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Chapter 1: Residue

The alley smelled like wet brick and something sharper underneath. Ozone, faint but present. Thaumic discharge left that smell when it hit masonry.

Carro ducked under the police tape and nodded at the patrol officer holding the end. The kid was young, six months out of the academy at best, and he held the tape with both hands like it was load-bearing. His partner leaned against their cruiser twenty feet back, arms crossed, flashlight off. Neither of them had gone past the perimeter.

“How long?” Carro asked.

“Called it in forty minutes ago.” The young officer glanced toward the alley mouth. “Dispatch flagged it thaumic. We secured and waited for BTI.”

“You didn’t go in?”

“Regs say wait on a thaumic scene.” He said it like he was reading from a manual. He probably was.

Carro pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and took a penlight from his jacket. Standard approach protocol for a thaumic scene: gloves first, perception second, scanner third. Hartford PD handled the physical evidence chain. BTI handled everything the physical evidence couldn’t see.

The alley ran thirty feet between two buildings before it dead-ended at a brick wall patched with ward-work. Sodium light from Threadneedle Row’s main drag bled in at an angle, painting the left wall orange and leaving the right in gray shadow. The pavement was slick from earlier rain. Water pooled in the low spots, reflecting the streetlight in flat orange discs that shivered when the delivery truck on the main drag hit a pothole.

Carro swept the penlight across the ground. No scuff marks in the wet grime, no dropped items, no signs of a chase or a struggle. The physical scene was clean. Whatever happened here had been thaumic, start to finish.

Both walls carried ward patches, irregular, overlapping, the neighborhood’s version of structural tape. Carro could read them without effort. A reinforcement ward on the left, maybe two years old, applied by someone with a Practitioner’s steady hand. A detection ward on the right, older, its sensitivity degraded to the point where it would only trigger on a direct kinetic impact. Above that, a newer patch. Six months, clean work, keyed to thermal fluctuation. Someone had been cold-proofing their apartment wall from the outside.

None of the wards had triggered. Whatever happened here, the passive detection threshold hadn’t registered it. That meant either the event was too fast for the wards to catch or too precisely calibrated to stay below their sensitivity floor.

He crouched at the alley’s mouth, braced one hand against the damp brick, and opened his perception.

The shift was physical. It always was. A loosening behind the eyes first, then a widening of something that wasn’t exactly sight and wasn’t exactly touch. The Bureau training manual called it “thaumic sensitivity activation.” Carro called it opening a door in his skull that he’d learned to keep shut most of the time, because the world was loud enough without hearing its residue.

The alley changed. Thaumic residue painted itself over the surfaces in layers that only a trained practitioner could distinguish. Every surface carried traces. Every ward left a fingerprint. Channeling events wrote their signatures on the walls, the ground, the air itself, and those signatures faded at rates that told you when they’d been written. The oldest layer was months old, almost dissolved: a minor kinetic discharge, probably a fight, the kind that happened in the Row on weekend nights. Under that, a ward repair from last winter, its signature matching the patches on the right wall. Under that, the ambient groundwater of Hartford’s thaumic field, steady, unremarkable, the background hum of a city where magic had been infrastructure for forty years.

And on top of everything, fresh as paint on a wet canvas: the event.

The discharge pattern started eight feet in and concentrated at a point roughly fifteen feet from the mouth. Carro moved toward it, reading the gradient as he went. The energy had been channeled in a single direction. Inward, toward the concentration point, not away from it. A directional push, focused, with minimal scatter. He measured the scatter ratio in his head. Less than four percent. Even in a Bureau training exercise, an instructor would be pleased with eight.

He reached the body.

Male, fifties, maybe older. Gray canvas jacket with a torn pocket, work pants stained at the knees, boots that had been resoled at least once and needed it again. The left boot had a ward patch on the sole, small and neat, the kind unlicensed practitioners stitched into their daily wear. It was keyed to temperature. Whoever this man was, he’d been cold-proofing his feet.

He lay on his right side against the wall, one arm tucked under him, the other extended toward the alley mouth. His face was turned toward the brick. No visible wounds. No blood. The extended hand was open, fingers slightly curled, as if he’d been reaching for something when the lights went out. His clothes weren’t torn. His knuckles weren’t scraped. The soles of his boots showed no drag marks. He hadn’t run. Hadn’t fought.

Whatever killed him had happened fast enough that his body’s only response was to fall.

Carro crouched beside him and held his right hand two inches above the man’s chest. At this distance, the residue was vivid. Strong. He could read the energy patterns without the scanner. At two inches, residue was as legible as print.

The residue was dense, layered, and violent. Thaumic overload. External source, external direction. Someone had channeled energy through this man’s neural pathways, pushing more current through them than the tissue could sustain. The thread density in the body read low. Novice-tier, maybe low Practitioner. His own pathways were atrophied from disuse, the thaumic equivalent of muscles gone soft. He hadn’t actively channeled in weeks. Which meant the overload would have been fast. A few seconds at most.

But the technique was wrong. Not wrong as in sloppy. Wrong as in too right.

Overload kills were messy by nature. Too much energy dumped too fast spread in all directions, leaving a splatter pattern in the residue. Carro had seen three overload deaths in his two years at the Bureau, all of them accidental. A Practitioner losing control during channeling, an unlicensed experimenter who didn’t know their own limits, a Vitalist student whose healing session went catastrophic. Every one had left the same signature: chaotic dispersal, ragged edges, the thaumic equivalent of a burst pipe.

This was nothing like that. The channeling was surgical. Every joule of energy had been directed along the victim’s existing pathways with precision that bordered on obscene. The killer had mapped the man’s channel architecture, found the viable routes through his atrophied neural network, and burned them out in sequence. Not all at once. In order. Left hemisphere first, then right, then the spinal pathways, then the autonomic threads. Like someone disconnecting a building’s electrical system floor by floor.

That took skill. Genuine, practiced, professional skill. And time. Even with this level of precision, the sequential burn would have required sustained contact. The killer had stood over this man, hand extended, channeling with the patience of a surgeon, and burned him out one system at a time while he died.

Carro’s jaw tightened. He let it.

He stood and checked the alley walls for secondary residue, the reflection patterns that a channeling event left on nearby surfaces. The left wall held traces. A practitioner’s signature, clear enough to record. He pulled out his scanner, a modified smartphone with a thaumic sensitivity array, Bureau-issue, scratched and slightly temperamental, and captured the signature for database matching.

Connecticut registry first. The query took eight seconds.

No match.

Federal database. Thirty seconds, covering every licensed practitioner in the country, 120,000 records.

No match.

He queried the classified Archon registry. The short list, the one that required SAC-level authorization that Carro technically didn’t have yet this morning. He’d file the paperwork later. Twelve entries for the continental United States.

No match.

Carro lowered the scanner. An unregistered practitioner with Specialist-tier technique or better. Someone with the skill to perform a precision sequential overload on a stranger’s neural pathways in the dark, in an alley, in a matter of seconds. Someone who didn’t exist in any database the Bureau maintained.

That wasn’t supposed to be possible. The licensing system existed specifically because high-tier practitioners couldn’t hide. Their channeling left signatures that persisted for weeks. Their ward interactions were detectable at range. The entire regulatory framework of the Thaumic Regulation Act was built on the principle that power above Practitioner level was visible, trackable, and therefore governable.

This signature was none of those things. It was clear, readable, distinctive. And it belonged to no one.

Carro took three photos of the body and the surrounding residue with the Bureau scanner, tagging each for the FTA database. Then he walked back toward the tape.

A car pulled up behind the cruiser as he ducked under. Dhillon got out, coffee in one hand, Bureau badge clipped to her belt, looking like she’d been awake for exactly as long as the drive from her apartment took.

“You started without me,” she said.

“Dispatch called me first. You were second on the rotation.”

“That’s not what I said.” She pulled gloves from her jacket pocket with her free hand. “I said you started without me.”

He let that sit. She wasn’t wrong. “Body’s fifteen feet in, right wall. Male, fifties, no ID. Thaumic overload, externally channeled. I need your Vitalism read on time of death and the victim’s last channeling activity.”

“What’s the signature situation?”

“Unregistered. No match in federal or classified.”

Dhillon paused, one glove on, coffee balanced in the crook of her elbow. “Tier estimate?”

“Specialist minimum. Based on technique precision.”

She finished pulling on the second glove, set her coffee on the cruiser’s hood, and walked into the alley without another word. She didn’t ask him to walk her through what he’d found. She’d see it herself.

Vitalists didn’t take your word for anything biological. They had to put their own hands over the body and read it fresh. Carro respected that. He’d also been on scene twenty minutes before she’d arrived, and neither of them was pretending that wasn’t a problem.

Carro leaned against the cruiser and watched her through the alley mouth. She crouched beside the body, one knee on the wet pavement, and held her hand above the chest, palm down, fingers slightly spread. Different discipline, different data. Where Carro read residue patterns and ward signatures, the structural traces of thaumic energy after it was spent, Dhillon read biological markers. Cellular thaumic absorption rates, metabolic disruption patterns, the traces that channeling left in living tissue. Or formerly living tissue.

She was there for four minutes. Carro timed it without meaning to. Bureau habit. Four minutes was thorough for a Vitalism field read. It meant she’d found something worth being thorough about.

When she came back, her face was neutral. Assessment mode. He waited.

“Dead four to six hours,” she said. “Puts it between midnight and two AM. Consistent with the residue decay you already calculated.”

He nodded. Her numbers matched his.

“Thread density: low Practitioner, probably Novice who earned enough to barely cross the threshold. Atrophied. He hasn’t actively channeled in three weeks minimum, probably longer.” She paused. “His pathways were intact but fully dormant. Whoever did this pushed through dormant channels.”

“That’s unusual?”

“Dormant channels resist external input. They’re not like live wires you can just send a current through. They contract, they build up thaumic scar tissue. To channel through someone who hasn’t been practicing, you’d need to map their specific pathway architecture first. Find which routes are still viable, which are blocked, where the scarring is. It’s not something you do on the fly.” She picked up her coffee. Sipped it. “Whoever did this either had prior access to his channel map or could do a real-time survey at the point of contact. In the dark. On a stranger.”

“How much skill are we talking?”

“More than mine,” she said. “And I’m certified in forensic channel mapping.”

Dhillon was Adept-tier with a specialty in forensic pathology that most Vitalists at her level didn’t attempt until they’d been practicing for a decade. She’d tested into it at twenty-nine. Carro let the implication settle. Someone out there was better. Faster. And completely unknown.

Carro called Voss from the car. She answered on the second ring, her voice clipped and fully alert despite the hour. SACs learned to sleep light or they stopped being SACs.

“Carro. What do you have?”

“Threadneedle Row, corner of Wethersfield and Arch. Homicide, thaumic. Unlicensed victim, no ID yet. Cause of death: precision sequential overload, externally channeled.”

“Precision sequential.” A pause. “You’re sure about the sequencing?”

“Left hemisphere, right hemisphere, spinal, autonomic. In order. The residue layering is unambiguous.”

“That’s not a street fight.”

“No, ma’am.”

“And the channeler?”

“Unregistered. No match in any database we can access. Technique reads Specialist minimum. Agent Dhillon assessed the biological evidence as consistent with real-time channel mapping at or beyond Adept forensic capability.”

Silence on the line. Carro could hear a clock ticking in whatever room she was in. A home office, probably. Most SACs had one.

“All right,” she said. “File the preliminary. I’ll have it by the time I get in. Standard homicide hold on the body, and tell Hartford PD to keep the perimeter until noon. I want FTA to process before anyone else touches the site.”

“Understood.”

“Carro.” Her tone shifted, just slightly. Less procedural, more direct. “An unlicensed practitioner killed by an unregistered Specialist-tier channeler in Threadneedle Row. That’s going to read as a community dispute on the morning brief. You know that.”

“I know.”

“If you think it’s something else, I need it in the report. Specifically. Not implications. Data.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She hung up. Carro sat in the car with the engine off. Dawn was coming in gray over the rooftops of Threadneedle Row, and the ward patches on the buildings caught the early light in faint shivers, their protective signatures cycling from night-watch mode to daytime passive. The neighborhood was waking up. Somewhere behind him, a shop owner was unlocking a door. A delivery truck rumbled past on the main drag.

The patrol officers were putting up additional tape, redirecting the first pedestrians of the morning. The young one was doing it with more confidence now. Carro watched him for a moment, then looked back at the alley mouth.

Something about the residue still bothered him.

He sat with it for a minute. Let his perception stay open, which he didn’t usually do off-scene. The ambient field of Threadneedle Row washed over him through the car’s thin wards, a low hum of a hundred small practitioners going about their morning. Somewhere nearby, someone was heating water with a Kinetics charm. Two blocks over, a detection ward cycled through its morning diagnostic. The neighborhood was alive with small magic, none of it registered, none of it dangerous, all of it technically illegal under the TRA.

He’d recorded the signature, logged the tier mismatch, documented the sequential technique. Standard preliminary work. But there had been a structural feature in the channeling pattern that he’d caught without fully processing. He pulled up the scanner photos on his phone and zoomed in on the residue capture from the body.

There. In the energy pattern. A layer underneath the primary channeling. Nested, almost hidden beneath the surface signature. A second technique riding inside the first, using the overload as camouflage. Carro expanded the image. The nested pattern had its own architecture. Its own internal logic. And it didn’t match any of the five standard discipline configurations he’d been trained to recognize.

Kinetics left linear force vectors. Wards left geometric containment structures. Vitalism left organic branching patterns. Mentalism left diffuse cloud signatures. Transmutation left crystalline lattice traces. Those were the five. Everything a practitioner could do fell into one of those signature families.

The nested pattern fell into none of them.

Carro lowered the phone. His thumb pressed against the phone case, feeling the hard edge of the Bureau-issue rubber grip. The pattern was there. Real. Recorded. And he didn’t have a name for it.

He flagged it in the preliminary notes: Unclassified nested signature observed in primary channeling pattern. Does not conform to standard discipline taxonomy. Recommend FTA analysis. He typed the words on his phone screen with his thumb, one-handed, the phone braced against the steering wheel. The words were adequate for the report. They’d sit in a case file alongside two hundred other flagged anomalies from two hundred other cases, and maybe someone in the forensic lab would get around to looking at it in a week. Maybe nobody would.

Carro started the car. The engine turned over on the second try. Bureau fleet maintenance was another line item that hadn’t survived the last budget cycle.

In the rearview mirror, the alley was a dark gap between two buildings. Inside it, a man nobody had identified lay on wet pavement, killed by someone nobody could find, using a technique nobody could classify.

He pulled onto the main road. The nested pattern stayed with him, caught in the back of his mind like a splinter he couldn’t reach.

Probably nothing.


Chapter 2: Threadneedle

The Bureau’s coffee tasted like it had been brewed during the previous administration and left to evolve. Carro drank it anyway. Two sugars. The mug was ceramic, chipped at the rim, with a faded BTI seal that had been printed slightly off-center. Someone in procurement had gotten a bulk deal in 2019, and the entire Hartford field office was still drinking from the consequences.

He sat at his desk in the bullpen and typed up the preliminary report. Case TN-2026-0414. The Bureau’s incident form had forty-seven fields. The system wouldn’t let you submit without filling in the victim’s registered tier, which required a dropdown selection from a list that didn’t include “unlicensed.”

Carro typed “N/A” in the free-text override field and kept going.

The bullpen held eight desks in a space designed for six. The overflow two had been added during the 2022 expansion that Congress funded and then defunded nine months later, leaving the desks but taking the support staff that was supposed to sit at them. Now Agent Reeves used one for his lunch and Agent Takeda had covered the other with case files from a ward-fraud investigation that had been “temporarily” reassigned to her fourteen months ago.

The wards on the evidence locker across the room hummed at a slightly wrong frequency. Carro could hear it the moment he opened his perception, a thin whine that meant the calibration was drifting. Maintenance had been requested in March. It was May.

He finished the report at 7:48 and submitted it. The system accepted it after three corrections to fields it considered improperly formatted. Carro closed his laptop and waited.

Voss came in at eight sharp. She walked past the bullpen without stopping, briefcase in one hand, coffee from the place on Asylum Street in the other. Not Bureau coffee. SAC privilege. Her office door closed behind her.

At 8:14 his phone buzzed. One line: Come see me.

Voss’s office was the only private space in the Hartford field office. It was ten by twelve, windowless, warded against thaumic surveillance by a Mentalism specialist who’d rotated out to DC three years ago. The wards were still solid.

She was reading his report on her screen when he sat down. Her coffee smelled like actual coffee. The desk between them was neat, organized by priority in a system Carro had never been able to decode. Three stacks of case folders, color-coded tabs, a single pen centered on a legal pad with notes in handwriting too small to read at this distance.

She didn’t look up for thirty seconds. Carro counted. It was a Voss technique, intentional or not: the silence before the assessment gave the person across the desk time to arrange their thoughts or, more often, to start worrying about whether they should have arranged them differently.

“Threadneedle Row,” she said, still reading. “Male victim, fifties, unlicensed. Overload kill.” She scrolled down. “Sequential overload. Precision sequential, you wrote. Left hemisphere, right, spinal, autonomic.” She looked up. “That’s specific language for a preliminary.”

“That’s what the residue shows. Left hemisphere, right, spinal, autonomic. In order. Controlled.”

“And the channeler?”

“Unregistered. No match in state, federal, or classified.”

Voss looked up from the screen. She was fifty-seven, silver-haired, with the particular stillness of a Mentalism specialist who’d spent three decades reading people and had learned to give nothing back. Her office held two framed commendations and no photographs.

“An unregistered Specialist-tier practitioner killed an unlicensed Novice in Threadneedle Row.” She folded her hands on the desk. “Walk me through why this isn’t a community dispute.”

“Community disputes leave messy residue. Gang killings are fast, high-energy, low precision. I’ve seen three in two years. Every one left a splatter pattern. This was surgical. Sequential. The channeler mapped the victim’s dormant pathways in real time before burning them out in order. That’s not a turf war. That’s a professional operation.”

“You’re making an inference from technique to motive.”

“I’m making an inference from technique to capability. The capability required for this kill is Specialist-tier or above. Nobody at Specialist-tier is working debt collection in Threadneedle Row.”

“It could be a contract kill. The Row has its own economy. People settle debts.”

“With a Specialist-tier channeler who doesn’t exist in any database? Federal, state, or classified? That’s an expensive contractor for a Novice who lived in a third-floor walk-up and hadn’t channeled in three weeks.” Carro leaned forward. “And the technique doesn’t match contract work. Contract kills in the Row are kinetic. Fast. One push, one body, move on. This killer stood over the victim and channeled through his pathways for sustained contact. Seconds, not a fraction of a second. That’s not a contractor in a hurry. That’s someone who wanted to be thorough.”

Voss’s pen tapped the legal pad twice. It was the only tell she had. “What are you proposing?”

Voss held his gaze for four seconds. Carro counted. He’d watched this calculation before, a dozen times across two years of case reviews. She was weighing the case against the caseload, the political exposure against the forensic signal. An unlicensed victim generated no congressional inquiries, no media pressure, no phone calls from the Director’s office in DC. The incentive structure was clear: close it, move on, work the cases that had names attached to them. Names with licenses. Names in the system.

But the forensics didn’t support closing it. And Voss respected forensics more than she respected incentives.

“What are you asking for?”

“Seventy-two hours. Standard victim ID, background check, community canvas. If it’s a community dispute, the canvas will show it. If it’s something else, the forensics will tell us what.”

“The forensics already told you something.”

“The forensics told me a Specialist-tier practitioner killed a nobody and left a signature that doesn’t match anyone alive. That’s not a community dispute. That’s a case.”

Voss leaned back in her chair. The leather creaked. “Deputy SAC Mercer reviewed the overnight intake. He flagged your case as low-priority, community-internal. His recommendation is a 48-hour hold for FTA processing and then reassignment to local liaison.”

“Mercer doesn’t have the forensic context.”

“Mercer has the caseload context. We have six active investigations and four agents to run them. You and Dhillon are already carrying two each.” She paused. “I’ll give you seventy-two hours. I’m overriding Mercer’s priority flag to do it.” Her voice dropped half a register. “That’s the second time this quarter I’ve gone over his head for you. Don’t make me explain it a third time.”

“Understood.”

“Seventy-two hours, Carro. If you don’t have something concrete by Friday morning, this goes to local liaison and you go back to the Bridgeport ward-fraud.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He stood. At the door, she said, “The nested signature in your report. The one that doesn’t match any standard discipline.”

He turned back.

“Is that real, or is that you reaching?”

“It’s recorded. Scanner capture, timestamped.”

“Recorded isn’t the same as real. Scanners pick up noise. Ambient interference can look like structure.”

“This wasn’t noise.”

“Then put it in the follow-up. Specifically.” She turned back to her screen. “Close the door.”

Carro walked back through the bullpen. The morning shift was filling in. Reeves was eating a granola bar at his desk, reading something on his phone. Takeda was on a call, one hand covering the receiver, her voice low and patient. The Bridgeport ward-fraud was still eating her calendar. She caught Carro’s eye as he passed and mouthed good luck without context, which meant she’d already heard about the Threadneedle case through the building’s informal intelligence network. Faster than any official channel.

Dhillon was at her desk, badge clipped, jacket on, Vitalism field kit in a canvas bag by her feet. She’d been listening. Not eavesdropping. The walls in this building transmitted sound through the wards, and everyone pretended they didn’t.

“Seventy-two hours?” she said.

“Starting now.”

“Where do we start?”

“Victim ID. We need a name, a history, and a reason someone killed him. The Row is the only place that information exists.”

Dhillon picked up her bag. “The Row doesn’t talk to us.”

“I know.”

“You have a plan for that?”

“I have a badge and seventy-two hours. That’s not a plan. That’s a starting position.”

She almost smiled. Almost.

They drove to Threadneedle Row in Carro’s Bureau sedan. The engine turned over on the second try. The wards on the doors hadn’t been recalibrated since the previous decade, and the thaumic shielding on the passenger side had a gap near the door handle that Dhillon discovered by touching it and pulling her hand back.

“That’s not shielded,” she said.

“I know. Don’t lean on the door.”

“How long has it been like that?”

“Maintenance request submitted in February.” The Row was twelve blocks from the federal building, but it felt like a different city. The streets narrowed. The buildings got older. And the ward-work got denser.

Carro parked on Wethersfield, a block south of the alley where Jonas Rynn had died without a name. The morning was overcast, gray light flattening the brownstone facades. Threadneedle Row’s main drag ran north-south for six blocks, anchored by a laundromat at the south end and a community garden at the north. Between them, the Row lived its life.

The shops were opening. A ward-repair service with hand-lettered signs in the window: Residential Wards, Commercial Wards, Discretion Guaranteed. The lettering was done in thaumic ink that shifted color in daylight, a small vanity that said the proprietor had talent and wanted you to notice. Next door, a tea shop whose front window glowed faintly with a warming charm that hadn’t been licensed since the TRA took effect. The glow was amber, steady, well-maintained. Whoever ran this place knew their Kinetics.

Across the street, a clinic with no sign at all, just a green door and a small ward-mark at eye level that any practitioner could read: Healing here. No questions. Carro read the mark without slowing down. It was standard Vitalism notation, compact, precise. The practitioner behind that door was probably better than half the licensed Vitalists in the Bureau’s medical wing. They just couldn’t afford the $4,200 annual licensing fee, or wouldn’t pay it on principle, or had a record that disqualified them from the application process.

None of these businesses were registered with the Bureau. None of the practitioners who ran them held valid licenses. Under the Thaumic Regulation Act, every one of them was operating illegally, subject to fines, seizure of equipment, and criminal prosecution.

The Row didn’t care. The Row had been here since before the TRA. Some of these practitioners had been channeling since the first years after the Emergence, when nobody knew what the rules were because there weren’t any. They’d built their community while the government was still arguing about whether magic was real.

Then the government decided it was real, and it was regulated, and licenses cost money, and the Row became a gray zone that everyone agreed to pretend didn’t exist.

Carro and Dhillon walked the main drag. Bureau badges visible. Carro kept his perception closed. Opening it here would have been like pointing a flashlight in someone’s living room. Every practitioner on this street would feel it, and the ones who were already nervous would interpret it as a scan. Which, technically, it would be.

Dhillon walked half a step behind him, which he noticed and she’d deny if he mentioned it. It was a positioning choice. She was letting him take the first contact on each approach, which meant she was reading the secondary reactions, the faces that appeared in windows after the door closed, the conversations that stopped when they passed. Vitalism perception was more subtle than Wards. She could read stress in a person’s thaumic signature from twenty feet. She just couldn’t tell him about it in real time without blowing the technique.

The effect of two federal agents on the Row’s morning routine was immediate.

A woman sweeping her front step went inside. A man sitting on a milk crate with a cup of coffee stood up and walked around the corner without looking at them. Two teenagers who’d been sitting on a bench got up and moved, not running, just leaving, the casual departure of people who’d learned early that federal agents meant trouble.

“We could try the tea shop,” Dhillon said.

“They saw us park. Everyone on this block knows we’re Bureau.”

“So we introduce ourselves.”

“And they tell us nothing, politely, because the Bureau raided a healing clinic on the Row in 2023 and arrested a sixty-year-old woman for practicing Vitalism without a license. She died in federal custody three weeks later. Cardiac event.” Carro stopped walking. “The Row remembers that. We’re not going to un-remember it with badges and business cards.”

Dhillon was quiet for a moment. “So what do we do?”

“We ask questions. We accept the silence. We come back.”

They spent two hours canvassing. The tea shop’s owner, a woman in her forties with calloused hands and a ward-burn scar on her left wrist, served them chamomile without being asked and answered every question with a variation of “I wouldn’t know about that.” The ward-repair service was closed, a handwritten sign on the door reading Back at noon, though noon came and went without anyone returning.

The used-book store smelled like sage and old paper. The barbershop’s proprietor, a broad man with silver temples who introduced himself as Ray, let them inside, offered them chairs, and then sat in companionable silence for eleven minutes before suggesting they might have better luck somewhere else. He said it without hostility. Just fact.

Nobody knew the dead man. Nobody had seen anything. Nobody had heard anything. Nobody wanted to talk to the Bureau. The responses varied in tone, from the tea shop’s smooth deflection to Ray’s honest silence, but the content was identical. A wall, built from forty years of institutional distrust, and Carro was standing on the wrong side of it with a badge and a deadline.

Dhillon handled the rebuffs better than he did. She had a way of accepting a closed door without it reading as surrender. She’d nod, thank the person, and move on, and the people they talked to looked less defensive after she left than before she’d arrived. Carro didn’t have that gift. He had forensics.

Carro took notes. Dhillon asked her questions with professional patience, the same way she ran a Vitalism diagnostic, systematic, thorough, unrushed. She was better at this than he was. Her face was less Bureau. Her voice carried less authority and more curiosity. Two of the people they spoke to looked at her differently than they looked at him. She noticed. He noticed her noticing.

At the used-book store, the owner, a thin man in his seventies with reading glasses perched on his forehead and no visible ward-work on his person, said: “You’re asking about the man who died in the alley.”

Carro waited.

“I don’t know who he was. But he came in here sometimes. Once a month, maybe. Bought books.” The owner adjusted his glasses. “History books. Old ones. Pre-Emergence.”

“What kind of pre-Emergence history?”

“Government programs. Energy research. The kind of thing nobody reads anymore.” He paused. “Quiet man. Paid cash. Never gave a name.”

It was the first piece of information anyone on the Row had offered voluntarily. Carro wrote it down in his notebook, not on the Bureau scanner, because a handwritten note in a pocket notebook felt different than a federal agent recording your words into a government database. He’d learned that distinction in his first month on the job.

At the community garden on the north end of the Row, an older woman was tending tomato starts in raised beds warded against late frost. The wards were beautiful work, layered and precise, better than anything Carro had seen on a government building. She watched them approach, said nothing, and went back to her tomatoes. Her hands were steady. Her wards hummed.

Carro left a Bureau card on the garden bench. It would be in the trash by noon. But leaving it was protocol, and protocol was all they had.

They drove back to the office at eleven. The 72-hour clock had been running for three hours. They had a dead man with no name, a community that wouldn’t talk, and one bookstore owner who remembered a quiet customer who liked pre-Emergence history.

Carro sat at his desk. The evidence board behind his chair was no longer empty. He’d pinned the scanner printout of the crime scene, the three photos of the body, and the residue capture showing the unidentified signature. Below that, in his own handwriting on an index card: Victim bought pre-Emergence history books. Government programs. Energy research.

It wasn’t much. It was a start. The bookstore owner’s willingness to talk at all was worth something. In a community where silence was the default response to authority, a man who remembered what a dead stranger read was a crack in the wall.

Carro sat with that for a moment. Then he opened the Bureau database and began searching for unlicensed practitioners in the Hartford area, filtering for males over fifty with Novice-tier capacity. The database returned 340 results. None of them were going to be Jonas Rynn, because Jonas Rynn had never been in any database. But the search had to be run, the results had to be documented, and the negative finding had to go in the case file.

The forms demanded it. So Carro filled them in.


Chapter 3: Jonas

The residue trail started at the alley mouth and ran north on Wethersfield for three blocks before turning east on Arch. Carro followed it on foot, perception open, reading the faint signature against the ambient noise of the Row’s morning traffic. Jonas Rynn’s personal signature was weak, the thread density of a low-tier practitioner who barely channeled, but it had a distinctiveness that made it trackable. Every person’s signature was unique. The Bureau’s database existed because of that fact. Jonas’s just wasn’t in it.

The trail thinned as it moved away from the alley. Ambient thaumic energy from the Row’s morning activity, foot traffic from a hundred practitioners going about their business, the layered ward-work on every building, all of it muddied the signal. Carro walked slowly, one hand in his jacket pocket, looking like a man taking a morning stroll. He wasn’t. He was reading the pavement like soil, sorting Jonas’s thread from the noise through pattern recognition and stubborn focus.

At the second block, the trail crossed a ward boundary between two buildings. The ward was a territorial marker, standard Row practice, and it disrupted Jonas’s signature for about fifteen feet. Carro stopped, recalibrated, and picked it up again on the other side. The disruption told him something: Jonas had walked this route at night, when the territorial wards were at full power. Daytime, they scaled down. He’d have been harder to follow then.

By the third block, Carro was working at the edge of his Practitioner perception, reading trace amounts in the pavement that most agents wouldn’t bother trying to resolve. Dhillon was handling the car, running the name through state databases by phone. They’d split the work without discussing it.

The trail turned at a brownstone walk-up on Arch Street. Three stories, brick facade, a fire escape that had been patched with both welding and ward-work. The front door had a standard lockward, keyed to a signature that matched the trail. Jonas’s apartment.

Carro read the lockward without touching it. Single-layer, Practitioner-level work, keyed to one user. The channeling was competent but unrefined, the grooves cut with the slight wavering of someone who’d learned by doing rather than by instruction. No secondary access signatures. No visitor keys. No emergency override, which meant Jonas had chosen security over convenience. If he’d collapsed inside, nobody could have gotten in without breaking the ward.

Jonas lived alone, and he’d warded his door to make sure of it.

He called the building superintendent from the intercom panel. No answer. He pressed the button for the ground-floor unit instead. A woman’s voice, wary: “Yes?”

“Bureau of Thaumaturgic Investigations, ma’am. I’m investigating an incident on Wethersfield. I need access to a unit in this building.”

Silence. Then the buzzer. The door opened.

The super was in the ground-floor hallway when he came through. Mariela Ochoa, according to the mailbox labels. Heavyset, early sixties, with reading glasses pushed up on her forehead and a cleaning rag in one hand. She looked at his badge, then at him, then at the badge again. In the Row, Bureau credentials meant someone was about to have a bad day.

“Which unit?” she said.

“Third floor. The tenant’s name would help.”

“I manage the building. I don’t give out tenant information.”

Carro kept his voice even. “The man in 3A may be connected to a death on Wethersfield last night. I’m trying to identify him. I’m not here about licensing or wards or anything this building does or doesn’t do. I’m here about a man who was killed.”

Mariela studied him. Eleven years managing a building in the Row had given her a practical eye for federal agents. Some came for raids. Some came for routine. A few came because someone was actually hurt.

“Quiet man,” she said. “Paid on time. Cash, first of the month. Never had a complaint from him or about him.”

“How long has he lived here?”

“Fifteen years, maybe sixteen. He was here when I took over the building.” She folded the cleaning rag. “His name is Jonas. Jonas Rynn.” She spelled the last name without being asked. “That’s what’s on the lease. I never asked for more than that. He never offered.”

She let him into the third-floor unit. Stood in the hallway while he entered, arms crossed, watching. Not hostile. Protective. This was her building. He was in it on her permission.

Carro wrote it down in his notebook. The dead man had a name. Sixteen hours after his death, in a city of 120,000 people and 800 registered practitioners and an unknown number of unregistered ones, a federal agent with a notebook and a forensic perception range of thirty feet had given Jonas Rynn back his identity.

It was a start.

He searched the Bureau database from his phone while Mariela waited in the hallway. Jonas Rynn: no license, no criminal record, no registered thaumic ability. No employer on file. No tax records after 2008. No medical records in any thaumic-integrated healthcare system. No driver’s license renewal, no voter registration, no utility accounts in his name. The building’s utilities were included in the rent, Mariela confirmed when he asked. Jonas paid for nothing that required a name on a form.

The man had lived in Hartford for at least fifteen years and left almost no institutional footprint. In a world where thaumic practitioners were tracked, regulated, and documented by default, Jonas Rynn had achieved near-invisibility through the simple act of never using the system. No registration. No participation. No trace.

Carro ran a secondary search through the Bureau’s historical intake records, cases where unlicensed practitioners had been flagged during routine operations. Sometimes a name surfaced in a witness list or a canvass report without ever becoming a case. Nothing. Jonas hadn’t even been noticed. In a neighborhood full of unregistered practitioners, he’d been the quietest of the quiet.

The apartment was small. One bedroom, a kitchen alcove, a bathroom with a shower that had been regrouted recently and a mirror with a crack in the lower right corner. The main room served as living space and, apparently, a library.

Books. Everywhere. Shelves along two walls, double-stacked where the depth allowed, additional volumes lined up on the floor against the baseboard, more piled on the kitchen table next to a mug with a dried coffee ring. The apartment smelled like old paper and something herbal, a tea or a sachet, something Jonas used to keep the mildew down.

Carro moved through the room slowly, reading the space before he read the residue. A forensic investigator’s first obligation was to observe what was visible before opening perception to what wasn’t. The physical scene told you what a person did. The thaumic scene told you what they could do. Both mattered. Both could mislead you if you read one without the other.

He scanned the spines. History, mostly. Pre-Emergence history. Government publications from the 1970s and 80s with dull covers and institutional typefaces. A monograph titled Ambient Energy Field Dynamics by A. Venn. Academic texts on geophysical survey methodology. Congressional budget reports from the Department of Energy, fiscal years 1978 through 1986.

Nobody read this material casually. Focused, sustained, covering a specific eight-year period and a specific topic: what the federal government was doing with energy research in the decade before the Emergence. Jonas had been building a picture, piece by piece, from publicly available documents. The patient work of someone who couldn’t access classified archives and wouldn’t ask anyone who could.

Carro picked up a Congressional budget report from 1982. The cover was plain, the paper yellowing, the print dense. A section had been bookmarked with a torn strip of receipt paper. He opened to the marked page. Line items for the Department of Energy, subheading: “Geophysical Survey Operations.” A budget allocation of $14.2 million for a program identified only by a project code.

Carro pulled the Venn monograph from the shelf. The spine was cracked from use. Pages dog-eared at chapters 3, 7, and 11. He flipped to chapter 3. The text was dense, academic, full of equations and diagrams of “ambient field topology” that read like thaumic theory wearing a different vocabulary. The publication date was 1994. The author bio on the back flap listed Dr. A. Venn as “formerly of the Hartwell Geophysical Research Station, now in independent practice.”

He set the book down and kept looking.

A maintenance tech’s toolkit sat on a shelf in the bedroom closet. Wrenches, screwdrivers, a voltage tester, a pipe cutter. Nothing thaumic. The tools of Jonas’s day job, or former day job, kept in order but not recently used. A thin layer of dust on the voltage tester’s handles.

Photographs on the bedroom wall. Three of them, framed cheaply, hung in a row. The first showed a younger Jonas, maybe thirty, in front of a cluster of concrete buildings behind a chain-link fence. He was wearing a khaki shirt with a name patch and standing next to a utility vehicle. Institutional setting. A facility of some kind. The buildings were low, functional, the architecture of government construction in the late Cold War.

