corridor with two armed idiots under me.”

“Yes.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s asked me all night.”

Her kinetic signature climbed the wall, hit the ceiling conduit, and ran upside down above the dampening field, nothing but a smear and a wake of disturbed air. The operatives heard the vibration too late. One looked up. Juno dropped on him like a precise meteor, knee to shoulder, hand to wrist, twisting the weapon out of line before the trigger completed. Her other foot caught the second operative’s elbow and pinned it against the wall. Two controlled impacts. No lethal force. No wasted speed.

The dampening disc pulsed again. Juno wasn’t in its plane. She hooked one toe under the device, flipped it upward, and caught it in her hand by the insulated rim.

“Cute,” she said, and clicked it off.

Two bodies hit the floor. The vibration pattern changed from moving-threat to downed-targets.

Juno returned in 3.2 seconds. She fell back into formation at the rear, barely breathing harder than she had been.

“Two down,” she reported. “Zip-tied with their own equipment straps. They’ll keep.”

“Juno.” Aurelia’s voice carried quiet admiration, the radiant warmth genuine rather than performed. “You zip-tied two armored operatives in three seconds.”

“Two-point-eight, actually. The second one had a weird buckle. Non-standard tactical equipment. Whoever supplies Redline should fire their quartermaster.” She paused, and the bond carried the unmistakable kinetic signature of chewing. “Also, I took his protein bar. Combat spoils. It’s actually decent. Chocolate peanut butter. Redline has better snack procurement than the academy.”

“You’re eating a villain’s protein bar during a combat operation.”

“I’m maintaining my caloric intake during sustained high-speed deployment. The manual says to refuel during operational pauses.” Another bite. “Also, it’s really good.”

“Focus,” I said, but I felt the grin in the bond, bright and kinetic, the joke thrown into the corridor because the Ward smell was already reaching us, disinfectant and old suppressor aerosol and fear trapped in concrete. She always got louder the closer we got to something bad. I’d stopped reading it as carelessness a while ago.

At the Ward entrance, we stopped.

The double doors were damaged. Blast marks from breaching charges, the metal bent inward where Redline had applied explosive force to the reinforced barrier. The biometric locks were shattered, the electronic components fused by the detonation. The doors hung open, twisted on their hinges, admitting us to the place the academy had built to contain its failures.

The smell hit me first. Antiseptic, suppressor aerosol, hot plastic from breached equipment, and the chemical tang of suppressor compounds at high concentration. Under it, scorched metal and detonation residue from the assault. And under all of that, so faint it was nearly imagination, the smell of fear, twenty-seven women in chemical stasis whose bodies were still afraid even where their minds had been switched off.

Inside, the Ward was a combat zone.

The fluorescent strips had been knocked to emergency red by the assault, the gray-green of the Ward replaced by crimson lighting that made every surface look bloodstained. The suppressor distribution system was cycling erratically, the automated controls damaged by the breach, the chemical delivery fluctuating between standard dosage and elevated output. Several beds had been overturned, the medical equipment scattered across the linoleum, IV stands toppled, monitoring screens cracked.

The patients lay in their beds, each one a bed number and a dosage chart I’d read on my first visit. Faces slack with chemical unconsciousness. IV lines and dermal patches feeding them the poison on schedule, automatic, nobody required to be in the room while it happened. That was the part that always got me. They’d built it so they wouldn’t have to watch. In the crimson light they looked already dead, the waxy suppressor pallor pushed past comatose into something the eye refused, and the distinction between that and actual death was a thinner line tonight than it had ever been.

And the harvesting rigs were active.

The first alarm I heard was not loud. The Ward didn’t waste sound on panic. It chimed with clinical restraint from the monitor above bed twelve, a polite tone announcing that a woman’s pulse had dropped below survivable parameters. The woman in that bed had silver hair cut short against her skull and dermal patches covering both arms. Her power signature was a thin blue thread, some kind of pressure manipulation buried under years of suppressors, and the rig attached to her IV line was pulling that thread thinner with every second.

Bed nineteen followed. Then bed four. Three tones, staggered and civil, as if the machines were embarrassed to interrupt a murder.

The extraction rigs did not simply drain energy. They synchronized with the suppressor delivery system, using the chemical pathway already installed in the women’s bodies as an access route. Suppressors went in. Power came out. The medical tubing that should have delivered care had become a siphon. One of the Redline operatives adjusted a dial with the indifferent competence of a technician optimizing flow rate.

On bed four, the patient’s hand twitched against the restraint. The movement was small, two fingers curling inward, the body’s last argument against being emptied. The rig answered by increasing suction. Her power signature guttered. The read translated the fall into time remaining and gave me a number I did not want.

Three minutes if we didn’t stop it.

Two Redline operatives were in the main Ward, working in the red light. They had connected portable power-signature extraction units to three occupied beds, the equipment humming with the predatory frequency that meant it was drawing energy from the suppressed heroines. The extraction probes ran into the IV lines, co-opting the suppressor delivery systems to siphon out whatever residual power the women had left.

The women in the beds couldn’t fight, couldn’t move, couldn’t scream. The rigs were turning the last of them into product, one degraded signature at a time, while two men adjusted dials like technicians on a flow line.

I felt the anger sharpen to something flat and useful. Their power signatures were guttering, each flicker weaker than the last, the way a fire goes out when somebody keeps pouring water on it on purpose.

The order this time had to invert. The patients were the clock, not the operatives.

“Vesper, the operatives first. They’ve got hands on the dials. Take the hands.”

Shadow filaments erupted from the darkness at the Ward’s edges and wrapped both operatives ankle to shoulder before either finished reaching for a sidearm, pinning the trigger fingers, dragging their hands off the extraction dials. Cool, precise, inescapable. She didn’t kill them. She had the restraint not to, which was its own kind of statement.

“Juno, the probes. Pull them, don’t smash them. We need the rigs intact for evidence.”

A rush of air past my shoulder. Three soft, surgical disconnects. The extraction probes slid free of the IV lines without tearing tissue, the cuts clean enough that an investigator could reconstruct exactly what the rigs had been doing to whom. The patients’ guttering signatures stopped falling the instant the probes came out.

“Aurelia, the ones already drained. Get warmth into them before their bodies notice the power’s gone.”

That was the part that wasn’t in any manual. The three women on the circuit had been chemically adapted to a power state the rigs had just emptied. Aurelia knelt at the silver-haired woman’s bed and laid both glowing hands flat on her sternum, feeding radiant warmth into a body that was about to crash from the sudden absence. The crimson Ward went gold. The monitor above bed twelve stopped chiming. Then bed nineteen. Then four.

The whole sequence took six seconds. Slower than our usual four. Worth the difference.

Juno straightened from the last rig, brushing polymer residue off her gloves. “Slowest takedown of my career and I’m weirdly proud of it.”

“Because you didn’t break anything,” Aurelia said, still kneeling beside the silver-haired woman, warmth pouring from her palms. “This one saved lives instead of furniture.”

“Can’t it be both?”

I checked the restrained operatives through my ability. Alive, conscious, unable to move. The shadow filaments held them in compression that was physically inescapable without cutting the shadow-matter itself, which required a power that Redline operatives didn’t possess. Their vital signs were stable. Their equipment was disabled. Their weapons were scattered on the linoleum three meters from reach.

“Check the harvesting rig data,” Vesper said from the shadow at the Ward’s edge. “The extraction units log every signature they capture. Those logs will show exactly what Redline intended to do with the Ward patients and may contain evidence of who commissioned the operation.”

I accessed the nearest rig’s control panel. Military-grade interface, encrypted, but the maintenance protocols that governed the harvesting equipment used the same base architecture as the academy’s power-monitoring systems. My containment credentials, built for the academy’s infrastructure, provided partial access to the rig’s diagnostic mode.

The extraction logs were damning. Each harvesting rig had been pre-programmed with specific target parameters keyed to the exact power classifications stored in the Ward. The same inside source that had handed over the campus layout had handed over the patient database too: locations, classifications, and market priorities. The rigs had price tags embedded in their targeting logic. No currency symbols. No invoices. Just priority weights that mapped too cleanly to market value to be anything else. Solar-class residual signatures ranked high. Velocity-class higher. Adaptive biology had a separate acquisition flag, marked “live integrity required,” which meant the buyer did not want extracted power alone. They wanted the woman, or enough of her living tissue to make the distinction academic. I looked toward Sable’s open cell and felt the diagnostic part of my mind go cold enough to function.

“Dane.” Aurelia’s voice, tight. She was standing over one of the three beds that had been on the extraction circuit. “This woman. Her power signature is barely registering. If the rig had run another two minutes…”

She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. Two more minutes and the extraction would have drained the last remnants of that heroine’s ability, and without the ability, the suppressors would have had nothing to manage, and the body would have crashed because it had been chemically adapted to a power state that no longer existed. Two minutes between harvesting and murder, and the Redline operatives had been working with the casual efficiency of men on a schedule.

I filed the information and turned back to the Ward. The remaining beds were intact, the patients still in stasis, the suppressor system cycling erratically but not yet at dangerous levels. The extraction had been interrupted before it caused irreversible damage to the three targeted heroines, their power signatures showing depleted but recoverable levels. Given time and proper medical care, the extracted energy would regenerate even through the suppressors’ dampening effect.

Then I felt it.

The shadow echo registered absence. Something had been here and was no longer. A void in the thermal field where a heat signature should have been, the negative space left by a body that had occupied a specific location and moved.

Sable’s cell was open.

I ran.

The team followed without needing orders. Three power signatures falling into formation behind me: golden radiance, blue velocity, dark shadow. The bond and the partial echo carrying my urgency without words.

The reinforced door to the isolation cell was buckled outward, torn from its hinges with a force that I recognized from the claw marks I’d seen on the walls during my first visit. The suppressor emitters in the door frame were shattered, the heavy-duty chemical delivery systems ripped apart by physical force that exceeded their structural tolerance. The monitoring station was dark, the equipment smashed. The door had been torn open from the inside.

Inside the cell, two more Redline operatives lay on the floor.

They were alive. Barely. One had deep lacerations across his tactical armor, the reinforced polymer shredded by claws capable of cutting through material rated to resist superhuman force. The cuts were precise, defensive, the pattern left by an attack in a confined space and answered with the lethal effectiveness of a body built to adapt to threats. The second operative was unconscious, his helmet cracked, the ballistic faceplate bearing the imprint of a fist that had punched through glass rated for pistol-caliber impacts.

Sable had fought them off.

Two armed, armored Redline operatives had entered her cell expecting to find a suppressed, helpless patient. They had found a woman whose adaptive biology had been straining against years of chemical restraint, and the assault on the Ward had disrupted the suppressor distribution system just enough to let her body do what it was made to do.

She stood in the corner of the cell, exactly where I’d found her before. But she wasn’t cowering this time. She was braced, weight forward, ready for whatever came through the door next and prepared to meet it with claws that could cut through tactical armor and skin that could stop a bullet.

Her adaptive biology was in partial shift: skin hardened across her forearms and hands, the iridescent shimmer cycling through threat-response colors of deep blue and silver, claws extended to their full length, curved and sharp and dark against the hardened skin. Her vertical pupils were narrow, amber-bright, scanning the cell entrance for the next threat. The medical gown was torn from the struggle, exposing the iridescent skin of her shoulders and the luminescent markings that traced her collarbones, the patterns dim but visible, pulsing with the faint biological glow of a body fighting its way back from years of chemical suppression.

She was bleeding from a new wound on her shoulder, where one of the operatives had hit her with something before she’d overpowered them. The blood was dark against her brown skin, mixing with the iridescent shimmer, the colors of injury and adaptation blending on her body.

She was twenty-two years old and she had fought off two armed Redline operatives with her bare hands while her body was still partially suppressed by the chemical restraint that had prevented her adaptive biology from reaching its full potential.

The cell told the rest of the fight. One restraint strap hung from the wall in shredded loops. Another had been bitten through, not chewed, cut by teeth that had adapted to the material faster than the material could hold. The floor was scored with claw marks where she had braced herself against the first operative’s weight. A broken injector lay under the bed frame, its needle bent, the cartridge still half-full of whatever emergency sedative Redline had brought for her.

They had come prepared to bag a sedated specimen, and what they’d met instead was a bed frame ripped half out of its wall mounts and driven into the first operative’s knee. The dent in his armor matched the shape of the frame’s corner. The second operative’s cracked faceplate had a smear of iridescent skin-oil across it where her fist had gone through the visor and stopped one inch short of his eye. All of it defensive, all of it controlled, and that was the terrifying part: she hadn’t lost control at all. She had chosen exactly where not to kill them.

“Sable,” I said.

She moved before I finished the word.

She crossed the cell in two steps, claws still out, skin still hardened, every defensive measure her body could produce still fully active, and she hit me like a wave. Arms around my chest, face buried against my throat, the impact hard enough to stagger me back a step. The claws pressed against my spine without breaking skin, the biological weapons held at the precise threshold between gripping and cutting, her body choosing the exact amount of force that said “holding” instead of “hurting.”

Behind me, Aurelia lowered her radiance until the cell stopped throwing hard shadows. Juno went perfectly still.

This was nothing like the cell weeks ago. Then she had tested me one ounce at a time, head against my knee, a woman calculating risk. She had run that calculation already, somewhere in the corner of this room while she waited with claws out, and finished it the moment she heard my heartbeat come through the walls.

Her claws retracted against my back, all of them at once, a single decisive motion with none of the slow finger-by-finger doubt she’d offered before.