The second photograph showed Jonas with two other men, all in the same khaki shirts, standing near what looked like a generator housing or an equipment shed. Heavy-gauge electrical conduit ran along the wall behind them, the industrial kind rated for high-current loads. One of the men had his arm around Jonas’s shoulder. The other held a clipboard. Both were smiling. Jonas wasn’t. He was looking off-camera at something outside the frame, and his posture had the slight lean of someone who’d rather be somewhere else.

Carro examined the background. The conduit was unusual for a geophysical research station. Geophysical survey work was low-power, field-based. You didn’t need industrial electrical infrastructure to measure seismic activity or soil composition. Whatever Hartwell was doing behind that generator housing drew more current than geology.

The third photograph was the facility from a distance, taken from what looked like the access road. Concrete buildings, a parking lot half-full of government vehicles, a perimeter fence with a gatehouse. Beyond the fence, Connecticut forest, dense and green, second-growth hardwood, oak and maple mostly, the same canopy that covered half the state. A sign at the facility entrance was partially visible but too small to read at this resolution. The gatehouse had a boom barrier and, Carro noticed, what looked like a secondary fence line inside the first. Two perimeter fences. For a geophysical research station.

Carro took pictures of all three with his Bureau scanner, tagging each with case and evidence numbers. He’d have Salk run image enhancement on the facility sign. If the facility was identifiable, it would give them a location. A location meant records. Records meant names.

He checked the bedroom closet more carefully. Clothes, few and functional. Two pairs of work boots, one newer than the other. A winter coat with ward-patches on the collar and cuffs, the same temperature-proofing technique Carro had seen on the boot sole. Whoever had taught Jonas to ward his clothing had taught him a specific school of Wards work, practical, personal, focused on comfort rather than defense. It was consistent with someone who’d learned thaumaturgy informally, after the Emergence, without the structured curriculum that the university programs taught.

On the top shelf of the closet, behind a folded blanket, Carro found a cardboard box. Inside: a faded employee ID badge. The photo showed a younger Jonas, clean-shaven. The badge read: HARTWELL GEOPHYSICAL RESEARCH STATION. Below that: RYNN, J. MAINTENANCE DIVISION. And below that: CLEARANCE: GENERAL.

Maintenance division. General clearance. Jonas had been a janitor, or close to it. Whatever Hartwell was doing, he’d been there to keep the lights on and the floors clean.

But he’d kept the badge. For forty years.

Carro photographed it and put it back.

He turned back to the main room. Something had been bothering him since he’d entered, a low-level dissonance in his ward perception that he’d been registering without identifying. Now he stopped and focused.

There. Behind the bookshelf on the east wall.

He moved the shelf. It was heavy, loaded with government documents, and he had to brace it with his shoulder to slide it two feet to the left without toppling the stacks. Behind it, embedded in the plaster, was a ward.

Not Jonas’s work. The signature was different, stronger, more complex. Someone with real skill had placed this, years ago judging by the integration depth. The ward had become part of the wall’s structure, its energy woven into the building materials in a way that only time and sustained proximity could produce. At least a decade old. Probably older.

Carro read the ward’s architecture carefully, layer by layer. It was a concealment pattern. Not invisibility, nothing that dramatic. A muffling effect, designed to dampen the thaumic signature of whatever sat behind it. Anything with a thaumic resonance stored in this space, documents handled by practitioners, warded objects, thaumic recordings, would have been invisible to anyone scanning the building from outside. Even a Specialist doing a focused sweep from the street would have read this wall as dead plaster.

The craftsmanship impressed him. The ward’s threads were integrated into the building’s physical structure, woven through the mortar and brick at a molecular level. That kind of integration took months of ambient contact. You couldn’t rush it. You placed the ward, and then you waited while it sank into the walls like dye into fabric. Whoever built this had the skill to place it and the patience to let it cure.

Someone had done this for Jonas. Someone with Adept-level skill or better, someone who understood that concealment wasn’t about power but about precision and time. This wasn’t a commercial job purchased from a Row ward-shop. This was personal. A favor from someone who cared enough to give Jonas years of invisible protection.

The space behind the bookshelf was empty now. Whatever the ward had been concealing was gone. But the ward was still active, still humming with the slow pulse of embedded thaumaturgy. It would keep working until someone dismantled it, which could take another decade given how deeply it had integrated.

Carro stepped back. He looked at the apartment with fresh eyes. The books on pre-Emergence energy research. The Venn monograph. The photographs of the Hartwell facility. The employee badge hidden in the closet. The concealment ward built by someone else, someone skilled, someone who understood that Jonas needed to be invisible.

A maintenance tech who’d seen something at Hartwell. Something important enough to spend fifteen years reading about. Something important enough that someone had warded his apartment and, eventually, someone else had come to his alley at two in the morning and burned him out from the inside.

He sat in Jonas’s reading chair. It was a worn armchair, the cushion permanently compressed on the left side where Jonas had sat every evening for years. The leather arms were smooth from use, the right arm darker where his hand had rested while he read. A reading lamp beside it, adjustable, the bulb warm-spectrum. A side table with a ceramic coaster and a water ring that had sunk into the wood from repetition.

Carro looked at the apartment from Jonas’s chair. This was the angle. The books in arm’s reach. The bedroom doorway straight ahead. The window to the left, letting in whatever light the alley-facing wall allowed. The concealment ward humming behind the bookshelf, invisible and constant, a protection Jonas probably stopped noticing years ago.

He’d sat here every night. Reading. Trying to understand what had happened at Hartwell, or what Hartwell had done, or what it meant that the Emergence came three years after whatever Hartwell was studying. The books were his evidence. The ward was his shield. And neither had been enough.

Carro’s phone buzzed. Dhillon, texting from the car: Anything?

He looked around the apartment one more time. Something small caught his eye near the base of the bookshelf, where he’d moved it to expose the concealment ward. A piece of paper, folded small, that had been trapped between the shelf and the wall. It must have fallen behind the shelf years ago.

He picked it up carefully. The paper was old, the fold lines soft with age. He unfolded it on his knee. A handwritten note, pencil on lined paper, the writing cramped and careful, the letters pressed hard enough to leave grooves in the paper: If something happens to me, the lockbox on Cedar has what matters. Second unit from the left, fourth row. She’ll know whose name is on it.

She. Someone Jonas trusted. Someone in the Row.

Carro photographed the note, slipped it into an evidence bag, and texted Dhillon back.

His name was Jonas Rynn. He worked at something called the Hartwell Geophysical Research Station before the Emergence. Someone warded his apartment to hide something, and he left a note about a lockbox on Cedar. Come up. Bring your kit. And call Salk. Tell him we’re sending photos.

While he waited, he opened his perception one more time and swept the apartment as a whole. The ambient thaumic signature was faint. Jonas had barely practiced. The strongest signature in the room belonged to the concealment ward, steady and deep, followed by the personal wards on his clothing in the closet. Everything else was at noise level.

But there was one more trace. On the kitchen table, under the stacked books, a residue signature that didn’t match Jonas or the concealment ward. Someone else had been here. Recently. The signature was sharp-edged, less than a week old, and it carried the same unsettling cleanness Carro had read at the crime scene.

The operative had been in Jonas’s apartment before killing him.

Carro’s hands went still on the table. The realization settled in his chest like a cold weight. The operative had come here first. Had stood in this room, among these books, and had decided that Jonas needed to die. The kill in the alley wasn’t an ambush. It was the conclusion of a visit.

He photographed the table residue. Wrote the signature match in his notes. Then he sat back down in the reading chair and waited for Dhillon.

He set the phone down and stayed in the chair for another minute. The apartment was quiet. Afternoon light came through the single window, falling across the stacked books and the cheap frames on the bedroom wall.

The case had gone from a body in an alley to a name, a history, and a hidden note about a lockbox.

Seventy-two hours. Sixty-nine remaining.

The reading lamp cast a warm circle on the arm of the chair. Carro turned it off and stood.


Chapter 4: Marta

Carro went back to Threadneedle Row the next morning without his badge.

Not literally without it. It was in his jacket pocket, where it always was. But he left the Bureau lanyard in the car and unbuttoned his collar and walked the Row’s main drag in a navy peacoat he’d bought at a thrift store in West Hartford two years ago for situations exactly like this one. It didn’t make him invisible. Nothing made a federal agent invisible in the Row. But it made him approachable, or at least less obviously threatening, and in a community where the Bureau’s last major operation had ended with a sixty-year-old woman dying in custody, less threatening was the best he could hope for.

The Row was different at nine in the morning than it had been during yesterday’s canvass. Quieter. The shops that had closed their doors when Carro and Dhillon walked by were open now, their proprietors moving through opening routines that involved both mundane tasks and thaumic ones. A man adjusted a detection ward on his storefront while sweeping the sidewalk in front of it, switching between broom and stylus with practiced ease. A woman carried a tray of something warm and steaming from a kitchen into a shop whose purpose Carro couldn’t determine from the street. The tray left a faint thaumic trail, warming charm woven into the serving cloth. Small magic. Practical magic. The Row ran on it.

Dhillon had stayed at the office. They’d discussed it the night before, parked outside the federal building with the engine running because the heater ward on Carro’s sedan only worked when the alternator was warm.

“You’ll get more if you go alone,” she’d said. “I’m Adept-tier. People can feel that. In the Row, Adept means authority, and authority means Bureau.”

“You’re also my partner.”

“And I’m telling you that my being there will close doors that might stay open for you. Practitioner reads different than Adept in a community that’s been raided by Adepts.” She’d looked at him steadily. “Go alone. Be honest. Don’t promise anything you can’t deliver.”

He’d agreed because she was right. Practitioner-tier read different than Adept in a community that had learned to measure threat by signature strength.

Marta Kessler’s clinic was on the ground floor of a brownstone on Cedar Street, half a block east of the main drag. No sign out front. Just a green door, slightly weathered, with a ward-mark at eye level that Carro read as he approached. Standard Vitalism health notation: practitioner available, no appointment necessary, confidential. The ward-mark was clean, recently renewed. Whoever maintained it took pride in the work.

He pushed the door open. A bell chimed, mechanical, not thaumic. The interior was small and warm. Herb bundles hung from a drying rack above the entrance, their scent sharp and medicinal. A treatment cot against the far wall, covered with a clean white sheet. A worktable with ward components, glass vials, a mortar and pestle. Shelves of books and labeled jars. The room smelled like rosemary, lemon balm, and something Carro couldn’t identify, something green and fibrous.

A woman was seated at the worktable, hands working steadily over a ward component, a flat disc of fired clay with channeling grooves scored into its surface. She was shaping the grooves with a stylus, each stroke precise, her perception open, Carro could feel the faint thaumic output of her work from the doorway. She was a Wards specialist, not a Vitalist. The clinic treated people, but the practitioner who ran it built protections.

She was in her sixties. Silver hair cut short, practical. Strong hands, knuckles slightly swollen from decades of fine manual work. Her eyes moved to Carro the moment he stepped inside and stayed on him while her hands kept working.

“I’m not buying, selling, or answering questions,” she said.

“My name is Eli Carro. I’m with the BTI.”

“I know what you are.” She set the stylus down. “You walk like a fed. Your shoes are Bureau-issue, the coat is civilian but the shoes aren’t. You dressed down for the visit, which means you think the coat changes something. It doesn’t.”

“I’m not here to inspect your practice.”

“You’re here, and you’re Bureau. In this neighborhood those are the same sentence.” She folded her arms. “The last time a BTI agent came through that door, it was 2023. Two agents, actually. They had a warrant for unlicensed practice enforcement. They arrested Delia Vasquez, who’d been running a Vitalism clinic three blocks from here for twenty-two years. Treated burns, infections, broken bones. Never turned anyone away. She was sixty-one years old and she died in a federal holding cell three weeks later because the facility didn’t have a thaumic-qualified medical officer on staff and nobody thought to check whether a Vitalism practitioner’s health depended on regular channeling. Which it does.”

Carro stood in the doorway. He didn’t step further in. The clinic was her space. He wasn’t going to fill it with his presence.

“I know about Delia Vasquez,” he said. The name landed between them. Every agent in the Hartford office knew the name. It came up in training now, in the section on thaumic-dependent healthcare. A case study in what not to do. “I wasn’t part of that operation.”

“No. You’re part of the institution that ran it. The institution that decided a sixty-one-year-old healer was a criminal because she couldn’t afford four thousand dollars a year for a license. The institution that put her in a cell and forgot that her body needed to channel like it needed to breathe.” Marta’s voice was level. Not angry. Factual. Anger would have been easier to dismiss. “So when you tell me you’re not here to inspect my practice, I hear the words. I just don’t hear a reason to believe them.”

“A man was killed on Wethersfield two nights ago,” he said. “In the alley between the laundromat and the ward-repair shop. His name was Jonas Rynn. He lived in a walk-up on Arch Street for fifteen or sixteen years. Someone channeled through his pathways and burned him out. The technique was professional. The killer’s signature isn’t in any federal database.”

She watched him. Her expression didn’t change. Her hands stayed flat on the worktable.

“I can tell you what the Bureau thinks happened,” Carro continued. “They think it’s a community dispute. An internal matter. Low priority. The case will be reassigned to local liaison by Friday unless I can show otherwise.” He paused. “I don’t think it’s a community dispute. The forensics are wrong for that. But I can’t prove it without information I don’t have.”

“And you think I have it.”

“I think someone in this community knew Jonas Rynn. I think someone cared about him. He had a concealment ward in his apartment that he didn’t have the skill to build himself. Someone made that for him. Adept-level work, integrated over years. That’s not a commercial transaction. That’s a relationship.”

Marta’s hands moved on the table. A small adjustment, unconscious. The clay disc rotated a quarter turn under her fingertips.

“What makes you think I can help you?”

“Jonas was afraid of something. He spent fifteen years in a third-floor apartment reading government documents about pre-Emergence energy research. He used a lockbox service for secure storage. He wrote a note that said ‘she’ll know whose name is on it.’” Carro let the last sentence sit. “He trusted someone in this community. And you’re the person people in this community come to when they need help.”

The silence lasted a long time. Carro could hear the herb bundles shifting in the air current from the open door. Outside, a man walked past the clinic window, glanced in, saw Carro, and kept walking.

“Close the door,” Marta said.

He closed it.

“Sit down.”

There was one chair on the visitor’s side of the worktable, a wooden straight-back with a cushion that had been reupholstered at least once. Carro sat. The chair put him at eye level with Marta. She’d arranged her clinic so that no one who came for help had to look up at her.

“I don’t trust the Bureau,” she said. “I have reasons. You know some of them. The ones you don’t know are worse.”

“I’m not asking you to trust the Bureau.”

“Then what are you asking?”

“I’m asking if Jonas Rynn was someone worth caring about. Because the Bureau is about to file his death as a community dispute and move on. And the forensics say that’s wrong.”

“The forensics.”

“I read his crime scene. I read his apartment. The concealment ward behind his bookshelf. The operative’s residue on his kitchen table.” He leaned forward slightly. “Whoever killed Jonas was in his apartment first. They visited him, looked at what he had, and then waited for him in the alley. This wasn’t random. This wasn’t a dispute. Someone made a decision to end his life, and they sent a practitioner with techniques I’ve never seen before to do it.”

Marta studied him for a long time. Then she stood, went to a shelf behind her, and took down a ceramic jar. She opened it, shook loose tea into two small cups, and poured hot water from a kettle that Carro hadn’t noticed was warming on a low-level Kinetics charm at the edge of the worktable.

She set one cup in front of him and sat back down with the other.

“Jonas came to Threadneedle Row in 2010,” she said. “Maybe 2011. I don’t remember exactly. He found the apartment on Arch Street through a listing in the community paper, the one that runs without addresses so the Bureau can’t cross-reference it. Paid his first month in cash, moved in with two suitcases and a box of books, and didn’t talk to anyone for six months.”

She held the cup in both hands. The ceramic was old, handmade, with a glaze that caught the clinic’s warm light.

“People thought he was reclusive. The Row has people like that, practitioners who’ve given up on the outside world and just want to be left alone. But Jonas wasn’t reclusive. He was scared. There’s a difference. Reclusive people avoid company. Scared people check the street before they leave the building.”

Carro didn’t reach for the tea. He listened.

“After a while, he started coming to see me. Not for healing. For conversation. He was lonely, and he was careful about who he talked to. It took him a year to tell me he’d worked at a government facility before the Emergence.” She sipped her tea. “He never told me what they did there. But he was terrified of it. Of whoever ran it. He said things to me once, early on, that I’m not going to repeat to you or anyone else. What I will tell you is that Jonas believed he was in danger. Not hypothetical danger. Specific. He believed that the people he’d worked for were still operating, and that they would come for him if they knew where he was.”

“Did you build the concealment ward in his apartment?”

She held his gaze. “Yes.”

“When?”

“2012. He asked. I built it. He didn’t have anything to hide at that point, nothing physical. But he wanted to be invisible to thaumic scans. He didn’t want anyone with perception above Practitioner to be able to find him by reading the building.”

The concealment ward in Jonas’s apartment was Adept-level work. Marta was unlicensed, self-taught, and better at integrated ward architecture than half the Bureau’s certified specialists. The licensing system had a blind spot the size of Threadneedle Row.

“In the last few weeks,” Carro said, “Jonas was agitated. He came to see you about secure storage.”

Marta set down her cup. “Three weeks ago. He came in late, after the clinic was closed. He was shaking. Not afraid the usual way. Afraid the new way. Something had changed. He said he had documents that needed to be secured. Important documents. He’d been keeping them in the apartment, behind the ward, but he didn’t think the ward was enough anymore.”

“Did he say why?”

“He said someone had found the facility.” She set the cup down. “He didn’t say which facility. I didn’t ask. The less I knew about specifics, the less I could be compelled to repeat. That’s how things work in the Row. You protect each other by not knowing the details.”

“But he told you enough to be afraid.”

“He told me the thing he’d been afraid of for fifteen years was starting. That whoever had run the facility was still operating. That the documents he’d been keeping were the only proof of what they’d done. And that if something happened to him, the documents needed to survive.”

“Proof of what?”

Marta’s hands went still on the table. “He didn’t say. And I didn’t push. I directed him to the lockbox service on Cedar, told him to use a name that wasn’t his, and told him to put a backup somewhere I didn’t know about. Standard Row protocol for people in trouble. He thanked me and left. That was the last time I saw him alive.”

“Three weeks ago.”

“Three weeks.”

Carro picked up the tea. It was lukewarm. He drank it anyway. It tasted like chamomile and something sharper underneath. Marta watched him drink.

“The Bureau is going to call this a community dispute,” he said.

“Yes.”

“I have sixty hours to prove it isn’t.”

“And you want my help.”

“I want to know if anyone else in the community knew Jonas. Anyone he talked to, spent time with, trusted. And I want to find the lockbox.”

Marta looked at him for a long time. Forty years of reading wards had taught her to read people too.

“Show me something,” she said. She leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “Read the clinic ward on the front door. Tell me what you see.”

It was a test. The Row tested people. The Bureau tested credentials, ran background checks, verified licensing. The Row tested what you could do with your hands and your perception, right now, in the room.

Carro opened his perception and read the ward-mark on the inside of the green door. He took his time. Marta hadn’t given him a deadline, and rushing a ward read was a good way to miss a layer. The first layer was obvious, the Vitalism health notation, clean and public-facing. But underneath it, hidden in a deeper integration level that most Practitioner-level agents would skim past, there was a second structure. A diagnostic pattern, cleverly embedded, that monitored the thaumic state of everyone who entered. It measured tier, discipline affinity, and emotional register. Anyone who walked through Marta’s door was read before they sat down.

“Dual-layer,” Carro said. “The health notation is public. Underneath, you’ve got a diagnostic monitor. You’re reading everyone who walks in. Tier, discipline, and emotional state.”

Marta’s eyebrows rose a fraction. “Most Bureau agents miss the second layer.”

“Most Bureau agents aren’t ward specialists.”

She nodded. Once. Carro felt something shift in the room, not thaumic, just the atmospheric change when a guarded person decides to lower one wall by an inch.

“Most agents can’t read past the first layer of a compound ward,” she said. “They see the public face and assume that’s all there is. The Bureau trains for detection, not for comprehension. You read my ward like a builder reads a blueprint. Structure first.” She picked up her tea again. “That’s not standard Bureau training.”

“No.”

“Who taught you?”

“A forensic instructor at the Academy who thought ward analysis was an art, not a checklist. She washed out of the Bureau after two years. Said the paperwork was killing her fieldwork.”

Marta almost smiled. Almost. “She was right.”

“I know.”

“I’ll ask around,” she said. “Quietly. If anyone in the Row knew Jonas, I’ll find out. Come back tomorrow. Same time. Without the coat, if you want. It doesn’t matter either way.”

Carro stood. The tea was finished. The cup sat on the worktable with a faint ring of residue, the only evidence that this conversation had happened. Marta wouldn’t log it. Neither would he, not in the Bureau system. Some information needed to live outside the chain of custody.

At the door, he turned back. “The concealment ward you built for Jonas. It’s still active. Still integrated. It’ll keep working for years.”

“I know.”

“It was good work.” He meant it. Adept-level integration, built by an unlicensed Practitioner who’d never taken a certification exam, never applied for a license, never submitted her techniques for Bureau review. The licensing system said she didn’t exist. The ward in Jonas’s wall said otherwise.

She picked up her stylus and went back to the clay disc. The grooves caught the clinic’s warm light. “Close the door on your way out.”

He did. The bell chimed behind him, mechanical, as he stepped onto Cedar Street. The morning was still overcast. Threadneedle Row went about its business. Carro walked back to the car with his hands in his peacoat pockets and the taste of chamomile still on his teeth.


Chapter 5: The Lockbox

The lockbox service was in a basement on Cedar Street, three doors down from Marta’s clinic. No sign. A steel door with a ward-lock that read to Carro’s perception as military-grade, repurposed. Someone had taken a government-issue containment ward, stripped its identification codes, and reconfigured it as a security lock. The craftsmanship was impressive and deeply illegal.

The street was quiet at this hour. A cat sat on a windowsill two doors down, watching Carro with the disinterested appraisal of an animal that had seen every kind of person walk this block. The ward on the steel door pulsed faintly in Carro’s open perception, a slow heartbeat of contained energy. Military-grade containment wards were designed for vault doors and evidence lockers. Seeing one on a basement in Threadneedle Row was both surprising and deeply logical. The Row protected what it valued with whatever it could get.

He knocked.

The door opened six inches. A man looked out. Sixties, maybe seventies. Thick gray beard, wire-rimmed glasses, heavy brows. His hands were large, the fingers blunt, and they carried the distinctive residue staining of a Transmutation specialist who worked with materials daily. His signature was strong, easily Adept-level, maybe higher. He looked at Carro without expression.

“Marta sent me,” Carro said.

“Marta sends a lot of people.” The man didn’t open the door wider. “Bureau?”

“Yes.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m looking for a lockbox rented by Jonas Rynn. He’s dead. Someone killed him two nights ago. His lockbox may contain evidence related to his murder.”

The man’s expression didn’t change. “I don’t keep records. No names, no IDs, no receipts. That’s the point.”

“I know. I’m not asking for records. I’m asking if a man named Jonas Rynn rented a box here, and if you’d be willing to let me confirm what’s inside without opening it.”

The man studied him through the six-inch gap. Then the door opened.

The basement was larger than Carro expected. Low ceiling, concrete floor, fluorescent strips providing the only light. Ward-sealed metal boxes lined three walls, floor to ceiling, arranged in a grid. Each box was about the size of a filing cabinet drawer, fronted with a metal plate inscribed with channeling grooves. The lock wards on each box were keyed to individual signatures, one box, one user. No master key. Even the proprietor couldn’t open them. That was the selling point.

The ambient thaumic field in the room was dense, layered with the overlapping signatures of every box’s ward. Carro’s perception hummed with input. He’d never been in a space with this much concentrated ward-work. It was like standing inside a library where every book was whispering.

“I can’t open a box without the renter’s signature,” the man said. He’d moved to a workbench in the corner, where he stood with his arms folded. “I can’t override the wards. I designed them not to have a back door.”

“I don’t need you to open it. I need to identify which box was Jonas’s.” Carro scanned the room, perception fully open. Two hundred boxes, maybe more. Each one carried its renter’s signature on the lock ward. Finding Jonas’s meant reading each ward’s keying signature and matching it to the one Carro had recorded at the crime scene and the apartment.

He started at the left wall, top row. Moved his hand along the boxes without touching them, reading the lock ward signatures from two inches away. At this distance, each ward gave up its keying signature in a brief pulse: the renter’s thaumic fingerprint, encoded in the channeling grooves.

Not Jonas. A woman, Wards discipline, strong and geometric. Not Jonas. A man, Kinetics, blurred with age. Each box was a person. Each person had stored something they didn’t trust to keep at home.

The work was slow and tiring. Holding perception open at this sustained level was like holding a weight at arm’s length. Some signatures were sharp and current, easy to dismiss. Others were faded, compressed by time, requiring Carro to push deeper to extract enough pattern data for comparison. Those cost more.

After seventy boxes and twenty minutes, his focus was fraying. His right temple had started to ache, a dull pressure behind the eye that meant he was burning through his sustained-perception capacity faster than his body could recover.

Dhillon arrived at minute fifteen. She’d texted from outside, waited for his reply, and come down the stairs with her field kit in one hand and her Bureau badge in the other. The proprietor looked at the badge, looked at Dhillon, and went back to watching Carro work.

“How many left?” she asked, setting her kit on the floor near the stairs.

“Narrowed to the left wall. Oldest section. Close.”

She stood by the door and watched him work without offering to help. Vitalism couldn’t read ward signatures. She knew her discipline’s boundaries and didn’t pretend otherwise. She was here for what came after the lock ward, not the lock ward itself.

“You could narrow the search,” the man said from his workbench. He’d been watching Carro’s technique with the evaluative patience of someone who understood exactly how hard it was. “The boxes are arranged by rental date. Older rentals on the left wall, recent on the right.”

Carro recalibrated. Jonas had been in the Row fifteen years. If he’d rented early, the box would be in the oldest section. He skipped the newer boxes and focused on the left wall’s upper rows. The signatures here were older, more deeply integrated into the metal. Some had been keyed so long ago that the renter’s active signature had faded and only the ward’s memory remained.

Third row from the top, seventh box from the left. Jonas’s signature, faint but unmistakable. The same thread density, the same individual patterning Carro had read at the crime scene, at the apartment, on the trail through the Row. The match was clean.

“Found it,” he said. His hand was still hovering over the metal plate. Jonas’s signature pulsed faintly behind the lock ward, preserved in the channeling grooves like a voice recorded on tape. The man was dead, but his thaumic fingerprint still sat in a box on Cedar Street, guarding his secrets.

The proprietor came over and looked at the box. His expression shifted for the first time since Carro had entered, a fractional tightening around the eyes. He knew who rented that box. He knew what renting a lockbox in Threadneedle Row meant. And now he knew the renter was dead.

“His was one of the older ones,” the proprietor said. He didn’t touch the box. “Reliable payer. Never came to check on it more than twice a year.”

“Until recently?”

The old man looked at Carro. Said nothing. But he didn’t deny it, and in the Row, silence was its own answer.

Dhillon came closer. “Can you tell what’s inside?”

“Not through the ward. The lock ward is opaque to content scanning.” He looked at the proprietor. “Is there a legal mechanism for accessing a deceased renter’s box?”

“No.” The man’s tone was flat. “The renter’s signature is the only key. If the renter is dead, the box stays locked. Eventually the ward decays and the box can be reissued. That takes years.”

“So the contents are inaccessible.”

“Unless someone can replicate the renter’s signature. Which nobody can, because signatures are unique to the practitioner’s neural pathways.”

Carro looked at the box. The lock ward hummed, inert to his request, responsive only to a dead man’s touch. Behind military-grade protection, in a basement on Cedar Street, Jonas Rynn had stored proof of something he’d considered worth dying for. Marta said documents. The Vitalism read said pre-Emergence paper. Carro’s perception said nothing useful, because the ward was doing exactly what it was designed to do.

He pressed his burned palm against his thigh. The blister from the lockbox fight hadn’t fully formed yet. Two days into the case and his body was already keeping score.

“Can you read the contents through the barrier?” he asked Dhillon. “Vitalism. Biological traces on the materials inside, paper composition, something.”

Dhillon stepped up to the box. She set her field kit on the floor, pulled off her right glove, and placed her bare palm flat against the metal front, six inches from the ward interface. She closed her eyes.

Her Vitalism perception worked on different principles than Carro’s Wards reading. Where he saw structural patterns and energy signatures, she sensed biological traces, organic compounds, cellular residue. Paper was made of wood pulp. Wood pulp was biological. And biological material talked to Vitalists in ways that metal and energy couldn’t.

She was there for two minutes. Carro watched her work. Her breathing slowed, deepening into the rhythm of sustained Vitalism focus. Her fingers spread slightly against the metal, each one finding its own position, reading different depths of the barrier. Her left hand hung at her side, perfectly still. The contrast between the two hands, one active and searching, one dead still, was how you knew a Vitalist was working and not just touching.

“Paper,” she said. “Old paper. Multiple sheets, folded. No thaumic properties on the paper itself. But there’s biological residue on the surfaces. Multiple handlers over time.” She opened her eyes. “Whatever’s in there has been touched by several people, and it’s been stored for a long time.”

“How long?”

“Years. The biological decay curve on the handler traces is consistent with… thirty to forty years. Maybe longer.”

Pre-Emergence era documents. Handled by multiple people over decades and stored behind a ward that Jonas Rynn paid to maintain in a basement that didn’t officially exist. Whatever Hartwell was, whatever Jonas had witnessed or gathered proof of, it was in that box. And Carro couldn’t touch it.

He was about to ask the proprietor about decay timelines on the lock ward when his perception spiked.

It hit him like a sudden pressure change, the thaumic equivalent of your ears popping on an airplane. Something had entered the building above them. Not someone. Something. A thaumic presence that read wrong in every way Carro’s training had prepared him for.

Clean. Too clean. The ambient field in the Row was a constant low hum, the accumulated signatures of hundreds of practitioners going about their lives. This presence moved through that hum and left silence behind it. Not dampened silence, like Marta’s concealment ward. Absence. A hole in the field, shaped like a person, moving through the ground floor of the building with the unhurried pace of someone who knew exactly where they were going.

Carro’s hand went to his sidearm. His breathing didn’t change. His training kicked in before his body could react.

“Someone’s coming,” he said. Low. Steady.

Dhillon’s hand dropped from the box. She turned toward the stairs.

The proprietor’s arms uncrossed. “That’s not one of my renters.”

Carro pulled Dhillon behind the row of lockboxes on the far wall. She went without resisting. Her field kit stayed on the floor near Jonas’s box, abandoned. The proprietor stayed at his workbench, hands flat on the metal surface. His Transmutation signature flared once, a brief pulse of readiness that Carro read from across the room. The old man’s hands could reshape the metal of that workbench in a second. He could drop the floor, reshape the stairs, turn the walls into a cage. He was choosing to wait. That was a decision Carro respected.

The fluorescent strips hummed. The lockbox wards whispered. And from the stairwell, footsteps. Measured. Deliberate. Someone who had done this before and saw no reason to rush.

A figure appeared in the basement doorway. Medium height. Dark clothing, layered, nothing that would catch light or attention. No visible ward-work on the clothes, no jewelry, no accessories. Their hands hung at their sides, loose, empty. They stood at the top of the stairs and looked at the room with the calm assessment of someone who had already counted the exits before entering. The fluorescent light hit their face and gave Carro nothing. Nothing to describe. Nothing to remember. A person built for vanishing.

Their thaumic signature was the same one Carro had recorded in the alley. The same impossible cleanness. The same discipline-defying structure. The operative.

They walked down the stairs, past the proprietor, and stopped in front of Jonas Rynn’s lockbox. They knew which one it was. They hadn’t needed to search.

The operative placed one hand on the box’s ward-lock. The ward began to dissolve. Not crack, not break, not fail under force. Dissolve. The channeling grooves in the metal plate flickered and went dark, one by one, as if the energy was being siphoned out of them. In ten seconds, the lock that nobody could open without the renter’s unique signature was gone.

Carro watched from behind the far wall of boxes. His perception was wide open, reading everything the operative did, recording it in the part of his mind that would have to write a report later if he survived the next three minutes.

The dissolution technique was unlike anything in the Bureau’s technical library. It wasn’t kinetic force overriding the ward. That would have left a shatter pattern, jagged edges, broken grooves. It wasn’t a counter-ward. That would have required matching the lock’s architecture, which required the renter’s signature. This was something else entirely. The operative’s energy interacted with the ward at a structural level, communicating with its channeling grooves as if they shared a language. The ward’s energy didn’t break. It dispersed. Willingly. As if the lock had been told it was no longer needed and had agreed.

In ten seconds, the ward that the proprietor had built to be unbreakable was gone. The channeling grooves in the metal plate were dark and inert.

The operative opened the box. The motion was casual, practical, a person retrieving their mail. They reached inside and pulled out a folder. Manila. Thick. The edges of paper visible at the top, old stock, the kind that yellowed at the corners. They closed the box with a quiet click, as if courtesy to the next user mattered. Tucked the folder under one arm. Squared their shoulders toward the stairs.

The whole operation, from first touch to folder secured, had taken less than fifteen seconds. The proprietor’s wards, the ones he’d built to be unbreakable, the ones two hundred people trusted with their secrets, had lasted ten of those seconds.

The proprietor hadn’t moved. His hands were still flat on his workbench. Carro could read the tension in his thaumic signature from across the room, the contained readiness of a Transmuter who could liquify the floor under someone’s feet if provoked. He was choosing not to act. The operative’s technique had made the choice for him.

Carro made his decision.

“Bureau of Thaumaturgic Investigations,” he said, stepping out from behind the lockbox wall. His badge was in his left hand. His right was on his sidearm. “Don’t move.”

The operative stopped on the second stair. Turned. Looked at Carro with the flat, unhurried evaluation of someone assessing a problem they hadn’t expected but weren’t worried about.

Their eyes met. The operative’s face was unremarkable. Forgettable. A face built for crowds, not lineups. But their thaumic signature, read at this distance with Carro’s perception fully open, was unmistakable. The same impossible cleanness from the alley. The same structure that fell outside every discipline classification Carro knew.

The folder was under their arm. Jonas’s documents. The proof that Jonas had spent fifteen years protecting.

The operative tilted their head slightly. Measuring Carro. Measuring the distance to the door. Measuring the odds.

Then they moved.


Chapter 6: Contact

The operative moved like water finding a crack.

No windup. No telegraphing. One moment they were standing on the second stair with the folder under their arm. The next, a pulse of energy hit Carro in the chest and drove him back into the lockbox wall. The boxes rang like bells. His shoulders hit metal. His perception whited out for half a second, overloaded by the kinetic discharge at close range.

Not Kinetics. The pulse hadn’t come from the operative’s hands. It had come from everywhere at once, a pressure wave that used the ambient field as a delivery medium. Carro had never felt anything like it. Standard Kinetics was directional, point-source, traceable. This was omnidirectional. The room itself had pushed him.

Carro’s back hit the lockbox wall and he went down on one knee. The boxes behind him vibrated with impact energy, their ward signatures flaring in protest. His Bureau scanner clattered to the floor. His perception was a wash of static, every sensor overloaded. For one second, he couldn’t read anything. Not the room, not the operative, not himself.

Then it cleared. He got his feet under him. Drew his sidearm.

The lockbox wall was at his back. Two hundred ward-sealed boxes, each one a container of trapped energy. Carro’s hand found the nearest box and he pulled, drawing ward energy through the metal into his own channeling, using the lockbox’s containment pattern as a conductor. It wasn’t his energy. It wasn’t his ward. But ward architecture was his specialty, and the containment patterns on these boxes were designed to hold energy in stable loops. He didn’t need to break them. He needed to borrow the loop.

The energy flowed through him, cold and foreign, tasting of someone else’s work. He shaped it into the simplest defensive ward he could manage in the time he had: a barrier, flat, two inches thick, built from the lockbox’s borrowed energy. He threw it across the space between himself and the operative.

The operative didn’t stop. They didn’t slow. They walked into the barrier and it dissolved around them the same way Jonas’s lockbox had dissolved under their hand. The energy didn’t shatter. It dispersed. Carro felt it go, felt the structural integrity of his ward simply decide it was no longer coherent. As if the operative’s presence communicated something to the energy that overrode its instructions.

Three seconds. The entire exchange had taken three seconds. Carro had channeled, built, deployed, and been overridden in the time it took the operative to walk four steps.

He raised his sidearm. The operative’s hand moved, a small gesture, almost lazy, and the gun’s ward-enhanced firing mechanism locked. The ward on the trigger guard, a standard Bureau safety modification designed to prevent thaumic interference with the weapon, had reversed polarity. It was now preventing the trigger from being pulled. His own weapon’s safety ward, turned against him.

The operative walked past him. Unhurried. Their shoulder didn’t brush his. They gave him exactly enough clearance to communicate that the clearance was deliberate.

“Dhillon!”

She was at the base of the stairs, blocking the exit. She’d positioned herself there the moment Carro called out the Bureau identification, reading the room with the same tactical instinct that had made her useful at every joint operation they’d run. She didn’t try to physically stop the operative. She did something smarter. Her hand came up, palm out, and she pulsed her Vitalism into the operative’s path. Not an attack. A disruption. Vitalism worked on biological systems, and the operative, whatever else they were, had a biology. Dhillon’s pulse interfered with their channeling for about two seconds, the thaumic equivalent of a muscle cramp.

The operative stumbled. One step. Their channeling flickered. The folder slipped an inch under their arm.

Two seconds wasn’t enough.

The operative recovered, shifted their weight, and put a hand on the basement wall. The concrete under Dhillon’s feet softened. Not liquified, not collapsed, just softened enough that her footing gave way. She stumbled sideways. The operative passed her on the stairs and was through the steel door before Carro could close the distance.

Carro followed. Up the stairs, through the ground-floor hallway, out the building’s front entrance onto Cedar Street. Midmorning light. Pedestrians. The Row’s daily traffic, people who saw a man in a peacoat running out of a building and looked away because in Threadneedle Row, you didn’t watch what you didn’t need to see.

The operative was thirty feet ahead, walking. Not running. Walking with the measured pace of someone who knew that running attracted attention and walking didn’t. The folder was inside their jacket now, invisible.

Carro ran. His ribs protested with every stride. The burned palm scraped against the inside of his jacket pocket.

He pushed his perception open as he ran, trying to track the operative’s signature through the Row’s ambient noise. The ward patches on every building created a dense thaumic fog that made individual tracking difficult at speed. Under normal conditions, a Specialist-tier signature would cut through the ambient like a lighthouse through mist. The operative’s signature did the opposite. It absorbed the ambient. Everywhere they walked, the background hum went quiet, as if the buildings’ wards were holding their breath.

Carro used that absence to track. He couldn’t read what the operative was, but he could read what they displaced. A moving hole in the field, person-shaped, threading north through the Row with the unhurried confidence of someone who knew they’d already won.

Ahead, the operative walked north on Cedar, passing a ward-repair shop whose owner looked up from his workbench and immediately looked away. The Row’s survival instinct: don’t see what you don’t need to see.

Carro closed the gap to fifteen feet. The operative didn’t accelerate. Didn’t look back. They turned right onto Wethersfield, moving past the alley where Jonas Rynn had died three days ago, and Carro followed.

The absence vanished. One second the hole in the field was there, fifteen feet ahead, turning the corner. The next, the ambient hum returned to normal, seamless, as if nothing had ever displaced it.

Not hidden. Gone. The ambient field on Wethersfield was normal, the background hum of the Row undisturbed. No signature. No hole in the field. The operative had either masked their presence completely or exited the street through a method Carro’s perception couldn’t track. Transmutation-assisted exit through a wall, maybe. Or something else. Something that didn’t have a name.

Carro stood on the sidewalk, breathing hard. His right hand was still on his sidearm. Bureau protocol for thaumic encounters was clear: firearms were a last resort when thaumic engagement had failed. He’d never gotten the chance for either. The entire confrontation, from identification to escape, had lasted less than fifteen seconds.

A woman across the road was unlocking her shop. She glanced at him, registered the sidearm, and went inside. A man walking a dog on the opposite sidewalk changed direction without appearing to. The Row’s people were good at not seeing.

Carro holstered his weapon and scanned the street one more time. His perception found nothing. The operative’s signature had vanished as completely as if it had never been there.

The folder was gone. Jonas’s documents. The proof that a dead maintenance tech had protected for fifteen years. Gone in a manila folder under the arm of someone who walked through wards like they were open doors.

He walked back to Cedar Street. The morning had shifted while they’d been underground. The overcast had thinned. Pale sunlight hit the brownstone facades and made the ward patches on the buildings gleam.

Dhillon was sitting on the curb outside the lockbox building, one hand pressed flat against the pavement, testing the concrete that had softened under her feet. She moved her fingers across the surface, reading the material with Vitalism perception. After thirty seconds she lifted her hand and looked at it.

“Solid,” she said. “Completely reverted. No residual material alteration. No signature. Whatever the operative did to the concrete, it undid itself.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Standard Transmutation is permanent. You change a material’s state and it stays changed. That’s fundamental. That’s semester one.” She stood, brushing grit from her knee. The scrape was bleeding through her pants. She ignored it. “This was temporary. Borrowed. As if the concrete agreed to soften and then went back to being concrete.”

Agreed. Convinced. The same word Carro had reached for when the lockbox ward dissolved.

“You all right?” Carro asked.

“Scraped knee. I’ve had worse at the Academy obstacle course.” She looked at him. “You?”

His chest hurt. His ribs were bruised, maybe cracked. His right hand had a thaumic burn on the palm where he’d braced against the lockbox wall. Shallow. It would blister by evening. The skin was already tight and hot.

“Functional.” He looked at the building entrance. “The folder’s gone.”

“I know.” Dhillon looked at the building entrance. “What was that technique? The thing that pushed you. I’ve never seen omnidirectional kinetic discharge without a point source.”

“I don’t know.”

“And the concrete. That reverted in seconds. Transmutation doesn’t do that. You change a material’s state and it stays changed. That’s first-year physics. This was something else.”

Carro looked at the curb where she’d been sitting. The concrete was undamaged. No cracks, no softening, no residue trace of Transmutation. Whatever the operative had done left no signature. Even the ambient field showed no disruption.

“We need to call this in,” Dhillon said.

Carro’s chest ached. His burned palm throbbed. The documents were gone. The operative was gone. And the lockbox, still sealed with a dead man’s signature, was empty.

The proprietor had come up from the basement. He stood in the doorway of his building, arms folded, looking at the street where the operative had disappeared. His expression was flat. His Transmutation signature was still coiled, ready. He looked at Carro, then at Dhillon, then at the empty street.

“That person opened my ward,” he said. His voice was quiet. “My ward. My design. My work. They opened it in ten seconds. I’ve been building wards for forty years and I have never seen anyone do that.”

Carro didn’t have an answer. He pulled out his phone and called Voss.

She answered in two rings. “Carro.”

“I need to report an assault on two BTI agents and a theft of evidence. Threadneedle Row, Cedar Street, lockbox service basement. The unidentified practitioner from the Rynn case was here. They opened a warded lockbox that should have been impossible to open without the deceased victim’s signature. They took a folder of documents. When I identified myself as BTI, they used an unclassified kinetic technique to disable me and an unclassified Transmutation technique to disable Agent Dhillon. They escaped on foot. No injuries requiring hospitalization.”

Silence. Three seconds.

“Are you and Dhillon safe?”

“Yes.”

“Secure the scene. I’m escalating this. An unidentified practitioner with unclassified techniques who assaults federal agents is not a community dispute. This is going to IOD.”

“Ma’am, IOD will take the case from us.”

“IOD will take JURISDICTION from us. There’s a difference.” Her voice was controlled, precise, the voice of someone making calculations at speed. “IOD operates under a different mandate than field offices. We investigate thaumic crimes. They investigate thaumic institutions and high-tier practitioners. When a case crosses from our territory into theirs, the jurisdictional transfer goes through the Deputy Director’s office. Hale signs off. There’s a formal request, a case review, and a transfer of evidence custody. The process takes three to five days if both offices cooperate.”

“And if we don’t cooperate?”

“Then IOD files a priority override citing national security and the transfer happens in twenty-four hours. Which is why we cooperate.” She paused. “I’m going to negotiate your continued access as local liaison. You know Threadneedle Row. IOD doesn’t. Their agents are Specialist-tier institutional investigators who work from classified terminals in DC. They don’t canvass. They don’t cultivate street contacts. They take jurisdiction, they process evidence, and they write reports that go into sealed files.”

“And the case dies.”

“The case goes wherever IOD’s mandate says it goes. That might be toward resolution. It might be toward classification.” Another pause. “I’m not going to speculate about IOD’s intentions. I am going to make sure my people stay in the room.”

“Understood.”

“Stay at the scene. Don’t talk to local PD if they show up. I’ll have someone from the office there in twenty minutes.”

She hung up. Carro looked at the phone. His burned hand made holding it uncomfortable. He switched hands.

Dhillon had gone back inside. She was talking to the proprietor, who was standing behind his workbench with the careful stillness of a man who’d just watched a stranger walk into his vault and empty a box that couldn’t be emptied. His hands were flat on the metal surface. Carro could feel the Transmutation energy coiled in his signature, held but not released. The old man had been ready to act and had chosen not to.

“He didn’t take anything else,” the proprietor said when Carro came down the stairs. “Just that one box. He knew which one. He didn’t search.”

“The operative knew Jonas’s box location before they arrived.”

“Then someone told them. I didn’t.”

Carro believed him. The proprietor’s business depended on absolute confidentiality. Breaking it would end him in the Row. But someone had told the operative where to look. Someone who’d known Jonas’s arrangements. That narrowed the field.

He thought about the operative’s technique. The omnidirectional kinetic pulse that had used the ambient field as a weapon. The temporary Transmutation that softened concrete and then let it resolidify. The ward dissolution that had convinced a military-grade lock to stop being a lock. And his own barrier, built from borrowed lockbox energy, dissolved as casually as a soap bubble on a fingertip. Four techniques, at least three different disciplines, each operating by rules Carro’s training said were impossible.

The nested pattern from the crime scene. The pre-Emergence technique architecture that Salk would later identify as a different “dialect” of thaumaturgy. The same operative, the same impossible skill set, deployed across two locations and multiple disciplines. Nobody in the Bureau’s classification system could do what this person had just done. The five disciplines were supposed to be comprehensive. Every form of thaumic channeling fell into one of them.

This operative practiced a sixth.

Carro sat on the bottom step of the basement stairs. His ribs ached. His palm burned. The lockbox wall hummed with the signatures of two hundred people’s secrets, all of them intact except one. Jonas’s box was empty. The folder was gone. And the operative was somewhere in Hartford with the only proof of whatever Jonas Rynn had spent fifteen years protecting.

The Bureau’s on-site Vitalist, Dr. Amara Chen, arrived with Reeves twenty minutes later. She was compact, steady-handed, with the kind of focused calm that came from fifteen years of performing field assessments in locations where the injured party was usually also a witness. She set her kit on the basement stairs and looked at Carro with the professional assessment of someone who already knew the answer but was going to ask anyway.

“Where does it hurt?”

“Ribs. Left side. And the right palm.”

She crouched beside him and held her hands over his chest, palms down, fingers spread in the Vitalism diagnostic configuration. Her perception engaged with a subtle shift in the room’s ambient field. Carro could feel it through his own perception, a slight warmth where her Vitalism interacted with his tissue. It was the only form of thaumic scanning most agents submitted to willingly, because Chen’s technique was precise enough that it felt less like being examined and more like being read.

“Two ribs,” she said after forty seconds. “Bruised, hairline micro-fractures on the intercostal margins. No displacement. You’ll hurt for two weeks. No channeling that involves expansion of the thoracic cavity.”

“What channeling involves expansion of the thoracic cavity?”

“Sustained perception. Extended ward reading. Anything that makes you breathe hard while concentrating.” She moved to his right hand, turning it palm-up in hers. Her Vitalism scan shifted from structural assessment to cellular, the deeper, slower read that mapped tissue damage at the fiber level. “Surface thaumic burn. The blister will peak in twelve hours. No nerve involvement. Your channeling pathways in the hand are intact.” She applied a cooling charm, the energy settling into his palm like cold water. “Don’t channel with this hand for three days. After that, start with passive reading and work up.”

She checked Dhillon’s scraped knee, found nothing requiring treatment beyond antiseptic, and packed her kit. At the door, she paused.

“How much did you channel during the encounter?”

“None. I tried to build a barrier from the lockbox wards. It lasted about a second.”

She looked at him. “Fifteen seconds?”

“Fifteen seconds from identification to escape.”

Chen said nothing else. She went back upstairs. Reeves followed, glancing back once.

Carro and Dhillon drove to the Bureau. Neither of them spoke for the first five minutes. The sedan’s engine turned over on the third try.

“IOD is going to want the case,” Dhillon said. She was watching the road, both hands on the wheel. Her driving was precise, unhurried. Controlled. The same way she’d positioned herself at the base of the stairs without being told. Tactical by default.

“I know.”

“An unregistered Specialist-tier practitioner assaulting two federal agents in the field. That’s not a community dispute anymore. That’s a national security flag. IOD will file a jurisdictional claim by end of day.”

“I know.”

“And Voss can’t hold them off. She’s a field SAC. IOD reports to the Deputy Director. The chain of command isn’t in our favor.”

Carro looked out the window. Hartford passed by, ordinary, morning-shift traffic, commuters who had no idea that the ambient thaumic field they lived inside might not be natural. Streetlights with ward-enhanced efficiency. A hospital with a thaumic healing wing visible from the highway. The infrastructure of a world built on the assumption that the Emergence was a gift from nature.

“The operative knew which box was Jonas’s,” Dhillon said after a while. “Knew the location. Didn’t search. That means they had intelligence before they walked in.”

“Someone told them.”

“Someone who knew Jonas’s arrangements. That’s a short list.” She changed lanes. Her driving was precise even when her voice carried an edge. “Marta. The proprietor. And whoever Jonas might have told in the weeks before his death, when he was scared and looking for a place to hide what he’d been protecting for fifteen years.”

The list was short. The implications were ugly.

“What do we do?” Dhillon asked.

His burned hand rested against his thigh. The cooling charm was fading, the palm warming again. The blister tightened when he flexed.

“We work faster,” he said.


Chapter 7: The Facility

The photographs from Jonas’s apartment yielded a location on Tuesday afternoon.

Salk ran the image enhancement in his lab, the FTA workspace on the Bureau’s second floor that occupied a converted conference room and smelled perpetually of the chemical compounds he used for residue stabilization. The process took three hours. Carro sat in the lab and read case files while he waited. The FTA workspace was the only room in the Bureau where the ambient thaumic field was deliberately suppressed, its walls lined with dampening wards that kept external interference from contaminating forensic analysis. The suppressed field made his perception feel dull. He drank Bureau coffee that tasted worse than the bullpen’s version, which he hadn’t thought possible. He used Transmutation-enhanced resolution on the facility sign in the third photograph, pulling detail from the image data that the original camera hadn’t captured but that the thaumic properties of the Bureau scanner’s photograph had preserved as ambient information.

“Hartwell Geophysical Research Station,” Salk read from his screen. “The sign says ‘U.S. Department of Energy, Hartwell Geophysical Research Station, Authorized Personnel Only.’” He adjusted his glasses. “Department of Energy. That narrows it. DoE decommissioned a number of research facilities in the late eighties and early nineties. Budget cuts after the Cold War drawdown.”

“Can you find it?”

“Already did.” Salk pulled up a satellite image. “Rural Connecticut, about forty minutes northwest of Hartford. The facility’s been listed as decommissioned since 1991. Current status: inactive federal property, maintained by General Services Administration.” He zoomed in. The satellite image showed concrete buildings, overgrown parking lots, and a perimeter fence that looked intact from above. “Nobody’s been officially assigned to the site since decommission. GSA sends a maintenance crew once a year to check the fence and the buildings.”

“Once a year.”

“Federal property management at its finest.”

Carro studied the satellite image. The facility matched the photographs from Jonas’s apartment. Same building layout, same parking lot configuration, same double perimeter fence. The access road wound through half a mile of forest before reaching the gate.

“I want to go out there,” Carro said.

Salk looked at him over his glasses. “Your palm is bandaged, your ribs are bruised, and IOD is circling the case like a hawk. You want to drive forty minutes into the woods to visit a decommissioned facility based on photographs from a dead man’s apartment.”

“The victim worked there. The facility is connected to whatever got him killed. And IOD hasn’t formally requested jurisdiction transfer yet. Until they do, this is still my case.”

“Technically it’s Voss’s case.”

“Voss gave me seventy-two hours. I’ve got thirty-eight left.”

Salk turned back to his screen. “Take Dhillon. Don’t touch anything with that hand. And bring me soil samples from at least three locations, perimeter, interior, and whatever they used as the primary research space. If there’s thaumic residue in the ground at that site, I want stratigraphic analysis in my own lab before IOD’s forensics team gets there and contaminates the layers with their own channeling.” He paused. “Forty minutes northwest puts it in the Litchfield Hills. Granite bedrock. Granite is an excellent thaumic preservative. If anything was channeled there, the rock will have held it.”

“How long could granite preserve residue?”

Salk took off his glasses and cleaned them on his lab coat. “Indefinitely.”

Carro and Dhillon drove northwest out of Hartford on Route 44. The suburbs thinned, gave way to farmland, then forest. Connecticut in May was aggressively green, the trees fully leafed, the undergrowth dense enough that the forest floor was invisible from the road. Dhillon drove. Carro’s burned palm made the steering wheel uncomfortable, and she’d taken the keys without asking.

They talked about the case. Dhillon had been running background on the Hartwell facility through every database she could access. DoE records confirmed it as a geophysical research station, operational from 1972 to 1991. Staff roster: classified. Research objectives: classified. Budget: partially declassified under a FOIA request from 2003 that had yielded numbers but no program descriptions. The facility had received between $8 million and $16 million annually for nineteen years. For geophysical research.

“That’s a lot of money for measuring earthquakes,” Dhillon said.

“Connecticut doesn’t have earthquakes.”

“Exactly.” She changed lanes around a tractor pulling a hay wagon. “The FOIA request from 2003 is interesting. Someone tried to get the research objectives declassified eighteen years ago. The request was denied on national security grounds. For a geophysics station.”

“Who filed the request?”

Dhillon checked her notes. “Journalist. Hartford Courant, science section. The denial came from DoE’s classification office with a response time of eleven days, which is fast for FOIA. Someone at Energy wanted that request shut down quickly.”

The access road was unmarked. Carro spotted it from the GPS coordinates Salk had provided, a gravel track that left the county road and disappeared into the trees. Dhillon turned onto it. The sedan bounced over potholes that hadn’t been maintained in decades. The forest closed in overhead, branches scraping the roof.

Half a mile in, they reached the gate. Chain-link, eight feet high, topped with barbed wire that had rusted to a dull orange. A GSA padlock on the gate, standard issue. No active wards. No thaumic security of any kind. The sign was there, exactly as it appeared in Jonas’s photograph: HARTWELL GEOPHYSICAL RESEARCH STATION. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY.

Carro got out. He read the gate’s thaumic environment before touching anything. The ambient field here was different from Hartford’s. Quieter. Fewer practitioners meant less background noise. The forest’s natural thaumic resonance, the low-level energy that all living systems produced, was the dominant signal. Trees, soil, insects, birds. Clean.

But underneath the natural layer, something else.

He opened his perception wider. Pushed past the forest’s natural signature, past the forty years of ambient thaumic energy that had settled into the soil and stone since the Emergence turned the world’s background radiation into something practitioners could feel. Below that layer, below the baseline that every thaumic textbook called the floor, there was structure.

Not ambient. Not natural. Controlled.

Carro crouched at the fence line and pressed his undamaged palm against the ground. The soil was cold, springtime-damp, carrying the mineral tang of Connecticut granite. Through it, the structured energy read like text in a language he almost recognized. The channeling patterns were deliberate, sustained, generated by human practitioners working in a controlled environment. The thread architecture was there, the same fundamental structures that any modern Practitioner’s work would show. But the details were wrong.

The decay curves followed a different gradient. Modern thaumic residue lost coherence in a predictable pattern, energy dissipating along well-studied thermodynamic lines that the Bureau had mapped and formalized decades ago. These traces decayed differently. Slower at some frequencies, faster at others, as if the energy had been generated by pathways that were built to different specifications.

The thread architecture showed variations he’d never seen in a Bureau training manual. Where modern Ward work laid down clean geometric lines, these traces showed a rougher geometry, functional but unpolished. Where modern Kinetics left linear force vectors with consistent scatter ratios, these left vectors with tighter clustering, more controlled but less elegant. Like handwriting from before a standard script existed. The same alphabet, but everyone had learned to form the letters on their own.

Pre-Emergence thaumic residue. Structured, controlled, human-generated channeling from before 1986. At a facility that was officially studying geophysics.

Carro pulled his hand from the soil. His burned palm ached from the contact. The implication sat in his chest like a stone.

Thaumic energy, according to every textbook, every Bureau training manual, did not exist before the Emergence. The Emergence was the beginning. Before 1986, the ambient field was zero. No energy, no practitioners, no channeling, no residue. That was axiomatic. The entire regulatory framework of the Thaumic Regulation Act, the Bureau’s mandate, the licensing system, the six-tier classification, all of it was built on the premise that thaumaturgy began in 1986 as a natural phenomenon.

The soil under his palm said otherwise. Forty years of institutional certainty, contradicted by granite and clay and the traces of people who’d channeled before anyone told them they could.

He held his perception open and walked along the fence line, reading the residue gradient. The signal strengthened as he moved toward the central cluster of buildings. Whatever had been done here, the main activity had been inside those structures. The ground itself had absorbed decades of thaumic output, the energy sinking into the soil and bedrock and becoming part of the geological record.

“Carro.” Dhillon’s voice from the gate. “Your hand.”

He looked down. His burned palm was pressed against the fence’s chain-link. He’d been reading the metal without realizing it, pulling residue data through the conductive mesh. The burn had opened slightly. A thin line of blood marked the bandage.

He pulled his hand back. Wiped it on his jacket.

Dhillon read the area from the car. “No recent biological traces in the gate area. Nobody’s been here in months.” She paused. “Minimum.”

“GSA sends a crew once a year.”

“Once a year wouldn’t leave what I’m reading. The traces here are old. Years.” She looked at the gate. “Except whoever cleaned that filing cabinet didn’t come through the front entrance.”

They cut the GSA padlock with a bolt cutter from the sedan’s trunk. Bureau authority covered entry to federal property during an active investigation. Carro would file the paperwork later.

The facility grounds were overgrown. Concrete walkways cracked by frost and root growth. Grass pushing through the parking lot. The buildings were single-story concrete block construction, institutional, windowless on the exterior, the architecture of buildings that nobody was supposed to remember. Three main structures connected by covered walkways. A smaller outbuilding that looked like a generator housing. A larger building set apart from the others, connected by an underground passage whose entrance was visible as a concrete portal in the ground.

Carro read the buildings from outside. Each one carried thaumic residue in its walls, the same pre-Emergence signature he’d detected from the fence. The larger, set-apart building had the densest concentration. Whatever Hartwell’s primary research activity had been, it happened in that building.

Carro approached it. The entrance was a reinforced door, steel-framed, with mounting brackets where a magnetic lock had been removed. The concrete around the frame showed scoring from heavy equipment that had been moved through the doorway repeatedly over years. Inside, the air was colder, carrying the mineral smell of deep concrete and a faint chemical tinge of old industrial solvents that had leached into the walls.

The residue in this building was an order of magnitude stronger than the offices. Whoever had worked here had channeled at sustained high levels, for hours at a time, over years. The walls were saturated. Even the concrete floor held traces, driven deep by sheer volume of thaumic output. Carro’s perception rang with it, layered signals competing for attention, like trying to read one conversation in a room of shouting voices.

A loading dock at the back of the building, its bay door rusted shut, showed where heavy equipment had been delivered during the facility’s operational years. A security camera mount above the dock was empty, its wiring cut and capped. The cuts were clean. Methodical. The same protocol-first approach as the ward deactivation.

They entered through the main structure’s front door, which was unlocked. The interior was stripped. Empty offices, bare walls, industrial carpet tiles curling at the edges, fluorescent light fixtures with dead bulbs. Filing cabinets stood open and empty. Desk drawers pulled out. The facility had been cleaned when it was decommissioned, everything of substance removed.

But not everything of residue.

The hallway was long, institutional-gray, with numbered doors on both sides. Carro read each door as they passed. The ward-work was old but professional, government-grade access control that had been deactivated when the facility closed. The deactivation was clean. Someone had followed a protocol: wards powered down, access codes purged, security lattice collapsed in sequence. Standard decommission procedure, done by the book.

Carro moved through the empty offices with his perception wide open. The walls spoke. Every surface carried traces of the people who’d worked here, their signatures fading but readable. Practitioners. Multiple practitioners, operating at Adept level or above, channeling regularly in these rooms for years. Their signatures were layered in the walls like tree rings, the oldest deepest, the newest closest to the surface.

The oldest signatures predated the Emergence. They were faint, compressed by time, but structurally distinct from modern thaumaturgy. The same rough geometry he’d read in the soil outside. Thread architecture that followed its own conventions, developed in isolation from the standard methods that the post-Emergence programs would later formalize.

Dhillon walked beside him, her perception reading at a different frequency. Where Carro saw ward signatures and structural traces, she read biological residue in the surfaces. Carpet fibers, wall paint, door handles. Everything people had touched carried microscopic traces that Vitalism could decode.

She stopped at the fourth office. Pressed her hand against the door frame. Held it there for fifteen seconds.

“Cortisol markers in the paint. Multiple people, sustained exposure over years.” She moved her hand to the carpet tile in the doorway. “Same markers. Adrenaline traces in the carpet adhesive. Whoever worked in this office was under chronic physiological stress.”

“How severe?”

“Comparable to combat exposure. Sustained, not acute.” She straightened and looked down the hallway. “This wasn’t a building where people did routine research. This was a building where people were afraid.”

They checked three more offices. The biological signatures varied in intensity but the pattern held. Stress markers in every room, layered deep.

They found the basement level through a stairwell at the back of the main structure. The stairs descended fifteen feet. The basement was sealed with a fire door that had been wedged open with a rubber doorstop at some point in the past and never closed again. Inside: a corridor with rooms on either side, the layout of a research laboratory. Empty now. Equipment racks along the walls, bare, their mounting brackets showing where heavy instruments had been removed. Power conduits ran along the ceiling, the same heavy-gauge industrial wiring Carro had noticed in Jonas’s photographs. High-current infrastructure for high-energy work.

At the end of the corridor, a room with a single filing cabinet.

The cabinet was gray metal, government-issue, four drawers. Three were empty. The fourth was empty too, but its label was still in place. A small card in a brass holder on the drawer front, typed on a manual typewriter in the institutional format of 1980s government documentation.

THRESHOLD. PHASE 3 SUBJECTS.

The coding format was alphanumeric with a prefix system. TH-P3-S followed by a number. The card listed subject numbers 001 through 047.

Carro read the residue inside the empty drawer. Documents had been stored here for decades. Paper, manila folders, typed and handwritten materials. The biological traces on the stored materials matched multiple handlers over a long period. And the most recent handling trace, the sharpest and newest, was less than a month old.

Someone had come to this drawer recently. Had removed whatever was left. The same timeframe as Jonas’s murder.

Carro slid the drawer open fully and held his hand inside, reading the residue at close range. The history of the drawer assembled itself in layers. Paper had sat here for decades, manila folders thick with documents, handled regularly by multiple people whose signatures he could now distinguish. At least six different practitioners had touched these files over the years. Their channeling had left traces on the folder edges where thaumic-sensitive fingers had turned pages.

The most recent handling signature was sharp, less than a month old. Whoever had cleaned this drawer had worn gloves that blocked biological contact but couldn’t mask thaumic residue. And that residue carried a signature Carro recognized.

Clean. Too clean. The same absence the operative left behind.

He photographed the cabinet, the label, the coding format. The prefix system matched nothing in the Bureau’s document classification. TH for Threshold. P3 for Phase 3. S for subjects. Forty-seven of them.

“Project Threshold,” Carro said. The words felt heavy in the empty room. “Phase 3 subjects. Forty-seven people.”

Dhillon looked at the label. “Pre-Emergence.”

“Pre-Emergence.”

But they’d missed the label.

Carro took three more photographs. Then he collected soil samples from the basement floor, sealed them in evidence bags, and walked back up the stairs into the Connecticut afternoon. The forest was quiet. Birds called. The concrete buildings sat in the overgrown clearing like monuments to something nobody was supposed to remember.

His burned palm throbbed. He’d gripped the evidence bags too tightly.

Dhillon drove them back to Hartford. The forest thinned into farmland, farmland into suburbs, suburbs into Hartford’s familiar grid of institutional buildings and ward-patched infrastructure.

“Forty-seven subjects,” Dhillon said. She’d been silent for twenty minutes.

“Phase 3. Which means there was a Phase 1 and a Phase 2.”

“And a Phase 4.”

Carro looked at her. She was watching the road, both hands on the wheel, her expression carefully neutral.

“If this facility was doing what the residue says it was doing,” she said, “then someone was practicing thaumaturgy before the Emergence. In a government facility. With human subjects. Under classified conditions.”

“Yes.”

“And the Emergence happened three years after the facility’s operational end date.”

The timeline sat between them in the car. Neither of them said the next sentence out loud.


Chapter 8: Threshold

The DoE personnel files arrived on Wednesday morning. Voss had called in a contact at Energy’s Office of Legacy Management, the division that handled decommissioned facilities and their records. The contact owed her a favor from a joint investigation in 2019. She called it in.

The files came as a secure digital transfer to the Hartford field office’s classified terminal, a machine in a windowless room on the Bureau’s second floor, next to the evidence locker. It was the only computer in the building physically disconnected from the main network. To access it, you needed a Bureau ID card and a supervisor override code. Voss had entered the override without hesitation, which told Carro she’d been expecting the transfer.

The download took forty minutes. Government secure transfer protocols added encryption layers that made the file size balloon to ten times its uncompressed state. Carro sat in a plastic chair and watched a progress bar crawl across the screen while Voss made calls in the hallway. He could hear fragments through the door. “Legacy Management” and “my contact” and “yesterday, yes.”

Dhillon arrived at minute thirty with coffee from the breakroom. She’d added two sugars to Carro’s without asking. Bureau habit. Everyone learned how everyone else took their coffee within the first month.

They reviewed the files in Voss’s office with the door closed and her Mentalism privacy wards activated. Voss had cleared her desk. The case folders that usually occupied three prioritized stacks were in her filing cabinet, the legal pad put away. She’d made room. When Voss cleared her desk, the matter in front of her had her full attention.

Personnel roster for Hartwell Geophysical Research Station, 1972-1991. Sixty-three names across two decades, organized by division: administrative, security, maintenance, and research. The research division had the fewest names and the highest clearance levels. Administrative and maintenance had the most names and the lowest. Security fell in the middle, a buffer layer between the people who knew what the facility did and the people who kept it running.

Jonas Rynn appeared on page four: maintenance division, 1979-1988, clearance level General. Nine years at a facility where the research staff held clearances three levels above his. He’d cleaned the floors and fixed the lights while Specialist-tier practitioners channeled energy in rooms he couldn’t enter.

But Jonas had eyes. And he’d spent fifteen years after Hartwell reading everything he could find about what those rooms had been for.

Three names in the research division were flagged as currently alive in federal databases.

Dr. Elaine Corso. Research associate, 1980-1991. Current position: Professor of Thaumic Theory, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut. Published extensively on ambient energy field dynamics in the 1990s. Still active in academic circles. Licensed Specialist-tier practitioner, Wards and Mentalism dual discipline.

Frank Oleander. Administrative director, 1975-1991. Retired. Current address: West Hartford suburb. No thaumic registration. Either non-practitioner or unlicensed.

Dr. Aldric Venn. Lead researcher, 1972-1991. Last known address: rural Vermont, as of 1997. Current status: unknown. No thaumic registration. No tax records after 1998. No medical records, no financial records, no legal records. The man had disappeared.

Carro printed the personnel pages and spread them on Voss’s desk. Corso’s file had a photo: a younger woman, dark-haired, looking directly at the camera with the composed expression of someone accustomed to institutional documentation. Oleander’s photo showed a heavyset man with a wide face and careful eyes. Venn’s photo was missing. The file listed him but the photo field was blank, marked REDACTED.

“Three names,” Carro said. “One academic, one retiree, one ghost.”

“The fact that Venn disappeared in 1998 is notable,” Voss said. “Twelve years after the Emergence. Whatever happened at Hartwell, the aftershocks were still playing out more than a decade later.”

“Or someone was cleaning up.”

“That’s a speculation I’m going to leave out of the case file.” She closed the personnel folder on the screen. “IOD requested a formal jurisdictional meeting yesterday afternoon. I’ve scheduled it for Friday. That gives you two more days before they take the room.”

“I need to talk to these people before IOD does.”

“You also need to find Project Threshold in the official record. Personnel files give us who. They don’t give us what.”

Carro spent two hours trying. He searched every unclassified database the Bureau had access to. DoE program indexes: nothing under Threshold. National Archives catalog: nothing. Congressional Research Service reports on Cold War energy programs: dozens of results, none matching Hartwell’s profile or project code. The Defense Technical Information Center had references to “threshold” as a generic physics term in hundreds of papers, none connected to a facility in Connecticut.

He tried the classified archives. The Bureau’s clearance level gave him access to a subset of DoE’s classified program database. He searched by facility name, by project code prefix TH, by date range 1972-1991. The system returned a single result: ACCESS DENIED. INSUFFICIENT CLEARANCE. The record existed. The Bureau couldn’t see it.

A FOIA request would take months. A congressional inquiry would require political capital the Hartford field office didn’t have. And IOD was coming on Friday.

“Start with Corso. She’s the closest, she’s public, and she has institutional standing. If she talks, it carries weight. If she doesn’t, you’ve lost half a day and you move to Oleander.”

“And Venn?”

“Venn disappeared twenty-eight years ago. He’s a long-term lead, not a two-day lead. Flag him for follow-up and focus on what you can reach.”

Carro took the printouts and went to his desk. His right palm was still bandaged, the thaumic burn from two days ago tight under the gauze. He shifted the pages to his left hand. Dhillon was already pulling Corso’s publication history from the university’s academic database on her phone. Forty-seven papers over twenty years, starting in 1991, the year Hartwell closed. The list was long enough to scroll. The early titles were in geophysics journals. The later ones shifted to thaumic theory journals as the academic field matured. “Ambient Energy Field Topology” became “Thaumic Field Topology” became “On the Structural Dynamics of Practitioner-Generated Thaumic Fields.”

“She changed her vocabulary over two decades,” Dhillon said. “Same concepts, different language. Like someone slowly translating a classified lexicon into public terms.”

“Because the field didn’t exist yet when she started writing. She was publishing thaumic theory before there was a name for it.”

Dhillon looked at him. “Before the Emergence.”

“Her first paper is from 1991. The Emergence was 1986. But the concepts she’s describing, the field topology models, the energy dynamics, those were developed at Hartwell during the 1980s. She’s publishing the science she learned at a classified facility, translated into the vocabulary of a field that didn’t exist when she learned it.”

They drove to New Haven that afternoon. Route 15 through the Merritt Parkway, past stone overpasses and old-growth trees that gave the highway its deceptive beauty. Connecticut was a state that hid its institutional weight behind scenic roads and white clapboard towns. The insurance industry, the defense contractors, the classified research facilities, all tucked behind the green canopy.

Dhillon drove. Carro reviewed the interview approach in his head. Corso was Specialist-tier, dual-discipline Wards and Mentalism, with forty years of academic standing. She’d built a career publishing the science she’d learned at a classified facility, and she’d done it in plain sight. That took confidence. It also took fear, the kind that made you hide your most dangerous knowledge in the most public place possible, because buried secrets could be dug up but published papers were permanent.

“If she talks, we get context for the residue readings and the personnel files,” Carro said. “If she doesn’t, we’ve confirmed that the topic is dangerous enough to scare a Specialist-tier academic into silence.”

“Either way, we learn something.”

“Either way.” Yale’s thaumaturgy program occupied a cluster of Victorian buildings on the west side of campus, converted from their original use during the program’s founding in 1992. The conversion was deliberate, architecturally speaking: old buildings said “we were here before this was new.” The ward-work on the buildings was institutional, clean geometric lines of university-grade protection, standardized, well-funded. Nothing like the organic patchwork of Threadneedle Row. Two versions of thaumaturgy, separated by licensing fees and academic credentials and a fundamental disagreement about who had the right to practice.