The hardened skin softened against my chest. The threat-response blues shifted to warm copper in a rush, and I felt the temperature change through my uniform. Vesper’s shadow pulled back from the cell edges without being asked. Aurelia dimmed her glow to a soft amber.

Three women reading the room. Making themselves quiet because the woman pressed against my chest needed the world to be small.

“You fought them and you won,” I said against her hair.

She made a sound that wasn’t a word. A vibration through her ribs into mine, something between acknowledgment and relief, the vocalization of a body that communicated through frequency and pressure rather than language.

Her body ran warm against mine, a living, adjustable warmth, the heat of a body built to match its environment deciding that the right temperature for this moment was the temperature of the man holding it. Her iridescent skin shifted under my hands as I held her, the cool blues of combat draining away and amber-gold coming up in their place, her biology writing relief across her in color faster than she could have said it.

“Don’t leave,” she said.

The first coherent sentence she’d spoken in months. Quiet, spoken against the skin of my throat.

Two words, and they hit me harder than anything Redline had thrown that night.

For a second I wasn’t a coordinator, or a containment tech, or an Amplifier candidate with three echoes fighting for bandwidth. I was just a man holding a shaking woman who had asked for the only thing the academy had never given her. I hated that I could not give it yet.

“I’m not leaving,” I said.

She pressed harder against me. The iridescent shimmer on her skin warmed, the colors shifting to amber and gold, the trust response amplified to a full-body expression that made her skin glow with the luminous beauty that her adaptive biology produced when she felt safe. Her body softened, the defensive armor fully retracting, the claws gone, the hardened skin smooth and iridescent and warm against my hands.

I could feel her power signature through my diagnostic sense: suppressed, damaged, but alive. The adaptive biology that the academy had spent years trying to contain was fighting its way back, each layer of the defensive shift a small rebellion against the chemicals that had held it down. Even partially suppressed, even weakened by years of chemical poison, her Expression was extraordinary.

The academy had classified her as “unstable C-tier.” I was holding a woman who had recognized me in the middle of a battlefield and made the whole room gentler by choosing not to be alone.

Behind me, Aurelia’s light tightened to a narrow gold halo. Juno’s speed-hum went silent.

They saw it. The trust Sable offered without words, through skin contact and the deliberate choice to press her body against me while the Ward burned red around us. For a woman whose only previous touch had come from handlers and restraint teams, it was the loudest thing she could have said.

“Dane.” Vesper’s voice, from the shadow at the cell’s edge. Quiet. Professional. Carrying an urgency that cut through the moment. “The Ward’s suppressor system is spiking. Someone activated a secondary protocol from the administrative level.”

I felt it through the resonance. The suppressor distribution system, which had been cycling erratically since the breach, was now surging. Output climbing beyond standard levels, beyond elevated levels, toward a threshold I recognized from the archive data.

Emergency suppressor saturation.

The failsafe Brandt had built into the Ward. A protocol that would overload every emitter at once and flood every patient with a lethal dose of the chemical that had held them in stasis for years.

The justification would be operational: neutralize the assets before Redline could capture them. The reality was simpler. A dead Ward couldn’t testify, and the evidence had heartbeats, and Brandt had decided she could live with that.

“How long?” I asked.

“Saturation reaches lethal threshold in approximately eight minutes,” Vesper said. “The protocol is automated. Once initiated, it requires administrative override codes to cancel. Codes that Brandt controls.”

Eight minutes.

Sable’s grip on my chest tightened. She could feel the surge through her own biology, the poison that had held her down for years now climbing toward a number that would kill.

Her cracked voice found two new words, dragged up from somewhere the chemicals hadn’t reached. “Stay. Please.” Clearer than before, and more frightened.

“I’m not going anywhere.” I held her with one arm and looked at the other three. “Brandt opened the emitters. Every bed in here, plus Sable, unless we shut it down.”

None of them asked me to repeat the number. They could all hear the system around us, the emitters cycling up through the walls, the new note under the alarms that hadn’t been there a minute ago. Aurelia’s glow came up to combat gold. Juno went still the way she only ever went before she moved. Vesper was already gone into the dark at the room’s edge.

The Ward kept its quiet, polite chiming over bed twelve, and we got to work inside the sound of it.


Chapter 20: Overload

Eight minutes.

My diagnostic sense mapped the Ward in full combat resolution: twenty-seven occupied beds, each one wired into the suppressor network through IV lines and dermal patches, plus Sable’s cell with its overbuilt emitter frame cycling harder than any of them. The emitters in the ceiling and walls had run up to maximum, flooding the room with an aerosolized compound that would stack on top of the IV delivery and push every patient past the lethal line. The mist was visible in the red light, a chemical fog that smelled like antiseptic and tasted like metal.

The weakest would go first, six minutes from now. The strongest would last the full eight. Then nobody.

I ran the tactical assessment with borrowed speed-sense clarity, the enhanced reaction time translating combat-level urgency into analytical order. The problem had three components: aerosol delivery (the mist filling the Ward), direct delivery (the IV lines and dermal patches feeding suppressors directly into each patient’s bloodstream), and emitter control (the emitters running the saturation protocol from their local memory after Brandt’s activation).

Three components. Three women with the abilities to address them. One containment tech to coordinate.

“Aurelia,” I said. “Radiant shield around the occupied beds. Your solar energy can absorb suppressor compounds on contact. It’s the same principle as your overload grounding during the exhibition, reversed. You’re not channeling power out. You’re channeling poison away. The aerosol is the primary delivery vector. If you shield every bed, the aerosolized compound can’t reach the patients.”

“How many beds can I cover?”

“All of them, if you extend the shield across the full Ward. A single dome, not individual shields. But it’ll drain your output faster than combat. The suppressor compound is energy-dense. Absorbing it requires sustained radiant conversion. You have minutes of coverage at this intensity, not hours.”

“Then I have minutes. That’s enough.” Radiance erupted through the Ward as Aurelia extended her radiant shield in a massive golden dome that covered every occupied bed. The shield was enormous, the largest sustained radiant construct I’d ever seen her create, a hemisphere of golden energy that spanned the full Ward and absorbed the suppressor aerosol on contact. Where the chemical mist touched the golden surface, it hissed and evaporated, the solar energy burning through the suppressor compound and converting it to harmless thermal residue.

The shield took the first minute like a champion: smooth surface, steady output, gold so bright that every bed looked lit by dawn. The second minute showed the price. Hairline fractures of white stress threaded through the dome wherever the aerosol concentration thickened, not cracks in the construct but pressure marks in the resonance, signs of radiant conversion operating beyond the range any combat instructor would have called sustainable. Aurelia widened her stance and lifted both hands, palms out, knees flexing as twenty-seven poison streams tried to become one mass casualty.

Bed six convulsed before Juno reached the line. The patient was a broad-shouldered telekinetic whose power signature had been crushed so flat by suppressors that it barely registered, but the survival reflex still broke through: one hand snapped against the restraint, fingers clawing at empty air, an unconscious body fighting a chemical execution. Bed nine’s monitor dropped into a red warning tone. Bed fourteen’s breathing stuttered, stopped for one awful second, then restarted when Aurelia forced the shield brighter over that quadrant and burned the aerosol concentration down by sheer radiant will.

“Aurelia,” I said.

“I have it.” Her voice was iron dragged over stone. “Do your part.”

The aerosol was being contained. But the IV delivery was still active. Each patient was still receiving suppressor through their direct lines, the chemical flowing through tubing that bypassed the shield and entered their bodies through venous access.

“Juno. Precision speed. Every IV line, every dermal patch, every direct delivery connection in this Ward needs to be disconnected. Twenty-seven beds. The tubing is standard medical-grade, detachable at the cannula junction with a quarter-turn counterclockwise. The dermal patches have adhesive locks that release with the same counterclockwise turn.”

“Twenty-seven beds. Quarter-turn counterclockwise. I can do that in my sleep.” Then she was gone, the air clapping shut where she’d stood.

Juno moved through the Ward at a speed that erased her outline entirely, the displacement wave rattling the IV stands she’d already passed. I tracked her by the rapid kinetic bursts of Juno’s bond: each stop was a burst of precision, a 0.4-second pause at each bed while her hands performed the medical disconnect at a speed that turned fine motor work into art. Locate the IV junction by touch (the cannula’s distinctive ridge recognizable even at speed). Quarter-turn counterclockwise (the standard medical connector yielding to calibrated torque). Pull the line free (gentle enough to avoid tearing the patient’s skin, which was fragile from years of chemical suppression). Release the dermal patches (the same counterclockwise turn, applied to the adhesive locks that the manufacturer had built for deliberate removal and that Juno had learned to operate in the time between heartbeats).

The precision was extraordinary, and it was a different thing entirely from the raw velocity the exhibition crowds had cheered, speed applied with surgical intention, each motion calibrated to protect rather than destroy. The bond hadn’t just given her faster feet. It had given her steadier hands.

“Six. Seven. Eight.” Her voice on the comms was clipped, focused, each number a confirmation that another woman was no longer receiving the chemical that was supposed to kill her. “Thirteen done. Fourteen. Fifteen.”

At bed seventeen, the IV line was tangled with the monitoring leads. The patient had shifted in her stasis, the unconscious movement of a body that was being chemically restrained but not fully sedated, and the tubing had wrapped around the monitoring wires in a knot that required a second of additional work. Juno didn’t hesitate. She separated the lines with practiced fingers trained by years of watching medical staff work on her own body, knowing how medical equipment was assembled because she had been the equipment’s subject.

“Twenty. Twenty-one. Twenty-two. Twenty-three.”

She stumbled at bed twenty-four. The patient had been restrained: wrist and ankle straps that the evacuation team hadn’t removed, the restraints preventing Juno from accessing the IV junction without releasing them first. Thick padded straps, the same model I’d seen in the containment supply catalog, rated for superhuman resistance. Juno’s hands found the buckle mechanism, the speed-enhanced fingers reading the latch geometry in milliseconds, and she snapped the wrist straps open with a controlled kinetic impact that released the latch without jarring the patient. An extra second. She compensated. Released the ankle straps, disconnected the line, moved on.

“Twenty-five. Twenty-six.” A pause. “The last one has a double line. Two IV connections, separate veins, cross-fed through a junction box. This is a heavy-suppression patient. The dosage is at least triple standard.”

“Disconnect both at the junction box. Single point of failure.”

“Copy.” A kinetic snap. “Done. Twenty-seven beds, all disconnected.”

Five minutes remaining. The aerosol was being absorbed by Aurelia’s shield. The direct delivery was severed. But the suppressor saturation protocol was still running, the emitters still pumping compound into the Ward’s atmosphere, the concentration building against Aurelia’s shield.

Disconnecting the lines didn’t fix the women already poisoned by them. Bed twelve’s oxygen saturation fell. Bed four’s pulse fluttered into an arrhythmic stutter. Bed nineteen’s power signature surged in panic against chemical suppression, a reflexive flare from an unconscious body that didn’t know why it was dying and only knew to push back.

Aurelia widened the dome by six inches around those three beds, adding a second layer of gold over them. The extra shield caught the aerosol blowback and burned it white. Her knees bent under the load. She didn’t fall.

“Those three are crashing,” I said.

“I see them.” Her voice was tight enough to cut. “Keep working.”

Sable’s head snapped toward bed twelve. Even from the cell doorway, her adaptive biology read the failing rhythm. Her pupils narrowed, then widened, the threat response colliding with recognition. Those were her neighbors. The women whose breathing she had listened to through years of concrete and suppressor haze.

She started moving before I assigned her a role.

“Vesper. The suppressor network is controlled from the medical wing data center, sublevel two. The command links between the data center and the Ward emitters run through the building’s main conduit in the north wall. If you shadow-cut the conduit, you sever the command link between the data center and the emitters.”

“The conduit is behind three meters of reinforced concrete and reactive polymer. Even my shadow filaments can’t cut through three meters of military-grade construction.”

“Your shadow filaments can phase through matter when you extend them through shadow. The concrete is opaque to light but permeable to shadow. Push a filament through the wall, following the shadow channels in the material’s grain, find the conduit, and sever the fiber-optic bundle. The emitters can’t receive the saturation command if the command channel is physically destroyed.”

Vesper was silent for one second. Processing the physics. Shadow filaments could interact with physical matter when phased: cutting, restraining, severing. But phasing through three meters of reinforced concrete required extending the filament through the shadow-channels in the material, the microscopic voids in the concrete’s grain where light didn’t reach and shadow existed as a natural phenomenon.

“Thirty seconds,” she said. She dissolved into the shadow at the Ward’s edge. I felt her shadow-echo signature move through the building’s structure, a cold absence passing through concrete and steel, the shadow filaments extending through the material’s grain like threads through fabric.

Twenty seconds. The emitters still pumped. Aurelia’s shield held, the golden dome absorbing the aerosol with a steady hiss, but I could see the strain in her posture. The sustained absorption was draining her output at a rate I tracked with increasing urgency. She had minutes of coverage at this intensity. Maybe four. Maybe three.

“Dane.” Aurelia’s voice was strained, steady but only just. The radiant shield covering twenty-seven beds was the largest sustained construct she’d ever created, and the suppressor compound it was absorbing was energy-dense. “I can feel the compound hitting the shield. It’s stronger than standard suppressors. Higher concentration. Whatever they loaded the emitters with, it’s not the standard dosage.”