Carro parked in the faculty lot and read the ambient field as he got out. The university’s ward infrastructure hummed with the steady, well-maintained energy of an institution that had money for upkeep. Twenty licensed practitioners worked in these buildings. Their collective signature was strong, orderly, documented. Everything that Threadneedle Row was not.

Corso’s office was on the third floor of the main building. Carro read the hallway wards as they walked. Standard academic security. Nothing unusual until they reached her door, where the ward density spiked. Her personal wards were layered deep, integrated into the door frame and the surrounding walls, extending several feet in every direction. The craftsmanship was excellent. And the ward architecture was old. Pre-standard methodology.

Carro’s forensic instinct fired. The wards on Corso’s office door used a technique architecture he recognized. Not because he’d been trained on it. Because he’d read it at Hartwell, embedded in the facility’s walls. The same structural dialect. The same thread patterns. Corso’s personal wards were built using pre-Emergence methods.

He knocked.

“Come in.”

Dr. Elaine Corso was sixty-eight. White hair, cut at the jaw. Wire-rimmed glasses. Hands that showed the micro-scarring of someone who’d been channeling since before safe technique protocols existed. Her office was orderly: books on three walls, a desk clear except for a laptop and a coffee mug, ward diagrams pinned to a corkboard behind her chair. The diagrams were covered with handwritten annotations in a small, precise script.

She looked at Carro’s badge with the focused assessment of someone who’d spent her career evaluating data before responding. Her gaze moved to Dhillon’s badge, then back to Carro. She took her glasses off and set them on the desk.

“Bureau,” she said. “I don’t get many visits from the BTI. Usually it’s faculty review committees and the occasional journal editor.” She folded her hands. “What can I help you with?”

“We’re investigating a death in Hartford. The victim worked at a facility you were associated with. The Hartwell Geophysical Research Station.”

A change. Subtle. Her hands, which had been resting on the desk, moved to her lap. Her posture shifted from relaxed-professional to controlled-still. Carro read the shift. Her weight had redistributed. Her breathing had shallowed by a half-count. The micro-tells of someone who’d just heard a word they’d been waiting to hear for decades.

She hadn’t expected this visit. But she wasn’t surprised by the topic.

“Hartwell.” She said the word carefully, the way someone might say the name of a place they’d told themselves they’d never have to discuss. “That was a long time ago.”

“The victim’s name was Jonas Rynn. He was in the maintenance division from 1979 to 1988.”

“I remember the name. We had a small staff. Maintenance was four or five people.” She paused. “He’s dead?”

“Murdered. Two nights ago. The technique used to kill him is why I’m here.”

“What technique?”

“Precision sequential overload. Specialist-tier or above. The channeler’s signature doesn’t match any registered practitioner.”

Corso’s hands tightened in her lap. Carro could see the tendons shift under her skin. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“I’m not suggesting you do. I’m investigating the victim’s background, and Hartwell is the most significant thing in his history. Can you tell me what the facility’s research involved?”

“Geophysical survey work. Ambient energy field measurement. It was Cold War era research, funded through DoE. We were measuring energy fields in the Earth’s crust.”

“Energy fields that turned out to be thaumic.”

She met his eyes. Steady. Controlled. “The terminology didn’t exist then. We called them ambient energy fields. After the Emergence, the scientific community recognized them as thaumic in nature. But at the time, we were doing basic science. Measurement. Classification.”

Carro let the silence work for a moment. “Your publications after leaving Hartwell. The early papers used geophysics terminology. Ambient energy field topology, survey methodology. Later papers shift to thaumic terminology. Same concepts.”

“The field evolved. We all adapted our vocabulary.”

“Dr. Corso, the concepts in your 1991 paper describe phenomena that the broader scientific community didn’t document until 1988 at the earliest. Two years after the Emergence. You published models for structures that the rest of the field was still discovering.”

Her hands stayed in her lap. Her breathing was controlled. “I was fortunate to be working in a related area when the Emergence occurred. The transition was natural.”

“At a facility with double perimeter fences, industrial electrical infrastructure, and $16 million in annual funding.”

“The security was standard for DoE research installations. The budget reflected the scope of the measurement program.” Her voice was even, practiced.

“What was classified about the program?”

“The measurements were conducted under DoE security protocols. Energy research during the Cold War was treated as sensitive by default.”

“The facility received $16 million annually for nineteen years. That’s over $300 million. For measuring energy fields in a state with no significant geological activity.”

Corso’s jaw tightened. The micro-scarring on her hands caught the office light as she shifted in her chair. Those hands had channeled raw thaumic energy before safe technique protocols existed. Before anyone knew what thaumic energy was.

“Jonas Rynn was in the maintenance division. General clearance. What would a maintenance technician have seen at Hartwell?”

“The hallways. The offices. The equipment he was hired to maintain.” She adjusted her glasses. “Maintenance staff didn’t have access to the research areas.”

“The facility had research areas that maintenance couldn’t access?”

“All government research facilities have restricted sections. Standard security protocol.”

“For geophysics research.”

“For any classified program.” She caught herself. The word hung in the room. She’d been saying “research” and “survey” until that moment. Classified was a different category.

He shifted angle before she could recover. “Dr. Corso, when did you first channel thaumic energy?”

The question broke her rhythm. A fraction of a second, but Carro caught it. Her eyes moved to the window, then back.

“After the Emergence. Like everyone else.”

“Your personal ward architecture uses pre-standard methodology. The same structural dialect I found embedded in the walls at Hartwell. That technique predates the Emergence.”

Silence. Corso’s hands were still in her lap. Her breathing had changed, shallower, faster by a count. Carro read it all. Every micro-tell. She was a Specialist-tier practitioner with decades of experience controlling her thaumic output, but her body was less disciplined than her energy. The micro-scarring on her hands told its own story: those hands had learned to channel in a controlled-environment setting where safe-technique protocols didn’t exist yet, because those protocols hadn’t been invented yet, because there was no field of thaumaturgy to invent them for.

She’d been one of the first. Her hands carried the proof in their scarring, and her office door carried the proof in its wards, and she knew Carro could read both.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that you should consult with the Department of Energy’s records division for further information about Hartwell’s research program.”

“I’ve tried. The records are classified. The project code returns ACCESS DENIED from the Bureau’s classified database. A FOIA request from 2003 was rejected in eleven days on national security grounds.” He let the timeline land. “Someone at Energy is still protecting Hartwell’s secrets thirty-five years after decommission.”

“I can’t speak to Department of Energy policy.”

“I’m not asking about policy. I’m asking about a facility where you worked for eleven years.”

“And I’ve told you what I can.” She stood. The interview was over. “Hartwell was a geophysics facility. We measured energy fields. The work ended in 1991 when the facility was decommissioned. I transitioned to academic research. That’s the official record.”

“The official record doesn’t explain pre-Emergence thaumic residue at the facility.”

A beat. Corso’s hands moved to the desk. Her ward signature flickered, the faintest pulse of energy, controlled immediately but visible to Carro’s open perception. Fear response. She was scared.

Not of him. Of the question.

She walked to her office window and looked out at the Yale campus. Students crossed the quad below, some of them thaumaturgy majors practicing basic exercises on the lawn, small ward patterns glowing in the afternoon light. The first generation that had grown up with thaumaturgy as an established academic discipline.

“Do you know what it was like to be one of the first?” she said. Her voice had changed. Lower. Less defended. “There was no curriculum. No textbook. No Bureau. No licensing. There was the energy, and the fact that some people could feel it and others couldn’t, and nobody knew why.”

Carro waited.

She turned from the window. Her expression had closed again. “Aldric always said the readings were too consistent to be natural.” Quiet. Almost to herself. Then she caught the words and her face shut down. “I think we’re done, Agent Carro.”

He didn’t push. A first name. An observation. And a slip that told him Dr. Aldric Venn had known, even before the Emergence, that what they were measuring at Hartwell wasn’t natural.

“Thank you for your time,” Carro said. He stood. At the door, he paused. “Dr. Corso. Your personal wards. The pre-standard architecture. You might want to update them. Someone with the right perception could read your history in them.”

She stared at him. He left.

In the car, Dhillon said, “Aldric.”

“Dr. Aldric Venn. Lead researcher. The one who disappeared in 1998.”

“She almost didn’t say it.”

“She didn’t mean to say it.” Carro buckled his seatbelt left-handed. His ribs ached from the drive, the bruised intercostals protesting every time he twisted in the seat. “But she’s been carrying it for forty years.”

Carro read her ward signature one last time through the office wall as they walked the hallway. The layers were deep, defensive, maintained with the discipline of someone who expected trouble and had been expecting it for decades. Corso was warded against what the Bureau might lead to her door. Jonas had carried the same fear. Jonas had been a Novice. Corso was a Specialist at Yale.

Jonas hadn’t been expensive. And Jonas was dead.

Dhillon started the car. “She’s terrified.”

“Of the topic.” He pulled up the personnel files on his phone. “Venn published under his own name through the 1990s. Thaumic theory papers, same field topology work that Corso does. Last publication: 1997. Last known address: Vermont.”

They drove in silence for ten minutes. The Yale campus receded in the mirror. Dhillon merged onto I-91 south.

“She’s been publishing for twenty years,” Dhillon said after a while. “The science she learned at Hartwell, translated into academic language. Hiding it in plain sight.”

“Hoping someone would notice.”

“And nobody did. Because why would you question the premise? The Emergence is the Emergence. It happened. Looking for a cause is like looking for a cause of gravity.”

Carro looked at the highway. “Except gravity wasn’t developed in a laboratory in rural Connecticut.”

Dhillon said nothing for a mile.

“Oleander next,” Carro said. “The administrative director. West Hartford. Twenty minutes.”

“And Venn?”

“Venn is the long play.”

They drove south toward Hartford. Carro’s burned palm pressed against the phone screen. He scrolled through Venn’s publication list, reading the titles with the same attention he gave a crime scene. Each paper was a data point. Each title told him where Venn’s thinking had been, and where it was going. Ambient Energy Field Dynamics, 1991, the year Hartwell closed. On the Topology of Pre-Emergent Energy Structures, 1994. The title alone was a provocation. Pre-emergent. Before the Emergence. Venn was describing thaumic field structures that predated the event that was supposed to have created them. Toward a Unified Theory of Thaumic Field Generation, 1997.

The last title stopped him. Toward a Unified Theory of Thaumic Field Generation. Published in 1997, in a minor geophysics journal that had since folded.

The abstract was three paragraphs. Carro read it twice.

The first paragraph described a theoretical framework for localized thaumic field generation. Venn proposed that the ambient energy fields measured at facilities like Hartwell could be artificially reproduced under controlled conditions. He cited “prior experimental data” without specifying its source, a hedge that almost certainly referred to classified Threshold results.

The second paragraph modeled the scaling problem. How would you take a localized phenomenon, a laboratory-scale thaumic field, and expand it? Venn described a cascade mechanism. A sufficiently strong localized field, sustained over time, would interact with the geological substrate. Granite bedrock was a natural thaumic conductor. Salk had said as much that morning. A sustained artificial field would propagate through the substrate, amplifying as it went, until it reached a critical threshold where the ambient field became self-sustaining.

The third paragraph contained the sentence that stopped Carro’s breathing.

“If the vector holds at scale, ambient saturation of the continental field is theoretically achievable within a single generation.”

Continental saturation. The Emergence, the moment when thaumic energy surged across the globe and a percentage of the population began manifesting ability, the event that every textbook called a natural phenomenon, was described here as theoretically achievable through deliberate action.

The paper had four citations. In 1997, the idea that the Emergence was artificial was fringe science. The scientific community had ignored it. Venn had published one more paper after this one and then vanished.

Four citations. Nobody had connected it to a classified facility in rural Connecticut. Nobody had connected it to a maintenance tech who’d been collecting government documents about energy research for fifteen years.

Jonas had kept a copy of the Venn monograph on his bookshelf. Dog-eared at three chapters. A maintenance tech from a classified facility, reading the lead researcher’s published speculation about the very thing the facility had been built to do.

Carro lowered the phone. His palm throbbed. Outside the car window, Connecticut rolled past, green and ordinary, a state whose entire thaumic infrastructure rested on the assumption that the Emergence was a natural event.

A missing scientist had questioned that assumption in 1997. Published the theory in a minor geophysics journal. Got four citations in thirty years. And then he’d vanished from every database the federal government maintained.

Carro put the phone in his pocket. His burned palm pressed against the fabric. He watched Hartford approach through the windshield. The Bureau building was visible from the highway, its outdated wards catching the afternoon light. Inside, IOD was preparing to take his case. Outside, somewhere in Connecticut or Vermont or wherever Aldric Venn had gone, the answers were getting older.


Chapter 9: Salk’s Theory

Salk’s lab smelled like chemical fixative and cold coffee. The FTA workspace occupied a converted conference room on the Bureau’s second floor, the walls lined with dampening wards that suppressed the ambient thaumic field to near-zero. Walking in felt like putting on noise-canceling headphones. Carro’s perception went dull the moment he crossed the threshold, the world’s background hum replaced by a clinical silence that made his teeth itch.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Carro said.

Salk was at his workbench, a long stainless-steel surface cluttered with instruments, sample trays, and a coffee mug with a chemical formula printed on the side that Carro suspected was a joke he didn’t have the Transmutation background to understand. Salk looked up from a spectral analysis readout, glasses pushed up on his forehead, and took the evidence bags from Carro’s left hand.

“Three soil samples,” Carro said. “Perimeter, interior courtyard, and the primary research building. Collected yesterday at the Hartwell facility. The residue in those samples predates the Emergence.”

Salk set the bags on the bench and looked at Carro over the rims of his glasses, which had slid back down during the handoff. “Pre-Emergence thaumic residue.”

“Yes.”

“Structured? Controlled?”

“Human-generated channeling. Multiple practitioners, sustained over years. The thread architecture is different from modern thaumaturgy. I can read it, but the patterns don’t match anything in the Bureau’s classification system.”

Salk pulled on a pair of latex gloves and opened the first bag. The perimeter sample. He poured a measured quantity of soil into a shallow ceramic dish, the kind he used for residue stabilization, and placed it under an instrument Carro recognized as a thaumic decay spectrometer. The spectrometer was Bureau-issue, modified extensively by Salk over the years until it bore about as much resemblance to the original equipment as a race car bore to a sedan.

“Granite substrate,” Salk said, examining the soil with his bare perception before activating the instrument. “Good preservation medium. Granite’s crystalline structure traps thaumic energy in its lattice. The energy can persist for decades. Centuries, in some geological formations.” He turned on the spectrometer. “If there’s pre-Emergence channeling in here, the granite will have held it.”

The spectrometer hummed. A screen on the instrument’s face displayed a waveform, the thaumic signature of the sample rendered as a visual pattern. Modern residue analysis was half perception and half instrumentation. Perception gave you the qualitative read, the shape and feel and texture of the energy. Instrumentation gave you the numbers, the decay rates, the frequency distributions, the quantitative data that turned a forensic impression into evidence.

Salk worked in silence for three minutes, adjusting the spectrometer’s sensitivity, isolating frequency bands, separating the sample’s thaumic layers the same way a geologist separated sedimentary strata. Carro watched his hands. Salk’s Transmutation discipline let him interact with the soil at a molecular level, coaxing the residue to reveal itself, layer by layer. It was a form of channeling so subtle that most Practitioners couldn’t distinguish it from simply holding a dish of dirt.

“First layer,” Salk said. “Post-Emergence ambient. Standard Connecticut baseline. Forty years of accumulated natural thaumic energy, consistent with the regional field density maps we update annually.” He adjusted a dial. The waveform shifted, the upper frequencies peeling away to reveal the signal underneath. “Below that, a transition zone. The residue gets denser. More structured. This isn’t ambient accumulation. This is output.”

He pulled the second sample, the interior courtyard, and ran it through the same process. Faster this time. He knew what he was looking for.

“Same signature profile,” he said. “Stronger signal. The courtyard was closer to the primary channeling source.” He opened the third bag, the sample from inside the research building. Poured. Placed. Read.

His hands stopped moving.

“Ira?” Carro said.

Salk was staring at the spectrometer screen. The waveform from the third sample was dense, layered, and structurally distinct from anything Carro had seen on the instrument before. Where the first two samples had shown a faint signal buried under decades of ambient accumulation, this one was loud. The research building’s concrete had absorbed so much channeling energy over the years that the residue was readable without amplification.

“Thread architecture,” Salk said slowly. “The channeling patterns in this sample are Practitioner-level in power output. Sustained. Controlled. Professional-grade work.” He adjusted the frequency isolation. “But the thread architecture is wrong.”

“Wrong how?”

“Modern thaumic channeling follows a standard thread geometry. The Bureau formalized the framework in 1994, but the underlying patterns are consistent across every practitioner we’ve ever documented. It’s how the human neural network channels thaumic energy. The geometry is a function of biology, not training. Your threads look like my threads look like every other practitioner’s threads, with individual variations in efficiency and density but the same basic architecture.”

He pointed at the screen. “This sample’s channeling used a different architecture. The fundamental thread geometry is recognizable. It’s human. It follows the same basic neural pathway structure. But the specific configurations are different. The energy routes through pathways and disperses at termination points using patterns I’ve never seen documented. The decay curves follow a different gradient. The scatter ratios are tighter at some frequencies and looser at others.”

Salk pulled off his glasses and cleaned them on his lab coat. His hands were steady. His voice was steady. His breathing was controlled. But he’d stopped looking at the instrument and started looking at the wall behind it, a look Carro had seen on witnesses who’d just been told something that contradicted their entire professional life.

“Like a dialect,” he said. “If modern thaumaturgy is standard English, this is Chaucer. Same language. Same grammar. Different conventions, developed independently, before anyone standardized the rules.”

“Before the Emergence.”

“Before the Emergence. Before the Bureau existed. Before the Thaumic Regulation Act. Before the licensing system. Before anyone knew that thaumic energy could be channeled through human neural pathways.” He put his glasses back on. “Someone figured it out first. In a laboratory. Under controlled conditions. And they were doing it for at least a decade before the rest of the world caught up.”

Carro sat on a stool near the workbench. His ribs ached from the drive back. His burned palm throbbed under the bandage. The lab’s suppressed ambient field made his perception feel muffled, like trying to listen through a closed door.

“The nested pattern,” he said.

Salk looked at him.

“The crime scene. The alley where Jonas was killed. The channeling signature had a nested pattern, a second technique riding inside the primary overload. I flagged it in my preliminary report. It didn’t match any standard discipline configuration.”

“You’re saying the nested pattern is this dialect.”

“I’m saying the architecture matches. The same thread geometry variations I read at the facility are present in the nested pattern from the crime scene. The operative who killed Jonas uses pre-Emergence technique.”

Salk sat down on his own stool, across the workbench from Carro. Between them, three ceramic dishes held soil samples from a facility that had been running thaumic experiments before the world knew thaumaturgy existed. The spectrometer hummed. The dampening wards on the lab walls held the room in thaumic silence.

“If this is real,” Salk said, “then everything we know about thaumic origins is wrong.”

“It’s real. The spectrometer data matches my field readings. The decay curves match the timeline. The thread architecture is internally consistent across all three samples. This isn’t noise. This isn’t contamination. This is structured human channeling from before 1986.”

Salk leaned back on his stool. His coffee mug sat on the bench, untouched for the duration of the analysis. He picked it up now. Looked at it. Set it down without drinking.

“The prevailing model,” he said, “is that the Emergence was a natural phenomenon. A spontaneous surge in ambient thaumic energy caused by geological or cosmological factors. The energy activated latent neural pathways in a percentage of the population. The activation was random, unpredictable, and universal. It happened everywhere at once.”

“That’s the model.”

“That model assumes the energy came first. The ambient field surged, and then people started channeling. The field created the practitioners.”

“Yes.”

“What if it was the other way around?” Salk’s voice was quiet. The lab was quiet. The dampening wards absorbed every stray vibration, leaving only his words and the spectrometer’s hum. “What if the practitioners came first? What if someone figured out how to channel before the Emergence, in a controlled laboratory setting, using techniques they developed independently? And what if the Emergence was the result, not the cause?”

Carro’s hands went still on his knees.

“The Hartwell facility operated from 1972 to 1991,” Salk continued. “The pre-Emergence channeling residue in your samples dates to the early 1980s. The Emergence occurred in 1986. A research team at a classified government facility was channeling thaumic energy three to four years before the rest of the world could.”

“You’re saying they caused the Emergence.”

“I’m saying the data is consistent with that hypothesis.” Salk’s voice stayed measured. Clinical. The voice of a scientist who understood that the words coming out of his mouth had the potential to destabilize every institution built on the last forty years of thaumic regulation. “The 1997 paper you found, Venn’s unified theory. He described a cascade mechanism. A localized field, sustained over time, propagating through geological substrate until it reaches a critical threshold. Continental saturation.”

“Deployment.”

“The Emergence wasn’t discovery. It was deployment. Someone built it. Tested it. Scaled it. And then it happened, and the world assumed it was natural, because who would assume otherwise?”

The lab was silent for a long time. The spectrometer completed its analysis cycle and returned to standby. The screen dimmed. The chemical fixative smell, sharp and astringent, mixed with the cold coffee from Salk’s abandoned mug.

Carro looked at the three ceramic dishes on the bench. Soil from a facility in rural Connecticut. Granite and clay and decomposed organic matter, unremarkable by any physical measure.

Salk stood and walked to the sink. He ran water over his hands, the latex gloves squeaking as he peeled them off. The water was cold. The lab’s plumbing, like everything else in the building, ran on a budget that hadn’t been increased since 2018.

“The TRA,” Salk said to the running water. “Section 1, Paragraph 1. ‘Thaumic energy is a natural phenomenon first observed in 1986.’ That’s the opening line of the federal statute that gives the Bureau its mandate.” He set the gloves on the counter and turned off the water. “If it’s wrong, the licensing system isn’t regulating a natural phenomenon. It’s regulating the consequences of someone else’s project.”

Carro thought about Marta. About her clinic with no sign on the door. About Delia Vasquez, who’d died in federal custody because nobody in the system understood that a Vitalism practitioner’s body needed to channel. The system had killed her.

His burned palm throbbed against his knee.

“And if we’re right?”

Salk looked at the spectrometer screen, dark now in standby mode. “If we’re right, then the people who engineered the Emergence are still operating within the institutions that were built to manage it. And they’ve had forty years to entrench themselves.”

The dampening wards hummed. The lab held its silence.

“We need the Threshold documents,” Carro said. “The ones Jonas was protecting. The ones the operative took from the lockbox.”

“The operative has the originals.”

“Jonas was careful. He kept documents in a concealment ward for fifteen years. He used a lockbox service with a dead friend’s signature. He left a note about a backup. Marta said she directed him to the lockbox service three weeks ago, but he’d been holding those documents for much longer. Somewhere, there’s another copy. Or a partial. Or someone else who knows what was in them.”

Salk turned back to his instruments. He began the cleanup process, methodical, careful, the routine of a man who’d spent twenty years processing evidence and understood that the process itself was a form of discipline. He capped the soil samples. Wiped down the ceramic dishes with solvent. Powered down the spectrometer and covered it with a cloth sleeve.

“I’ll write up the analysis,” he said. “Full report. Spectrometric data, decay curve comparisons, thread architecture taxonomy. If this goes anywhere, the science needs to be airtight.”

“Don’t put it in the Bureau system.”

Salk paused. His hand rested on the spectrometer cover. “You’re asking me to keep evidence off the official record.”

“I’m asking you to keep evidence alive. The Bureau system is accessible to IOD. IOD is requesting jurisdictional transfer on this case. If the analysis goes into the system before we understand what we’re dealing with, it goes to people whose interest in this case may not align with ours.”

Salk looked at him for a long time. Then he pulled a portable drive from his desk drawer, plugged it into the spectrometer’s data port, and began the transfer.

“My personal files,” he said. “Off-network. Encrypted. Nobody accesses them without sitting in this chair.”

“Thank you, Ira.”

Salk didn’t respond. He watched the transfer progress bar on the spectrometer’s small screen. His lab coat had a coffee stain on the left cuff that looked like it had been there since the previous administration. The dampening wards hummed. The lab felt like the last quiet place in the building.

Carro stood. His ribs protested. His burned palm pressed against the bench edge as he pushed himself up, and he pulled it back when the blister reminded him it was there.

“Ira.”

“Yeah.”

“The operative. The one who killed Jonas. The one who took the documents. Their channeling uses this dialect. The pre-Emergence technique architecture.”

Salk’s hand stopped on the portable drive. “You’re sure?”

“The nested pattern from the crime scene. The ward dissolution at the lockbox. The omnidirectional kinetic pulse. All of it uses thread geometry that matches the Hartwell samples. The operative isn’t just connected to Threshold. They were trained by it.”

Salk pulled the drive from the port and put it in his coat pocket. He patted the pocket once, confirming it was there. Then he picked up his coffee mug, looked at the cold contents, and poured them into the sink.

“Go find the documents,” he said. “I’ll have the report ready by morning.”

Carro left the lab. The hallway outside was loud after the dampened silence, the Bureau’s ambient field rushing back into his perception like sound after surfacing from underwater. Agents moving through the building, wards cycling, the evidence locker’s miscalibrated hum still whining from down the corridor. The world’s background noise. Forty years of accumulated magical infrastructure humming in the walls.

He walked to his desk. The bullpen was half-empty, late afternoon, agents on fieldwork or clocked out for the day. His desk lamp was off. The evidence board behind his chair had grown since the case started: scanner printouts, photographs, index cards in his handwriting. Jonas Rynn’s name was pinned at the center.

Carro sat down. The chair creaked. The building’s wards hummed. Somewhere in the office, a phone rang and nobody answered it.

He looked at Jonas’s name on the board.

The phone stopped ringing. The office settled into its late-afternoon quiet.

Carro opened the Oleander personnel file on his desk. The next name on the list. Frank Oleander, retired administrative director, West Hartford suburb. The affable bureaucrat who’d managed Hartwell’s logistics for sixteen years.

Tomorrow.


Chapter 10: The Retired Man

Frank Oleander lived in a split-level colonial on a cul-de-sac in West Hartford. The lawn was mowed to a uniform two inches. The hedges were squared. A flag hung from a bracket beside the front door, limp in the still afternoon. The house said nothing about its owner except that he maintained things.

Carro parked on the street, two houses down, and studied the property from the driver’s seat. His burned palm rested on the steering wheel, the bandage catching on the leather. Beside him, Dhillon was on her phone, scrolling through the public records they’d pulled on Oleander that morning. Retired federal administrator. Pension. No thaumic registration, which meant either non-practitioner or unlicensed. Married. Two adult children, both out of state. No criminal record. No civil suits. No flags of any kind.

“He agreed to the interview on the first call,” Dhillon said. “Didn’t ask what it was about. Didn’t ask for a lawyer.”

“He’s been expecting us.”

“Or he’s got nothing to hide.”

Carro looked at the house. No wards. His perception, still muffled by the bruised ribs that made sustained scanning uncomfortable, read the property from the car. The walls were thaumically dead. No detection wards on the windows. No protective patterns on the doors. No ambient residue in the exterior surfaces, not even the faint trace that forty years of living in a thaumic world left on every building in the state.

He pushed deeper. The yard, the driveway, the front walk. Nothing. Not a whisper. Even non-practitioners accumulated some thaumic residue through daily exposure, the passive absorption that came from walking through a city where wards were part of the infrastructure. Oleander’s property read as if it had been sealed in a jar for decades.

There were two explanations. Either Frank Oleander had spent his entire post-Hartwell life in complete thaumic isolation, never once visiting a warded building, shopping in a warded store, or receiving mail through a warded postal system. Or someone had cleaned the property. Deliberately, thoroughly, with a technique sophisticated enough to strip even ambient passive accumulation from every surface.

The second explanation was more interesting.

“I’ll take the front door,” Carro said. “You call his wife. The number from the phone listing. Ask about the family, the neighborhood, whatever she’ll talk about. See if she mentions visitors.”

Dhillon put her phone away and pulled out a second one, prepaid, purchased with Bureau petty cash for exactly this kind of parallel contact. “What am I listening for?”

“Anyone who came to see Oleander recently. Anyone unusual. And whether he told her we were coming.”

She dialed from the car as Carro walked up the driveway. The concrete was clean, pressure-washed recently, the expansion joints sealed with fresh caulk. The garage door was down, its surface freshly painted white, hardware polished. A basketball hoop above the door, the net new but the bracket weathered, installed for children who’d grown up and moved away. The hoop hadn’t been used in years. Oleander kept it maintained anyway.

Carro read the front door as he approached. Standard residential lock, electronic deadbolt, no thaumic component. The doorbell had a camera, the consumer kind you could buy at a hardware store. Oleander’s security was entirely mundane. For a man who’d spent sixteen years at a classified facility where the ward infrastructure could withstand a Specialist-tier assault, the choice of consumer-grade locks and a video doorbell was either an act of extraordinary ordinariness or extraordinary care.

The doorbell chimed. Two notes, electronic, the kind that came installed with the house. The door opened before the second note finished.

Frank Oleander was in his late seventies. Heavyset, broad-shouldered, with thinning white hair combed carefully to one side and a face that had been large and commanding once and had settled into a comfortable wideness. He wore pressed khakis and a polo shirt with a collar that looked ironed. His handshake was firm, practiced, the grip of a man who’d spent decades in conference rooms and learned that the first physical impression mattered.

“Agent Carro,” he said. “Come in. I’ve been expecting you.” He smiled. The smile reached his eyes. Carro read the smile with the same attention he read a ward signature: surface structure first, then depth.

The surface was warm. Welcoming. A host receiving a guest.

The living room was immaculate. Leather furniture, dark wood shelving, framed photographs of family events arranged in chronological order along the mantel, children aging from left to right. A grandfather clock ticked in the corner, its pendulum catching the afternoon light. The carpet showed vacuum lines. The air smelled faintly of furniture polish and a scented candle that had been lit and extinguished within the last hour, its wick still warm. Carro’s perception read the room without conscious effort, habit by now. Nothing. The leather, the wood, the carpet, the glass. All thaumically blank. Even the photographs, which should have carried trace residue from years of handling, read clean.

A house where someone had been very careful about what it remembered.

“Coffee?” Oleander said.

“No, thank you.”

“Tea? Water?” He was already moving toward the kitchen. “Water would be fine.”

Oleander brought two glasses on a wooden tray. Set them on coasters. Sat in the armchair across from Carro with the careful positioning of a man who’d chosen where every guest sat in every room he’d ever managed.

“You’re here about Hartwell,” Oleander said.

“I’m here about Jonas Rynn.”

“Jonas.” A pause. “Terrible thing. He was a good worker. Quiet man. Kept to himself.”

No grief in the voice. No surprise. The words were measured, appropriate, chosen before Carro had walked through the door.

“When did you hear about his death?” Carro asked.

“I keep up with Hartford news. It was in the Courant’s police blotter. Unlicensed practitioner, thaumic-related death in Threadneedle Row.” He shook his head. “Terrible.”

The Courant’s police blotter had carried a two-line item. No name. No address. The victim had been identified by the Bureau three days after the report ran. Oleander had made a connection the blotter didn’t support.

Carro set his water glass on the coaster. “Mr. Oleander, you were the administrative director at Hartwell from 1975 to 1991.”

“That’s correct. Sixteen years.” He settled into the chair. His body language was open, expansive, the posture of a man who had nothing to guard. “I handled budgets, logistics, personnel. Facility maintenance contracts, supply chain, vendor relations. The practical side of running a government research installation.”

“What was the research?”

“Geophysical survey work. Energy field measurement. The science team handled the research; I handled the infrastructure. Made sure the lights stayed on and the bills got paid.”

“You managed a $16 million annual budget.”

“Federal research isn’t cheap. We had specialized equipment, containment infrastructure, a security detail. The budget was commensurate with the facility’s classification level.”

“Classification level,” Carro said. “For a geophysics station.”

Oleander’s smile didn’t waver. “Everything DoE touched during the Cold War was classified by default. You could classify a grocery list if it was purchased with a federal research account. That’s government. You know how it works, Agent Carro. You’re federal yourself.”

The deflection was smooth. A compliment wrapped in a redirect.

“Jonas Rynn worked in your maintenance division for nine years.”

“Maintenance division was four or five people at any given time. Jonas was reliable. Showed up on time, did his work, didn’t cause problems. That’s all I asked of maintenance staff.”

“You remember his work habits after almost forty years?”

“I remember all my staff’s work habits. A good administrator knows his people.” The answer came without hesitation. Carro let it pass.

“Did he have access to the research areas?”

“Maintenance had general clearance. They could enter common areas, the cafeteria, hallways, administrative offices. The research labs required separate authorization, which maintenance personnel didn’t hold.”

“So Jonas couldn’t have seen the research.”

“No.” The word was firm. Definitive. A statement designed to close a line of questioning.

Carro shifted. “Mr. Oleander, I’m going to mention a name. Project Threshold.”

The smile held. The eyes held. The breathing held. But something changed in the muscle tension across Oleander’s shoulders. A fractional tightening, visible for less than a second, controlled immediately. Carro read it the same way he read a ward’s stress fracture: the structure was intact, but the load had just increased.

“That’s not a name I’m familiar with,” Oleander said. His voice was steady. His hands stayed folded. His eyes stayed on Carro’s face. Too steady. Too folded. Too direct. A man with nothing to hide looks away occasionally. A man performing nothing-to-hide holds eye contact.

“It was on a filing cabinet in the facility’s basement. Phase 3 Subjects. Forty-seven of them.”

“I managed the administrative side of the facility. Filing cabinets in research basements were outside my purview.”

“Forty-seven people, Mr. Oleander. Subjects. In a government facility you managed for sixteen years.”

“I managed the administrative side.” The repetition was deliberate. A wall built from one sentence, restated until it became the only answer. His voice was steady. His tone was helpful. His hands were folded in his lap, relaxed, the posture of a man with nothing to conceal.

His breathing was faster by a count. Carro measured it against the baseline he’d established during the first five minutes of conversation. Three breaths per minute faster than the man who’d offered coffee and complained about government bureaucracy.

“Mr. Oleander, a man you supervised for nine years was murdered three days ago. The technique used to kill him is beyond anything in the Bureau’s classification system. The killer’s signature doesn’t match any registered practitioner. And the evidence trail leads from that alley to a facility you ran for sixteen years.” He paused. “I’m not asking about geophysics.”

Oleander looked at him. The smile was gone now, replaced by a neutral assessment that was, Carro thought, closer to the real man underneath. The warmth had been a tool. This was the face behind the tool.

“Agent Carro, I appreciate your thoroughness. And I’m sorry about Jonas. But I can’t help you with matters outside my area of responsibility. I managed budgets and logistics. What the science team did with their equipment and their subjects was above my clearance level.”

Subjects. He’d said the word. Carro caught it. In all the careful deflections about research and geophysics and standard government classification, Oleander had just used the same word that appeared on the filing cabinet label. Subjects.

“I’d suggest contacting the Department of Energy’s Office of Legacy Management,” Oleander continued. “They handle inquiries about decommissioned facilities.”

The script. Corso had offered the same redirect: ask Legacy Management, ask the official record, ask anyone but me. Two people, forty years apart in their last contact with Hartwell, both pointing Carro toward a bureaucratic dead end they knew would yield nothing.

“I’ve tried Legacy Management,” Carro said. “The records are classified. A FOIA request was denied in 2003 on national security grounds.”

“Then I’m afraid that’s where the matter stands.” Oleander’s hands stayed folded. His breathing had returned to baseline. The moment of tension had passed, or been buried.

Carro stood. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Oleander.”

“Of course.” The smile came back. The warm host, seeing his guest to the door. “If there’s anything else I can do to help, don’t hesitate.” He extended his hand. The handshake was as firm and practiced as the first one. Carro counted the pressure: identical. Oleander had given and received the same handshake twice, with the same force, the same duration, the same eye contact. Rehearsed down to the muscles.

At the door, Carro paused. He turned back. “One more thing. When I mentioned Project Threshold, your breathing changed. Three breaths per minute faster than your baseline. Your shoulder tension increased for 0.8 seconds. Those are involuntary stress responses.” He held Oleander’s gaze. “I read thaumic residue for a living, Mr. Oleander. Reading people is the same skill at a different frequency.”

Oleander’s face was still. The smile didn’t come back.