“It’s the kill dose. Concentrated. Mixed for lethal effect.” I kept my voice steady despite the analysis running in my head. “Hold. Vesper is almost through.”

Ten seconds.

“Command link severed,” Vesper’s whisper surrounded us. “The conduit is cut. The data center has lost control of the Ward emitters.”

But the emitters didn’t stop.

The hum continued. The aerosol still pumped. The protocol was automated: once initiated, it ran on a local timer cached in each emitter’s control board. Cutting the command link prevented new instructions from reaching the emitters, but the protocol already loaded into the individual boards continued executing on their local memory.

“The emitters are running on local memory,” I said. “The protocol is cached in each emitter cluster’s control board. Cutting the command link stopped new commands, but the existing saturation protocol is executing from twenty-one local boards mounted in the ceiling and walls of this Ward.”

The maintenance schematic should have told me which boards mattered. It didn’t. Brandt’s kill protocol had hidden the active clusters behind dead loops, false statuses, and maintenance labels that reported standby while the emitters kept pumping poison. The visible network lied with bureaucratic neatness.

So I reached for the incomplete thing Vesper and I had built between us.

The full bond was absent; so was true shadow-walking. All I had was a partial shadow echo, cold and narrow, dragged through the Ward’s walls like a wire through bone. Darkness opened behind my eyes. The concrete’s blind spaces became pressure and negative shape: conduit gaps, inactive service cavities, the black threads where power lines crossed behind insulation. Pain lanced under my ribs as I pushed farther than the echo wanted to go, trying to make a partial resonance behave like a complete map.

“Dane.” Vesper’s voice cut through the shadow-acoustic channel, sharp with warning. “Stop. You’re forcing a partial echo like a full bond.”

“Need the pattern.”

The Ward tilted. Black flecks crawled across the red emergency light. For three seconds I could not feel the floor under my boots, only the cold geometry of the emitter network: twenty-one dark knots, north and south banks, local boards chained in a staggered sequence designed to keep the saturation protocol alive if the main conduit died. I saw the safe route for Juno and me through the northern clusters. I saw where Vesper could cut the southern bank from inside the wall. I saw the hidden order Brandt’s protocol used to keep killing after command loss.

Then the echo snapped back into its partial limits, leaving my mouth tasting like copper and shadow.

Twenty-one emitter clusters. Each with a local control board accessible through a maintenance panel. The panels were standard maintenance hardware: Phillips-head screws, modular circuit boards, reset switches. Standard containment-tech equipment. Hardware I’d been working with every day since I started.

This was literally my job.

“Juno. I need you to move me to each cluster. Thirty seconds at each one for me to open the panel and disconnect the control board. Twenty-one clusters. That’s approximately eleven minutes at standard speed.”

“We don’t have eleven minutes.”

“At your speed, carrying me, with fifteen seconds per stop and Vesper cutting the southern bank in parallel, we can do it in under six.”

“Under six is still cutting it close.”

“Then we don’t waste time discussing it. Grab on.”

I grabbed Juno’s arm. The acceleration was violent: zero to sixty miles per hour in a hallway, my body pulled by velocity that my echo could buffer but not eliminate. The inertia hit my spine, my neck, my organs, the physical reality of being moved at a speed that my body was not built for. Wind that shouldn’t exist in an enclosed space slammed against my face. The Ward blurred into a smear of red emergency light and golden shield glow and the gray of walls that had been built to contain failure and were now the backdrop for the most desperate maintenance operation of my career.

Juno deposited me at the first emitter panel on the north wall, her hands steadying me just long enough for my body to adjust to the sudden stop, and I had the cover off and the multitool on the Phillips-head screws in one motion.

The Kellerman 440 did what it was made to do. The Phillips-head bit engaged the first screw with the precision of a tool that had been shaped by eighteen months of daily use. My fingers knew the torque requirement. My wrist knew the angle. My body knew the motion the way a musician’s body knew a chord: without thinking, because the thinking had been done three thousand repetitions ago.

The control board disconnected in twenty-two seconds. The emitter went silent. One voice in the chorus of chemical murder went quiet.

“Next.”

She pulled me to the second. The acceleration was already familiar, my borrowed speed-sense buffering the worst of the G-forces while my containment training kept my stomach where it belonged. The second emitter’s panel was older, the Phillips-head screws corroded by the Ward’s chemically laden atmosphere, the metal surfaces pitted and discolored by years of exposure to suppressor compounds that were apparently corrosive to hardware as well as human neural pathways. Twenty-five seconds instead of twenty-two. The extra three seconds felt like a year.

Third. Faster this time. The panel cover was already loose, a maintenance deficiency that for once worked in my favor: a tech who’d half-assed this housing a year ago and had no idea he’d just saved twelve seconds of someone’s life. The control board came free with a satisfying click.

“Faster than you,” Juno said, reading the count off the bond.

“It was loose.”

“Excuses.” She had me at the fourth before the word finished.

After that the work blurred into one long motion: panel off, screws out, lift the board, pull the leads, next. The same job I’d done a thousand times in training arenas and dormitory wings, except this time the room was full of people and the equipment I was stripping had been built to kill them. My hands didn’t know the difference. They did the job at whatever speed Juno gave them, while she carried me between sites, Vesper cut an entire bank from the conduit side, and Aurelia held her shield between the beds and the poison in the air.

By the tenth cluster my hands were bleeding, the panel edges built for careful gloved access and not for combat-speed demolition. Juno’s grip on my arm had gone bruising. Each acceleration-deceleration cycle pushed my body through forces her bond could buffer but not erase, my neck stiffening, my vision graying at the edges.

But the emitters were going dark. One by one, the hum diminishing, the chemical output dropping as each control board was physically disconnected from the network. The aerosol concentration in the Ward was decreasing, Aurelia’s shield absorbing the residual compound while new output from the disabled emitters ceased.

The monitors noticed before the room did. Saturation curves bent downward in tiny increments, the red projections sliding from fatal to critical to unstable. Not safe. But the line had stopped running straight toward death, and that was the first good number the machines had given me all night.

The middle section of the Ward was harder. The emitters were mounted higher, requiring Juno to lift me to ceiling level for each panel. She held me with one arm while I worked with both hands, the speedster’s strength keeping me suspended while the containment tech’s fingers did the precision work. The position was awkward, painful, the angle wrong for the screwdriver, my multitool slipping twice before finding purchase.

On the eighteenth, a screw stripped, the corroded head chewing out under the tool. I shifted to the flat-head blade, wedged it under the edge, and levered it loose with a trick I’d worked out in year two for exactly this kind of failure. Three extra seconds.

Aurelia’s shield flickered. The output drain was approaching her limits. Her amplified power was extraordinary, five times her original maximum, but sustaining a Ward-wide shield while absorbing concentrated lethal-dose suppressor compound was pushing even S-tier output toward exhaustion. The golden dome dimmed, brightened, dimmed again. The flicker was a countdown.

“Hurry,” she said. Her voice was tight, every word measured out like a breath taken in deep water, the sound of someone spending power she no longer had to spare.

Juno’s kinetic hum stuttered in the bond, but the old neural failure wasn’t back. This was simple physical load, the cost of carrying a grown man at combat speed through stop-start vectors while keeping each deceleration gentle enough that my spine stayed in one piece and each acceleration sharp enough to beat a murder countdown. Sweat slicked her temples. Her grin was gone, replaced by a focused baring of teeth that had more in common with endurance than humor.

“Still with me?” I asked.

“Do the screws,” she said.

So I did.

Vesper’s whisper cut through the channel. “Southern bank severed. The last two clusters are isolated from the command loop, but their boards are still running local memory.”

Sable appeared.

She had followed us from her cell, moving through the Ward on bare feet, partially shifted, her adaptive biology responding to the crisis with the swift intelligence of a body built to adapt to threats. Her short, uneven hair was wild around her face, the cropped tufts dark against the iridescent shimmer of her skin. She was small. Five-two, compact, the medical gown torn from the earlier fight with the Redline operatives, exposing the iridescent brown skin of her shoulders and the luminescent markings that traced her collarbones. The markings were glowing: faint blue-white pulses that synchronized with her heartbeat, the biological signal of a body running at threat-response levels.

Her hardened skin absorbed the suppressor aerosol that leaked past Aurelia’s weakening shield. I watched it happen through the resonance: the chemical compound contacted her hardened dermis and was metabolized in under two seconds, the iridescent shimmer cycling through stress-response colors as her biology processed the poison the way it processed every threat. By adapting. By metabolizing. By converting what should have killed her into fuel for the adaptation that the academy had spent years trying to suppress.

Years of suppressors, and her body was still fighting. Still adapting. Still turning Powerbound’s poison into power.

She positioned herself between the emitters and the nearest occupied beds, the ones closest to where Aurelia’s shield was flickering. A living shield, her compact body absorbing the chemical assault that her fellow patients couldn’t resist. Her vertical pupils were narrow with threat response, the amber-green scanning the Ward for enemies, but her position was protective, not aggressive. She had placed herself between danger and the women who couldn’t move.

Nobody had asked her or assigned her or handed her a schedule. She saw the threat and moved toward it because someone in the room had earned her trust, and for Sable trust just meant protection.

The files called her “unstable C-tier.” Watching her plant herself between a poison cloud and a sleeping stranger, on her own initiative, with no camera and no audience to perform it for, I thought the file had it exactly backwards, and didn’t waste any more thought on it than that, because the next board needed pulling.

What mattered, right now, was the people in the beds. The women who had been her neighbors in the Ward, whose breathing she had heard through the walls, whose suppressor-dimmed power signatures she had felt through her enhanced senses every night. They were the closest thing to family that the Ward had given her.

The aerosol struck her in visible waves. Blue at impact, where the suppressor first met hardened skin. Green as her dermis changed texture, building new pathways for chemical breakdown. Gold as the metabolized compound burned hot under the surface and vented through the luminescent markings along her collarbones. The process hurt. I could see that in the way her jaw locked and her fingers curled against her palms, claws pressing into skin hard enough to draw thin lines of darker blood. Sable did not step back.

A fresh burst vented from the nearest emitter cluster before I could tear the next board free. It rolled toward bed eleven, a dense gray sheet crawling low under Aurelia’s flickering dome. Sable crossed the gap on all fours, faster than human, placed herself between the cloud and the bed, and took the full concentration across her shoulder blades. Her markings flared white. Her breath came out in a tight, ragged hiss, all pain and refusal.

She wasn’t going to let them die.

The twentieth board cut my palm open as it came free. I barely felt it. Circuit boards cracked under too-fast disconnection, screws stripped when the multitool slipped from blood-slicked fingers, and I kept moving because the only thing worse than the pain was stopping.

The last emitter.

The control board came free with a final wrench that pulled two fingernails loose with it. The hum that had filled the Ward since the protocol activated died.

Silence.

The suppressor saturation stopped. The aerosol dispersed. The chemical fog thinned, clearing from the Ward’s air as the ventilation, still running on backup power, cycled the contaminated atmosphere out through the exhaust system.

Aurelia’s radiant shield held for three more seconds, then collapsed as she sagged to her knees, her power signature dropping toward empty like a tank finally running dry. The golden dome dissolved, the light draining out of the Ward, and Aurelia’s body followed: her arms dropping to her sides, her head bowing, the composure and the power and the golden perfection all yielding to the plain fact that she had given everything she had to protect twenty-seven strangers in a basement.

“Aurelia.” I was at her side in two strides, Juno’s speed depositing me beside her. I read her instantly: empty, not broken. Her reserves were drained by the sustained absorption of concentrated suppressor compound, but the architecture underneath was intact. Rest would fix it. The bond would refill her within hours.

“I’m fine.” Her voice was rough, her public composure stripped down to the raw determination beneath. The glow at her skin was barely visible, the faintest amber shimmer. “The patients.”

I scanned the Ward. Twenty-seven beds. Twenty-seven power signatures. All of them were alive. Sable’s signature burned at my side, damaged but steady, no longer being driven toward forced shutdown. The suppressor levels in the patients’ bloodstreams were elevated but not lethal, the saturation protocol interrupted with less than a minute left before the first projected fatality. The IV disconnection and the radiant shield and the speed relay and the shadow-cut and the twenty-one circuit boards had worked.

We had cut it that close.

“All patients stable,” I reported on the tactical channel. “Ward suppressor network is physically disabled. Twenty-one emitter clusters offline.”

“Dane.” Vesper’s voice, from the shadow, carrying intelligence rather than emotion. “I copied the Ward medical records and the saturation protocol logs before I cut the conduit. The protocol was initiated from Director Brandt’s administrative terminal at 03:17. Her personal access code. Her personal authorization. She sat at her terminal and issued the command.”

Brandt had activated the kill switch personally. She had used her administrative terminal during a campus assault to murder twenty-seven Ward patients and Sable, destroying the evidence of what the academy had done to them.

“Lyss,” I said on the command channel. “Brandt activated the Ward’s emergency suppressor saturation from her administrative terminal. The protocol was meant to kill every patient in the Ward. Timestamp 03:17, her access code, her authorization. Vesper has the logs.”

Silence on the channel. Then Lyss Harker’s voice, carrying the atmospheric resonance of a weather commander whose power was responding to an emotion I had never heard from her before.

It wasn’t anger, frustration, or the professional fury she displayed when administrative incompetence endangered her heroines.

Grief.

Sixteen years of service packed into that grief: trained heroines, authorized deployments, buried students, condolence letters signed under Powerbound’s seal. Now the academy she had believed in was willing to kill the women she had spent her career protecting.