Carro walked down the driveway. The afternoon was warm, the cul-de-sac quiet, the kind of neighborhood where nothing happened and everyone preferred it that way. He was twelve feet from his car when his perception spiked.

The sensation was familiar. A hole in the ambient field, a silence shaped like a person, the same impossible cleanness he’d read at the crime scene and the lockbox and the Hartwell facility. The operative’s signature. Somewhere within a hundred feet.

Not in the house. Outside. Nearby. Watching.

Carro’s hand moved to his sidearm. His ribs protested. His burned palm burned against the grip. He scanned the cul-de-sac with his perception wide open, ignoring the dull ache that sustained scanning cost his bruised intercostals. The ambient field of the suburban street was thin, a few residential wards, standard security systems, the background hum of a neighborhood where nobody channeled above Novice level.

And there, at the edge of his range, moving away. The absence. The hole. Already receding, heading north along the tree line behind the houses, moving with the same unhurried pace Carro had followed through Threadneedle Row.

Gone before he could close the distance. The absence dissolved into the ambient field, clean, total, as if it had never existed.

But it had been there. At Oleander’s house. Today. During the interview.

Carro’s ribs burned from the sustained perception push. His burned palm was bleeding again, a thin line of red soaking through the bandage where he’d gripped the sidearm. He holstered the weapon and looked at the cul-de-sac one more time. Lawn mowers somewhere. A sprinkler on a timer. A dog barking two streets over. The normal sounds of a neighborhood where a retired government administrator lived in a house with no thaumic residue and received visitors who didn’t exist in any database.

He got in the car. Dhillon was waiting, her prepaid phone on her lap, expression neutral.

“His wife said he had a visitor last week,” Dhillon said. “Someone she’d never met. Male, average height, dark clothing. Came to the house while she was in the kitchen. Oleander took the visitor into his study and closed the door. The meeting lasted forty minutes. The visitor left through the front door without introducing himself.”

Carro’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. The blister on his palm sent a sharp line of heat up his wrist.

“She said Oleander was quiet after the visitor left. Didn’t eat dinner. Went to bed early.” Dhillon looked at the house receding in the mirror. “She also said he told her we’d be coming today. He told her this morning, before you called.”

Before the call. Oleander had known they were coming before the Bureau made contact. Someone had warned him.

Carro started the car. The engine turned over on the second try. The cul-de-sac was still and green and empty, and the space where the operative’s signature had been was already filling back in with the neighborhood’s gentle ambient hum.

“The operative was here,” Carro said. “Just now. I picked up the signature while I was walking to the car.”

Dhillon’s hand moved to her own sidearm. She looked at the mirrors, the tree line, the spaces between houses.

“Gone,” Carro said. “Moving north behind the houses. I couldn’t track it at range.” He pulled onto the main road. “The operative visited Oleander before killing Jonas. And the operative was here today, watching while I interviewed him.”

“Watching you or watching him?”

Carro thought about that for half a block. “Both.” He pulled onto Route 44. “The operative visited Oleander last week. Forty-minute meeting in a closed study. Then the operative killed Jonas. Now the operative is back at Oleander’s house while I’m interviewing him.”

“Oleander directed the kill.”

“Or he was briefed on it afterward. Or both.”

Dhillon was quiet for a mile. “He said ‘subjects.’ During the interview. He said ‘what the science team did with their equipment and their subjects.’”

“I caught it.”

“He slipped. He’s been saying ‘research’ and ‘geophysics’ for forty years, and the word that came out was ‘subjects.’ Forty-seven of them.”

They drove toward Hartford. The afternoon light was golden on the highway, the trees in full leaf, the infrastructure of a normal Connecticut suburb giving way to the denser ward-work of the city.

“Oleander knew we were coming before I called,” Carro said. “His wife confirmed it. He told her this morning. Which means someone in the chain between Voss requesting the personnel files and today told Oleander we were pursuing Hartwell contacts.”

“That’s a short chain. Voss, her DoE contact, Legacy Management.”

“Or IOD.”

Dhillon was quiet for a moment. “IOD hasn’t formally taken the case yet.”

“IOD requested a jurisdictional meeting. That means they’re tracking the case. They know what we’re investigating. If someone in IOD is connected to Threshold, they’d know Oleander’s name the moment the personnel files surfaced.”

The highway carried them east toward Hartford. Carro’s ribs ached. His palm throbbed. And somewhere behind them, in a split-level colonial on a cul-de-sac where the lawn was mowed to two inches and the hedges were squared, a retired government administrator was sitting in his leather armchair, deciding what to do about the federal agent who’d read his breathing and named the project he’d spent forty years pretending didn’t exist.


Chapter 11: Jurisdiction

The IOD agents arrived at nine sharp on Friday morning. Two of them. They came through the Hartford field office’s front door without signing in at reception, walked past the bullpen without acknowledging the agents at their desks, and went straight to the conference room. They knew the building’s layout. They’d been here before, or they’d studied the floor plan. Both possibilities said the same thing about how seriously IOD was taking this meeting.

Carro watched them from his desk. Specialist-tier, both of them. He could read their signatures from across the room even through the ambient noise of the bullpen’s ward-work. Clean, powerful, precisely controlled. The kind of signatures you developed through a decade of institutional work at the highest clearance levels. One was a man in his fifties, gray at the temples, with a suit that fit like it had been tailored for someone who stood in rooms and expected people to listen. The other was a woman, younger, thirties, with the particular stillness of a Mentalism specialist who was reading everyone in the room and didn’t need to be obvious about it.

Dhillon looked up from her desk when they passed. She caught Carro’s eye. Neither of them said anything.

Voss came out of her office at 9:02. She’d changed her jacket since arriving that morning, Carro noticed. The one she wore now was darker, more formal, the Bureau’s version of armor for institutional combat. Her legal pad was in her left hand. Her coffee was gone, which meant she’d finished it before the meeting, which meant she’d been up early, which meant she’d been preparing.

“Carro. Dhillon. Conference room.”

They followed her in.

The conference room had been cleaned overnight. The long table was clear except for four legal pads, four pens, and a water pitcher with glasses. The Bureau’s conference wards were active, the geometric containment patterns humming at the edges of Carro’s perception, keeping everything said in this room from reaching the hallway. Voss’s personal Mentalism wards layered on top of them, tighter, more refined. She’d doubled the privacy.

The IOD agents were already seated. The man had taken the chair at the head of the table, the position traditionally reserved for the office’s SAC. Voss looked at him, then took the chair to his right without comment. Voss was choosing her ground.

Carro sat next to Voss. Dhillon sat beside him. Across the table, the two IOD agents opened their legal pads with the coordinated precision of people who’d done this before.

“I’m Senior Agent Garza,” the man said. “This is Agent Linden. We’re here on behalf of the Institutional Oversight Division regarding case TN-2026-0414.” He looked at Voss. “SAC Voss, thank you for accommodating our schedule.”

“Of course,” Voss said. The words were warm. Her pen was already positioned on the legal pad, angled for notes.

“We’ve reviewed the case file as submitted,” Garza said. “Before we discuss jurisdiction, I’d like Agent Carro to walk us through the investigation timeline. For the record.”

Carro looked at Voss. She nodded.

He opened his copy of the case file. The physical folder was two inches thick now, eight days of evidence compressed into scanner captures, photographs, interview notes, and forensic analysis reports. He walked them through it in order, the same way he’d present to a jury if the case ever got that far.

“Day one. Homicide in Threadneedle Row. Unlicensed practitioner, precision sequential overload, unregistered Specialist-tier channeler. The technique doesn’t match any known practitioner in federal or classified databases.” He turned a page. “Day two. Victim identified as Jonas Rynn, former maintenance technician at the Hartwell Geophysical Research Station. His apartment contained pre-Emergence history books and a concealment ward built by a Threadneedle Row practitioner.”

“Day three. The victim stored documents in a lockbox service on Cedar Street. An unidentified operative retrieved the documents before we could secure them. The operative used techniques outside the Bureau’s classification system to open a military-grade ward lock and disable two BTI field agents.”

Linden’s pen moved steadily across her legal pad. Garza listened without expression.

“Day four. We visited the Hartwell facility. The site contains pre-Emergence thaumic residue. Structured, controlled, human-generated channeling from before 1986. A filing cabinet in the facility’s basement was labeled ‘Project Threshold, Phase 3 Subjects.’ The cabinet had been recently emptied.”

“Day five. Department of Energy personnel files identified three surviving Hartwell staff. Dr. Elaine Corso at Yale confirmed pre-Emergence technique architecture in her personal wards but declined to discuss the facility’s research. Frank Oleander, retired administrative director, denied knowledge of Project Threshold but displayed involuntary stress responses when the name was mentioned.”

He closed the folder. “Day six. Lab analysis by FTA technician Dr. Ira Salk confirmed that the facility residue shows a pre-Emergence variant of thaumic channeling. Different thread architecture from modern thaumaturgy. Same fundamental structure, different conventions.” He paused. “The hypothesis is that thaumic channeling was developed at Hartwell before the Emergence, and that the Emergence itself may have been the result of deliberate scaling of that technology.”

The conference room was silent for four seconds.

“This case has expanded beyond the scope of a field office homicide investigation,” Garza said.

“It started as a homicide investigation,” Voss said. “Agent Carro’s forensic analysis identified anomalies that warranted further inquiry.”

“Anomalies that now include a potential national security dimension.” Garza’s voice was even, practiced, the register of someone whose job was to be reasonable while taking things away from you. “An unregistered practitioner with unclassified techniques. A classified pre-Emergence facility. Possible connections to government programs that predate the Bureau’s existence. This is IOD territory, SAC Voss.”

“I don’t disagree,” Voss said.

Carro’s hands went still on the table. He’d expected resistance. Argument. The Voss he’d watched negotiate 72-hour extensions and override Deputy SAC Mercer’s priority flags.

“I’m not going to fight the jurisdictional transfer,” Voss continued. “The case has grown beyond what Hartford can resource independently. You have the clearance, the budget, and the institutional authority to pursue leads that my office can’t.”

Garza’s expression didn’t change. Linden’s pen stopped moving for half a second. They’d come prepared for a fight.

“What I am going to request,” Voss said, “is that Agents Carro and Dhillon remain as local liaisons for the duration of the investigation.”

“SAC Voss, the standard protocol for jurisdictional transfer is a clean handoff. Case files, evidence chain, witness contacts. IOD conducts its own investigation with its own personnel.”

“I understand the standard protocol.” Voss set her pen down. The gesture was deliberate. She was no longer taking notes. She was making a statement. “Agent Carro has spent six days building community contacts in Threadneedle Row. The unlicensed practitioner community in Hartford doesn’t talk to Bureau agents. They talked to him. If IOD sends Specialist-tier investigators to canvass the Row, every door that Carro opened will close.”

“We don’t canvass,” Linden said. Her voice was quiet, precise. “We conduct targeted institutional inquiry.”

“Targeted inquiry on subjects who are, by definition, outside every institution,” Carro said.

Garza looked at him. The assessment was brief, thorough, dismissive. A senior agent evaluating a junior one who’d spoken without being asked. “Agent Carro, the case file speaks to your forensic competence. But this investigation has moved beyond street-level fieldwork.”

“With respect, sir, the street-level fieldwork is where the evidence came from. Six days of earning trust in a community that has every reason to distrust the Bureau. IOD’s classified databases don’t contain any of that.”

Garza looked at Voss instead of answering Carro. The conversation was between the SAC and IOD’s senior agent.

“I’m aware of IOD’s methodology,” Voss said. “Targeted institutional inquiry works well when the subjects are institutional. Licensed practitioners, academic researchers, government officials. The witnesses in this case include unlicensed practitioners who live outside every institution you’re designed to investigate. They won’t come to your office. They won’t answer your calls. And they have information that the case requires.”

Garza looked at Carro for the first time since the meeting started. The assessment was clinical, a senior agent evaluating a junior one across a table. “Agent Carro, you’re Practitioner-tier.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Two years in the field.”

“Two years, four months.”

“And you’ve cultivated contacts in an unlicensed community that doesn’t cooperate with federal investigators.”

“One contact. Maybe two. It took six days and a combat injury to earn that much.”

Garza looked at the bandage on Carro’s right hand. The blister had started peeling, the skin underneath pink and tender. The bandage was smaller now, covering less, but it was still there. Evidence of what the case had cost.

“Agent Dhillon?”

“Adept-tier,” Dhillon said. “Vitalism. Forensic channel mapping specialization. I’ve been supporting Agent Carro’s investigation as partner since day one. My biological trace analysis has been used at every evidence site.”

Garza sat with that for ten seconds. Carro counted. The conference room’s wards hummed. The water pitcher sat untouched.

“Liaison access,” Garza said. “Carro and Dhillon attend briefings, provide community contacts, and offer forensic continuity. IOD directs the investigation. All evidence flows through our chain of custody. No independent field work without IOD authorization.”

“Agreed,” Voss said.

“No contact with witnesses or subjects outside of IOD-approved interview schedules.”

“That limits the community relationships Agent Carro has built. Threadneedle Row contacts don’t operate on interview schedules. They come to you when they’re ready, on their terms, at their location.”

“That’s an operational flexibility we can’t extend during a national security investigation.”

“Then you’ll lose access to the community entirely.” Voss’s voice stayed level. Professional. The voice of someone stating a fact, not issuing a threat. “I’m not negotiating for flexibility. I’m describing reality. The Row’s practitioners work outside institutional channels because the institution has given them every reason to. If you mandate formal interview protocols for community contacts, those contacts will stop making contact.”

Garza’s pen tapped twice on his legal pad. The first sign of friction in his composure. Linden’s pen had stopped moving entirely. She was watching Voss with the focused attention of someone recalibrating an assessment.

“Compromise,” Voss said. “If a community contact surfaces information voluntarily, Agent Carro can receive it and relay it to IOD within twenty-four hours. No formal interview. No institutional framing. A conversation, documented after the fact.”

Garza considered. “Forty-eight hours. And the documentation includes full content, not summary.”

“Done.”

The negotiation was over. It had taken eleven minutes. Eleven minutes to transfer the work of eight days, the evidence chain built from an alley in Threadneedle Row to a filing cabinet in a basement in rural Connecticut, from two Practitioner-tier field agents who’d earned it to two Specialist-tier institutional agents who’d received it on a Friday morning in a conference room that smelled like furniture polish and cold coffee.

Carro’s burned palm pressed against the edge of the table. The blister had split during the meeting, leaking a thin line of fluid into the bandage. He hadn’t noticed until now. In eleven minutes, the case Carro had spent six days building, the case that started with a body in an alley and grew into a question about the origins of magic itself, had been transferred to two Specialist-tier IOD agents who’d walked in the door at nine sharp and taken the head of the table.

Garza and Linden stood. Handshakes. Professional courtesies. Garza’s handshake was firm and brief. Linden’s was the same. They left the conference room with the same coordinated precision they’d entered with. Their footsteps echoed down the hallway toward the bullpen, where they would begin the process of requesting every piece of evidence Carro had collected, every report he’d filed, every scanner capture and residue analysis and witness interview summary that six days of fieldwork had produced.

The door closed.

Voss didn’t move. She sat at the conference table with her legal pad in front of her, the pen still set aside where she’d placed it during the negotiation. The conference wards hummed. The water pitcher was still full. Nobody had poured a glass.

“You gave them the case,” Carro said.

“I gave them jurisdiction.” She looked at the legal pad. “There’s a difference, and it matters, and you’d better learn it fast.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Jurisdiction means they control the investigation. They decide which leads to pursue, which witnesses to interview, which evidence to prioritize. They write the reports. They brief the Deputy Director.” She paused. “Liaison access means you’re in the room when they make those decisions. You see the evidence. You attend the briefings. You know what they’re doing.”

“And if what they’re doing is wrong?”

“Then you know that too.”

Carro sat with that. The conference room was cold. The building’s HVAC had been on overnight, and the wards that sealed the room also sealed the temperature. His ribs ached in the cooled air, a dull persistence that he’d stopped noticing during the meeting and was now impossible to ignore.

“There’s something else,” Voss said. She stood and walked to the door. Checked that it was fully closed. Came back. “The Boston SAC position. I was on the shortlist. Deputy Director Hale’s recommendation. It would have been the next step.”

Carro looked at her.

“IOD’s jurisdictional report will note that I accommodated the transfer but negotiated liaison access for two field agents on a case that IOD classified as above field-office scope. That’s going to read as institutional resistance to Hale’s office. The recommendation is dead.”

Her voice was flat.

“You traded the promotion for our access,” Carro said.

“I traded a promotion recommendation for keeping my people in a room where they need to be.” She picked up the legal pad. “Don’t waste it.”

She left. The door closed behind her. The conference wards dimmed as her Mentalism layer withdrew, leaving only the Bureau’s standard containment humming in the walls.

Dhillon was still seated across from him. She’d been quiet through the entire meeting, watching, reading the room with her Vitalism perception in a way that didn’t register on anyone’s awareness. She looked at Carro now.

“Linden was scanning us,” she said. “Mentalism. Low-level, sustained. She was reading our stress responses through the whole meeting. Heart rate, cortisol output, micro-expressions. The full diagnostic profile, and she was good enough that I only caught it because I was looking.”

Carro’s jaw tightened.

“Standard IOD practice for jurisdiction meetings. They read the field agents to assess how much resistance to expect during the transition.”

“What did she read?”

“From you? Probably that you’re angry and not good at hiding it.” Dhillon stood. “From me? That I was reading her back.” She picked up her legal pad. “Come on. We have evidence to hand over.”

They walked back through the bullpen. Takeda was on a call, her hand covering the receiver, her voice low and careful. Reeves was eating a sandwich at his desk, reading something on his phone. The morning shift went on, the same way it went on every day, the same way it had gone on for years in a building where the evidence locker’s wards needed recalibrating and the fleet cars turned over on the second try and the budget was never enough and the work was always more than the people.

The IOD agents had set up in the empty office next to the conference room. Carro could hear them through the wall, their voices low and businesslike, already making calls. The jurisdictional transfer would generate paperwork for days. Evidence chains, custody transfers, access-code resets, database permissions. The Bureau’s institutional machinery, grinding through the process of handing a case from one part of itself to another.

Carro stopped at his desk. The evidence board behind his chair still held everything he’d pinned there over six days: scanner printouts, photographs, index cards in his handwriting. Jonas Rynn’s name at the center.

By the end of the day, IOD would request all of it. The physical evidence, the digital files, the case notes, the community contact information. They’d take the board apart pin by pin and file it into their own system, their own chain of custody, their own institutional framework.

Carro looked at Jonas’s name on the board. A maintenance tech’s name, written in a federal agent’s handwriting, pinned to a Bureau evidence board with a government-issue pushpin. The entire institutional apparatus of the United States government’s thaumic regulation framework had been built on the assumption that the Emergence was natural, and the evidence that it wasn’t was about to be filed into IOD’s custody chain, where it would go wherever IOD’s mandate directed it.

Carro sat down. He opened the Oleander file, the unofficial one, the notes he kept in a pocket notebook in handwriting too small for anyone to read at arm’s length. He started writing everything he’d observed at the interview that hadn’t gone into the Bureau system. The breathing count. The rehearsed answers. The “subjects” slip. The operative’s signature at the cul-de-sac.

Some things needed to live outside the chain of custody. Salk had understood that yesterday when he put the spectrometric data on a portable drive. Voss had understood it this morning when she traded a promotion for two seats at IOD’s table.

The evidence board hummed with the building’s ambient field. Jonas’s name stayed pinned at the center. Carro wrote.


Chapter 12: Aldric Venn

Salk had been working the problem since before Carro arrived.

The FTA lab was dark except for the workbench lights and the glow of two monitors. Salk sat between them, one showing a spectrometric analysis from the Hartwell samples, the other a database interface Carro didn’t recognize. The dampening wards pressed in as Carro crossed the threshold, flattening his perception to a dull hum. His ribs complained about the stairs. His right palm, still bandaged, pressed against the evidence folder he carried.

“You’re here early,” Salk said without turning around. His coffee mug was already empty. A second mug sat on the far end of the bench, ceramic, with a hairline crack running through the glaze. Backup.

“IOD took the case two days ago. I can’t run searches on Bureau terminals without them seeing the query logs.”

Salk turned in his chair. His glasses reflected the monitor’s blue light. “So you came to someone who isn’t on the Bureau network.”

“Your lab is already off-grid for the spectrometric data. I need the same approach for records.”

“You need me to trace Aldric Venn through channels IOD can’t monitor.” Salk’s voice was flat. The statement carried its own judgment.

“Can you?”

Salk looked at him for five seconds. Then he turned back to his screens. “I already started. Sit down.”

The non-Bureau database was an academic aggregator that Salk accessed through the Yale library system, where he still had credentials from a guest lectureship nine years ago. “They never deactivated my account,” he said. “University IT is reliably underfunded.”

Venn’s publication trail, the part Carro had already mapped from Yale’s academic databases, was the public record. Salk was working a different layer. Energy usage permits. Thaumic practice registrations filed in the early 1990s, when the licensing system was new and inconsistent. Utility records from Vermont municipalities that still maintained paper archives accessible through inter-library loan requests.

“Venn applied for a thaumic practice registration in Vermont in 1992,” Salk said. “Year after Hartwell closed. He listed his discipline as Wards, with Transmutation secondary. His tier self-assessment was Specialist.”

“Self-assessment. Before standardized testing.”

“In 1992, you declared your tier and the state took your word for it. They didn’t have the infrastructure to verify. Vermont didn’t establish an independent thaumic testing facility until 1998.” Salk scrolled through a scanned document. “His registration lists an address in Bennington. Rural property. He renewed annually through 1997, then stopped.”

“The year of his last publication.”

“And the year Vermont finally got around to requiring in-person tier verification. If Venn was practicing pre-Emergence techniques that didn’t match standard methodology, a formal tier assessment would have exposed that. His channeling architecture would have looked wrong to any certified examiner.”

“So he dropped off the grid rather than submit to testing.”

Salk pulled up a second record. “Municipal utility records for the Bennington address. Electric service terminated by the homeowner in February 1998. Water shut off the same month. Property tax records show the house sold in 2003 through a third-party broker. The buyer never met the seller.”

Carro looked at the timeline. Venn had published his last paper in 1997, dropped his registration and utilities in early 1998, and the house sat empty for five years before someone bought it sight-unseen through a broker. A man erasing himself from the record. The same kind of disappearance Jonas had achieved in Threadneedle Row, but from the other end of the institutional spectrum. Jonas had been invisible because he’d never been in the system. Venn had been visible and chosen to leave.

“What’s at the Bennington address now?”

“Residential. The 2003 buyer is listed as a Meredith Carver. She’s current on property taxes. No thaumic registration. Non-practitioner, most likely.”

Carro sat with it. The Bennington address was two and a half hours north. A drive he could make in an afternoon, if he left now and drove without stopping. If IOD wasn’t tracking his car, which they might be. If Voss didn’t call with a liaison obligation that required his presence at the office.

If he was willing to violate the liaison agreement on a lead that might yield nothing.

“Voss told me not to go off-book,” Carro said.

“Voss told you to use your liaison access and stay in the system.”

“And if I drive to Vermont without IOD authorization?”

Salk took off his glasses and cleaned them on his lab coat. The gesture was habitual. “You’re asking me to tell you it’s okay.”

“I’m asking if there’s another way.”

“There isn’t. IOD has the case. Their investigation plan doesn’t include visiting the last known address of a researcher who disappeared twenty-eight years ago. Garza’s team is running institutional inquiry, classified databases, intelligence community contacts. They’re working the problem from the top down. You’re working it from the ground up. Those approaches don’t overlap, which is why you have information they don’t, and why they’re not going to find what’s at Venn’s house.”

Salk put his glasses back on. “I can’t tell you it’s okay. I can tell you the data is in Vermont and nobody else is going to look for it.”

Carro stood. His ribs sent a line of heat through his left side. The bruised intercostals hadn’t improved.

“If IOD asks where I am?”

“I’ll tell them you were in my lab reviewing spectrometric analysis. Which you were, briefly.”

Carro took his car keys from his pocket with his left hand. The right one couldn’t grip small objects without the blister protesting. “Thank you, Ira.”

“Don’t thank me. Bring back evidence.”

∗ ∗ ∗

He drove north on I-91, then cut west on Route 9 toward Bennington. Connecticut gave way to Massachusetts, then Vermont. The landscape changed as he crossed the state line, the dense suburban sprawl of southern New England thinning into farmland and forest. Green mountains on the horizon, old-growth Appalachian cover, the canopy Connecticut had lost to development two hundred years ago. Carro kept his perception closed. The ambient thaumic field thinned as the population density dropped. Fewer practitioners per square mile meant less background noise. Out here, a focused scan could reach farther than anything he’d managed in Hartford.

He drove with the windows cracked. The May air smelled like cut grass and something resinous, pine or spruce, carried on a wind that came down from the ridgeline. His Bureau sedan was the least anonymous vehicle on the two-lane roads outside Bennington. Federal plates, Bureau-standard wards on the doors, an antenna array that anyone with basic thaumic perception could read as government hardware. He might as well have been driving a billboard.

The GPS took him off Route 9 onto a county road, then onto a gravel track that wound through a stand of sugar maples. The address resolved to a house at the end of the track, set back from the road by fifty yards of lawn that had been mowed recently. A single-story ranch, wood-framed, with a new roof and an old foundation. A detached garage at the far end of the property, its structure rebuilt from what looked like original footings. A garden bed along the south wall, tomato cages and bean poles already up for the season.

Carro parked in the driveway and sat for a moment. He opened his perception.

The property’s ambient field was different from the surrounding forest. Where the woods carried only the natural low-level thaumic resonance of living systems, the house and its land were layered with something deeper. Structured residue, old and dense, integrated into the soil and foundation in the same way the Hartwell facility’s residue had been integrated into granite. Someone had practiced here extensively for years. The thread architecture was familiar. Pre-Emergence dialect. The same rough geometry he’d read at Hartwell, the same variant that Salk’s spectrometer had documented.

Venn had been here. For years. Channeling daily, the residue accumulating in the soil and stone, sinking deeper with each season. The property was saturated. Even the garden bed, where the current owner had turned the soil for planting, carried traces at depths that meant the residue was in the bedrock. Vermont granite, the same natural preservative that Salk had identified. Whatever Venn had been doing here, the rock had recorded it.

Carro got out of the car. His burned palm caught on the door handle. He adjusted his grip and walked toward the house.

A woman opened the front door before he reached the porch. Fifties, athletic build, wearing gardening gloves and a sun hat with a torn brim. She looked at the Bureau sedan, then at Carro, then at the sedan again.

“Federal plates,” she said.

“Bureau of Thaumaturgic Investigations, ma’am. My name is Eli Carro.” He showed his badge. “I’m investigating a case connected to the previous owner of this property.”

She pulled off her gardening gloves. “The professor.”

“Dr. Aldric Venn. He owned this house until 2003.”

“I bought it through Hendricks Realty in Manchester. Never met the seller. The broker handled everything.” She folded the gloves and held them in one hand. “What did the professor do?”

“I’m trying to find out. Can you tell me anything about the property when you purchased it?”

“It was a mess. The house was livable, barely. The roof leaked, the plumbing was twenty years behind code, and the wiring was the original 1960s installation. The previous owner had lived here for years and maintained nothing except the garage.” She glanced toward the detached structure. “The garage was the opposite. Clean, organized, well-maintained. He’d put real money into it. Concrete floor, insulated walls, electrical panel that was newer than anything in the house. Like he cared about his workspace and not much else.”

“You said the professor left suddenly.”

“That’s what the neighbors told me. The Becketts, two miles up the road. They said he was a quiet man, kept to himself, walked his dog in the evenings. Then one day the house was empty. The dog was gone. No moving truck. Nobody saw him leave.”

“When?”

“They thought 1998 or early 1999. The house sat empty until I bought it in 2003.”

“What about the garage? Was it damaged when you purchased?”

Her expression shifted. A tightening around the eyes. “There was a fire. The garage burned between when he left and when I bought the place. The structure was destroyed. I had it rebuilt on the original foundation.”

“When did the fire happen?”

“The broker said 2002. County fire report listed it as accidental. Electrical fault in an abandoned structure. But the Becketts told me the fire department found it suspicious. The electrical panel had been disconnected when the house was vacated. No power to the building for four years, and then it catches fire from an electrical fault?” She shrugged. “I didn’t ask too many questions. I got the property at forty percent below market because of the fire damage.”

“Can I see the garage?”

She studied him for a moment. Evaluating. Then she led him across the lawn to the rebuilt structure. The new construction sat on old concrete footings, the join between original foundation and new wall visible as a color change in the concrete. The garage door was modern, insulated, with a standard mechanical lock. No wards.

Inside, the space was clean and functional. Meredith Carver used it for garden equipment, a workbench for home repairs, and winter storage. Nothing remarkable. Nothing thaumic. She waited by the door while Carro walked the perimeter.

He crouched at the foundation line where old concrete met new. The original footings were poured concrete, standard residential grade, probably from the 1960s when the house was built. They’d survived the fire because concrete didn’t burn. And concrete, like granite, held thaumic residue.

Carro pulled off his bandage. The blister on his right palm had mostly healed, the new skin pink and tender, still sensitive to temperature changes. He placed both palms flat on the old foundation.

The residue was dense. Layered. Decades of sustained channeling compressed into the concrete like geological strata. Venn had worked here daily, channeling at levels far above what his Specialist-tier registration would have indicated. The thread architecture matched Hartwell’s samples exactly, the same pre-Emergence dialect, the same rough geometry, but refined. Where the Hartwell residue had the quality of group work, multiple practitioners channeling in overlapping patterns, this was individual. One person’s technique, practiced and honed over years. Venn had continued the research alone.

Carro pushed deeper. The residue layers separated under his perception, each one a time-stamped record of what had been done in this space. The oldest layers, closest to the concrete’s core, dated to the early 1990s. Experimental work. High-energy channeling followed by measurement and adjustment, the iterative cycle of someone testing hypotheses. The middle layers, mid-1990s, showed a shift in technique. More controlled. More sustained. Less experimental, more applied. Venn had found something that worked and was refining it.

The newest pre-fire layers, late 1990s, were different again. The channeling was intense, concentrated, pushed to levels that would have left a modern Specialist exhausted in hours. Venn had been working at the upper edge of his capacity, channeling with a sustained output that bordered on dangerous. The concrete had stress fractures from thaumic heat load, hairline cracks invisible to the eye but readable through the residue as lines of thermal expansion.

Carro shifted his weight. His knees ached against the cold concrete. The new skin on his right palm had gone numb from sustained contact, the nerve endings protesting. He pressed harder.

And then the fire layer. 2002. Four years after Venn disappeared. The fire’s thaumic signature was clear, deliberate, controlled. Not an electrical fault. Controlled thaumic combustion, calibrated to destroy organic material, paper, wood, fabric, while leaving the concrete foundation intact. Someone had burned this garage to destroy its contents. The same someone, or the same organization, that had cleaned the Hartwell filing cabinet.

But they’d been thorough about the contents and careless about the container. The concrete foundation still held every thaumic record of what Venn had done here. The fire had destroyed the documents. It hadn’t destroyed the evidence in the stone.

Carro pulled his hands from the concrete. His palms were cold from the contact. The new skin on his right hand had gone white where it pressed against the surface. He flexed his fingers. The sensation returned slowly, circulation restoring, the nerve endings Dhillon had cleared in her Vitalism assessment still recovering their baseline.

“Find what you’re looking for?” Meredith Carver asked from the doorway. She’d watched him crouch on her garage floor for four minutes without comment. The gardening gloves were back on. A patient woman, or a curious one.

“Part of it. Thank you.”

He was about to stand when his perception caught something else. A seam in the old foundation, where the poured concrete met the original footing at the rear wall. The fire had been hot enough to expand the concrete slightly, opening a hairline gap between the slab and the footing. The gap was narrow, barely visible, running along the base of the rear wall for about three feet.

Carro lowered himself flat against the concrete floor. His ribs burned. He ignored them. He angled his penlight into the gap and looked.

Paper. A fragment of paper, folded and compressed into the gap between slab and footing. It had been pushed there by the thermal expansion during the fire, an accidental preservation, a document that had been on the floor or fallen from a shelf when the fire started and had been shoved into the crack as the concrete expanded from the heat.

He worked it out with his fingertips. The paper was old stock, yellowed, the edges charred where the fire had reached. One corner was burned away entirely. The rest was intact, protected by the concrete’s compression. Typed text, institutional format, the same typeface he’d seen on the Hartwell filing cabinet labels. At the top of the fragment, partially burned: a header. PROJECT THRESHOLD. Below that, a classification stamp: PHASE 4: DEPLOYMENT PROTOCOL. And below that, printed in the same institutional typeface on government stock that had survived a fire and twenty-two years in a concrete crack:

…Phase 4 subjects show sustained integration beyond projected decay curves. Neural pathway restructuring persists after removal from controlled field exposure, suggesting permanent alteration of the subjects’ thaumic channel architecture. If the vector holds at scale, ambient saturation of the continental field is theoretically achievable within a single generation. Recommend transition from controlled exposure protocol to broad-spectrum deployment. Timeline: 18-24 months from authorization to initial saturation event…

Carro read it twice. Then a third time. His hands were steady. His breathing was controlled. The institutional language was dense, technical, stripped of anything that might sound alarming to a budget committee reviewing a classified program. Broad-spectrum deployment. Initial saturation event.

The Emergence was a line item in a budget request. Phase 4 of a classified government project. Broad-spectrum deployment of a phenomenon that someone had developed in a laboratory in rural Connecticut and then released across the entire continental United States on a timeline of eighteen to twenty-four months.

Forty years. Forty years of textbooks and Bureau training manuals and Congressional testimony and thaumic science curricula at every university program in the country, all built on the premise that the Emergence was a natural event. A geological phenomenon. An unexplained surge of ambient energy that activated latent neural pathways in a random percentage of the population.

Not random. Engineered. Authorized. Deployed on a schedule.

Carro placed the fragment flat on the concrete floor and photographed it with his Bureau scanner, front and back, three angles, close-up on the text. The scanner’s thaumic capture array recorded the residue on the paper along with the image, preserving the handling signatures of everyone who’d touched this document. Venn’s signature was there, deep in the paper fiber. Others he didn’t recognize. And faintly, at the surface, the same impossible cleanness he’d read on the operative at the crime scene, at the lockbox, at Oleander’s cul-de-sac. The operative had handled this document. At some point, in some room, the person who killed Jonas Rynn had held this page.

He slipped the fragment into an evidence bag from his jacket. Sealed it. Wrote the chain-of-custody notation on the label with his left hand, the handwriting cramped from the unfamiliar angle.

Meredith Carver was standing at the doorway. She’d seen him pull a piece of paper from her garage floor and photograph it. She hadn’t asked what it was.

“Thank you for your time, Ms. Carver.”

“Is the professor in trouble?”

“The professor has been missing for twenty-eight years. The trouble found him a long time ago.”

She nodded. He walked across the lawn to his car. The May afternoon was warm, the light coming in at the angle that turned the sugar maples into green-gold columns along the road. A robin was working the garden bed Meredith had been tending. Somewhere down the valley, a chainsaw started up and died and started again.

Carro sat in the car. The evidence bag was in his jacket pocket. The fragment pressed against his chest through the fabric. Government paper stock, forty years old, carrying the signatures of the people who had engineered the Emergence and the person who had been sent to erase the evidence of it.

He started the engine. It turned over on the second try. Bureau fleet maintenance, consistent as always. The gravel crunched under the tires as he backed out of the driveway.

The drive south was two and a half hours. Carro drove the speed limit. His burned palm rested on the steering wheel. The afternoon light moved across the dashboard as the road turned. Vermont gave way to Massachusetts, farmland to suburbs, the ambient thaumic field thickening as the population density increased, the world’s infrastructure humming back into his perception like a radio regaining signal.

Somewhere in Washington, or in a classified facility, or in a conference room at the Bureau’s own headquarters, the people who had authorized Phase 4 were still operating. They’d cleaned the Hartwell filing cabinet. They’d burned Venn’s garage. They’d sent an operative to kill a maintenance tech who’d kept a copy of what they’d done. And the Bureau that Carro served, the institution built to regulate the consequences of their project, was run by people who might have known all along.

He crossed the Connecticut state line at 4:47 PM. The evidence bag sat in his pocket. The fragment inside it weighed nothing.


Chapter 13: The Tier

Salk held the fragment under a sterile light and turned it with forceps. His hands were steady. The latex gloves caught the light in small creases at the knuckle joints, pulled tight from years of fine manipulation. The dampening wards pressed the lab into its clinical silence.

“Paper stock is consistent,” he said. “Government-grade, high-cotton-content bond. The kind federal agencies used for classified documents through the mid-1980s. They switched to a cheaper stock in 1987 after the budget reforms. This is pre-switch.” He set the forceps down and picked up a loupe. “The typeface is a Selectric II with a carbon ribbon. Standard for classified typing pools. The ribbon impressions are uniform, no corrections, no restrikes. First-generation copy, typed by someone who didn’t make mistakes.”

“Or someone who started over every time they did,” Carro said. He sat on the lab stool across the workbench, left leg braced against the crossbar, his weight shifted off the ribs that still ached when he sat straight. The evidence bag from Vermont lay open between them. The fragment sat under the light, its charred edges casting small shadows on the stainless steel.

“The classification stamp is genuine.” Salk pointed with the forceps. “See the ink color? Federal classification stamps used a specific blue, FedStamp 442, manufactured by three approved vendors. The Bureau’s forensic database has spectral profiles for every approved ink. I can match this in the spectrometer.”

He placed a millimeter-wide scraping of the stamp ink into the spectrometer’s sample tray. The instrument hummed. On the screen, a waveform appeared, blue ink rendered as frequency data.

“FedStamp 442, batch production range 1978 to 1986. Consistent with the document’s claimed date.” Salk turned back to the fragment. “The paper, the typeface, the classification ink. All consistent. This isn’t a reproduction. This is an original classified document from the Threshold program.”

Carro looked at the fragment under the light. PROJECT THRESHOLD. PHASE 4: DEPLOYMENT PROTOCOL. Words that had been typed on a government Selectric by someone with steady hands and a security clearance, in a building in rural Connecticut, before the Emergence changed the world.

“Now the residue,” Carro said.

Salk nodded. He adjusted the spectrometer’s settings, switching from material analysis to thaumic residue capture. The instrument’s sensitivity increased by an order of magnitude, the screen resolution sharpening as the spectrometer read the paper’s thaumic signature instead of its chemical composition.

“Every person who handled this document left traces,” Salk said. “Thaumic residue transfers through physical contact. Skin to paper. The higher the practitioner’s tier, the stronger the transfer. Sustained handling leaves deeper traces.” He oriented the fragment under the sensor. “I’m reading layered signatures. Multiple handlers over decades.”

The screen filled with overlapping waveforms. Each one represented a different practitioner’s signature, embedded in the paper fiber at different depths depending on when the handling had occurred.

“First layer. Deep. Integrated into the paper fibers at the molecular level. This is the original handler, someone who held this document repeatedly over years. The signature is strong, Specialist-level, pre-Emergence dialect.” Salk isolated the waveform. “Consistent with the Hartwell facility samples. This is probably Venn himself.”

“Can you confirm the match?”

“The architecture matches the soil samples from Bennington. Same thread geometry, same decay curve profile. It’s the same practitioner or someone trained in the same methodology.” He made a note. “I’ll need the Vermont foundation samples for a formal comparison, but the match is strong.”

Second layer. Older, but shallower than Venn’s, meaning less sustained contact. A different signature, also pre-Emergence dialect, also Specialist-range. Someone who’d handled the document occasionally rather than daily.

“Another Threshold researcher,” Salk said. “Different practitioner, same era.”

Third layer. Administrative. Weak, barely readable, the faint trace of a non-practitioner whose handling left only the ambient residue that all humans deposit. Oleander, maybe. A man who touched the documents as logistics, not as science.

Salk peeled the layers one at a time, reading each signature’s characteristics aloud while Carro listened. Four practitioners in the deep layers, all pre-Emergence dialect, all Specialist or above. One administrative trace. The Threshold team, preserved in paper fiber.

Then the surface layer. Recent. Sharp-edged. Less than a month old.

Salk stopped.

“This signature,” he said. His voice changed register, dropping from clinical narration to something quieter. He adjusted the spectrometer’s gain. The waveform on the screen resolved into a clean, precise pattern. “This is the same signature you recorded at the crime scene. The operative.”

Carro’s hands tightened on the edge of the stool. The metal crossbar pressed into his palm where the new skin was still tender.

“You’re sure?”

“The architecture is identical. Same thread geometry, same impossible cleanness. The operative handled this document.” Salk looked at Carro over his glasses. “At some point, in some room, the person who killed Jonas Rynn held this page.”

Carro looked at the waveform on the screen. The operative’s signature was distinct from the Threshold researchers beneath it, the same cleanness he’d seen dissolve a military-grade ward in the lockbox basement, the same absence he’d tracked through Threadneedle Row’s morning traffic. But the surface placement meant the handling was recent. Within the last month. The operative had touched this document at the same facility, or in the same room, or from the same storage location as the documents Jonas had been protecting.

Which meant the operative had known about Venn’s private cache. Had gone to Vermont. Had been in that garage. Before the fire.

The fire was cleanup. The operative’s cleanup.

Salk was watching him. “You’re making connections.”

“The operative was at Venn’s property before the fire in 2002. They handled the documents, found what they needed, and then burned the rest. But they missed this fragment.” Carro touched the evidence bag’s seal. “One page in a concrete crack.”

The lab was quiet. The dampening wards absorbed the building’s ambient noise, leaving only the spectrometer’s hum and the faint tick of Salk’s wall clock. Carro looked at the fragment under the light. A piece of paper the size of a playing card, carrying the signatures of everyone who’d built, administered, and tried to destroy Project Threshold. And one signature more.

“I need to go deeper,” Carro said.

Salk looked at him.

“The operative’s signature is on the surface. Recent handling. But if the operative was connected to Threshold from the beginning, their signature should be in the deeper layers too. Earlier handling, years ago, when the document was still in the facility.”

“That’s a reasonable hypothesis. But reading through degraded surface signatures to isolate a specific trace in the deep layers is beyond standard residue analysis.” Salk’s voice was careful. “You’d need to separate the surface layer from the intermediate layers from the deep layers while maintaining enough resolution to match individual signatures across a forty-year gradient. That’s Adept-level perception at minimum.”

“I’ve been reading layered residue all week. The facility. The apartment. The lockbox. Every site has pushed me further than the last.”

“And each push costs you. Your hand is still healing from the lockbox. Your ribs haven’t recovered from the lockbox fight.” Salk set the forceps on the bench. “Practitioner-tier perception has limits. If you push past them without the neural architecture to support it, the pathways burn. Like running current through a wire that’s too thin for the load.”

“IOD is requesting the fragment as evidence. Garza filed the transfer order yesterday. I have until end of business tomorrow before the chain of custody moves to their terminal and I lose access.” Carro looked at the clock on the wall. Eleven-fourteen AM. “That’s thirty hours.”

“And if you push past your tier capability and burn your pathways out, you’ll spend the next six months in recovery while IOD files the fragment in a classified archive and nobody reads it again.” Salk folded his arms. “The Bureau’s medical wing doesn’t have a thaumic neurologist on staff. Chen is a field Vitalist. Pathway burns above Practitioner threshold require a Specialist-tier healer with neural channeling expertise. Hartford has zero of those. The nearest is at Johns Hopkins, and she has a six-month waiting list.”

“I know the risks.”

“You know the risks the way every field agent knows the risks. Abstractly. You’ve never burned a pathway. It’s not like a muscle strain. It’s like losing a sense. You don’t recover to baseline. You recover to a lower baseline, and the difference is permanent.”

Carro looked at the fragment under the light. Forty years of handling signatures, layered in paper fiber, carrying the identity of everyone who’d built the project that changed the world. Thirty hours before it went into a system controlled by people who might have been part of that project.

“I know,” he said.

Salk was quiet for ten seconds. Then he pulled his stool closer to the workbench, adjusted the spectrometer’s output to feed directly to the secondary monitor, and said, “I’ll run the instrumentation. You run the perception. If your body gives you a warning sign, any warning sign, you stop. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

Carro stood and moved to the head of the workbench, directly above the fragment. He placed both hands flat on the stainless steel surface, flanking the paper, close enough to read it without physical contact. The suppressed ambient field in the lab, normally a hindrance to perception, became an asset. With no background noise, his full perceptive range could focus on the fragment’s residue without filtering.

He opened his perception.

The fragment’s thaumic signature filled his awareness. At surface level, the operative’s trace was bright, sharp, recent. Below it, the intermediate layers where the Threshold researchers had left their marks. Below that, Venn’s deep signature, integrated over years.

Carro pushed past the surface. His perception descended through the layers. The surface trace parted under his focus, the operative’s cleanness giving way to the older, rougher textures underneath. The intermediate signatures resolved one at a time. Four practitioners. Pre-Emergence technique, each slightly different in their individual characteristics, but all built from the same foundational methodology.

He pushed deeper. Past the intermediate layers, into the territory where Venn’s sustained handling had infused the paper at the molecular level. The signatures here were compressed by time and physical pressure, decades of storage in a filing cabinet pressing the thaumic traces deeper into the cellulose matrix.

His perception strained. The resolution at this depth was poor, the individual signatures blurred together by time and compression. Reading them required pushing his thread sensitivity past the threshold where Practitioner-tier perception normally operated. The Bureau’s training manual described this threshold as the “productive limit,” the point beyond which additional effort produced noise rather than signal.

Carro’s hands pressed harder against the steel. His burned palm protested. His ribs ached from the unconscious tension in his chest as his breathing shifted to the deep, slow pattern of sustained perception.

He pushed past the productive limit.

The noise increased. The blurred signatures fragmented into static, meaningless patterns that his perception couldn’t organize into coherent data. The Bureau training was right. At Practitioner level, this depth was unreadable.

But underneath the noise, underneath the static, underneath the blur of forty years of compressed handling traces, something was there. A structure. Faint, but organized. Not random noise. A signal buried in the interference, the same way a radio station existed behind the static when you were almost out of range.

Carro held his position. His neural pathways burned with the sustained effort. The sensation was physical, a heat behind his eyes, a tightness in his temples, a pressure building in the space between his perception and his body’s capacity to channel it. The productive limit existed because the neural pathways at Practitioner level weren’t wide enough to carry the data flow that deeper reading required. Pushing past it was like trying to see in the dark by opening your eyes wider. The mechanics didn’t support the effort.

Unless the mechanics changed.

Something shifted. Not in the fragment’s residue. In Carro’s perception itself.

The sensation was physical. A widening behind his eyes, then deeper, at the base of his skull where the Bureau training manual located the primary channeling nexus. A loosening, as if neural tissue that had been compressed for years was suddenly given room to expand. His hands on the steel surface went cold. His vision blurred at the edges, the lab’s fluorescent lights smearing into halos.

Then the halos sharpened. Everything sharpened.

As if the door in his skull that he’d learned to open and close had revealed a second door behind it, one that had been there all along, sealed by pathways that weren’t ready to carry more.

The noise cleared. The static resolved. The deep layers of the fragment’s residue separated under his perception with a clarity that made the previous reading feel like looking through water. Every signature was distinct. Not blurred, not approximate, not extrapolated from partial data. Each signature was distinct, sharp, individually readable. The four Threshold practitioners, their individual technique variations visible for the first time. One favored tight, controlled channeling with minimal scatter. Another channeled with wider dispersion, less precise but more powerful. A third had left traces that suggested they’d worked primarily at night, the energy deposits concentrated in specific temporal bands. Venn’s primary signature, its architecture mapped in detail that Carro couldn’t have perceived five seconds ago, showed a practitioner who channeled with the patience of a watchmaker, each thread placed with deliberate precision.

And beneath everything, in the deepest layer, the oldest trace, a signature he recognized.

The operative. In the foundational layer. Forty years old.

The person who’d killed Jonas Rynn had been part of Project Threshold from the beginning. Before the Emergence. Before the Bureau. Before any of it.

The fragment held forty years of history on a piece of paper the size of a playing card, and Carro could read it all. Every handler. Every decade. Every contact.

The lab lights were too bright. His hands on the steel surface were shaking. The spectrometer screen showed data he couldn’t process because his eyes wouldn’t focus on it. The fragment under the sensor was still there, small and charred and holding its secrets with the patience of a government document that had survived a fire and twenty-two years in a concrete gap.

His knees gave. The stool wasn’t behind him anymore. He’d stood without noticing.

Salk caught him. One arm around his shoulders, the other bracing against the workbench, supporting Carro’s weight with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d spent decades in a lab where people occasionally pushed their bodies past what the body wanted.

“Sit down. Head between your knees.”

Carro sat on the floor. The concrete was cold through his pants. The dampened lab pressed in around him, muffling the world to a small, quiet box. His perception was wide open and he couldn’t close it. Every surface in the lab was broadcasting its thaumic history at a resolution he’d never experienced. The workbench’s steel, the floor’s concrete, the dampening wards in the walls, all of it vivid, layered, readable at a depth that his Practitioner-tier perception hadn’t been able to reach ten minutes ago.

His hands trembled against the floor. His burned palm left a faint smear on the concrete.

“What just happened?” Salk said. He was crouched in front of Carro, one hand on his shoulder, reading his vital signs with a quick Transmutation diagnostic, the pulse in his wrist, the temperature of his skin, the cellular stress markers that Transmutation could detect through physical contact.

Carro looked at his hands. The trembling was slowing. His vision was clearing. The heat behind his eyes had receded to a low pulse, steady, persistent, like the afterimage of a bright light.

“I can see more,” he said.

Salk’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “Define ‘more.’”

“The deep layers. The forty-year-old traces. I can read them individually. Each signature is separate. I can see the operative in the foundational layer, from before the Emergence.” He looked up at Salk. “I can see the entire history of that document.”

Salk studied him for a long time. His diagnostic hand was still on Carro’s wrist, reading the pulse, the thaumic output, the neural activity in the channeling pathways. Fifteen seconds.

“Your thread architecture has changed,” he said. His voice was quiet. “The neural pathways that carry your perception have widened. Permanently. Your channeling capacity has increased by a factor I’d need a full lab assessment to measure, but based on what I’m reading through contact, it’s significant.” He let go of Carro’s wrist and sat back. “You just crossed a tier boundary.”

The lab’s dampening wards hummed. The spectrometer’s screen had gone to standby. The fragment sat on the workbench under the sterile light, its charred edges casting the same small shadows they’d cast thirty minutes ago.

Carro flexed his hands. The trembling had stopped. His burned palm was sore from the sustained pressure against the steel, but the new skin hadn’t torn. The heat behind his eyes had settled into something permanent, a low ambient awareness that he couldn’t turn off. The second door. Open now, and no mechanism to close it.

“The operative’s signature,” he said. “In the deepest layer. Forty years old. They were there from the start.”

Salk picked up the forceps and gently moved the fragment back into its evidence bag. His hands were steady. “I heard you.” He sealed the bag. “I’ll note the finding in my off-network report. The spectrometric data captured everything your perception was reading. If your new resolution can be verified instrumentally, the evidence chain holds.”

Carro sat on the lab floor for another two minutes. The cold concrete grounded him. The dampening wards held the room in its silent box, keeping the world’s noise outside while the two of them sat with what they’d found.

A forty-year-old signature on a forty-year-old document. The operative hadn’t been hired to clean up Threshold. The operative was Threshold.

Carro stood. His legs held. His balance was off by a half-beat, the neural restructure still settling into its new configuration. He gripped the workbench edge for three seconds, then let go.

“I need to get back to the office before IOD notices I’m gone.”

Salk handed him the evidence bag. “Drive carefully. Your neural pathways just reorganized. Your reaction time might be slower for the next twelve hours.”

Carro put the bag in his jacket. The fragment pressed against his chest again, the same weight, the same paper, carrying one more secret than it had when he’d walked in this morning.

He left the lab. The hallway outside was loud. The Bureau’s ambient field rushed into his perception at the new resolution, every ward, every signature, every trace in the building’s infrastructure suddenly legible in a depth he’d never had access to. The evidence locker’s miscalibrated wards. The coffee machine’s warming charm. Agent Takeda’s Kinetics signature from behind her office door, its texture and tier readable at a range that would have been impossible yesterday.

The hallway looked the same. But underneath the surfaces, at the level where thaumic energy lived and moved and recorded everything it touched, the resolution had shifted. Like adjusting the focus on a lens and realizing you’d been seeing everything through a smear you’d assumed was clarity.

His hand trembled once more on the stairwell railing. Then it stopped.


Chapter 14: IOD

The liaison briefing was scheduled for ten AM in the conference room. Carro arrived at nine-forty and sat in the same chair he’d occupied during the jurisdictional transfer, the one next to Voss’s position. The room smelled like the cleaning solution the night crew used on the table, astringent and faintly chemical. The conference wards hummed at the edges of his perception, geometric containment patterns cycling through their passive diagnostic.

His perception was different now. The wards he’d been reading through this room’s walls for two years resolved at a depth he hadn’t had before yesterday. The containment geometry showed three layers instead of two. The third layer, a Mentalism-encrypted privacy shell that Voss had installed during the jurisdictional meeting, was still active. He could read its architecture. The individual thread placements. The signature of the Bureau Mentalism specialist who’d built it. Details that would have been noise at Practitioner level were data at Adept.

He sat with his hands on the table and practiced not reacting to any of it.

Dhillon came in at nine-fifty. She set her legal pad on the table, looked at Carro, and paused.

“You look different.”

“Didn’t sleep well.”

“That’s not what I mean.” She sat down. Her Vitalism perception was reading him, he could feel it now, the faint warm pressure of her biological scan. Before yesterday, he’d been aware of the scan as a vague sensation. Now he could read its architecture. Her Vitalism threads were organic, branching, the neural equivalent of root systems probing soil. Her scan was reading his stress hormones, his blood pressure, his neural activity.

She was looking at his hands. They’d stopped trembling overnight, but the new skin on his right palm was still pink, still healing. He kept them flat on the table.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready.”

Garza and Linden entered at ten sharp. Same coordinated precision as the jurisdictional meeting. Garza took the head of the table. Linden sat beside him, legal pad open, pen ready. Voss came in thirty seconds later, coffee in hand, and took her seat without comment.

“We’ve made progress,” Garza said. He opened a folder on the table. Bureau-standard manila, classified stamps on the cover. “The unidentified practitioner from the Rynn case has been tentatively identified as a thaumic extremist connected to an unlicensed practitioner network operating in the northeast corridor.”

Carro’s hands stayed flat on the table. The conference room’s wards hummed.

“The network has been under IOD surveillance for eighteen months,” Garza continued. “They operate in communities like Threadneedle Row, providing unauthorized thaumic services and recruiting practitioners who refuse to participate in the licensing system. Some of their members have demonstrated tier capabilities inconsistent with their known training, which suggests an informal advancement methodology outside Bureau-recognized programs.”

Linden produced a second folder. Two photographs. The first showed a woman Carro didn’t recognize, mid-forties, with short dark hair and a ward-burn scar across her left cheekbone. The second showed a man in his thirties, thin, with the specific kind of pallor that came from spending most of one’s time indoors.

“These are suspected network leadership,” Linden said. Her voice was quiet, precise. “We believe the operative who killed Rynn was acting on behalf of this network. The motive: Rynn had documents that could expose the network’s operations.”

Carro looked at the photographs. He looked at the folders. He looked at the classified stamps. Then he looked at Garza.

“The residue at the crime scene was Specialist-tier minimum,” Carro said. “The technique used to kill Jonas Rynn involved real-time neural pathway mapping at a precision beyond certified forensic channel mapping. Agent Dhillon assessed it as beyond her own capability.” He paused. “The people in those photographs are Practitioner-tier at best. An unlicensed community network doesn’t produce Specialist-level operatives.”

“Tier capabilities in unlicensed communities are notoriously difficult to assess,” Garza said. “Without formal testing, self-reported tiers are unreliable. The network may have members whose actual capability exceeds their apparent tier.”

“The technique doesn’t match any discipline configuration in the Bureau’s taxonomy. I flagged that in my original report. The operative uses methods that fall outside the five-discipline framework.”

“Which is consistent with informal advancement methodology,” Garza said. “Non-standard techniques develop in communities that practice outside institutional frameworks. It’s one of the reasons IOD monitors these networks.”

Carro held Garza’s gaze. The answer was reasonable. Bureaucratically complete. And it explained the evidence only if you hadn’t stood in an alley at two in the morning with your hand above a dead man’s chest, reading the precision of his killer’s work.

Dhillon shifted beside him. She’d been still through the entire briefing, her legal pad untouched, her pen uncapped but unmoving. She was watching Garza with the same focused assessment she’d used in the lockbox basement the moment before the operative appeared. She could feel it too.

“With respect, sir, I’ve read the operative’s channeling firsthand. Twice. The technique architecture doesn’t match informal development. It matches controlled laboratory training.”

Garza’s expression didn’t change. “Your forensic observations are in the case file and we’ve incorporated them. IOD’s analysis considers the full range of evidence, including intelligence sources that aren’t available to field office personnel.”

Carro let it go.

Voss shifted in her chair. A small movement, barely visible. Carro caught it with his new perception. Her Mentalism signature had tightened, the privacy shell around her thoughts contracting by a fraction. She was holding something back.

“Thank you for the update, Senior Agent Garza,” Voss said. “We’ll continue to provide liaison support as agreed.”

The briefing ended. Garza and Linden collected their folders and left with the same coordinated walk they’d arrived with. Voss stayed at the table for thirty seconds, writing something on her legal pad, then left without looking at Carro.

Dhillon waited until the hallway was clear. “That theory is wrong.”

“I know.”

“An unlicensed practitioner network didn’t kill Jonas Rynn. The forensics don’t support it. The tier mismatch alone rules it out.”

“I know.”

“So why is IOD presenting it?”

Carro didn’t answer immediately. The conference room was empty now. The wards hummed. The cleaning solution smell lingered in the ventilation.

He’d been thinking about this since Garza opened his mouth. There were two possible explanations. The first was institutional: IOD was incompetent, pursuing a theory that fit their existing surveillance mandate rather than following the evidence. They had a network under observation, and Jonas Rynn’s death was an opportunity to justify their surveillance budget by connecting it to an existing target. It was lazy, bureaucratically motivated, and depressingly common in federal agencies that needed to justify their funding.

The second explanation was worse.

“I need to check something,” Carro said. “Give me ten minutes.”

Dhillon looked at him. She was reading him again, the Vitalism scan brushing across his vital signs. She could tell his cortisol was elevated. She could tell his heart rate had increased by six beats per minute since the briefing ended.

“Carro.”

“Ten minutes.”

She stood and left. She didn’t push. That was Dhillon’s gift. She knew when pushing would close a door.

Carro sat in the empty conference room. The wards hummed. He opened his perception.

At Practitioner level, reading another person’s ward signature from across a conference table was possible but imprecise. You could identify tier and primary discipline. Basic structural information. Like reading a license plate from fifty feet. At Adept level, the resolution changed. He could read the architecture of a ward signature at a depth that Practitioner perception couldn’t reach. The individual thread placements. The technique methodology. The training lineage, visible in the structural habits that every practitioner developed from whoever taught them to channel.

Garza had been sitting across from him for twenty-three minutes. His ward signature had been broadcasting the entire time, the passive ambient output that every practitioner emitted. At Practitioner level, during the jurisdictional meeting last week, Carro had read it as clean, Specialist, standard Bureau institutional methodology. Powerful and orderly. A competent signature from a competent agent.

At Adept level, the same signature revealed its internal architecture. The thread placements. The energy routing pathways. The structural habits that decades of channeling had carved into Garza’s neural pathways. Where Practitioner perception gave you the surface, a license plate from fifty feet, Adept perception gave you the engine. Carro could read the training lineage in Garza’s technique, the specific Academy cohort methodology, the refinements that institutional practice had layered on over twenty-plus years. He could see where Garza’s channeling was strong (his Ward integration was precise, his energy conservation excellent) and where it showed age (his thread flexibility had narrowed, the common pattern in Specialists who’d settled into routine institutional work).

Carro reconstructed Garza’s signature from memory. The new perception held details his Practitioner perception had registered as noise and discarded. He closed his eyes and rebuilt the signature piece by piece. Thread geometry. Energy routing. Decay characteristics. The structural habits of Garza’s channeling, learned from years of institutional training, refined through decades of Specialist-level practice.

Standard Bureau methodology. Clean. Ordered. Institutional.

He moved to Linden.

Linden’s signature was quieter than Garza’s. Mentalism specialists suppressed their ambient output as a professional habit, the way undercover agents learned to control their body language. But suppression wasn’t absence. The signature was there, compressed, readable to anyone who knew how to decompress it.

Carro decompressed it.

Linden’s primary discipline was Mentalism, consistent with her role and her demonstrated capability during the jurisdictional meeting where she’d scanned Carro and Dhillon without either of them noticing. Her Mentalism thread architecture was Bureau-standard, institutional, the structured methodology taught at the BTI Academy and refined through fieldwork. The thread placements were textbook. Every junction followed the standard geometry that the Bureau had formalized in the 1990s and taught to every Specialist candidate since. Clean work. Professional.

But underneath the Mentalism layer, in the foundational architecture that supported her primary discipline, there was a secondary structure. Every practitioner had one. The foundation was the bedrock, the raw channeling capacity laid down during a practitioner’s earliest experiences with thaumic energy. For Bureau agents, the foundation matched whatever program had trained them. Academy graduates had Academy foundations. University graduates had university foundations. Self-taught practitioners had rough, idiosyncratic foundations that reflected their individual learning history.

Linden’s foundation was wrong. Every practitioner had one. Primary discipline sat on top of a foundation that was laid down during their earliest channeling experiences, before formal training shaped their technique into institutional methodology. The foundation was the raw material. Training refined it. The foundation remained.

Linden’s foundation was wrong.

The thread geometry in her foundational architecture used pre-standard methodology. The same rough geometry he’d read at Hartwell, in Venn’s garage, in the soil samples Salk had analyzed. The same variant that predated the Emergence. The same dialect.

Carro’s hands went cold on the conference table. The new skin on his right palm turned white where it pressed against the surface.

Linden’s foundation had been laid down using Threshold-era technique. Before the Emergence. Before the Bureau. Before the standard methodology existed. She’d learned to channel in an environment where pre-Emergence methods were the only methods. That meant she was either one of the original Threshold subjects, which was possible given the timeline if she’d been a child during Phase 3, or she’d been trained by someone who was.

An IOD agent with Threshold in her channeling architecture, assigned to investigate a case connected to Threshold. The case hadn’t been transferred for jurisdictional reasons. It had been captured.

IOD’s theory about the unlicensed network wasn’t incompetent. It was strategic. Point the investigation at a target that would absorb resources and produce arrests, while the actual evidence, the Threshold connection, the operative, the pre-Emergence residue at Hartwell, got filed into a classified archive that nobody outside IOD could access. The investigation wouldn’t be buried. It would be redirected. Misdirection. Manila folders instead of card tricks.

And Garza? Carro ran through the senior agent’s signature again. Standard. Clean. Bureau institutional through every layer. If Garza knew about Linden’s foundation, he wasn’t carrying the evidence in his own channeling. He might be complicit, or he might be a career agent following orders from a division whose internal composition he’d never been cleared to question. IOD operated at classification levels that field agents couldn’t reach.

Carro pressed his palms flat against the conference table. The cold surface grounded him.

He sat with it. The conference room was cold. The HVAC cycled. The ward hum was steady, geometric, institutional. Everything in this building was institutional. The wards, the forms, the chain of command, the classified stamps on manila folders. And somewhere inside the institution, in its oversight division, someone carried the signature of the project the institution was built to obscure.

Carro opened his eyes. His hands were still on the table. The trembling had come back, a fine vibration in his fingers that he couldn’t control. He pressed them harder against the surface until the trembling stopped.

He couldn’t tell Dhillon. Linden was a Mentalism specialist whose job included reading the people around her. During the jurisdictional meeting, she’d scanned Carro and Dhillon without either of them catching it, and Dhillon had only identified the scan after the fact. If Carro told Dhillon about the IOD connection, Dhillon’s stress responses would change. Her cortisol would spike. Her heart rate would shift. Her body would carry the knowledge in its biology, and Linden would read the biology.

The safest person to know was no person. Carro could control his own stress responses. He’d been reading micro-tells in other people for two years. He could produce his own. Flat affect. Controlled breathing. The institutional mask that every federal agent learned to wear.

But he couldn’t make Dhillon wear it without telling her why, and telling her why was the thing he couldn’t do.

He needed proof. Physical evidence that Linden’s foundation matched Threshold methodology. Spectrometric comparison data from Salk’s off-network analysis. Something that existed outside the chain of custody that IOD controlled.

And he needed the Threshold documents. The originals that the operative had taken from Jonas’s lockbox. Or a copy. Or anything that Jonas, in his fifteen years of careful paranoia, might have stashed as a backup.

Marta had said Jonas asked about secure storage three weeks before his death. She’d directed him to the lockbox service. But Jonas had been protecting those documents for years before that conversation. He’d been hiding them behind a concealment ward in his apartment. A man that careful, that afraid, that patient, wouldn’t have put all his faith in one lockbox.

Carro left the conference room. He walked through the bullpen. Takeda was on the phone. Reeves was at his desk, reading something. The evidence board behind Carro’s chair still held Jonas’s name at the center. IOD hadn’t requested the physical board yet. Small mercy.

He took his personal phone from his desk drawer. The Bureau phone was monitored by default. Personal phones weren’t, as long as you didn’t discuss classified material. Carro wasn’t planning to discuss classified material. He was planning to ask a question.

He stepped outside the building. The May afternoon was warm. The parking lot’s wards caught the sunlight, their geometric patterns visible at his new resolution, every line and node and junction sharp.

He dialed Marta’s clinic. She answered on the fourth ring.

“This is Eli Carro.”

Silence. Two seconds.

“Agent Carro.” Her voice was neutral. Evaluating.

“I need your help. Jonas was careful. More careful than one lockbox would account for. If he’d been protecting documents for fifteen years, he would have had a backup. Something separate. Something even the lockbox custodian didn’t know about.”

“Why are you calling me on a personal phone instead of your Bureau line?”

“Because the question I’m about to ask isn’t something I want in the Bureau’s records.”

Another silence. Longer. Carro could hear the clinic’s ambient noise through the phone, a water kettle, the hum of ward components. The sounds of Marta’s world, small and careful and built on the premise that the institution couldn’t be trusted.

“Jonas rented two lockboxes,” Marta said. “The first one was the decoy. The one your operative opened. The real documents are in a second box, under a different signature.”

Carro’s grip tightened on the phone. His burned palm pressed against the case.

“Whose signature?”

“A dead man’s. Someone Jonas trusted, years ago. Someone from before he came to the Row.” She paused. “I don’t know whose. Jonas told me the arrangement existed. He didn’t tell me the name. The lockbox custodian will know. Whether he’ll tell you is a different question.”

“I’ll ask.”

“Come to the Row tomorrow. Morning. Don’t bring your partner. Don’t bring your badge.” She paused again. “And Agent Carro? The people who are running this case now. The ones from Washington.”

“What about them?”

“Jonas was afraid of the government. Not afraid of crime. Not afraid of the Row. Afraid of the government. For fifteen years.” Her voice was steady. “Maybe he was right to be.”

The line went dead. Carro stood in the Bureau parking lot with his phone in his hand. The afternoon light hit the building’s old wards at an angle that made them glow, their institutional geometry bright and orderly against the faded brick. A Bureau sedan pulled into the lot. Agent Reeves, returning from a field assignment, waving through the windshield. Carro waved back. The gesture was automatic, the office reflex of people who worked in the same building and recognized each other’s cars.

The normality of it pressed against him. Reeves was running a ward-fraud case in Bridgeport. Takeda was managing a case load that hadn’t been fully staffed in fourteen months. The Hartford field office was eight agents doing the work of twelve, in a building with failing wards and fleet cars that turned over on the second try, and the budget never caught up.

He put the phone in his pocket and went back inside.


Chapter 15: Allies

Threadneedle Row was different in the morning light.

Carro parked on Wethersfield, the same block where he’d parked on his first visit ten days ago. The street looked the same. The brownstone facades, the ward-patched buildings, the shops opening their doors for the day. But the texture of the neighborhood had shifted. The woman sweeping her front step didn’t go inside when she saw him. She looked at him, nodded once, and kept sweeping.

The nod was new.

He walked the main drag without his Bureau badge visible, without the peacoat civilian disguise he’d worn on his second visit. Just his clothes, his Bureau shoes that Marta had identified on sight, and the healing pink skin on his right palm where the blister had finally closed. The ward-repair service was open, its proprietor visible through the window, adjusting a detection charm with the focused attention of someone who didn’t want to be interrupted. He glanced up as Carro passed. Didn’t look away.

The tea shop’s owner, the woman with the calloused hands and the ward-burn scar, was setting out a small table on the sidewalk. Carro caught her eye through the window. She held his gaze for two seconds, then turned back to her work. Two seconds was longer than she’d given him before.

The Row had heard about the lockbox. Word traveled in communities held together by distrust of outsiders. A Bureau agent had been attacked in the basement, taken a thaumic burn to his hand and cracked ribs from a kinetic pulse, and come back to the Row the next day instead of filing a report and retreating behind his desk. An agent had bled in their space, pursuing the killer of someone the Bureau had been ready to write off as a community dispute. The agent had lost the documents. Lost the confrontation. And come back.

That mattered in a neighborhood where the Bureau’s last major operation had ended with Delia Vasquez dying in a federal holding cell. The Row measured institutional actors by what they did when the institution failed them. Carro had been failed by the case, by the operative’s superior technique, by his own Practitioner-level limitations. He’d come back anyway. The Row was watching to see what came next.

Carro walked to Cedar Street. The morning was overcast, the air carrying the damp chill of a May day that hadn’t decided whether to be warm yet. The herb bundles in Marta’s clinic doorway swayed in a light breeze from the open door. The mechanical bell chimed when he stepped inside.

Marta was at her worktable. Same position, same focused concentration on a ward component. The clay disc had been replaced by a smaller one, circular, with channeling grooves scored in a spiral pattern. She set her stylus down when he entered.

“You came alone,” she said.

“You told me to.”

“I told you not to bring your partner. I didn’t tell you not to bring backup.” She looked at him with the evaluative steadiness he’d learned to read as Marta’s version of respect. “You came alone because you trust the instruction.”

“I came alone because my partner is Adept-tier and the Row reads Adept as authority.”

Marta picked up her tea. The ceramic cup was different from the one she’d used during their first conversation. Smaller, darker, with a hairline glaze pattern that Carro’s new Adept perception could read as a ward-mark. A warming charm, embedded in the ceramic. The tea would stay hot for hours.

“Jonas’s second lockbox,” Marta said. “I told you about it on the phone.”

“Under a dead man’s signature.”

“The custodian’s name is Emmerich. He built the lockbox system thirty years ago, when the Row decided it needed secure storage that the Bureau couldn’t touch. He’s Transmutation. Adept-level, possibly higher. He doesn’t talk to Bureau agents.”

“He talked to me once. In the basement, during the operative’s visit.”

“He talked to you because you were in his space and he had no choice. This is different. You’re asking him to open a lockbox that belongs to a dead man, using a dead friend’s signature that the custodian has kept sealed for years.” She set the cup down. “He won’t do it because you ask. He’ll do it because the community asks.”

“And the community is asking?”

Marta stood. She picked up a shawl from the back of her chair, a hand-woven piece with subtle ward-work stitched into the fabric, and draped it over her shoulders. “I’m asking. That’s enough for Emmerich. But I want you to understand what it means. The lockbox system exists because the Row’s people can’t trust the Bureau with their property, their records, or their lives. Emmerich built it to be unbreakable. When he opens a box for a Bureau agent, he’s breaking his own system’s promise. He’ll do it once. He won’t do it again.”

Carro followed her out of the clinic and down Cedar Street. The walk was three doors. The steel door with the repurposed military-grade ward was closed. Marta knocked. Three sharp raps, a pause, then two more. The door opened.

Emmerich looked older in daylight than he had in the fluorescent basement. His gray beard was neatly trimmed, his wire-rimmed glasses catching the morning light. His hands were at his sides, the blunt Transmutation-stained fingers loose and still. He looked at Marta, then at Carro, then back at Marta.

“This is the one,” she said.

“I know who he is.” Emmerich’s voice was quiet, deep, carrying the resonance of a man who didn’t need volume to fill a room. “He was in my basement when the operative came.”

“He took an injury protecting your system.”

“He took an injury failing to protect a box I built to be unbreakable.” The correction was gentle. Factual. “The operative opened my ward in ten seconds. Thirty years of work. Ten seconds.”