“I’m on my way to the administrative control room,” Lyss said. “Clear the channel.”

The next thing I heard through the campus monitoring network was not a comm transmission. It was the sound of atmospheric pressure dropping around the administrative tower. Not the localized, controlled drops that Lyss used for tactical effect. A building-wide barometric shift that made every window in the tower rattle, every door pressure-seal engage, every weather sensor on the campus network spike red.

The camera feed outside Brandt’s office shook as Lyss entered the frame. She didn’t wait for security. She walked through the outer office with the controlled stride earned by sixteen years of turning storms into discipline, one hand extended, and the control-room door blew inward under a pressure surge that buckled the hinges without shattering the glass.

Brandt was at the terminal bank inside the administrative control room. One hand on the keyboard. The other on an encrypted uplink module plugged directly into the director’s hardline port. The terminal feed showed enough before interference crawled across it: she had attempted to delete the suppressor saturation protocol logs, wipe the Ward’s medical records from the local server, and transmit a coded packet through the encrypted channel to the network node outside the academy. The payload itself was unreadable, but the attachment headers flashed long enough for the monitoring feed to catch them: Resonance Research cross-reference, Category Omega, active Amplifier discovery event. The proof that an Amplifier had survived discovery had already left the building before Lyss reached her. Everything after that failed. The protocol logs were cached in the emitter boards I had physically disconnected. The medical records had been copied by Vesper before the conduit was cut. The remaining transmission stream degraded into noise under the electromagnetic interference from Lyss’s weather command, pressure shifts and static arcs producing enough radio-frequency disruption to shred every wireless signal within the academy’s perimeter.

Lyss crossed the control room and caught Brandt’s wrist before the director could touch the uplink again.

She used a grip, precise and absolute, pinning Brandt’s hand to the terminal desk as barometric pressure slammed down around them. Static crawled across the screen. The encrypted uplink module sparked once and died.

Brandt looked at the dead module, then at Lyss. For the first time since I’d met her, she looked less like an administrator and more like a woman whose plan had required distance and had just lost it.

“Those were compromised assets.” Brandt’s voice came out faster than her usual measured cadence, the words crowding each other. “Redline extraction. A breach. There’s a doctrine, there’s a continuity doctrine, it’s authorized, it’s. The neutralization protocol is authorized.”

“You authorized lethal saturation,” Lyss said, flat, no command tone, which was worse. “Against restrained patients. Under our care.”

“They were already.” Brandt stopped. Started again. “You don’t understand the exposure. If even one of them had reached the press, the entire.”

“You authorized murder.”

“I authorized containment.” Brandt said it too quickly, like the word itself was a handhold. “Containment. That’s the. That’s what the doctrine.”

Lyss’s hand tightened around her wrist. The barometric sensors in the control room dropped so sharply that the camera microphone popped.

“They are women,” Lyss said.

For half a second Brandt’s mouth moved without sound. Then the policy reasserted itself, the only language she had left. “They are unstable signatures in hostile.”

Lightning crawled over Lyss’s forearm, white-blue and close enough to make Brandt’s hair lift from her scalp. Brandt flinched. The composure went out of her like air out of a seal: the warm maternal tone gone, the boardroom control gone, just a woman pinned at a terminal who had run out of doctrine.

“Commander, I have federal.” Her voice cracked. “I have federal authority. You can’t.”

“You’re done, Serena.” Lyss said it quietly, almost tired, and that was worse than any shout. “Whatever you have, it doesn’t reach in here.”

The room pressure dropped with the words. The overhead lights flickered. The officers at the door stopped moving. The campus emergency speakers had carried it before she finished, every corridor and common room and service tunnel that still had power, and everyone who heard understood that Director Serena Brandt’s authority had just ended.

Campus security arrived behind her, responding to the pressure alarm and the emergency command that followed. Through the maintenance network’s audio feeds, I tracked the approach: tactical boots on corridor floors, the professional pace of men processing the sight of the most powerful heroine on campus physically holding the academy director at her own terminal.

Brandt’s authority, the polished calm that had run boardrooms for seven years, dissolved in the face of weather command at close range. Security officers took her into custody. They called her “Director” out of habit and followed Lyss anyway, because Lyss still had her pinned at the terminal, one hand around the director’s wrist, the other holding the dead access module she’d tried to use.

Acting under Lyss Harker’s direct authority as Chief Combat Instructor during a declared security event, the campus security team took Director Serena Brandt into custody at 03:52.

By then, the Redline assault was over. The Redline operatives in the Ward and throughout the campus were in security custody. The harvesting equipment was secured as evidence, each rig tagged and photographed by the forensics team that Lyss had dispatched before the last emitter stopped humming.

And in the Ward itself, twenty-eight women were alive. The emitters were dark, the aerosol was clearing, and the monitoring equipment beeped its steady confirmation of survival.

I sat down on the cold Ward floor. My hands were bleeding, two fingernails gone, the pain arriving now that the adrenaline had nowhere left to go. I’d just saved twenty-eight women with a Phillips-head screwdriver, and the body that had done it was very much paying the bill.

The hands still worked, though. Bleeding, raw, two nails lighter. They worked.

Sable folded down beside me the moment I sat, her heartbeat finding mine the way it had in her cell, her skin cycling amber and gold. Aurelia leaned in on my other side, depleted to the faintest whisper of glow, nothing left to give but the warmth of her skin and the steady pulse of the bond. At the entrance, Juno couldn’t sit, so she paced tight watchful arcs, all that unspent speed turned to standing guard over twenty-seven sleeping women.

Vesper stepped out of the shadow with the data chips in her hand.

“Secured,” she said. “Three copies, three places Brandt can’t reach. The chain holds now.”

The monitors beeped their steady, stable rhythms. Twenty-seven of them. It was the only sound in the room that meant anything, and I sat in the middle of it with three women against me and let myself listen.


Chapter 21: Exposure

The morning after the assault, Powerbound Academy woke to a different world.

The campus looked the same from a distance: the administrative tower, the training arenas, the dormitory wings, the sponsor banners that had been removed from the damaged exhibition arena and reinstalled along the main quad as if decorative normalcy could substitute for structural integrity. But the feeling was different. The confidence that Powerbound had cultivated for decades, the certainty that its machinery worked and the heroines were managed and the public was safe, had cracked along the same fault lines I’d spent years tracing from the underside.

The cracks were visible now. Scorch marks on the north gate where Redline had breached. Blast damage to the eastern maintenance building where the secondary power conduit had been severed. The shattered communications relay station, visible from the quad, its antennae twisted by the detonation. And the restricted wing, its entrance damaged by the Redline assault force, the doors bearing the blast marks and kinetic impact signatures of the combat that had been fought in its corridors.

The academy’s secrets were becoming its scars.

Vesper’s public data package hit media channels at 06:00. The public tier first: the altered exhibition incident report, the discrepancy between Aurelia’s official stabilizer readings and her actual output data, the timeline falsification that proved the monitoring team had six minutes to intervene during the overload and chose not to.

At the same timestamp, a chain-of-custody bundle went to the federal Heroine Safety Inspectorate’s external evidence portal, and a hashed duplicate sealed itself into an encrypted archive dead-drop outside Powerbound’s network. Journalist, regulator, archive. Three safeguards, three different failure points, none of them controlled by the academy.

The journalist, Dara Kade, was exactly the reporter academies feared: thorough, patient, and incapable of being intimidated by legal threats. She covered the hero-industry beat for a national outlet, which meant she understood the regulatory structures that governed superheroines, the regulatory frameworks that controlled powered individuals, and the sanitized vocabulary that academies used to make coercion sound like care. She ran the story with documentation that Vesper had verified through three independent sources, each one confirming the discrepancy from a different angle.

The headline was measured, professional, and impossible to walk back: “Powerbound Academy’s Golden Champion Nearly Died Because of Falsified Safety Data.”

The subheadline: “Internal documents show monitoring team had six minutes to prevent overload. They chose not to intervene.”

By 08:00, the story had been picked up by four major outlets. By 10:00, every hero-industry journalist in the country was requesting comment from the academy’s public relations department. The PR team, trained for media events and sponsor communications, was not equipped for a story that accused Powerbound of nearly killing its most famous heroine through deliberate negligence.

The second tier leaked two hours later. Vesper’s timing was precise: long enough for the first story to saturate the news cycle and create the context that would make the second release land with maximum impact. The suppressor data. The six-year functional lifespan. The degradation curves by heroine type: radiant heroines at seven years, velocity heroines at five, shadow-walkers and telekinetics and energy projectors each with their own timeline, each curve ending in the same place, each endpoint documented by the same academy that prescribed the chemicals and denied the consequences.

The Burnout Ward patient statistics, anonymized but backed by medical records that the academy’s legal team couldn’t challenge without admitting the Ward existed. The data was specific enough to be verifiable and general enough to protect the individuals. Twenty-seven bed patients plus Sable. Three deaths during containment in the past five years, each classified as “suppressor-related complications,” each cause of death directly attributable to the dosages the academy had prescribed.

The anonymization was Vesper’s work: patient identifiers removed, individual medical histories generalized into statistical patterns, the specific women rendered as data points that told the story of systematic abuse without exposing the individuals to further retaliation. The intelligence analyst’s particular skill applied to its most personal case: protecting the women whose files she’d copied while ensuring the files reached the people who could use them. The data did its worst damage precisely because it was statistical: hundreds of women processed through a suppressor program built to consume them, with the consumption rate documented by the same people who kept prescribing.

By noon, the story was the leading item on every news feed in the country. The public was learning what I had learned in the archive with Vesper: the academy’s suppressors were management with a medical label. The management had an expiration date that Powerbound knew about and the women being managed did not.

Brandt was removed from her position at 09:00. The board, presented with Lyss Harker’s testimony, the Ward medical records, the suppressor saturation protocol logs bearing Brandt’s personal access code, and the footage of bonded heroines outperforming the entire suppressor-managed defense during the Redline assault, had no political cover left to protect her.

The removal was clinical. Security escorted her from her office. Her access was revoked. Her terminal was seized. The data forensics team began their work immediately, pulling files from her administrative system with the methodical precision of investigators who knew they were building a case that would extend beyond the academy’s walls.

What they found was damning. Correspondence with the federal liaison office documenting Brandt’s strategic asset classification campaign. Performance authorization records showing that Handler Garza’s schedule had been approved by Brandt personally. Suppressor distribution orders that exceeded recommended dosages for fourteen heroines over the past two years.

What they didn’t find was worse.

Before her access was revoked, Brandt had transmitted a coded message through an encrypted channel that the academy’s standard monitoring couldn’t trace. Vesper intercepted the outgoing packet through shadow-acoustic monitoring of the communications relay, but the encryption was military-grade, a cryptographic protocol that government agencies used for classified communications. She couldn’t read the content.

But the destination was traceable through the packet’s routing metadata. The message had been sent to a network node outside the academy’s infrastructure, through a relay chain that matched the classification headers on the Oversight Council files. The payload stayed unreadable, but the outer classification tags were not encrypted the same way: Resonance Research cross-reference, Category Omega, active Amplifier discovery event.

“She sent something,” Vesper told me, standing in the shadow of my quarters at 14:00, her matte-black suit absorbing the afternoon light that filtered through the window. “To a destination outside the academy’s network. The encryption pattern matches the classification headers on the Oversight Council files.”

“She told them about me.”

“The encrypted body is still locked,” Vesper said. “But the headers identify the category: proof that an Amplifier survived discovery. Destination, timing, and tags all point the same way.”

The words settled in the room like the temperature drop before a storm. The pressure Lyss Harker could summon. The one that gathered on the horizon and waited.

“The Council that erased Harlan Dray now knows you exist,” Vesper said. “Brandt was their asset inside the academy. She’s gone, but the message is sent. Whatever response the Council prepares, it’s already in motion.”

“Then we’re on the clock.”

“We’ve been on the clock since the exhibition. This just starts the final countdown.”

The board convened an emergency session at 15:00. I was not invited. Aurelia was, as the academy’s highest-rated heroine and the public face of the bonding revelation. She attended in full sunburst armor, amplified, golden, her power radiating through the boardroom with earned authority. She had held a radiant shield over twenty-seven beds while Powerbound tried to murder the women in them, and everyone in that room knew it.

The session’s outcome was a compromise that satisfied nobody. Dane Calder was designated “strategic asset pending federal review,” a holding classification that acknowledged my existence without defining my status. The classification was a cage made of paperwork instead of walls, meant to keep me in bureaucratic limbo while the federal government figured out how to respond to what I could do: make superheroines too powerful to control.

Aurelia’s public presence prevented immediate seizure. The media attention from Vesper’s leak made any covert action politically radioactive. The footage of the bonded team defending the campus while suppressor-compromised heroines failed was being shared on every social platform in the country, the visual argument that suppressors weakened rather than protected playing on screens in every city.

The narrative was shifting slowly, incompletely, visibly. The public was beginning to ask questions that Powerbound had spent decades preventing: were the suppressors really necessary? Were the heroines really unstable without them? Was the academy really protecting them, or was it controlling them?

I stood on the main campus quad at 16:00 for the only public appearance I would make.

The quad was crowded. Heroines from every tier and division had gathered despite the lockdown’s residual restrictions, drawn by the media coverage, the Ward revelations, and the sight of the academy’s certainty cracking while the people inside decided what to believe.

The crowd was a spectrum. A-tier heroines in full gear, their power signatures ranging from confident to conflicted. B-tier heroines whose suppressor patches were visible at their wrists and necks, the chemical management of their abilities displayed on their bodies like brands. Cadets who were young enough to be angry and old enough to understand what the anger meant. Support staff who had never been invited to stand in the quad during academy events because the quad was for heroines and administrators, not for the people who kept the lights on.

Aurelia stood beside me. Full heroine gear. The golden champion, her power radiating in visible waves of warm light, stable, controlled, stronger than anyone at the academy had ever recorded. The sunburst emblem on her chest caught the afternoon sun. She stood at her full height, chin up, and the cameras that had spent a decade filming her performing now filmed her choosing.

Juno stood beside Aurelia. Speed suit, blue and orange. Kinetic energy hummed visibly around her, but her focus held steady. The speedster who should have been losing motor function was the fastest, most precise velocity heroine the academy had ever produced. The contrast between her current performance and the neurological degradation the academy’s own files had predicted was the most powerful argument against suppressors that the media had ever seen.

Vesper’s shadow fell across both of them. Darkness marked her presence, a cool pressure at the edge of perception, the shadow-walker’s way of declaring allegiance without stepping into the light she didn’t yet trust. A red tracker light marked the edge of the shadow. I could feel her through the partial echo: cool, precise, watching.

Multiple heroines approached. Enough of them to change the shape of the quad. B-tier heroines whose suppressor patches were failing, the adhesive losing its hold on skin that was beginning to reject the chemical management. A-tier heroines whose handlers had been pushing them past limits that the leaked data proved were manufactured limits rather than biological necessities. Cadets who had watched the exhibition footage and the field trial footage and the campus defense footage and seen a different future: one where heroines were amplified, freed, and trusted.

They asked questions. About bonding. About suppressors. About what amplification felt like and whether the freedom was real or another promise that would be broken when the politics changed.

Aurelia answered most of them. She had the public voice, the media training, the camera awareness that turned truth into narrative. She explained the bond in terms that were honest without being clinical, personal without being invasive. She talked about the tremor in her left hand that her own medical team had logged and ignored. She talked about the falsified readings. She talked about the clean freedom of a body finally allowed to be what it was meant to be.

Juno answered the speedsters. She held up her hands and showed them the stillness, and every velocity heroine in the crowd understood what that meant. They had all seen their own hands shake. They had all hidden the shaking. They had all been told it was acceptable performance cost. And now they were looking at a speedster whose hands didn’t shake, whose deceleration had no drift, whose precision exceeded every metric the academy had ever recorded, and the question the stillness asked was the question Powerbound had spent decades preventing: what if the cost wasn’t acceptable? What if there was another way?

A quiet voice in the back of the crowd.

Kira Osei. Twenty years old. Lean, dark-skinned, still recovering from the counterfeit amplification overdose, the medical monitor on her wrist a constant reminder of what desperation had driven her to. She wore a cadet uniform and approached one careful step at a time, still carrying the knowledge that she had almost died because Powerbound had offered her no legitimate path to the power she needed.

“Thank you,” she said. Quiet enough that the cameras didn’t catch it. Directed at me. “For the dormitory. For stopping the overdose. For not treating me like the incident report did.”

“You don’t have to thank me.”

“I do.” Her gaze was steady, older than her twenty years, carrying the hard-won maturity that came from surviving something that should have killed you and knowing that the system that put the poison in your hands wouldn’t be held accountable without chosen resistance from people willing to fight. “Because nobody else came.”

She walked away. The crowd shifted. More questions. More faces.

An older shielder stepped forward next. Late twenties, maybe early thirties, with a suppressor patch half-peeled from the inside of her wrist and a faded bruise across her collarbone from armor impact. Her power signature was stable at rest and ragged at the edges, like a reinforced wall that had held against too many blasts and had started to crack in places the inspection team did not bother to check.

“If we ask,” she said, voice low enough that only the people nearest us could hear, “does that mean we are asking for the full bond?”

The crowd tightened around the question. Power signatures shifted. Suppressor patches warmed against skin. Heroines who had spent their adult lives signing forms and following schedules and letting handlers decide when pain counted as weakness leaned forward because this question mattered more than the cameras did.

“No,” I said.

That part had to be plain before anything else. I let it sit a second.

“Asking just means we talk. Nobody puts your name on a schedule for it. You don’t owe me anything for hearing the truth about your own body.”

The shielder’s throat moved. She swallowed hard.

“Then what does it mean?”

“It means the choice is yours and it stays yours. Nobody signs it for you and nobody talks you into it. You walk in, you walk out, whenever you want, and it costs you nothing either way.”

Juno made a small sound beside me. Not quite a joke. She didn’t move, but the kinetic field around her warmed.

“Okay, that one was good,” she admitted. “Don’t let it go to your head, repair boy.”

Aurelia’s mouth curved. “We are not decorating Director Brandt’s office before the forensic team finishes removing evidence.”

The shadow at our feet deepened.

Vesper’s voice came from it, dry and low. “We could leave the plaque beside the evidence.”

Several heroines laughed. Quietly at first, then more freely, the sound spreading through the quad like something that had been held under pressure for a long time and was finally allowed up for air.

The shielder looked at her wrist. At the patch. Her fingers hovered near the adhesive, but she did not pull it off. Smart. Anger made people dramatic. Survival required timing.

“I don’t know if I want a bond,” she said.

“Then don’t decide today.”

Her eyes lifted to mine. “And if I do?”

“Then you come when you choose. And you can walk away at any point, no penalty.” I looked across the gathered heroines, making sure it reached past her. “If anyone ever tells you otherwise, you get their name and you bring it to one of us.”

“Bring it to me,” Juno said. “I can make paperwork disappear very quickly.”

“That is not what he meant,” Aurelia said.

“I said paperwork. I did not specify the method.”

Another laugh moved through the crowd, stronger this time. Even the support staff at the edge of the quad reacted. Parker from ventilation maintenance covered a smile with the back of her hand. Ruiz, the senior tech, stood near a service cart pretending not to listen and failing because he had always been better at fixing relays than hiding concern. For three years, the gray uniforms had watched heroines break from the underside of the academy. Now some of them stood openly in the quad, listening while the women they had patched rooms for asked the questions the board had never wanted asked.

Ruiz looked at me and gave one short nod. That landed harder than applause.

Powerbound’s rebellion had more than gold and speed and shadow behind it now. Maintenance techs with access codes. Nurses with copied charts. Cafeteria workers who had seen which heroines stopped eating after dosage increases. People the academy had treated as background, who turned out to be the infrastructure holding it up.

Vesper’s shadow brushed my boot. A silent signal. Her attention had shifted toward the administrative tower. Cameras. Not media cameras. Academy cameras.

“We need to end this,” she murmured through the shadow. “Compliance is cataloging faces.”

Of course they were.

I nodded once. Aurelia saw it. The public mask returned, but it was hers now, not theirs. She stepped forward, warm light spreading across the quad without flaring.

“Questions will continue,” she told the gathered heroines. “Not through Stabilization. Not through handlers. Through us. We will post secure contact routes before midnight.”

Vesper’s shadow cooled. Juno bounced once on her toes, then stilled deliberately so every speedster watching could see the choice.

The shielder with the peeling patch did not smile. But she straightened. Sometimes that was the stronger answer.

Sable was not in the crowd. She had been relocated from the Ward to the medical wing, under the protection of Lyss Harker’s direct authority. A single room, monitored but not restrained, with a door that opened from the inside and a window that let in natural light. The first window she’d had in three years.

She didn’t leave the room, but she didn’t close the door. The open door did something to me I wasn’t ready for. It was only a door, six inches of permission in a medical corridor, but after the cell it looked like a miracle built from hinges.

She sat on the bed with her vertical pupils tracking every person who passed in the corridor, the amber-green irises cataloging each visitor the way she cataloged everything: through the body’s signals rather than the face’s performance. When I’d visited that morning, she’d pressed against me for forty-five seconds, nuzzled into my neck, synchronized her heartbeat with mine, and then let me go without speaking.

She stayed within the range of my diagnostic sense. I could feel her presence at the edge of my awareness: warm, wary, adapting to the new environment the way her biology adapted to every environment. Learning that safety could exist outside a cell. Learning that open doors were not threats.

Lyss visited her room while I was there as the woman who had physically stopped Brandt in the control room. She stood in the doorway, hands clasped behind her back, storm-gray eyes taking in every detail: the bed without restraints, the monitor positioned where Sable could see it, the chair placed between the bed and the door instead of beside the bed like a guard post.

“The door remains open unless Ms. Sable closes it,” Lyss told the medical staff in the corridor.

One of the doctors started to object. Lyss did not look at him. The monitor casing ticked as the room pressure shifted just enough.

“Unless she closes it,” Lyss repeated.

The objection died.

The staff adjusted after that. Not perfectly. Habits built in the Ward did not vanish because Brandt lost an office. A nurse still reached for the restraint checklist before catching herself. A junior doctor still said “subject” once, then went pale when Sable’s pupils narrowed and Lyss’s pressure dipped. They corrected themselves. Patient. Ms. Sable. Door open. Ask before touching. Small changes, in a place that had been built out of small cruelties, and they mattered more than they should have had to.

Sable watched Lyss the way she watched everything: head slightly tilted, nostrils flaring, vertical pupils narrowing and widening with each new signal. Rank meant less to her than posture. Lyss stood like command. She breathed like fury under control. Beneath both, guilt moved quietly enough that only Sable seemed to hear it.

Sable reached out one hand toward the window.

I opened it six centimeters, the maximum the medical wing safety lock allowed. Cool evening air entered the room. Sable inhaled and went still, listening with her whole body tuned to it. Her iridescent markings warmed from guarded amber to something softer, a gold that lived under the skin rather than on top of it.

“Air moves,” she said.

“It does.”

“In the Ward, air came from machines.”

“I saw.”

Her fingers rested on the windowsill. The nails were still too sharp, the knuckles still bearing the faint strain marks from the partial shift she’d used to fight off Redline. She did not look at the corridor. She looked out at the campus quad, at the damaged paths and the moving figures below and the sky beyond the academy buildings.

Juno had left an electrolyte bottle outside the door with a strip of tape across it. The handwriting was fast and slanted.

Not poison. Tastes like a battery making better life choices.

Sable read the note three times. Then she looked at me.

“The fast one is loud on paper.”

“She is loud in most formats.”

Sable considered that, then set the bottle on the shelf beside the bed without opening it. A claimed object on a shelf that had never held anything of hers before.

Aurelia had sent a blanket from the civilian supply closet, soft white cotton, no straps, no medical fasteners, nothing that clicked or cinched or restrained. Vesper stayed out of the room, but one corner held a darkness that was too deep for the light level, a quiet shadow relay placed where Sable could call without crossing the threshold if fear woke her in the night.

None of them crowded her. That mattered. Sable had spent three years surrounded by people who entered rooms because they had keys and authority and permission from someone other than her. Now the most powerful women at Powerbound were offering useful things from the doorway and letting her decide what stayed.

When I left, she did not grab me. Her hand twitched once, claws flickering under the nails, then relaxed.

“You come back,” she said.

“Yes.”

She nodded, slow and careful, filing the promise away the way she filed everything, and testing whether the world outside the Ward was capable of keeping one.

At 20:00, the campus quieted. The media teams packed up. The heroines returned to their quarters. The bureaucratic machinery, damaged but still turning, began processing the day’s upheavals into reports and recommendations.

I went to my quarters. Closed the door. Sat on the couch and let the echo abilities settle into their resting state: radiant heat in my palms, kinetic sensitivity in my nerves, shadow depth in my peripheral vision.

Aurelia came at 21:00.

A simple white shirt hung loose on her, falling to mid-thigh, the hem brushing against bare legs that caught the lamplight the way her hair caught it: with a warmth that was both physical and radiant, the solar energy that lived in her body turning even casual lamp glow into something honeyed. No armor. No gauntlets. No cape. No sunburst emblem, no sculpted chest plate, no camera-ready presentation. Just a woman in a white shirt, barefoot, her golden hair down and loose and falling past her shoulders in waves that she hadn’t styled because nobody was watching and the only person who would see it was the person she’d chosen.

The shirt caught the warm radiance pulsing low beneath her sternum, the intimate brightness her body gave off when I was close. It also traced the shape of her body beneath it: the curve of her breasts, full and high, the fabric draped rather than compressed, the natural architecture of a woman’s body visible without the sculpted armor that had been shaped to showcase it for cameras. Without the sculpted chest plate, without the sunburst emblem drawing the eye, her body was simpler and more beautiful: a woman in a white shirt, the light beneath her skin making the cotton translucent at the edges, the silhouette of her nipples visible through the fabric as darker points against the glow.

“We won today,” she said, and then sat with it, and the honesty that had become her default since the bond wouldn’t let her leave it there. “Today. Just today. I keep wanting to call it more than that and it isn’t, is it.”

“No. But today counts.”

“The Oversight Council knows about you. Brandt’s message got out. Whatever comes next, it’s bigger than the academy. Bigger than Brandt. Bigger than anything we’ve fought so far.”

“Then we prepare for something bigger.”

She stood in the doorway of my quarters, the most powerful heroine at Powerbound Academy, and she looked at me with eyes that were gold and steady and carrying something I hadn’t seen in them before.

Peace. Settled and earned. She had fought for something and won the first battle, if not the war. She had protected the Ward patients with her body and seen the mask ripped off Stabilization, the board, and the handlers who had managed her for a decade. Worse was coming. For the length of this room, she let herself stop bracing for it.