Marta waited. She didn’t argue the point or soften it.

“Jonas rented two boxes,” Emmerich said. He stepped back from the door. They followed him down the stairs into the basement. The fluorescent strips buzzed. The ward-sealed boxes lined the walls, their layered signatures humming in Carro’s perception at the new Adept resolution, each one sharper and more detailed than it had been on his last visit. Individual thread placements, renter histories, ward maintenance cycles. Two hundred boxes.

Emmerich walked to the far wall, lower row, third box from the right. A position Carro hadn’t reached during his search before the operative arrived.

“Jonas came to me in 2010,” Emmerich said. He led them to a workbench near the far wall, where a set of tools sat in ordered rows: styluses, channel-scored metal plates, a soldering iron modified with Transmutation grooves. The tools of a man who built wards for a living and took pride in the arrangement. “He rented one box under his own signature. Quiet transaction. Cash deposit, annual renewal, no questions.”

He picked up a stylus and turned it in his fingers. A thinking gesture.

“Three years later, he came back and rented a second. Different signature. A dead friend, he told me. Someone from before the Row. The arrangement was standard for us. We’ve had people use inherited signatures, family signatures, signatures from practitioners who’ve passed on. The system doesn’t care whose neural pathways keyed the lock. It cares that the channeling pattern matches.”

“Can you open it?”

“The lock is keyed to a dead man’s signature. Nobody alive can replicate that. But I built the system, and I built a maintenance protocol into every box. Not a back door. A diagnostic mode that lets me verify the ward’s integrity without accessing the contents.” He looked at Marta. “I’ve never used it to open a renter’s box.”

“Jonas is dead,” Marta said. “His documents are the only proof of what killed him. The people who killed him are running the investigation into his death.”

Emmerich was still for a long time. The basement hummed. The fluorescent lights buzzed. Two hundred lockboxes held their secrets in patient ward-light.

“Once,” he said. The word carried thirty years of building a system designed to keep people safe from the institutions that were supposed to protect them. “And I’ll need both of you to step back. The diagnostic mode requires direct contact, and interference from a third-party signature will corrupt the read.”

Carro and Marta stepped back three feet. Emmerich rolled his sleeves to the elbow. The Transmutation staining on his hands extended past his wrists, a deep amber discoloration that marked decades of molecular-level work. He placed both hands on the box’s ward-lock. His Transmutation signature flared, a controlled pulse that Carro could read at Adept depth: precise, layered, the technique of a man who’d spent three decades working with materials at the molecular level. The diagnostic mode activated. The lock ward’s channeling grooves lit in sequence, each one glowing as the maintenance protocol read its architecture, verified its integrity, and then, with a faint click, released it.

The box opened.

Inside: a manila folder, identical to the one the operative had taken from the decoy box. Same thickness. Same old paper stock visible at the top. Carro’s perception read the thaumic residue on the folder from six inches away. Multiple handler signatures, pre-Emergence dialect, the same layering he’d read on the Vermont fragment. The Threshold team’s fingerprints, preserved in paper fiber.

Carro reached for the folder and stopped. He looked at Emmerich.

“Take it,” the old man said. “And don’t come back.”

Carro took the folder. His hands were steady. The paper was heavy, the manila stock thick with age and handling. Forty years of classified documentation, the complete record of a government project that had changed the world, preserved in a lockbox on Cedar Street by a maintenance technician who’d been afraid for fifteen years and a Transmutation specialist who’d built the best vault on the eastern seaboard.

He thanked Emmerich. The old man closed the box, reset the diagnostic mode, and turned back to his workbench without responding. Marta walked Carro up the stairs.

At the steel door, she stopped. “The people running the investigation. The ones from Washington.”

“IOD.”

“One of them has a problem in her channeling architecture.” Marta’s voice was neutral. Professional. “I read it during my morning diagnostic. She came through the Row yesterday, walking the same route you walk. My clinic ward reads everyone who passes within twenty feet. Her primary signature is Bureau-standard Mentalism. Clean, institutional. But her foundation isn’t Bureau.” She looked at Carro. “It’s pre-Emergence.”

Carro’s hands tightened on the folder. Marta had read Linden’s signature independently. From a passive ward on her clinic door. Without knowing what she was looking for.

“You knew,” he said.

“I knew her foundation was wrong. I didn’t know what it meant until you called me yesterday and asked about a second lockbox with a voice that sounded like a man who’d just found something dangerous.” She pulled her shawl tighter. “Be careful, Agent Carro. The Row has survived for forty years by knowing which institutions to avoid. The Bureau is one. Whatever IOD is, it might be worse.”

She went back inside. The mechanical bell chimed. The steel door closed behind Carro, and he stood on Cedar Street with a manila folder in his hands and a confirmation he hadn’t expected.

∗ ∗ ∗

Dhillon was waiting at the car.

She was leaning against the passenger door of the Bureau sedan, arms crossed, badge clipped to her belt. She’d driven here on her own. Her car, a personal vehicle with no Bureau wards, was parked behind his sedan. She’d found him without a call, without a text, without any of the Bureau’s tracking infrastructure. She’d used the one tool the Bureau couldn’t monitor: she knew where he’d go.

“You’ve been shutting me out,” she said.

Carro opened the sedan’s rear door and set the folder on the back seat. The morning air was cool against his hands. His right palm, fully healed now, flexed against the car’s metal frame.

“Three days,” she said. “You went to Vermont without telling me. You sat in the IOD briefing and pushed back on Garza’s theory without explaining why you were so certain it was wrong.” She stepped away from the car. “I ran your name through the Bureau’s motor pool records. Your sedan logged 312 miles on a day when your only scheduled appointment was a liaison briefing at ten AM. That’s Vermont and back.”

“You checked the motor pool.”

“I’m your partner. You weren’t talking to me. What was I supposed to do?” She unfolded her arms. “You came to the Row this morning alone. You’re carrying a classified folder from an unlicensed practitioner’s vault.” She looked at the folder on the back seat. “Either trust me or request a transfer.”

He looked at her. She was steady. Her Vitalism signature was controlled, tight, the professional composure of an agent who’d made a decision before starting the conversation. She wasn’t angry. She was clear.

“Get in the car,” he said.

She got in. He got in. The engine turned over on the second try. He pulled away from the curb, drove two blocks south to a parking lot behind a warehouse that wasn’t visible from the main drag, and turned off the engine.

“Linden has pre-Emergence technique in her channeling foundation,” he said.

Dhillon was quiet for three seconds.

“The IOD agent. The Mentalism specialist.”

“Her primary discipline is Bureau-standard. Clean institutional methodology. But her foundational architecture, the base layer that formed during her first channeling experiences, uses the same pre-standard dialect I read at Hartwell, at Venn’s property, in the operative’s signature. She learned to channel in a Threshold-era environment.”

Dhillon’s hands were in her lap. Her Vitalism signature had tightened. Carro could read the change at Adept depth: cortisol spike, heart rate up by eight beats, the involuntary vasoconstriction in her fingertips that Vitalists recognized as a fear response. But her face was still. Her breathing was controlled. She was managing her biology with the same professional discipline she used during a field assessment, which told Carro she was already thinking about Linden’s scanning capability.

“Since when?”

“I read it after the briefing. The advancement opened foundation-layer resolution. I couldn’t have seen it at Practitioner level.”

“How many days have you been carrying this?”

“One. I read it yesterday, confirmed it against the Hartwell samples, and spent twelve hours deciding whether telling you would put you in Linden’s crosshairs.” He turned to face her. “She’s a Mentalism specialist. Her job is reading the people around her. The moment you know about her connection, your stress biology changes. Your cortisol shifts. Your heart rate adjusts. She’ll read the change.”

“You think I can’t control my own readings?” Dhillon’s voice was flat. Professional. “I’m an Adept-tier Vitalist. I’ve been controlling biological outputs since my second year at the Academy. I can suppress a cortisol spike for six hours if I need to.”

“You didn’t catch her scanning you in the jurisdictional meeting.”

The silence lasted five seconds. Carro counted.

“No,” she said. “I caught it after. She was good enough to scan under my threshold.”

“And now you know what she is. Can you hold that knowledge inside a six-hour cortisol suppression while she’s scanning you across a conference table?”

Dhillon looked at the warehouse wall through the windshield. The parking lot was empty. A pigeon walked across the cracked asphalt, pecking at something between the expansion joints.

“I can try,” she said. “Which is more than you were willing to let me do.”

The words sat between them.

“If IOD is compromised,” she said after a moment, “who do we report to?”

“We don’t. We get the documents first.” He nodded toward the back seat, where the folder sat on the Bureau sedan’s vinyl upholstery. “Jonas’s backup. The complete Threshold files. We authenticate them, we build the evidence chain, and then we figure out who in the institution is clean.”

“Voss.”

“Voss is clean. Her signature is Bureau-standard at every layer. No pre-Emergence architecture. No Threshold traces.”

“You read her too?”

“I’ve read everyone I’ve sat across a table from since the advancement. It’s a reflex now.”

Dhillon was quiet for a long time. The pigeon found what it was looking for and flew away. The warehouse cast a shadow across the sedan’s hood. Somewhere on the main drag, a delivery truck downshifted.

“All right,” she said. She was quiet for a moment longer, her Vitalism perception turned inward, running the cortisol-suppression protocols she’d learned at the Academy. Carro could read the shift at Adept depth: her biological output flattened, her stress markers dropping to baseline, her heart rate settling. “Partners,” she said.

She held out her hand. Carro looked at it. Her palm was steady, her fingers straight, her Vitalism signature still tight but no longer contracted. The biological fear was still there. The decision to act despite it was new.

He took her hand. The grip was brief, firm, professional. Bureau sedan, failing wards, engine that turned over on the second try.

He started the car. They drove back toward Hartford.

The folder sat on the back seat. The first complete copy of Project Threshold’s documentation that anyone outside the conspiracy had held in forty years.

Carro’s hands were steady on the wheel.


Chapter 16: The Documents

Salk cleared his workbench. Every instrument, every sample tray, every tool went into the cabinets under the counter. The stainless steel surface gleamed under the lab lights. He laid a clean cotton cloth over the steel, the kind he used for residue-sensitive evidence, and placed four pairs of latex gloves on the edge.

“Nobody touches the documents without gloves,” he said. “The paper is forty years old and every handler’s signature is evidence. I don’t want three new signatures contaminating the forensic record.”

Carro, Dhillon, and Salk. Three people in a dampened lab on the Bureau’s second floor, about to read a classified government document that the Bureau’s own Deputy Director had helped create. Carro didn’t say it out loud.

He opened the manila folder.

The documents were organized in chronological order. Typed pages on government bond stock, the same high-cotton-content paper Salk had identified from the Vermont fragment. Handwritten notes in the margins. Photocopied memoranda with distribution lists. A few pages of hand-drawn diagrams, the lines precise, drafted with engineering instruments. The folder was thick, perhaps two hundred pages, held together with brass fasteners that had oxidized to a dull green.

Every page carried the same header: PROJECT THRESHOLD. CLASSIFIED. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY.

And every page used the same institutional coding format: TH followed by phase number, followed by document type. TH-P1-R for Phase 1 Research. TH-P2-S for Phase 2 Subjects. TH-P3-E for Phase 3 Expansion. The coding matched the label Carro had photographed on the filing cabinet at Hartwell.

The coding matched the filing cabinet label at Hartwell. The same format, the same prefix system. TH-P3-S. The documents and the cabinet came from the same program.

Salk photographed the folder’s cover page with the Bureau scanner, then began a systematic residue capture of each page. His Transmutation perception let him read the paper’s molecular structure while the scanner recorded the thaumic signatures. Dhillon stood at the opposite end of the bench, hands in her gloves, reading the biological traces on the pages as Salk turned them.

Carro read the content.

Phase 1 ran from 1978 to 1980. The research objective was stated in institutional language stripped of anything that might alarm a budget reviewer: Identification and characterization of ambient energy fields in geological formations consistent with theoretical predictions of sub-atomic force dynamics. Translated from bureaucratese: they were looking for thaumic energy in the ground. The facility at Hartwell had been built on a granite formation that, according to the Phase 1 reports, showed “anomalous energy signatures consistent with a previously undocumented force carrier.” They’d found thaumic energy. In 1978. Eight years before the Emergence.

The Phase 1 team had been small. Six researchers, led by Dr. Aldric Venn. Their initial work was measurement and classification, exactly what Corso had described in her careful, guarded interview. Ambient energy field dynamics. The readings were real. The science was real. What Corso hadn’t mentioned was that by the end of Phase 1, the team had moved beyond measurement.

Phase 2 began in 1981. The objective shifted: Controlled exposure of human subjects to ambient energy fields under laboratory conditions, with assessment of neural pathway activation and sustained channeling capacity.

Human subjects. Controlled exposure. Neural pathway activation.

Carro turned the pages slowly. The Phase 2 protocol was detailed, clinical, written with the dispassionate precision of researchers who’d been trained to document procedures, not question them. Subjects were recruited from the facility’s non-research staff. Maintenance workers. Security guards. Administrative assistants. People with general clearance who’d been working at Hartwell for years, breathing the ambient energy that leaked from the research labs, their neural pathways already primed by chronic low-level exposure.

Jonas Rynn. Subject TH-P2-S-023. Maintenance division. Recruited for Phase 2 in 1981. Age at recruitment: twenty-seven. Pre-exposure neural scan: nominal. Post-exposure neural scan: positive for thaumic channel activation. Tier assessment: Novice, trending Practitioner.

Carro’s hands stopped on the page.

“He was twenty-seven,” Dhillon said. She’d been reading over his shoulder. “Twenty-seven years old, working as a janitor in a building where scientists were measuring energy fields he’d never been told existed. And they recruited him as a test subject.”

“Recruited.” Carro looked at the word on the page. The institutional language made it sound voluntary. The context made it clear it wasn’t. General-clearance staff at a classified facility. No union representation. No informed consent protocol, because the phenomenon being studied hadn’t been publicly acknowledged. The subjects were told they were participating in “ambient environmental health monitoring.” The monitoring involved sitting in a specially constructed chamber while researchers channeled energy through their neural pathways to see if the pathways would activate.

Forty-seven subjects in Phase 2. The same number listed on the filing cabinet label at Hartwell. Forty-seven people who’d been exposed to thaumic energy under controlled conditions before anyone in the world knew thaumic energy existed.

The exposure protocol was clinical. Three sessions per week, sixty minutes each, in a chamber lined with channeling conduits. Subjects reported warmth, pressure behind the eyes, a humming in the teeth. The researchers called these “activation indicators.” The subjects called them headaches.

Some activated. Some didn’t. The activation rate was 38%, consistent with later population-wide statistics after the Emergence. The ones who didn’t were sent back to their jobs with a medical clearance form and a confidentiality agreement.

Jonas had activated. Novice-tier. His assessment report was two paragraphs long, clinical, dismissive. His pathways responded to the channeling but showed minimal independent capacity. He could sense thaumic energy but couldn’t reliably generate or direct it. The researchers classified him as a low-responder and moved on to subjects with stronger activation profiles.

Carro turned Jonas’s assessment page face-down on the cloth. Two paragraphs for a man’s life.

Salk had stopped scanning. He was reading the Phase 2 protocols over Carro’s shoulder, his glasses pushed up on his forehead, his face pale in the lab’s dampened light.

“No ethics review,” he said. “No external oversight. No Belmont Report compliance. This predates the Common Rule, but it doesn’t predate basic research ethics. Nuremberg was 1947. They knew. They just didn’t care.”

Phase 3 ran from 1983 to 1986. The objective: Expansion of controlled exposure protocols to sustained ambient field generation at increased power levels, with assessment of regional propagation through geological substrate.

Sustained ambient field generation. Regional propagation. The researchers had moved from exposing individual subjects to generating a localized thaumic field strong enough to propagate through the granite bedrock. The field would spread outward from the facility, carried by the geological substrate, activating neural pathways in anyone within range whose biology was receptive.

The Phase 3 reports documented a test in the fall of 1984. A sustained channeling event at the Hartwell facility, maintained for seventy-two hours by a rotating team of six Adept-level researchers working in four-hour shifts. The generated field propagated through the granite bedrock at a rate of approximately twelve miles per hour. Monitoring stations placed along Route 44, disguised as DoE environmental sensors, tracked the field’s expansion in real time.

Within three days, the field had reached the outskirts of Hartford. Ambient energy readings at the city limits showed measurable thaumic activity where none had existed before. The monitoring station on the western edge of the city recorded a sustained ambient level of 0.3 millithaums, roughly equivalent to what the Hartford field office’s ward-calibration system measured as the natural baseline forty years later. The Phase 3 test had created that baseline.

They’d turned on the lights in Hartford from a laboratory forty miles away.

The Phase 3 report included a section on unintended activations. During the seventy-two-hour test, eleven civilians in the propagation zone reported symptoms consistent with neural pathway activation: headaches, visual disturbances, a persistent humming sensation. Three of them developed measurable thaumic sensitivity within six months. The researchers tracked these cases through a network of medical practitioners placed in Hartford-area hospitals under DoE cover. The activated civilians were never told what had happened to them. Their medical records were classified.

The Phase 3 reports included a map. Hand-drawn, with concentric circles radiating from Hartwell, each circle representing a day of propagation. At three days, Hartford. At seven days, New Haven and Springfield. At fourteen days, the field reached the Connecticut coastline and began propagating through the ocean floor’s sedimentary substrate.

The map was annotated in handwriting Carro recognized from the Vermont fragment. Venn’s hand. The annotation read: Field propagation exceeds projected models by 18%. Substrate conductivity in coastal sediment is higher than granite baseline. If scaling holds, continental coverage is achievable within a single generation. Recommend Phase 4 proposal.

Dhillon had moved to the other side of the bench. She was standing with her hands on the cotton cloth, her gloves flat against the surface, her head down. Reading. Her Vitalism perception was scanning the pages Salk had already turned, reading the biological traces left by the Phase 2 subjects, forty-year-old stress hormones embedded in the paper fiber from the hands of people who’d been used as test subjects in a program they hadn’t been told about.

“Cortisol in every page from Phase 2,” she said quietly. “Every handler was afraid.”

Phase 4 was a single document. Twelve pages. Typed on the same government bond stock, but the typeface was different, a newer model than the Selectric II used for Phases 1-3. The Phase 4 document had been typed in 1985, on a machine purchased after the facility’s original equipment was replaced.

The title: PHASE 4: DEPLOYMENT PROTOCOL. PROPOSAL FOR CONTINENTAL AMBIENT FIELD SATURATION.

The proposal laid out a plan for scaling the Phase 3 propagation test from a regional demonstration to a continental deployment. The mechanism was the same: sustained high-level channeling at the Hartwell facility, propagated through the geological substrate. But the power levels were orders of magnitude higher. The Phase 3 test had used a team of six Adept-level researchers channeling in rotation. The Phase 4 proposal called for a team of twelve Specialists, channeling simultaneously, sustained for thirty days.

The projected outcome: ambient thaumic field saturation across the continental United States within eighteen months of the initial channeling event. Neural pathway activation in an estimated 2-4% of the population, based on Phase 2 and Phase 3 activation rates extrapolated to a population of 240 million. The activation would be permanent, self-sustaining, and irreversible. Once the ambient field reached saturation, it would maintain itself through geological substrate resonance, requiring no further input from the Hartwell team.

The budget projection was on page nine. $47 million over eighteen months. Personnel, equipment, facility upgrades, monitoring infrastructure, and a line item labeled “contingency management” that allocated $8 million for “post-deployment institutional response.” They’d budgeted for the aftermath. For the confusion, the panic, the political crisis. For the creation of regulatory frameworks and federal agencies that would be needed to manage a population where millions of people had suddenly developed abilities they’d never asked for and couldn’t explain.

The Bureau of Thaumaturgic Investigations. Line item on page nine of a classified deployment protocol. Budgeted before the Emergence happened.

Carro turned the page. His gloved fingers pressed the paper flat against the cloth.

The final page of the Phase 4 proposal was a signature sheet. An oversight committee, five names, each one representing a different arm of the federal government’s classified research infrastructure. Department of Energy. Department of Defense. National Security Council liaison. Congressional intelligence committee representative.

And the fifth name.

Marcus Hale. Government liaison, Office of Energy Research. Age at signing: thirty-one. Junior member of the oversight committee. His signature was neat, precise, the handwriting of a young bureaucrat who understood that the document in front of him would never be declassified.

Thirty-one years old in 1985. Now sixty-one. The Bureau’s Deputy Director. The second-highest-ranking official in the federal agency created to regulate thaumic practice in the United States. The man who sat in the office above Voss’s, who signed off on jurisdictional transfers, who controlled which cases IOD investigated and which ones disappeared into classified archives. The man who’d recruited Voss into the Bureau. The man whose recommendation would have sent her to Boston as SAC. The man who’d reviewed Carro’s preliminary report on the Rynn homicide and assigned it low priority through Deputy SAC Mercer.

Every decision in the case chain led back to an office where a man who’d signed the Phase 4 proposal sat behind a desk and managed the institution built to regulate what he’d helped create.

Carro turned the signature page over and set it face-down on the cotton cloth. His hands were steady. His breathing was controlled. The lab’s dampening wards held the room in its clinical silence. Salk’s spectrometer was dark. The fluorescent lights hummed.

Dhillon was standing at the far end of the bench. Her gloves were on the cloth. Her hands were bare. She’d pulled them off at some point during the Phase 4 reading. Carro hadn’t seen when.

“Hale,” she said.

“Hale.”

Salk sat on his lab stool. His glasses were back on his face, but he wasn’t looking at the documents. He was looking at the wall behind the spectrometer. The wall was blank. Dampening wards on white plaster. The most boring surface in the building.

“I need to make copies,” he said. “Transmutation-based duplication. Molecular-level reproduction of the paper stock, the ink, the residue signatures. If these documents go into evidence, I want a complete forensic duplicate in a location IOD can’t access.”

“Your personal lab,” Carro said.

“Off-network. Off-site. Encrypted physical security.” Salk pulled on a fresh pair of gloves. “The duplication will take four hours. The residue transfer is the slow part. I have to replicate forty years of handler signatures at the molecular level, and any error introduces noise that degrades the forensic value.”

“Do it.”

Salk began the process. His Transmutation perception engaged with a precision that Carro could read at Adept depth, each molecular bond in the original paper being mapped and reproduced in a blank sheet of matching stock. The work was silent, meticulous, the labor of a man who understood that the evidence chain was the only thing standing between this document and a classified archive.

Carro and Dhillon stood at the far end of the bench while Salk worked. The folder lay between them, open to the oversight committee’s signature page. Five signatures. Five people who’d authorized the deliberate transformation of every human being on the continent who happened to have the right neural architecture.

“We take it to Voss,” Dhillon said. She’d moved back to Carro’s end of the bench during the Phase 4 reading. Her shoulder was six inches from his. She hadn’t been that close since they’d crouched behind the lockbox wall in the Cedar Street basement.

Carro looked at her.

“She’s clean. You read her signature. Bureau-standard at every layer. She’s not on the committee. She wasn’t part of Threshold.” Dhillon counted on her gloved fingers. “She has SAC-level authority in this field office. She has a Mentalism privacy ward that can seal a conversation from IOD’s surveillance. She already traded her Boston promotion for our access, which means she’s invested in the case outcome, not the institutional outcome. And she’s the only person in this building with enough rank to act without going through Hale’s office.”

“If we go to Voss, we’re trusting the institution.”

“We’re trusting one person who happens to work inside the institution. There’s a difference.” She looked at the signature page, still face-down on the cloth. “Voss isn’t the Bureau. Voss is Voss. And right now, Voss is the best option we have.” She looked at the signature page. “Voss traded her promotion for our access. She did that before she knew any of this. She did it because she believed the case mattered. If we don’t trust her now, we don’t trust anyone, and if we don’t trust anyone, the documents sit in Salk’s lab and the case dies.”

The lab hummed. Salk’s hands moved over the paper with the patience of a watchmaker. The duplication was silent except for the faint hiss of molecular restructuring, a sound only a Transmutation specialist would recognize.

“All right,” Carro said. “Voss.”

He looked at the folder one more time. Two hundred pages. Forty years of classified research. The complete record of a government project that had changed the world, preserved by a maintenance technician who’d been afraid for fifteen years, protected by a community that had every reason to distrust the institution that now held the evidence.

Salk’s hands kept working. Dhillon watched the duplication process with her Vitalism perception open, verifying that the biological traces transferred accurately. Carro stood by the door.

The folder sat on the cotton cloth under the lab lights. Two hundred pages. Forty years. Its brass fasteners caught the fluorescent glow, green with oxidation, the color of something that had been sealed away long enough for the metal to change. The signatures on the last page were forty years old. The ink had faded to a pale blue.

One of those signatures belonged to a man who was sitting in an office three floors above them.


Chapter 17: Hunted

Carro’s perception spiked the moment they stepped onto Cedar Street.

The absence. The hole in the ambient field, person-shaped, moving south along the main drag three blocks away. The operative’s signature, the same impossible cleanness he’d tracked through the Row weeks ago, the same silence he’d read at Oleander’s cul-de-sac. Closer now. Moving with purpose.

“We need to go,” he said.

Dhillon was two steps behind him, the manila folder in her arms, pressed against her chest. She read his face and didn’t ask questions. She turned north.

They moved fast. Not running. Running attracted attention, and in the Row, attention moved through the ambient field like ripples in water. Every practitioner within two blocks would feel the energy displacement of two people sprinting through their ward coverage. The operative would read the displacement and triangulate. Carro had seen how fast the operative worked. The lockbox ward in ten seconds. His own barrier in three. The ward-gates on the streets ahead would last longer, but not long enough to matter if the operative got a bearing on them.

Dhillon matched his pace without being told. Her Vitalism perception was reading the ambient field at a different frequency than Carro’s Wards discipline, sensing the biological signatures of people around them, tracking the stress patterns in the neighborhood. She could feel the Row’s collective anxiety rising. Practitioners behind their doors, sensing the operative’s absence in their ward coverage, an immune response to an intruder the community couldn’t identify but could feel.

Cedar Street ran east-west. The main drag ran north-south. If the operative was moving south on the main drag, the fastest escape route was north through the Row’s back streets, the narrow ward-patched alleys that connected Cedar to Arch to the blocks beyond. The Row’s residential grid, dense with ward-work, tangled with overlapping detection patterns and territorial markers. A maze for anyone who couldn’t read the wards. A map for anyone who could.

Carro opened his Adept perception fully. The Row’s ward infrastructure resolved at a depth he’d never had before the advancement. Every ward-patched wall, every detection charm, every territorial boundary. The geometric puzzle of a community that had been layering protections on itself for forty years. He could read the passages between wards, the gaps where the detection fields didn’t overlap, the corridors where a person could move without triggering any of the passive security the Row’s practitioners had built.

He led Dhillon into the first gap. A narrow alley between two brownstones, the walls close enough to touch on both sides. The brick was warm from the morning sun. Ward-patches on both walls glowed faintly at Adept depth, their geometric patterns interlocking in a defensive weave that left a three-foot-wide dead zone down the center. Neither building’s detection field reached it. Someone had planned this gap, carved it into the ward architecture the same way a fire code carved exits into a building’s floorplan.

The Row’s infrastructure was defensive by design. Forty years of practitioners layering protections on their buildings had created a network with intentional gaps, escape corridors built into the ward mesh by the same people who’d built the mesh itself. At Practitioner level, Carro had walked these streets and seen wards. At Adept level, he could see the system.

“Left,” Carro said. Dhillon turned left into a passage between a laundromat and a healing clinic. The laundromat’s wards were commercial-grade, thick geometric patterns designed to protect equipment and inventory. The clinic’s were Vitalism-organic, branching structures that prioritized biological monitoring. Between the two, a narrow corridor of clean air. Carro read the gap at speed, confirming it was clear, and pulled Dhillon through.

The passage opened onto Arch Street, two blocks north of the main drag. The ambient field here was dense, layered with the morning activity of practitioners going about their business. A man was repairing a ward-patch on his storefront. A woman carried groceries past a detection charm that pulsed as she passed. The ordinary morning of a community that lived inside its own security system. Good cover.

Behind them, three blocks south, the absence shifted direction. East. Toward Cedar Street. Toward the lockbox building they’d just left.

The operative had tracked them to the location. Not to them specifically. To the building. Emmerich’s lockbox service, the same target the operative had hit two weeks ago. The operative was checking whether someone had accessed Jonas’s second box.

Carro pulled Dhillon behind a parked delivery van on Arch Street. “Stop. Wait.”

They stood in the van’s shadow. The morning was warm. The van smelled like cardboard and coffee. Dhillon’s arms were tight around the folder. Her breathing was controlled.

Carro tracked the absence through his perception. The operative entered the lockbox building. Thirty seconds inside. Then back out onto Cedar, moving north now. Following a trail. Not a visual trail. A thaumic trail. The residue of two practitioners who’d walked from Cedar Street to this alley ten minutes ago.

“Move,” Carro said. “Now.”

They ran. North on Arch, past Jonas’s old apartment building where the reading lamp in the third-floor window still cast its warm circle on an empty chair. Past the community garden where the older woman had been tending frost-warded tomato starts two weeks ago. The Row’s landmarks blurred past at running speed.

Behind them, the absence followed. Faster now.

A door opened on their left. A man stepped out, mid-fifties, heavy build, wearing a work apron stained with Transmutation residue. He looked at them. Looked past them toward the south end of the street. His expression didn’t change. He stepped back inside and his door closed. A detection ward on his building’s facade pulsed once, bright, a deliberate flare that would register on every practitioner within a block.

The Row was watching. Carro could read the response in the ambient field. Ward signatures shifting, detection patterns adjusting, the collective infrastructure of the community recalibrating around two people running north. The ward-patched buildings were talking to each other, the interconnected mesh passing information faster than any phone call.

A second-floor window opened. An older woman leaned out, saw them, and pulled a ward-charged shutter closed. The shutter’s detection pattern covered the street below it, adding another layer to the passive surveillance net.

Three doors down, a young man stepped onto his front steps, looked south, and walked back inside. Thirty seconds later, a territorial ward at the end of his block amplified, doubling its detection range. The Row was extending its perimeter.

Another door opened. A woman Carro recognized from the tea shop leaned out. Her ward-burn scar caught the light. “This way,” she said. She pointed down a side passage between her building and the next. “Ward-gate at the end. It’ll buy you time.”

Carro turned into the passage. Dhillon followed. The passage was narrow, dark, the ward-patched walls pressing in from both sides. At the end, a ward-gate, a containment barrier built across the passage by the Row’s practitioners. The woman at the tea shop touched a control ward on her side of the gate and it opened, a geometric pattern splitting down the middle to create a gap just wide enough for two people to pass through.

They passed. The gate closed behind them.

Thirty seconds. The operative’s dissolution technique could take a standard ward apart in ten. The Row’s ward-gates were stronger, layered, built by multiple practitioners working in coordination. Emmerich’s work mixed with the tea shop owner’s mixed with a dozen other signatures Carro could now read at Adept depth. Collaborative ward-work, the architecture of a community that protected itself collectively. Maybe it would hold for thirty seconds. Maybe less.

They came out on a street Carro hadn’t seen before. A residential block, the buildings smaller, older, the ward-work denser. A man sitting on his front step looked up from a newspaper, saw them running, folded the paper, and went inside. Ten seconds later, a ward-gate at the south end of the block activated, cutting off the passage they’d just used from the next street over.

The Row was closing doors behind them. Ward by ward, gate by gate, the community was directing their path north and sealing the route behind them. Not for Carro. For the operative. The Row’s people were choosing sides, and they’d chosen the agent who’d been hurt in their space over the ghost who’d opened their vault.

Dhillon was breathing hard. The folder was still in her arms. She hadn’t dropped it. She hadn’t slowed.

“He’s still coming,” Carro said. His perception tracked the absence. The operative had paused at the first ward-gate, the one the tea shop woman had closed. Carro felt the ward’s energy waver, the geometric pattern bending under the operative’s technique. The dissolution was slower than it had been at the lockbox. The collaborative ward-work was harder to convince. But it was dissolving. Gate by gate, the operative would come through.

“How long?” Dhillon asked.

“Minutes. Not hours.”

They reached the north end of the Row’s residential grid. Ahead, Wethersfield Avenue, the same street where Jonas Rynn had died in an alley three weeks ago. Beyond that, Hartford’s ordinary streets, Bureau territory, a world where running through alleys with a classified folder would draw the wrong attention.

Carro stopped. The north end of the residential grid opened onto Wethersfield Avenue. Beyond that, Hartford’s ordinary streets. The alley where Jonas had died was fifty yards to the east. They could run for the car and hope the Row’s ward-gates held long enough. Or he could use what the case had taught him.

“Give me the folder.”

Dhillon looked at him. She was reading his vital signs, her Vitalism perception scanning without conscious effort. She could see his cortisol, his heart rate, the thaumic output from his channeling pathways running at a level she’d never read from him before. The Adept capacity, fully engaged.

“You’re going to fight him.”

“I’m going to slow him down. Give me the folder and get to the car.”

She handed it over. Carro tucked it inside his jacket, the manila stock pressing against his ribs. The folder was heavier than it should have been. Two hundred pages of government paper, brass fasteners digging into his chest. The weight of it was specific. Real.

He turned back toward the passage they’d come through. The operative was two streets behind. The ward-gates were buying time, but not enough. The dissolution technique was accelerating. The operative had learned the pattern. Each gate fell faster than the last.

Carro read the ward infrastructure around him. The residential block’s ward-work was dense, layered, the accumulated defenses of decades. And at Adept depth, he could read something he’d missed at Practitioner level: the wards were interconnected. Thread pathways ran between the buildings’ individual ward patterns, linking them into a network. A mesh. The Row’s practitioners hadn’t just warded their individual buildings. They’d woven the wards together into a collective defense system, each building’s energy feeding into and reinforcing the others.

He could use that.

The passage behind them was twelve feet wide. Two buildings flanking it, their ward-patched walls carrying strong energy signatures. Carro placed his right hand against the left wall and his left against the right, bridging the gap with his body. The ward energy flowed through his hands, cold and sharp, the collective output of a dozen practitioners’ defensive work.

He shaped it. At Adept level, his Ward discipline let him interact with existing ward architecture at a structural level, reading the thread pathways, finding the junctions, redirecting the energy flow. He drew from both walls simultaneously, pulling the buildings’ ward energy into a containment pattern in the passage between them. A trap. Specifically calibrated to the operative’s signature, the same impossible cleanness he’d been studying since the alley where Jonas died.

The trap was forensic. Built from everything he’d learned across fourteen days of casework. The operative’s thread geometry, mapped from the alley where Jonas died. The dissolution technique’s interaction frequency, recorded during those ten seconds in the lockbox basement when the operative had convinced a military-grade ward to stop being a ward. The pre-Emergence dialect’s energy routing, documented in Hartwell’s walls and Venn’s garage and Salk’s spectrometric analysis. The foundational signature Carro had read in the fragment, forty years deep.

Every data point from two weeks of investigation, laid into a ward architecture calibrated to one specific channeling pattern. The operative’s pattern. The only person in the world whose signature Carro knew better than his own.

It took sixty seconds. His hands were numb by the time he finished, the ward energy running through his neural pathways at a throughput that pushed the edges of his new Adept capacity. His left hand burned. A sharp, electric heat that started at the fingertips and ran up through the wrist and forearm. Thaumic nerve feedback. The pathways in his left hand were thinner than the right, less developed, and the channeling load was too much.

He pulled his hands from the walls. His right hand was numb but functional, the healed palm tingling from the energy throughput. His left hand was different. The fingers curled inward, refusing to straighten. The sensation was sharp, specific, a line of electric heat running from his fingertips through the wrist and up the radial nerve to his elbow. The channeling pathways in the left hand had been thinner than the right, less developed from years of favoring his dominant hand for ward work. The energy load had exceeded the pathway capacity.

The nerve wasn’t burned. Chen had treated a burn after the lockbox fight. This was deeper. Scorched. The neural tissue had been heated past its channeling tolerance, and the damage would take weeks to repair, not days. His left hand’s fine motor control was compromised. His channeling through that hand was gone until the nerve healed.

“Carro.” Dhillon’s voice. She was at his shoulder. Her Vitalism perception was already reading his hand, the warm pressure of her scan moving through the damaged tissue. “Your left radial nerve is compromised. Partial conductance loss in the distal branches. The ulnar nerve is intact but the radial is at maybe forty percent.” She looked at his curled fingers. “You need to stop channeling through that hand.”