“I have never felt this strong,” she said. “And I have never been this scared of what comes next.”

“Come here.”

She crossed the room. I pulled her to me, my hands finding her waist through the white shirt, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin cotton, the radiant energy that pulsed beneath her skin responding to my touch with the full intensity that the bond produced when both partners were emotionally present.

Her body settled against mine. Arms wrapping around my waist. Face finding the curve of my neck. The resonance flared between us in the deep, settled hum of a bond that had been tested by fire and systematic violence and the horror of watching someone try to murder the Ward with paperwork and chemicals.

“No armor,” I said.

“No armor.” She lifted her face. Gold lit her gaze. Her lips were parted. “Just me.”

She kissed me. Slow, deliberate, a kiss that existed outside of crisis and pressure and the machinery of control. Her mouth was warm, tasting of the faint sweetness that radiant energy left on everything it touched: solar metabolites, sunlight processed into power, the residue of that conversion carried in her breath as something human and intoxicating.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head. I pulled the white shirt over her head. The shirt lifted cleanly away, leaving her bare and radiant in the dim room. Her breasts pressed against my chest, full and warm, the glow building beneath the skin with the gradual intensity of sunrise. I cupped them, one in each hand, feeling the weight, the warmth, the way the glow concentrated at her nipples when I pressed my thumbs against them in slow circles. The radiant energy intensified under my touch, the nipples brightening with arousal, warm rings of light that pulsed with her heartbeat.

She gasped, low and unguarded, the sound of a woman choosing pleasure after weeks of war. What was left in the room was just Aurelia, unperformed, responding to my hands with the honest physicality of a body that was finally, completely free.

I laid her on the bed and settled over her first, our bodies aligned in the direct architecture of trust: face to face, weight to weight, skin to skin. I kissed her throat, tasting the glow on her skin, the warmth tingling against my lips like sunlight distilled into sensation. My mouth traced the line of her pulse, feeling the heartbeat that the bond let me read through skin contact, the steady rhythm that was faster than baseline now, faster because my mouth was on her and the resonance was amplifying every nerve she had.

Down to her collarbones, where the heat was strongest, the skin there warm enough that pressing my mouth to it raised a sound from her I felt more than heard, a low vibration in her chest that the bond carried straight into mine. I’d learned that the better I listened, the less I needed to look. Her breathing told me where to go. The catch in it. The hitch when my mouth found the spot.

Down to her breasts, full and firm, the heat rising as I cupped one and the bond reading her arousal back to me as a pressure I felt under my own ribs. When I circled her nipple with my thumb and took it in my mouth, the sound she made climbed half a register, and the warmth answered. She arched beneath me, hands in my hair, and somewhere under us the bed frame creaked as her grip on it tightened.

I took my time with her breasts. She deserved time. She deserved attentive hands, and I read her body the way I read infrastructure, with patience and precision and the absolute certainty that every body responded to the right touch. I alternated: tongue circling one nipple while my hand cupped the other, the glow brightening beneath my palm, the warmth intensifying until the air around her chest shimmered. She moaned when I pressed my teeth gently against the sensitive peak, the sound rippling back to me as radiant feedback that made my own body harden further.

I kissed my way down her stomach, the flat planes of muscle trembling under my mouth. The trail of warm light followed my lips, the glow responding to my touch the way it responded to her emotional state, the warmth building at every contact point. Her hips rose, her body lifting toward me, the instinct as old as desire and as powerful as the Expression that made her radiant.

My hands traced the inside of her thighs, spreading her, finding her wet and warm and glowing. The radiant energy concentrated at her center, the light pulsing with her arousal in a rhythm that matched her heartbeat and the bond’s resonance simultaneously. The sight of her, luminous and open and wanting, overwhelmed me because of the trust it took for the most public heroine in the country to be this vulnerable.

My tongue found her clit and she moaned, low and sustained, the kind of sound she’d spent a decade making sure no microphone ever caught. There were no microphones here. That was the whole luxury of it, and she spent it loudly. I worked her with the diagnostic precision the bond had taught me, reading her resonance, feeling exactly where the pleasure was building and going there. Her hips rolled against my mouth, and the heat of her climbed against my lips until it would have burned anyone without the echo to take it.

“Dane.” My name broken by pleasure. “Come to me. Now. I need to feel you.”

I rose over her. Kissed her mouth, letting her taste herself on my lips, the sweetness of her own arousal mixed with the radiant warmth that the bond made tangible. She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me down.

I entered her slowly, the resonance flooding wide open the instant we joined. The physical sensation was extraordinary: slick molten heat taking me inch by inch as I sank deeper, radiant energy concentrating at the point of contact and moving through us both in a slow golden current. The quiet room filled with the intimate wet sound of our bodies joining. Her breath broke against my mouth, her legs wrapping around me, her heels pressing into the small of my back until there was no distance left between us.

Her power flowed into me with an intimacy that went beyond the physical. I felt her emotional state: relief, triumph, the bone-deep satisfaction of having fought for something and won. I felt her fear, too. The knowledge that the Council was coming, that Brandt’s message had triggered something they couldn’t take back. I felt her love, though neither of us had used the word yet, the quiet warmth that existed between people who had run into fire together and come out holding on.

I felt all of it, and I gave her back what she needed: steadiness. Certainty. The strength that came from choosing someone and meaning it.

She arched beneath me, light cascading through her skin. The glow was different tonight: warmer, deeper, carrying an intensity that came from trust amplified by experience. Every crisis we’d survived together was in the resonance now, adding depth to the bond, making each sensation richer than the last time, the golden current rising higher because the trust was deeper.

Aurelia pushed at my shoulder, and I followed the pressure onto my back. She rose over me in one smooth motion, powerful thighs bracketing my hips, golden hair spilling forward as she settled over me and took me deep with a slow downward roll that made both of us stop breathing. From under her I could feel her decide everything: the angle, the speed, how much of her weight to spend on each descent. She set her palms flat on my chest, over the bond-mark, and watched my face while she moved, just a woman taking what she wanted from a body that was hers to take it from.

She rode me slowly at first, hands braced on my chest, the bond-mark warm beneath her palm. Every lift drew a wet sound from the place where we joined. Every descent seated me deep and sent a pulse of radiant energy through both of us, her power answering the motion like sunlight through glass. Her breasts moved with each roll of her hips, golden and heavy, the glow at her nipples brightening each time she took me all the way in.

Then I sat up, pulling her with me, wrapping her legs around my waist so we were face to face, chest to chest, her weight in my lap. She locked her ankles behind my back and pressed her forehead against mine. The position was new between us: seated, wrapped, more intimate than cowgirl, leaving no distance between eye contact and the place where we joined. Her breasts pressed against my chest, the golden glow of her skin meeting the echo warmth in mine until the light between us was indistinguishable from either source.

She rolled her hips in slow, grinding circles, each rotation taking me deep while the resonance cycled between our pressed bodies at point-blank range. The friction was extraordinary: every nerve in direct contact, her clit grinding against my pelvis with each roll, the angle driving me into places the previous rhythm had only opened. Her golden hair curtained us both.

“Stay,” she whispered against my mouth, and there was nothing of the boardroom in it this time, no defiance, no speech. Just a woman holding on. “I don’t want to think about any of them tonight. Just you.” Her forehead pressed to mine, her breath ragged and warm. “Breed me, Dane. Not to spite them. Because I want it. Because it’s you.” A soft, wrecked little laugh. “Because for once this is just mine.”

Her power surged with the words, the radiant output rising with the tenderness instead of the fury, softer and somehow deeper for it. The light spread outward from her body, gathering warm at every point we touched: her hands on my shoulders, my arms around her waist, the place where our bodies joined.

My hands glowed gold against the small of her back, the echo resonating at an intensity I’d never achieved, my radiant warmth harmonizing with hers until the temperature between us was indistinguishable from sunshine. I gripped her hips and guided the grinding rhythm, pulling her down harder onto each rotation, and the breath shuddered out of her against my mouth, breaking into a moan, the moan becoming a command.

“All of it,” she gasped, smiling through it, breathless and bright. “I want to feel you tomorrow. I want to wake up still warm.”

I didn’t hold back. I planted my feet and drove up into her as she ground down, the position letting me thrust deep from below while she controlled the angle. The wet sound of our bodies meeting filled the room alongside her moans and my groans. The pace built, the resonance climbed. Her body tightened around me in radiant pulses that matched the golden light’s rhythm, each pulse carrying solar energy through the bond and returning amplified. Her tits pressed against my chest, the nipples bright points of heat against my skin, and I felt her heartbeat through the contact, racing in time with the light.

She came with a sound I’d never heard her make, not a cry so much as something torn loose, and because I’d spent the whole night listening instead of looking, I felt the orgasm before any of the light arrived: in the hitch of her breath against my mouth, in the way her grip on my shoulders went from holding to clinging, in the bond carrying her pleasure into my own chest a half-second ahead of my eyes. The glow came after, almost an afterthought, a warmth that swelled under her skin and pressed against mine rather than blazing outward, the two of us cocooned in it instead of lit by it.

My own release tore through me into that warmth. My cock throbbed in heavy pulses as I emptied into her, and she felt each one through the bond and answered with a sound low in her throat, grinding down to keep the pressure exactly where she wanted it. She pressed her forehead to mine and held it there, and the heat between us climbed to the edge of what the echo could take and stayed, contained, private, ours, never reaching past the two of us to the walls or the window.

Then it ebbed, the way heat ebbs out of metal, slow and reluctant, until the room was a room again and the only sounds left were the lamp’s faint electrical hum and the two of us breathing in the same rhythm.

She collapsed against my chest. Her hair spread across my shoulder in warm waves. Her breathing slowed. The resonance settled between us like a shared heartbeat.

“Do you see it?” she whispered. She’d shifted to her side, tracing a line on my chest with one warm fingertip. The skin there was warm, permanently, a mark that was invisible to cameras but visible to her radiant sense. “Here. Where my power enters you every time we bond. It’s different now.”

I looked down. The mark was a faint golden luminescence, barely visible in the dim room, nothing like a scar or a brand, more like a place where her power had passed through me so many times it had worn a permanent channel, two signatures merged deeply enough to leave a trace.

“Bond-mark,” I said.

“I don’t care what the board calls you,” she said. Her gold eyes were steady and fierce. Her hand pressed over the bond-mark, and the light under my skin answered her claim. “Strategic asset. Federal classification. Whatever bureaucratic language they invent to make you something they can manage. I know what you are.”

“What am I?”

She put her hand on the mark. Warm palm against warm skin. The resonance hummed, a frequency that belonged to both of us.

“Mine,” she said, and pressed her palm flat over the mark until the light under my skin answered.


Chapter 22: The First

Vesper brought me good news and terrible news before I’d finished my first coffee, the morning after everything broke, and she didn’t bother sorting them in any order that would let me brace.

She stood by the window, matte-black suit catching the morning light in a way that revealed every seam and strap, the tactical fabric outlining the lean geometry of her body with the clarity that bright light gave to materials made for darkness. The tracker at her pale throat kept its quiet red pulse, a metronome that I’d learned to read as presence rather than imprisonment. She was here. The collar was a fact about her. The facts about her were changing.

“The worst files are still gone,” she said, her gaze tracking the campus below, the heroines and staff moving through a morning that looked ordinary and felt seismic. “The Resonance Research lab records behind the index. Dray’s bonded heroines’ complete files. The Oversight Council roster. The directives that ran the Amplifier containment program. All of it sealed above anything I can reach, even through shadow.”

“The encryption?”

“Military-grade. Not academy infrastructure. Whatever network the Council uses, it predates and supersedes every classification protocol Powerbound has ever implemented. The encryption keys are not stored anywhere in this building. They’re external, probably distributed across multiple governmental networks that I don’t have shadow access to.”

“Which means the Council’s core records are protected against exactly the infiltration you’ve been doing.”

“The architecture was built to withstand internal breach. The Council built their classification around the assumption that someone inside the academy would eventually look. They planned for me. Or someone like me.” She turned from the window. The morning light caught her dark hair, the straight black fall of it contrasting with the ivory skin. “The redacted heroine, Irina, had her surname pulled from every database I can reach. Gone, deliberately, scrubbed down to the shape of where a name used to be. Someone worked very hard to make sure even that shape was hard to find.”

“Because she mattered.”

“Because she’s the part of the file they feared most.” Vesper’s mouth curved, just slightly, before she caught it. “I find that encouraging. Anything the Council is that afraid to name is probably worth finding.”

“And the best news?”

“The Ward records are secure. The journalist copy is with Dara Kade’s legal team with a verified chain of custody that makes the evidence admissible. The regulatory copy is lodged with the federal Heroine Safety Inspectorate. The insurance copy is sealed in an encrypted archive dead-drop outside Powerbound’s network. Brandt’s suppressor saturation protocol logs are timestamped with her personal access code at 03:17. The medical files for all twenty-eight Ward victims, including Sable, are documented, verified, and backed by Commander Harker’s personal testimony. The case against Brandt is airtight.”

“But the Council walks away.”

“For now.” Vesper held my gaze. The partial resonance hummed between us, the cool thread of shadow-connection that I felt at the edge of my awareness. “The next layer goes deeper than the academy. Federal agencies. Governmental oversight bodies. Structures that don’t respond to journalism or internal reviews. Reaching them requires resources, leverage, and time that we don’t have yet.”

“Yet,” I said.

“Yet.” She looked at me. The partial resonance pulsed between us, a connection that was incomplete but real, the promise of a full bond that would come when she was ready and not a moment before. “The investigation is mine, Dane. The files, the trail, the Council, the forty-year conspiracy that erased Harlan Dray, buried his bonded heroines, and put a collar on an eighteen-year-old shadow-walker whose mother told the truth. That’s my fight. My mother’s fight. I’m asking you to trust me with it.”

“I trust you.”

“You proved that.” Her eyes softened for one breath. The gray warmed, the color shifting from the flat assessment of the shadow-walker to something closer to the woman behind the assessment. “That’s why the partial resonance held. That’s why the shadow echo works. That’s why I came back to the archive, and the Ward, and this room.”

She pushed off the window frame and walked toward the door. At the threshold, she paused. The shadow gathered around her boots, the darkness beginning the process of absorption that would dissolve her into the building’s shadow infrastructure.

“The full bond, Dane. It’s coming. Later, and when it does, the shadow capabilities you’ll gain are how we get into the rooms the Council thinks are sealed.” She paused at the threshold, and something almost wry crossed her mouth. “I’m aware I keep making you wait. I’ve decided not to apologize for it.”

“I’d be suspicious if you did.”

That earned the half-softening, the rare one. She held my gaze a beat, then walked out through the door, the actual door, the way she’d started doing since the archive, and didn’t dissolve into anything at all.

The partial resonance stayed. A cool thread in my awareness, connecting me to a woman who had tested every variable and kept finding reasons to return.

This was sequence, and I kept having to remind the possessive, bond-hungry part of me of that, the part that had learned to read trust through contact and completion. Vesper did everything in sequence: proof first, choice second, power last. Every authority in her life had taught her that power taken at the wrong moment turned into another collar.

So I let the cool thread remain incomplete. I let it sit beside Aurelia’s low solar warmth and Juno’s kinetic hum as its own promise, precise and unfinished. The shadow echo gave me night vision, sound-dampening, the edge of her absence moving through concrete. The full bond would give more. I could feel the shape of it in the negative space where her power held back: deeper shadow-walking, cleaner infiltration, the ability to follow her into rooms the Council believed no living witness could enter. But wanting it did not make it mine.

Vesper Rook had survived seven years in a collar by turning patience into a weapon. If she was teaching me the same discipline, then the lesson mattered as much as the eventual power.

At 14:00, Lyss Harker summoned me to her office.

The office was on the fifth floor of the instructor wing, a space that reflected its occupant: functional, undecorated, organized with military precision. A desk that was clean of everything except the items currently in use. A chair that was positioned for optimal sight lines to the door and the window simultaneously. Filing cabinets, physical ones, impossible to remotely access or digitally compromise. The window looked out over the training grounds, where heroines were running combat drills in the afternoon sun, their power signatures visible to my ability as a constellation of lights in the campus landscape.

Lyss stood behind her desk. The instructor uniform was crisp, the silver streaks in her black hair catching the window light. Her gray eyes were still, the office air neutral, which meant she was controlling her emotional state with deliberate effort. The control was impressive. What I could feel through my ability suggested the emotion beneath the control was significant.

“Sit down, Calder.”

I sat.

She opened a hidden filing cabinet drawer built into the desk’s base, sealed with a physical lock instead of a biometric one. A key could be destroyed. A biometric could be compelled. She withdrew a folder: aged paper, yellowed at the edges, material that had been stored in a controlled environment for over a decade. The folder was heavy for something made of paper.

“I’ve kept this for twelve years,” she said. “Waiting for someone I could give it to. Someone who would understand what it meant and who would be strong enough to survive what it demanded.”

She placed the folder on the desk between us.

“I was not there when this happened,” she said. “That matters. What I have is an archive: copied records, mentor testimony, personal effects I obtained years later, and twelve years of tracing the omissions. I am not asking you to trust memory. I am asking you to read the pattern.”

“Harlan Dray,” she said. The name landed in the room like a forty-year-old grave being opened. “Amplifier. Male. Diagnostic resonance ability, identical in function to yours. He entered the Resonance Research program at Powerbound Academy more than four decades ago. Bonded with three heroines over the course of four years. Amplified their abilities by factors of 4.7 to 5.3. Eliminated suppressor dependency in all bonded subjects. Demonstrated echo abilities consistent with what you’ve been developing.”

She paused. The office air trembled, a barometric tremor my maintenance sensors would have caught as a micro-event. The storm behind her composure was close to the surface.

“The official record calls it a training accident,” she said. “It wasn’t. The Oversight Council had him killed. A device that cut all three bonds at once.”

“What does that do to the Amplifier?”

“Kills him. Instantly.” Her jaw set. “The bonds rebuild the brain around themselves. Cut them all in one pulse and there’s nothing left running underneath.” She let that sit, and when she spoke again the command register had thinned. “I need you to hear the part under that. They didn’t fight him. There was no fight. They just took him out of the record like correcting a typo.”

I opened the folder. Inside: handwritten notes in a precise, angular hand that I recognized as Lyss’s. Photographs, some color, some faded to sepia by age. Medical reports on paper that felt brittle with time. And a single page of typed text that looked like it had been copied from an official document before the original was classified and destroyed.

The photographs showed a man. Late twenties, dark-haired, lean build, a physical presence that came from competence rather than genetics. He looked like someone who knew how to use his body for work rather than display. In one photo, he stood beside three women in heroine gear, each radiating a different power effect: one in gold and white, one in blue, one in matte black. The color palettes were familiar. The power signatures, even captured in a photograph, were recognizable to my ability.

All four faces carried the same defiance and devotion I saw every day in Aurelia’s gold eyes and Juno’s dark ones. They had chosen each other against the wishes of every authority that controlled them, and the photograph had caught the decision before history buried it.

“The Council’s logic was simple.” Lyss’s voice held the command register, but beneath it I could hear something rawer, older. The folder open between us. Brittle paper under her hand. Photographs she’d kept hidden for twelve years without anyone to show them to. “An Amplifier makes heroines too strong to manage. Strong heroines don’t need suppressors.”

“And no suppressors means no industry.” She let that sit. “Rankings. Licensing. Deployment contracts. The suppressor market alone is. I don’t even know the number anymore. Billions. All of it built on women being kept just weak enough to need it.”

She looked at me, and the command face stayed in place, but she let me see through it.

“He proved every heroine in this country could be stronger and freer without any of it. And they ran the numbers and decided he was cheaper to kill than to keep.” She stopped. Her hand flattened on the folder. “That’s the part I’ve never been able to.”

She didn’t finish it.

Male. The word sat in my chest like a stone dropping into a well. For three years the academy had treated me as an impossibility too small to bother explaining, a man who read power in a world where men didn’t, a fluke filed under a curiosity nobody reread. I’d half believed it myself, that I was a one-off accident the rule had coughed up and forgotten. Then Lyss put Harlan Dray in front of me. There’d been one before me, exactly like me, and the rule hadn’t forgotten him. It had killed him and cut his name out of the paper so the next person like him would think he was the first.

“And now I’m the second one,” I said.

“Harlan never survived the moment the Council understood what he was.” She straightened, the composure reassembling, but incompletely. The emotion was still visible at the edges. “Harlan didn’t have a team. He had three bonded heroines and a research facility that was already compromised by the Council. He trusted the facility that was studying him. That trust killed him.”

Lyss removed another photograph from the folder and set it on the desk between us. Harlan in a training room, one hand extended toward a heroine whose body was blurred by motion. The image had been taken mid-resonance: the woman’s outline doubled, one body where the camera saw her and another where her velocity had been an instant before. The resemblance to Juno’s post-bond precision made the back of my neck tighten.

“Subject B,” Lyss said. “Velocity-class. Her tremor records looked almost identical to Reyes’s before resonance. After bonding, full neural stabilization. The Council saw the same cure twice, forty years apart, and their response both times was containment.”

She placed a second photograph beside it. A radiant heroine, gold-white light washing the frame, Harlan standing inside the glow without burning. Aurelia’s echo warmed in my chest as if the image had called to it.

“Subject A,” Lyss said. “Radiant-class. Suppressor dependency eliminated. Output control increased beyond every authorized ceiling. They didn’t see salvation. They saw precedent.”

The third photograph stayed in Lyss’s hand longer than the others.

That hesitation told me more than the file label. Lyss Harker had walked through aftermath scenes, training accidents, political hearings, hospital corridors where heroines learned that their bodies were failing before their careers had properly begun. This image was evidence and wound at once, kept open for twelve years because closing it would have meant letting the Council win.

She set the photograph down.

The woman beside Harlan was shadow-class. Matte black uniform. Pale face turned partly away from the camera. Dark hair pulled back from cheekbones sharp enough to make the image look almost carved. Her hand was in Harlan’s, held in the private, unconscious way people held on when they’d forgotten the camera was there at all. Around them the training room lights were dimmer than they should have been, darkness pooling in the corners despite the overhead fluorescents.

The name beneath the photograph had been cut away. Physically removed, someone taking a blade to the lower margin and excising the line where her identity should have been. The remaining caption read only: SUBJECT C, SHADOW-CLASS, RESONANCE STABILITY ANOMALY.

“Irina,” Lyss said.

The first name landed colder than Harlan’s. Harlan’s death had been an atrocity. This was erasure with a pulse still hidden somewhere inside it.

“Surname?”

“Removed from every copy I have ever found. Paper, digital, archived, backup. They didn’t hide it. They excised it.” Her hand stayed flat on the brittle page. “After the disruption, the official report lists Harlan as deceased. His body was recovered. Subject A and Subject B survived the initial bond collapse in critical condition. They were transferred to containment, then long-term stabilization. Subject A died in year twelve. Subject B died in year seventeen. Subject C is marked with different language.”

She turned over a brittle page and showed me one line, copied in Lyss’s angular handwriting from a file she no longer possessed.

STATUS: UNACCOUNTED FOR AFTER BOND COLLAPSE. CONTAINMENT PRIORITY ESCALATED.

“Unaccounted for,” I said.

“No death entry. No confirmation she lived. No name. They left her as nothing the record could close.” Lyss tapped the page once. “That’s where their fear lives, Calder. Harlan showed them the whole system could be made unnecessary. And Irina.” She paused. “Irina showed them their clean little erasure left something loose. Something they never accounted for.”

“I don’t trust Powerbound.”

“No. You trust the women. That’s why you’re still alive.” She closed the filing cabinet drawer, the hidden compartment sealing with a click that sounded like a door closing on twelve years of secrets. “I’m telling you this because you need to know what’s coming. The Council will not repeat the methods that failed with Harlan. They’ve had forty years to refine their approach. They will try legal containment first: federal asset classification, resonance regulation, control through legislation. If legal containment fails, they will try more direct measures.”

“And you’re telling me because you’re choosing sides.”

The air fell. Not a threat. An admission. The barometric equivalent of a wall coming down, the weather responding to an emotional decision that Lyss Harker had been deferring for twelve years.

“Sixteen years I told myself I could fix it from the inside.” Her voice dropped out of the command register into something rawer. “I signed the suppressor protocols. Trained heroines I knew were being pushed too far. Went to the funerals. Signed the letters. Told myself a competent person at the table kept the worst from happening.”

She looked at the window, at the heroines training below.

“The worst happened anyway. The Ward. Kira. Aurelia’s readings. Sable in a cell for three years. Twenty-seven women who only made it through this morning because a man with a screwdriver got there before Brandt’s kill switch.” She turned back. Her eyes were clear, not calm. “Sixteen years I told myself I was a competent person keeping the worst from happening. I wasn’t keeping it from happening. I was part of the thing that did it.”

“So you’re done.”

“I’m done.” She folded her hands on the desk. “I kept calling it management. It was never management.”

She let that stand a moment.

“I won’t bond with you. Not yet. The strongest unbonded heroine on this campus tying herself to the Amplifier is a political event, not a private one, and we’re not positioned to survive it. So. Not yet.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“You didn’t have to. I can feel the resonance potential between us. My weather command has been responding to your presence for weeks. The atmospheric fluctuations around you are not coincidental.” She straightened the already straight files on her desk, the gesture uncharacteristically fidgety for a woman who commanded storms. “Every time you enter a room I’m in, the barometric pressure shifts. Every time you argue with academy authority, the pressure drops. When you walked into my training session and asked about Resonance Research, I nearly cracked the suppression field generators with an involuntary pressure spike. That hasn’t happened since I was a cadet learning to control my Expression.”

A pause. Lyss’s posture changed by a millimeter. The gray warmed for half a breath, the color shifting from steel to something almost blue, almost human, almost vulnerable. The office air trembled, a micro-fluctuation that the weather sensors would have registered as a minor anomaly and that my borrowed vibration sense registered as the barometric equivalent of a blush.

“I notice,” she said. “It is inconvenient.”

She stood. Interview over. The commander reassembled herself piece by piece, the academy authority that she had served for sixteen years settling over her shoulders like a uniform she was choosing to wear rather than one she was compelled to.

“Keep the folder. Study it. The notes are mine, twelve years of observations that I couldn’t share because I didn’t have anyone to share them with. The photographs are from Harlan’s personal effects, which I obtained through channels I will not discuss.”

She walked toward the door. I stood to follow.

“And Calder.”

“Commander.”

“They will try the same thing with you that they did with him. The method will be different. The weapon will be different. But the goal will be the same: eliminate the man who makes their control structure obsolete.” The atmospheric pressure in the room dropped one final time, a deliberate manipulation that pressed the warning against my ribs. “Be ready.”

I left her office with the folder in my hand, twelve years of Lyss Harker’s locked records reduced to paper, ink, and a warning I could still feel in my skin.

The bond that hadn’t formed yet was already building its infrastructure. I could feel the resonance potential as pressure in the air: atmospheric, electrical, a gathering charge that neither of us was ready to release.

The campus moved around me in its post-crisis rhythm. Media teams being escorted off the grounds. The board in continuous session, processing the aftermath of Brandt’s removal into board language that preserved the academy’s reputation while acknowledging enough fault to satisfy the press. Heroines crossed the quad with charged energy; they had witnessed a structural shift and were deciding, one by one, what it meant for their own futures.

I found Juno at 22:00.

She was in my quarters when I got back, waiting instead of breaking in. She’d phased through the wall hours ago and had been sitting on my bed since dinner, in a tank top and shorts, her dark hair messy, her bare feet tucked under her, reading something on a personal terminal that she put down the moment I walked in.

“You look like someone told you you’re going to die,” she said.

“Close.”

I told her about Lyss. About Harlan Dray. About the targeted elimination. About the resonance disruption device that severed all bonds simultaneously and killed the Amplifier through neurological collapse. About the Oversight Council and the forty-year campaign to ensure that no one like Harlan Dray could ever exist again.

Juno listened. The bouncing stopped. The fidgeting stopped. The perpetual motion that was her armor and her identity and her way of processing the world came to a complete halt, the speedster frozen in a stillness that was louder than any sound she could have made.

“The last Amplifier was assassinated,” she said. “And the Council just found out about you.”

“Yes.”

Her gaze stayed on mine while the terminal’s standby light blinked once, twice. The dark brown eyes were steady, the calculation that normally ran behind them replaced by something simpler and fiercer. Determination. The kind Juno Reyes expressed through stillness, through the conscious decision to stop running and face the thing that frightened her.

Then she stood, crossed the room, sat in my lap, wrapped her arms around my neck, and rested her forehead against mine.

The position was intimate without being sexual. Her weight in my lap, solid and warm, the athletic power of her thighs against my hips. Her breath against my face, warm and even. Her hands at the nape of my neck, fingers in my hair, the touch grounding rather than arousing.

My chest hurt before the bond gave me a name for it. Juno was in my lap, holding me like she could anchor me to the world by force of will, and all I could think was that Harlan Dray had probably had a night like this too, a woman in his arms promising the impossible because love made impossible things feel negotiable.

The velocity bond hummed between us, the kinetic connection transmitting her emotional state with a clarity that words couldn’t match.

She was scared. And she was choosing to stay.

“I’m not going to let them,” she said. “Whatever they send. I’m faster than anything they’ve got. Faster than a weapon, faster than the signal that would set one off.” Her voice dropped, lost some of its certainty, found a quieter version of it. “I’ll be between you and it. Before it gets to you. That’s the one thing I know I can do.”

The vow landed in the bond with more force than the words alone could carry. Her hands were on me, steady with fear held in place by choice. She had spent her life outrunning fear. Now she was deciding to stand in front of it.

“You don’t have to be faster than everything,” I said.

“Yes, I do.”

“No. You have to stay connected. We solve this as a team, not as a race.”

Her mouth trembled with emotion, no trace of the old neurological drift in it. “Teams can fail.”

“Then we build redundancy.”

That got the smallest laugh out of her. Wet, startled, unmistakably Juno. “Only you could make not dying sound like a maintenance plan.”

“It is a maintenance plan.” I slid one hand down her back and felt the held tension in every muscle that usually converted fear into movement. “Signal dampeners in the suite. Manual overrides on every door we control. Routes mapped by Vesper, heat cover from Aurelia, evacuation lanes you can run without burning yourself out. We stop making you the single point of failure.”

“I like being the single point of failure.” Her voice tried for a joke and missed by an inch.

“That makes the fear simpler. If everything depends on speed, then all you have to do is be fast enough.”

Her throat worked. The bond carried the hit before her face admitted it. “And if I’m not?”

“Then someone else catches what you can’t. That’s what a team is for.” I made her look at me. “Whatever you’ve decided you are, the disposable fast one who throws herself in front of the bad thing, you’re not that.” My throat caught and I let it catch. “I love you. That’s the whole problem with your plan. If it ends with you in pieces, it’s a bad plan. I’m not signing off on it.”

The tears finally spilled. She laughed through them once, shaky and furious and exposed. “Pretty legs?”

“Strategically relevant.”

“You are impossible.”

“So I’ve been told.”

She pressed her forehead to mine again. This time the stillness was less frozen. The fear had somewhere to go now: into plans, into contact, into the stubborn architecture of a life that assumed she would still be here to argue about improvements. Her fingers tightened in my hair, anchoring her more than holding me.

“Juno…”

“Shut up.” She kissed me. Slow, deep, her mouth soft against mine, her hands in my hair, her body settling against me with deliberate, unhurried presence. She had outrun emotions her entire life. Now she chose to sit still and feel them.

She eased back until our eyes met. Tears brightened her eyes.

“I don’t want to go fast,” she said. Then, quieter, like it cost her: “I never want to go fast with you. That’s. God, that’s new.” She breathed. “Can we just. Slow. Can we do that?”

I held her face in my hands. Kissed her forehead. Her closed eyes, the lashes wet against my lips. The absent curve where her grin usually lived.

We moved to the bed. She pulled her tank top off, and the sight of her, compact and curved and beautiful in the dim light, bronze-brown skin warm with the kinetic energy that was always running through her, made the velocity bond go still in my chest. Arousal came with it, immediate and hard, but what landed first was the size of what she was doing: choosing to be slow, and seen, and still, when speed had been the only place she’d ever felt safe.

I undressed her slowly. The tank top first, pulling it over her head with hands that trembled slightly because the trembling was honest and she deserved honest. Her breasts came free from the fabric, firm and high, the nipples hardening in the cool air. Her skin was bronze-brown, warm with the kinetic energy that always ran through her, the constant kinetic warmth of a body whose cells vibrated at frequencies that turned motion into a permanent condition. I traced the line of her collarbone with my thumb, feeling the pulse beneath her skin, the vibration that was always there but that she was deliberately suppressing tonight so we could stay slow.

The shorts down her thick thighs, each inch of skin revealed carrying the warmth of kinetic energy and the raw beauty of a body that had been built by a lifetime of explosive motion and was now choosing to be still. Her thighs were powerful, the muscle defined from ten thousand sprint accelerations, the skin smooth and warm. Her hips flared from her narrow waist, the compact curves of a body that was built for motion and almost unbearable to look at in stillness. The dark triangle between her legs glistened with the wetness that the bond amplified and that my velocity echo could feel as a warmth and a warm humidity in the air between us.

She undressed me with the same care. No speed. No vibration. Just hands and skin and patient attention, her choice to exist at the pace of everyone else because the man she was with had taught her that slow could be overwhelming. Her fingers on my shirt buttons were deliberate, each button a separate act of attention, her calloused fingertips reading the fabric and the skin beneath it with a touch that was gentle in a way that combat speed never allowed. She pulled my shirt off and pressed her palm flat against my chest, over the bond-mark that Aurelia’s power had left, and her dark eyes widened at the warmth.

“I can feel her in you,” she whispered. “Aurelia. The solar heat. It’s in your skin.” She leaned down and kissed the bond-mark, her lips soft against the sun-warmed skin, and the sensation traveled across two bonds simultaneously: mine with Juno, mine with Aurelia, the sleeping golden heroine three rooms away stirring slightly in her sleep as the resonance registered the touch across the distance.

Juno stayed there for a moment, mouth against the mark, breathing in Aurelia’s warmth and choosing to hold still with it. Jealousy would have been easier. Competition would have fit the old version of her, the girl who turned every feeling into a race and every race into proof that she was still in control. Instead she kissed the mark again, softer, then pressed her cheek to my chest and listened.

“She’s part of you,” Juno said.

“She is. And so are you.”

“And I’m part of you.”

“You are. Both of you. There’s no order to it.”

Her hand moved lower, over my ribs, my stomach, the line of muscle that tightened under her touch. “Then I don’t have to outrun her. I don’t have to outrun anyone.”

“No.”

The bond hummed, quiet and deep. Something in Juno loosened, the race she’d half-imagined herself running against Aurelia just letting go of her. She kissed my chest once more, then looked up at me with wet eyes and a small, crooked smile that finally looked like hers again.

“Good,” she whispered. “Because I am very tired.”

I laid her on the bed and settled over her. Missionary. The simplest position. Her legs wrapped around me, her heels at the small of my back, her arms around my neck. When I entered her, there was no vibration. No speed-enhanced friction. Just the warm, tight reality of her body parting around my cock, her pussy accepting me inch by inch at normal human speed, the physical sensation unaugmented by kinetic enhancement. I felt every detail of her in a way the speed had always blurred before: the way she stretched around me, the way her walls gripped and fluttered, the warm wetness drawing me deeper.

She gasped. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened but no sound came out for a long moment, the sensation of feeling penetration at normal speed overwhelming a nervous system that had spent years compressing everything into millisecond bursts.

“I know what this is now,” she whispered. “It’s you. Just you, your heartbeat, no noise on top of it.” Her breath shook. “I chose this. I keep choosing it. I didn’t know you could keep choosing the same thing.”

I moved slowly. Each thrust deliberate, deep, pulling almost all the way out before sinking back into her warmth in a long, measured stroke that made her fingers tighten in my hair every time. The resonance cycling between us in a warm, unhurried wave. The velocity bond stayed unusually quiet during intimacy: no speed, no kinetic enhancement, no sonic displacement. Just the raw physical connection of two bodies and the emotional depth that made each sensation reverberate in the bond in waves that built on each other. She was wet, achingly so, and the slick sound of each slow thrust was the only noise in the room besides our breathing.

Her hands found my shoulders. Her grip tightened. Her eyes were open, locked on mine, and the dark brown was luminous with tears born from intensity rather than grief. She felt every moment individually instead of compressing it into bursts, discovering the rich, detailed, overwhelming world she’d always blurred past.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Don’t speed up. Just… stay here.”

I stayed. Slow. Deep. Present. Each movement a choice to be here, in this moment, with Juno while the feelings she had spent her life outrunning moved through her at a speed she couldn’t evade.

Her climax built gradually, a warmth that spread from the center of her body outward. The kinetic shockwave never came. Neither did the sonic crack or the familiar complaint of abused furniture. A trembling started in her thighs, climbed through her chest, and reached her face where the tears spilled over and her mouth opened in a sound that was part sob, part whisper, part the name of a man she had chosen over the speed that had defined her.

“Dane.” My name, spoken at human speed, landed softer than any supersonic declaration and cut deeper because she did not rush a single letter. Each sound was a separate feeling, each feeling a separate choice to stay.

She cried during climax. The tears were warm against my neck. Her grip on me was desperate and utterly still, none of it discharging into speed or vibration the way it always had before, just a woman holding on and feeling every second of it at the pace everyone else lived at, and choosing to, and choosing me.

At the bond’s quietest, deepest point, my orgasm moved through me slowly, none of the resonance fireworks the other bonds threw off, no dome of light or cracked furniture, just the slow honest pulsing of my cock deep in her, each throb arriving on its own and felt one at a time in the bond. She gasped against my throat when she felt it, her arms tightening, her body going utterly still around the sensation. The release shared in the bond as a warm, spreading presence that she received and answered with a final shudder, leaving her limp and peaceful and present.

She fell asleep against my chest, her hands quiet on my shoulders, her breathing even. The most intimate thing she could offer, given freely on the night I learned that the last man with my gift had been murdered for having it.

I held her and thought about Harlan Dray, and the three women who’d loved him, and the one whose name someone had taken a blade to.

Then the shadow echo cooled.

The cold wasn’t Vesper herself. It was a relay.

Brandt’s encrypted outgoing packet still would not open. This was something else: a return-handshake artifact from the Council relay chain, captured when the node acknowledged Brandt’s transmission and pushed back a verification fragment through the same route. Metadata, outer labels, and a thin surveillance preview. Vesper had copied it into the shadow-cache beneath my quarters and routed it through the dark edge of my new echo because she wanted me to see what had answered us.

I opened my eyes in the dark room, Juno asleep against my chest, and watched the intercepted surveillance fragment unfold across the black glass of my terminal.

The relay metadata, cleaned by Vesper’s shadow-cache before it reached my terminal, carried the first intact label any of us had seen: IRINA STAHL. Subject C. Eclipse-class residual.

An undisclosed location. A room ruled by shadow. Multiple screens casting blue light across Irina Stahl’s face.

Aurelia Vale burned gold on one feed. Juno Reyes moved with impossible precision on another. Vesper Rook stood half in darkness, a red tracker light at her throat, her shadow wrapped around the bonded team like a warning.

At the center of every angle was the same man in a gray uniform. Me. Dane Calder. Calloused hands. Diagnostic resonance. The habit of running toward damage.

Irina touched the frozen image of my face.

The fragment had no diagnostic sense. No inner life. Only video, audio, and the evidence Vesper had stolen. But the look on Irina’s face told me enough. Recognition. Grief sharpened into something colder. A woman seeing a pattern she had felt in her own body forty years ago when Harlan Dray put his hands on her and read the shadow-walking in her like a language instead of a flaw.

“He’s not the first,” she said to the empty room.

The shadows gathered around her chair, cold and absolute.

“He’s the first one who survived discovery.”


Thank you for reading!
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