“I know.” He held the hand against his chest. The shaking wouldn’t stop. “The trap is set.”

The operative entered the passage.

Carro’s perception read the activation in real-time. The containment pattern recognized the operative’s signature and closed. The ward energy from both walls converged on the passage’s center, forming a geometric cage calibrated to the specific frequency of the operative’s channeling architecture. Pre-Emergence dialect meets post-Emergence forensic analysis.

The operative stopped. For the first time since Carro had seen them move, in the lockbox basement, in the Row’s streets, at Oleander’s cul-de-sac, the operative stopped. The containment field held them in the center of the passage, the ward energy pressing inward from all directions, geometric lines of force that interfered with their channeling at a frequency level Carro had calculated from two weeks of forensic data.

At Adept depth, Carro could read the interaction. The containment field’s interference pattern was disrupting the operative’s pre-Emergence channeling architecture at three specific junction points, the same junctions where the dialect’s energy routing differed most from modern technique. The operative’s dissolution method, which worked by convincing a ward’s energy to disperse, couldn’t communicate with energy that was already calibrated to reject the specific frequency of that communication. The trap spoke the operative’s language and used it against them.

Thirty seconds. That was the estimate. The operative’s technique was adaptive, and the pre-Emergence methods operated by rules Carro’s trap couldn’t fully predict. Thirty seconds before the operative found the interference frequency and dissolved it.

“Go,” Carro said. “Straight to the car. Don’t stop.”

Dhillon ran. Carro watched the trap. The operative stood in the containment field with the same calm assessment they’d shown in the lockbox basement. No panic. No strain. Professional evaluation. Their hands moved, testing the field’s boundaries. Finding the interference pattern. Learning it.

Twenty seconds.

The operative’s channeling shifted. A counter-frequency, generated from the pre-Emergence dialect’s wider energy bandwidth. The containment field began to degrade. The ward energy from the walls, redirected by Carro’s trap, started to disperse as the operative’s counter-frequency convinced the energy it was no longer coherent.

Ten seconds.

Carro turned and ran. His left hand was pressed against his chest, the fingers still curled, the nerve burning with a steady heat that wouldn’t fade. The folder dug into his ribs with every stride. Behind him, the containment field collapsed. The operative stepped free.

But Carro had a two-block head start. And the Row was still fighting.

A ward-gate activated behind him as he crossed onto the next block. Then another, three buildings down, its geometric pattern flaring bright enough that Carro could read it from fifty yards. The community’s defense network kept firing, gate after gate, not stopping the operative but redirecting. Forcing the pursuit through longer paths, dead-end alleys, passages where the ward-work was densest and the dissolution technique would take the longest to work through.

Carro ran the direct route. The Row gave him the direct route. Two blocks of clear passage, every ward-gate open ahead of him and closing behind. He’d earned this. Two weeks of walking these streets, earning trust one conversation at a time, taking an injury in a lockbox basement. The Row’s wards, turned outward.

He reached the car. Dhillon was in the driver’s seat, engine running, the Bureau sedan pulled up onto the sidewalk with the passenger door already open. He got in. She pulled onto Wethersfield and drove north, hard, the sedan’s engine straining. The tires barked on the turn.

Behind them, the Row’s ward network hummed. The operative was behind the last ward-gate, working through the community’s layered defenses. Two minutes. Three. Enough.

Carro sat in the passenger seat with the folder pressed against his chest and his left hand cradled in his lap. The fingers were still curled. The nerve burned in a line from fingertip to elbow, a persistent heat that pulsed with his heartbeat. His right hand, the one that had carried the first injury from this case, was steady. His left, the one that had built the trap, was paying for it.

Dhillon drove without speaking, both hands on the wheel, her eyes alternating between the road and the mirrors. Her Vitalism perception was still reading him. He could feel the warm scan moving across his hand every few seconds, monitoring the nerve damage in real time.

The folder was safe. The documents were safe. The community had closed its doors for them, one by one, ward-gate by ward-gate, choosing a Bureau agent over an operative for the first time in the Row’s history. Carro’s left hand wouldn’t straighten. The operative had seen the Row’s ward network from the inside.

Dhillon took the highway ramp. Hartford fell away behind them. The sedan’s failing wards caught the afternoon light.

Carro’s left hand trembled in his lap. He closed his eyes and let the highway’s hum fill the car.


Chapter 18: Voss

Carro’s left hand wouldn’t close around a pen. He’d tried three times in the car while Dhillon drove. The fingers stayed curled, the radial nerve sending a dull pulse of heat with every heartbeat. He could hold a phone. He could grip the car door handle. He couldn’t write.

Dhillon parked behind the Bureau building. The afternoon was fading, the shadows of the federal building stretching across the lot. The sedan’s engine ticked as it cooled.

“We need to decide,” Dhillon said. “Before we go inside.”

Carro looked at the building. The Bureau’s wards caught the last of the daylight, their geometric patterns cycling through the afternoon diagnostic. Third floor, corner office. Voss was there. Her Mentalism privacy wards were active, the tight shell he could read at Adept depth from the parking lot.

“We can’t go to IOD,” Dhillon said. “Linden’s foundation is Threshold. The moment she reads these documents, they disappear into a classification tier that nobody in this building, including Voss, can access. IOD’s classified archives are compartmented. Once something goes in, it stays in. The only people who can retrieve it are the people who put it there.”

“I know.”

“We can’t go to Hale. His signature is on the Phase 4 proposal. He’s not going to investigate himself.”

“I know.”

“We can’t go to the Inspector General directly. The IG’s office reports to the Attorney General, but the referral process requires a supervisor signature. Our supervisor is Voss. Voss’s chain of command goes through Hale.” Dhillon counted the dead ends on her fingers. “We can’t go to Congress. We don’t have a congressional contact, and any inquiry would be routed through the intelligence committee, which has at least one member who was on the Threshold oversight committee.” She looked at the folder in the back seat. “Going public without institutional backing means we’re two field agents with classified documents we obtained from an unlicensed practitioner’s vault without IOD authorization. No warrant. No chain of custody. No institutional cover. The story isn’t ‘agents expose conspiracy.’ It’s ‘rogue agents steal classified materials.’”

The parking lot was quiet. The Bureau building’s wards cycled through their evening diagnostic, the geometric patterns dimmer now than they’d been in the afternoon light. A janitor walked past the sedan, keys jingling, and went through the service entrance without looking at them.

Carro’s left hand pulsed. He pressed it against his thigh. The nerve sent a line of heat from his wrist to his elbow.

“Voss,” he said.

Dhillon looked at the building. “Voss.”

“She’s clean. You confirmed it. I confirmed it. Marta confirmed it independently from the Row. Every layer of her signature is Bureau-standard. She’s been in the institution for nineteen years and she’s not connected to Threshold.”

“She’s also the SAC who gave you seventy-two hours when Mercer wanted to close the case,” Dhillon said. “She overrode her Deputy SAC for you twice. She traded the Boston promotion for our liaison access. She hardened her privacy wards after IOD arrived.” She turned off the engine. “She’s the only person in the building with SAC authority who isn’t in the Threshold chain. She has a Mentalism privacy ward that can seal a conversation. She already traded her career advancement for our access.”

“She’ll be angry.”

“She should be angry. You went off-book to Vermont. You went off-book to the Row. You obtained evidence outside the liaison agreement. You withheld information about Linden from everyone, including your SAC.” Dhillon looked at him. “But Voss has seen the case file. She knows the forensics. She’s the one who gave you seventy-two hours when Mercer wanted to close it. She’s been protecting this case since day one, and she deserves to know why.”

Carro opened the car door. His left hand wouldn’t grip the handle. He used his right.

∗ ∗ ∗

Voss’s office door was closed. Carro knocked with his right hand. Dhillon stood beside him. The manila folder, Salk’s duplicate, was in Dhillon’s arms. The originals were in Salk’s personal lab, off-network, encrypted behind Transmutation-grade physical security. If the duplicate was confiscated, the originals survived.

“Come in.”

Voss was at her desk. The legal pad was centered, the pen angled for notes, the three stacks of case folders in their usual positions. Her coffee was from the Asylum Street shop. She looked at Carro, then at Dhillon, then at the folder, then at Carro’s left hand, which was pressed against his side with the fingers curled inward.

“Close the door,” she said.

Carro closed it. Voss activated her Mentalism privacy wards. The shell tightened around the room, sealing sound, sealing thaumic signatures, sealing the conversation from anyone scanning the building’s ambient field. At Adept depth, Carro could read the ward’s architecture in detail he hadn’t had access to during the jurisdictional meeting. Three layers. The outer layer was Bureau-standard. The middle was Voss’s personal Mentalism work, refined over decades. The inner layer was new, added since the IOD meeting. She’d been hardening her privacy.

“Sit down,” she said. “Both of you.”

They sat. Carro in the chair he’d occupied for every meeting in this office. Dhillon beside him. The folder on the desk between them.

“I need to show you something,” Carro said. “And then you need to decide what kind of SAC you are.”

Voss’s pen tapped the legal pad. Once. Her tell. “Start at the beginning.”

He started at the beginning. Not the case’s beginning. His beginning. Salk’s off-network research, using Yale library credentials to trace Venn through energy permits, thaumic practice registrations, and municipal utility records that the Bureau’s classified databases couldn’t access because they were stored on paper in a Vermont county clerk’s office. The Bennington address. The drive north without IOD authorization, in a Bureau sedan with federal plates, on roads where the ambient thaumic field thinned to almost nothing.

Meredith Carver’s house. The rebuilt garage. The old foundation where forty years of experimental channeling had been preserved in poured concrete. The residue reading that showed Venn had continued Threshold research alone for six years after the facility closed. The shift in his technique over time, from experimental to applied, from cautious to intense. The controlled burn in 2002, four years after Venn vanished, calibrated to destroy organic material while leaving the concrete intact. The document fragment in the thermal expansion gap, Phase 4 Deployment Protocol, carrying signatures that matched the Hartwell facility samples and, on its surface, the operative’s impossible cleanness.

Voss listened without interrupting. Her pen moved on the legal pad in a shorthand Carro had never been able to read. She filled two pages during the Vermont section alone. Her face was still. Her Mentalism training gave her control over her physical tells that most people couldn’t manage. But Carro was reading her ward signature now, at Adept depth, and the energy output was shifting. Tightening. The privacy shell contracted by a fraction as her stress increased. She was holding herself together the same way the wards held the room, through discipline and architecture.

He told her about the tier advancement. Salk’s lab, the fragment analysis, the neural pathways widening. The new Adept perception. What it showed him.

He told her about Linden. The IOD agent’s foundational architecture. Pre-Emergence dialect in the base layer of a Bureau Mentalism specialist assigned to investigate the case connected to the program that had trained her. The jurisdictional transfer wasn’t an institutional process. It was containment.

Voss’s pen stopped moving. She set it down on the legal pad, parallel to the edge, aligned with the precision of someone who controlled her physical environment when she couldn’t control anything else.

He told her about Marta’s independent confirmation. The clinic ward that read everyone who passed within twenty feet. Linden’s foundation, visible to a Threadneedle Row practitioner’s passive diagnostic.

He told her about the lockbox. Emmerich. The second set of documents, the complete Threshold files, obtained through community cooperation without Bureau authorization.

He told her about the pursuit. The operative tracking their thaumic residue through the Row’s streets. The community’s response, ward-gates closing behind them, detection charms flaring, the Row’s defense network redirecting the pursuit while Carro and Dhillon ran the direct route north. The trap he’d built in a twelve-foot passage from the buildings’ collective ward energy, calibrated to the operative’s specific signature from two weeks of forensic data. Thirty seconds of containment. The operative’s counter-frequency. The escape.

He held up his left hand. The fingers were still curled.

“Scorched radial nerve,” Dhillon said. “Partial conductance loss. He built the trap with both hands and the left side’s pathways couldn’t handle the throughput.”

Voss looked at the hand. Her Mentalism perception scanned it. Carro could feel the assessment, clinical, precise. She was reading the damage at a depth that Chen’s field Vitalism couldn’t reach, the neural architecture under the nerve, the channeling pathways that had been overloaded. Her scan lasted four seconds.

“Weeks,” she said. “Not days.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Then he opened the folder.

Voss read. Her Mentalism training let her process text at a speed that would have been impressive even without thaumic assistance. She turned pages steadily, her fingers precise on the corners, the old paper stock bending under her careful grip. Phase 1. Phase 2. Phase 3. The map with its concentric circles radiating from Hartwell. Phase 4.

She stopped at the oversight committee’s signature page. Her hand rested on the paper. She didn’t turn it over.

“You went off-book,” she said. Her voice was level. “You violated the liaison agreement. You conducted unauthorized field investigations in Vermont and Threadneedle Row. You obtained classified documents from an unlicensed source without a warrant. You withheld material evidence from your supervising SAC.” She paused. “You withheld evidence about an IOD agent’s compromised channeling architecture.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You advanced to Adept during an unauthorized forensic analysis and didn’t report the tier change to your field office medical officer.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And you’ve been investigating the Bureau’s Deputy Director for his connection to a classified pre-Emergence program while operating under a liaison agreement that explicitly prohibits independent field work.”

Carro’s left hand pulsed against his thigh. The curled fingers tightened against the fabric. “Yes, ma’am.”

Voss looked at the signature page. Her hand was still on the paper, covering the bottom half where the five names were listed. Her fingertips rested just above the line where Marcus Hale had signed his name thirty-one years ago.

“Hale was my mentor,” she said. The words came out flat, controlled, stripped of everything they carried. “He recruited me into the Bureau. Nineteen years ago. I was a Mentalism specialist working fraud cases for the Connecticut Attorney General’s office. Property crime, insurance fraud, the small-stakes thaumic offenses that nobody wanted to prosecute because the licensing system was still new and nobody agreed on what was illegal.” She set her pen down. “He saw my case closure rate and called me personally. Drove to Hartford from DC. Sat in my office and told me the Bureau needed people who could read a room and make a decision. He said the institution was still young enough to shape.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her Mentalism signature contracted, the privacy shell pulling tighter around her. Carro could read the stress in the architecture. The threads were vibrating at a frequency he associated with high cortisol, the same biological signal Dhillon would read through Vitalism if she were scanning.

“I built my career on his recommendation,” Voss said. “My first field assignment. My first supervisory posting. The Hartford SAC position. Every promotion review. His name was on every one.”

Her hand lifted from the signature page. She turned it over and read the name. Marcus Hale. Government liaison. Age thirty-one. The signature was neat, precise, the pen strokes of a young bureaucrat who understood that the document in front of him would never see daylight.

Nobody spoke for fifteen seconds. The privacy wards hummed. Voss’s coffee sat untouched on the desk, the steam long gone. The privacy wards hummed. The building’s HVAC cycled. Somewhere on the floor below, a phone rang and was answered.

Voss picked up her pen. Set it down again. Picked up her coffee. Set it down without drinking.

“I’m not going to report this to Hale,” she said. “I’m not going to report it to IOD. I’m going to continue the Rynn investigation as a Hartford field office matter, citing new evidence in the homicide. That’s a thin pretext. It buys days, not weeks.” She looked at Carro. “The documents stay in Salk’s custody. Off-network. Off the Bureau’s evidence chain. If Hale or IOD request them, they don’t exist.”

“Understood.”

“I’m going to request a quiet internal review of Deputy Director Hale’s connection to the Hartwell facility.” She picked up her pen and wrote something on the legal pad, a single line, and underlined it twice. “The request goes through the Inspector General’s office, not through Hale’s chain of command. The IG has independent investigative authority. They can access DoE classified archives that the Bureau can’t. They can subpoena Threshold records without going through IOD.”

She set the pen down again. “It will take months. It may go nowhere. The IG’s office is four people, and they’re carrying investigations into six field offices simultaneously. A referral about the Deputy Director will go to the top of their pile, but the top of their pile is still months out.” She folded her hands on the desk. “But it’s the right process. And it creates a paper trail that protects us if Hale’s office discovers what we’ve found.”

Dhillon shifted in her chair. “And the operative?”

“The operative is an active threat. You’ve established that. The pursuit through Threadneedle Row and the assault on two federal agents gives me grounds for an ongoing field investigation.” She looked at Carro’s left hand. “Your injury documentation supports the threat assessment. Chen will examine that hand tonight, and the medical report goes in the file.”

“Ma’am, Chen’s report will show the injury was sustained during unauthorized fieldwork.”

“Chen’s report will show the injury was sustained during an encounter with the unidentified suspect in the Rynn homicide. Which is accurate.” Voss’s voice didn’t change. “The circumstances of the encounter are operational detail. I determine what operational detail goes in the case file.”

The room was quiet. The privacy wards held the silence.

“You have authorization,” Voss said. “To pursue the operative. To maintain your Threadneedle Row contacts. To use your new Adept capabilities for case-related forensic work.” She paused. “But this time, you do it in the system. You report to me. You document your field activities. You file the forms. And if you go off-book again, I can’t protect you. I’ve spent every favor I have on this case. There are no more.”

“Understood.”

Voss stood. She walked to her office window and looked out at the parking lot. The afternoon light was gone. The Bureau’s ward-patched exterior caught the streetlights in faint geometric patterns, the same institutional architecture that had been cycling through its diagnostics since before Carro joined the agency.

“Nineteen years,” she said. She wasn’t talking to Carro. She was looking at the parking lot where the evening shift was arriving, agents pulling into spaces with Bureau sedans and personal vehicles, walking through the lobby’s detection wards, showing badges to the security desk. The daily machinery of a federal agency, running the same way it had run every day since its founding. “Nineteen years of cases. Agents. Budgets. Personnel reviews. All of it inside a system that was built to manage the consequences of a project its own leadership helped create.”

Her back was to them. Her reflection in the window was transparent, overlaid on the sodium lights. Somewhere below, a car door closed. The building’s ambient field shifted as a practitioner entered the lobby, their ward signature registering in the detection grid.

She turned around. “Get out of my office. Both of you. Go to medical. Get that hand documented. Then go home. Sleep. Come back tomorrow ready to work the case, in the system, with authorization.”

Carro stood. Dhillon stood. The folder stayed on the desk.

At the door, Carro turned back. Voss was standing at her desk, looking at the signature page. Her Mentalism privacy wards were still active. The inner layer, the one she’d added since IOD arrived, was contracting further. Sealing herself in.

She didn’t look up.

Carro closed the door. The hallway was quiet. The bullpen was empty, the evening shift hours away. Dhillon walked beside him toward the stairs. Their footsteps echoed on the institutional carpet.

His left hand trembled at his side. His right was steady. They walked to the medical wing without speaking.


Chapter 19: Containment

The warehouse had been empty for three years. Industrial space on Hartford’s east side, a block south of the river, listed on the city’s vacancy register as unsuitable for occupancy. Deferred maintenance on the electrical system. The city hadn’t updated the listing since 2023. Nobody checked.

Carro had chosen it for the wards.

The building’s previous tenant, a plumbing supply company, had installed commercial-grade protection on the loading dock, the office partition, and the exterior doors. Standard geometric containment patterns, designed to secure inventory against thaumic theft. The company had folded during the downturn. The wards remained. Deactivated, dormant, their channeling grooves dark in the concrete and steel. Structurally intact.

He walked the perimeter for the third time that evening, reading the infrastructure at Adept depth. His right hand trailed along the loading dock wall, palm flat against the cinder block, pulling data from the dormant ward architecture. Every groove, every node, every junction point. The commercial wards had been competent work, installed by a licensed Practitioner who’d known the geometry but hadn’t been creative with it. Standardized containment patterns, the same ones you’d find in any warehouse in the state. Which made them predictable. And predictability, in a ward structure, meant Carro could integrate them into his own design without guessing at their behavior under load.

His left hand hung at his side. The fingers stayed curled, the radial nerve pulsing its dull heat with every heartbeat. He’d tried channeling through it twice since the Row, on small diagnostic exercises in Salk’s lab. Both times the nerve had refused, the energy dissipating at the wrist, the pathway too damaged to conduct. His left hand was a dead channel. Everything he built tonight would run through the right.

Dhillon stood at the service entrance, forty feet behind him, her field kit on the floor beside her. She’d been here since five, setting up the Vitalism monitoring station she’d need if the night went the direction they expected. A portable diagnostic array, adapted from her forensic kit, calibrated to read Carro’s vital signs from across the room. Heart rate, blood pressure, neural channeling load, the thaumic equivalent of a cardiac monitor. She’d built the array herself during the two days of preparation, soldering ward-scored relay plates onto a field transmitter she’d requisitioned from the Bureau’s medical wing without telling Chen what it was for.

“How’s the east wall?” she asked.

“Integrated. The dormant grooves accept my channeling without resistance. Whoever installed these used standard Bureau-compatible geometry.”

“And the containment ring?”

Carro looked at the floor. The concrete had been scored with channeling grooves over the past two days, cut by his right hand with a ward stylus, the lines shallow enough to be invisible from a standing distance but deep enough to hold energy when activated. A containment ring, forty feet in diameter, centered on the loading dock. The ring connected to the dormant wall wards through a series of junction nodes he’d placed at the base of each wall. When activated, the ring would draw energy from every dormant ward in the building simultaneously, feeding it into a containment field calibrated to a single practitioner’s channeling architecture.

The operative’s architecture.

“The ring is ready,” he said. “I walked the activation sequence twice this morning. The junction nodes respond in under a second. The field should close in three.”

“Should.”

“Will.” He pulled his hand from the wall. His right palm was warm from sustained contact, the healed skin pink under the warehouse’s security lights. “The calibration is built from fourteen days of forensic data. Every encounter, every residue reading, every trace I’ve recorded since the alley where Jonas died. The operative’s thread geometry, their energy routing, their dissolution frequency. I know their channeling better than I know my own.”

Dhillon was quiet for a moment. She checked the diagnostic array’s alignment, adjusting a relay plate with the focused concentration of a Vitalist whose precision work ran to cellular tolerances. “The Row trap held for thirty seconds.”

“The Row trap was improvised. Borrowed energy, unfamiliar ward architecture, built in sixty seconds from whatever the passage walls gave me.” Carro walked to the center of the containment ring and looked at the grooves in the floor. His work. Two days of careful, precise channeling, every line placed with the forensic exactness he’d spent his career developing. “This is different. I built this ward for one person. Every parameter calibrated to their specific signature. The containment field will interfere with their channeling at three junction points where the pre-Emergence dialect diverges most from modern technique. Their dissolution method works by convincing a ward’s energy to disperse. This field is pre-calibrated to reject that specific frequency.”

“And if they adapt?”

“They will. The question is how long it takes.”

Dhillon nodded. She didn’t ask about the other question, the one neither of them had said aloud. How long Carro could sustain a containment field at Adept-level output channeling only through his right hand, with his left arm dead and his reserves still recovering from the Row encounter four days ago. She didn’t ask because she already knew. Her diagnostic array would tell her in real time, heartbeat by heartbeat, exactly how much the containment was costing him.

They’d set the bait through Marta. Word planted through the Row’s informal network that the Threshold documents were being moved to a secure location outside Threadneedle Row. A warehouse on the east side. The information would reach the operative through the same channels the operative had used to find Jonas’s lockbox. Marta had been specific about the method: she’d told three people, each of whom she trusted to talk to exactly one more. Within twenty-four hours, anyone monitoring the Row’s information flow would know where the documents were.

The warehouse was cold. May evenings in Hartford still carried the river’s chill, and the building’s broken HVAC hadn’t circulated warm air since the plumbing company closed. Carro’s breath didn’t quite fog, but his hands were cold. His right hand, the working hand, needed to stay warm and responsive. He put it in his jacket pocket between checks.

Salk was monitoring remotely from his lab, connected through a secure frequency on a Bureau communication ward that Voss had authorized for the operation. The authorization was thin. Voss had classified it as “continued pursuit of the unidentified suspect in the Rynn homicide” under her SAC authority, a framing that kept IOD out of the loop by keeping the operation within the Hartford field office’s existing case file. If Garza or Linden asked, the operation didn’t exist. If they found out after the fact, Voss would handle it.

“Salk, you reading?” Carro said into the ward-link.

“Spectrometer is live. If the operative enters the building, I’ll have their signature on record within seconds.” A pause. Static on the ward-link, the kind caused by the dampening field in Salk’s lab bleeding into the transmission. “Carro. Your containment ward is the most sophisticated piece of field-work I’ve seen from a Bureau agent. But the operative’s Phase 3 techniques operate outside the parameters of anything we’ve documented. The calibration is good. It might not be good enough.”

“I know.”

“Then you know what it means if the containment fails.”

“It means I learn something new about how they channel. Every interaction gives me data.”

Salk was quiet for three seconds. “Be careful with that hand.”

The ward-link settled into standby. Carro stood in the center of his containment ring and waited. The warehouse was dark except for the security lights on the loading dock, their sodium glow painting the concrete floor in flat orange. The dormant wards in the walls sat inert, patient, loaded with energy potential. His grooves in the floor were invisible from the door. The junction nodes, small ward-scored metal plates set flush with the concrete at the base of each wall, looked like standard industrial hardware.

The trap was set. The bait was planted. All that remained was the operative.

They waited.

Dhillon monitored the building’s perimeter through a detection charm she’d placed at each entrance. Carro kept his perception open at Adept depth, reading the ambient field around the warehouse for the specific signature he’d spent two weeks learning. The river’s thaumic output hummed at the edge of his range, a low natural resonance from the water flowing over Connecticut bedrock. Hartford’s ward infrastructure hummed beyond that, the city’s background noise. Normal. Steady.

At 10:47, the ambient field changed.

The change was subtle. A dampening in the ward signatures of two buildings south of the warehouse, their passive detection patterns going quiet as something passed through their coverage zone. Carro had been reading the neighborhood’s ambient output for two hours. He knew the rhythm. The buildings’ wards cycled at predictable intervals. When two of them went quiet simultaneously, it meant something was absorbing their output.

A hole in the field. Moving north. Toward the warehouse.

“Contact,” Carro said. “Two blocks south. Moving this direction.”

Dhillon’s hands went to the diagnostic array. “Your heart rate just jumped twelve beats.” Her voice was calm. Clinical.

“I know.” He moved to the east wall and pressed his right palm against the cinder block. The dormant wards responded, their grooves warming under his touch as his channeling activated the containment network’s standby mode. Energy flowed through the wall from the loading dock ward, through the junction nodes, into the floor grooves. The containment ring pulsed once, a faint geometric flash, then went dark. Armed. Waiting for his command.

The absence moved closer. One block. Half a block. Carro tracked it through the neighborhood’s ward infrastructure, reading the sequential dampening as the operative moved through each building’s coverage zone. The pattern was familiar. The same unhurried pace from the lockbox basement, the same from Threadneedle Row. The operative moved as if time accommodated them.

The loading dock’s exterior door shifted. No sound. No forced entry. The lock disengaged with a quiet click, the standard commercial mechanism yielding without protest. The operative didn’t need force for locks any more than they needed force for wards.

The door opened six inches. A thin line of night air entered the warehouse, carrying the river smell and the distant hum of highway traffic. Carro stood at the east wall, fifteen feet from the containment ring’s edge, his right hand against the cinder block. Dhillon was at the service entrance, forty feet behind the ring. The diagnostic array hummed between them.

A figure stepped through the door. Dark clothing. Medium height. The same unremarkable face from the lockbox basement, the same forgettable features. Their thaumic signature was the absence Carro had tracked for two blocks, the hole in the ambient field, closer now than he’d ever read it except during the Row pursuit. At Adept depth, the signature resolved into its internal architecture. Pre-Emergence dialect. Thread geometry that predated the Bureau, the TRA, the Emergence itself. Forty years of channeling experience encoded in neural pathways that had been built in a laboratory in rural Connecticut.

The operative stepped onto the containment ring’s outer edge. They looked at the warehouse floor. At the walls. At the security lights on the loading dock. Their gaze moved across the space with the calm assessment Carro had seen twice before. Counting exits. Measuring distances. Reading the ambient field for threats.

They didn’t see the grooves. The scoring was shallow, built to be invisible from above, readable only through direct contact or Adept-level perception at close range. The junction nodes sat flush with the concrete. The dormant wall wards were cold and dark, showing nothing.

The operative walked toward the loading dock. Toward the bait. A manila folder sat on a packing crate under the security lights, visible from the door, positioned exactly where someone would place documents they were storing temporarily. Salk’s duplicate. Paper stock, ink, and residue signatures reproduced at the molecular level by Transmutation. Identical to the originals in every measurable property. If the operative scanned the folder from distance, they’d read the same forty-year-old handling signatures, the same Threshold-era traces, the same classified paper stock. The bait was real in every way that mattered except one: these documents had never left Salk’s lab.

The operative reached the center of the ring.

Carro activated the containment.

The energy moved fast. Through his right palm, through the wall wards, through the junction nodes, into the floor grooves. The containment ring ignited in a geometric flash, its forty-foot diameter closing like a cage. The wall wards flared simultaneously, their dormant energy flooding the network with stored power. Three seconds, as designed. The containment field solidified around the operative, a dome of geometric interference patterned to the specific architecture of their channeling.

The operative stopped walking. Their hand was six feet from the manila folder on the crate.

For two seconds, nothing moved. The containment field hummed. The operative stood inside it, their signature pressing against the field’s inner surface, testing the geometry. At Adept depth, Carro could read the interaction in real time. The operative’s channeling met the containment pattern and encountered interference at three junction points, exactly as designed. The pre-Emergence dialect’s energy routing diverged from modern technique at these junctions, and Carro’s containment exploited each divergence. The operative’s dissolution frequency, the one that convinced wards to stop being wards, hit the containment and found a field already calibrated to reject it.

The field held.

Carro pressed his palm harder against the wall. The containment drew energy continuously, a sustained drain on the dormant ward infrastructure. He could feel the building’s stored energy flowing through his channeling pathways, cold and sharp. His right hand was the only conduit. All the power that a two-day preparation had loaded into four walls and a floor was running through one palm and five fingers.

“Field is stable,” he said. His voice was steady. His heart rate wasn’t. Dhillon would be reading the number on her array.

The operative placed one hand against the containment field’s inner surface. Their touch was light. Exploratory. Carro watched them work with the same forensic attention he’d given the crime scene in the alley where Jonas died. The operative’s channeling changed frequency. Not the dissolution technique. Something different. Older. A resonance pattern that probed the containment’s architecture, reading its structure from inside, analyzing the interference points that held them trapped.

Phase 3 technique. The methods developed at Hartwell under controlled conditions, before the Emergence, before anyone standardized the rules. The operative’s channeling ran on different principles. The same language, different grammar. And the grammar had rules Carro hadn’t mapped.

The containment field shivered. One of the three interference points shifted as the operative’s probing resonance found a harmonic gap in the calibration. Carro felt it through the wall, a tremor in the energy flow, the first sign that the field was being learned.

“He’s adapting,” Carro said. “Probing the interference points.”

“Your channeling output is at eighty-two percent of your Adept capacity,” Dhillon said. “And climbing. Heart rate one-twenty-six.”

Carro pushed more energy into the containment. His right hand burned against the cinder block. The ward network drew from every dormant source in the building, pulling stored energy through concrete and steel, feeding it into a containment field that was holding a practitioner whose techniques predated the framework the field was built on.

The second interference point shifted. The operative’s resonance had found the harmonic gap in that junction too. The containment field’s dome wavered, its geometric lines bending inward at two points while holding firm at the third. The field was degrading. Faster than the Row trap. The operative had learned from the first encounter.

“Ninety-one percent output,” Dhillon said. “Carro, your reserves are dropping.”

He knew. He could feel it, a hollowing behind his eyes, the neural pathways in his right arm running hotter than they should. The channeling load was pressing the Adept capacity he’d held for four days, pushing toward a threshold where the pathways would begin to narrow instead of expand. Salk had warned him about this. The neural architecture’s new configuration was still settling. Pushing it to sustained maximum output before the pathways stabilized risked permanent narrowing.

Dhillon moved. He heard her footsteps behind him, quick and sure. Her hand pressed against his back, between the shoulder blades, palm flat. Her Vitalism engaged with a warmth that spread through his thoracic cavity, stabilizing his heart rate, reinforcing the neural tissue that was starting to strain. She was sustaining him. Feeding her own energy into his biology to keep his channeling pathways from overloading.

“I can hold you at ninety-five for about three minutes,” she said. Her voice was close. Her breath was warm against his shoulder. “After three minutes, your neural tissue starts taking damage I can’t repair in the field.”

Three minutes. The operative was working on the third interference point.

The containment field’s dome shivered again. The third junction, the strongest, the one calibrated to the deepest divergence in the pre-Emergence dialect’s energy routing, was holding. The operative pressed against it with sustained resonance, their channeling shifting through frequencies that Carro’s calibration hadn’t anticipated. Pre-Emergence techniques operating by pre-Emergence rules. Every second the operative probed was another data point Carro couldn’t use yet, because using it would mean rebuilding the containment on the fly, which would mean releasing the field, which would mean losing everything.

Ninety seconds.

The third junction cracked. A hairline fracture in the interference pattern, invisible to anyone without Adept perception. The operative found the gap. Their resonance shifted to match the fracture’s frequency, and the containment field’s last stable point began to flex.

Carro’s right hand was shaking against the wall. The channeling pathways in his arm were running at maximum throughput, the energy flow so intense that the concrete under his palm had warmed to body temperature. Dhillon’s hand pressed harder against his back. Her Vitalism output surged, a wave of biological reinforcement that bought him seconds, not minutes.

The containment broke.

The geometric lines in the floor went dark. The wall wards flickered and died. The energy that had been holding the field in place dispersed through the concrete, dissipating into the building’s structure, spent. The operative’s resonance had convinced the containment’s third junction that its interference was no longer coherent. The field had agreed.

The operative stepped forward. Calm. Unhurried. Their channeling was active now, the pre-Emergence dialect’s energy output visible at Adept depth as a structured field around their body. They moved toward the manila folder on the loading dock crate.

Carro pulled his hand from the wall. His arm dropped to his side. The channeling pathways in his right hand were depleted, the neural tissue hot and aching. His reserves were gone. The hollowing behind his eyes was complete, a blank space where his perception’s power source had been.

But he’d been reading the operative’s technique for three minutes. Every frequency. Every harmonic gap. Every adaptation the operative had used to dismantle the containment. Three minutes of sustained Adept-level data collection, fed through perception pathways that were still recording even as the containment died.

He had one move left. Not a containment. Not a barrier. A disruption. A single ward, shaped from the last reserves in his right hand, calibrated to the exact frequency the operative was channeling at this moment. The same principle as Dhillon’s Vitalism disruption in the lockbox basement, but built from ward architecture instead of biological interference.

Carro stepped forward. His right hand came up. The energy was thin, barely enough to sustain a ward for more than a few seconds. But the calibration was precise. Fourteen days of forensic data, plus three minutes of real-time observation, compressed into a single disruption pattern.

He pressed his palm against the operative’s shoulder.

The effect was immediate. The operative’s channeling stuttered. Their pre-Emergence technique, the dialect that had dissolved military-grade wards and convinced concrete to soften, hiccupped. The energy field around them wavered, its geometric structure losing coherence for two seconds.

Two seconds. The operative’s hands froze in mid-reach. Their eyes went to Carro’s face. For the first time in any encounter, the operative looked at him with something other than professional assessment. Surprise. Brief and controlled, visible for less than a second before the professional mask reasserted itself. But Carro had seen it.

No one had disrupted this person’s channeling since the lockbox basement. And Dhillon’s disruption had been biological, targeting the body. Carro’s was architectural, targeting the channeling itself.

The disruption faded. The operative’s technique recovered. Their channeling restored itself in a smooth cascade, the pre-Emergence patterns re-establishing coherence with a speed that confirmed decades of practice. Two seconds of interference, and then the operative was whole again.

The operative looked at Carro. Then at Dhillon, thirty feet behind him. Then at the manila folder on the crate. Professional calculation. The same unhurried assessment from every previous encounter.

Kill the agent who’d just disrupted their channeling. Or take the documents and leave.

The operative reached for the folder. Opened it. Scanned the first page. Carro watched their eyes move across the text, the same classified header, the same Phase 4 Deployment Protocol. Salk’s duplication was perfect. Every handler signature, every ink trace, every molecular detail. The operative would read the documents as authentic.

They closed the folder. Looked at Carro one more time. The professional assessment had returned, flat and calibrated. A decision made without visible emotion.

The operative tucked the folder under their arm and walked toward the loading dock door. Past the dead containment ring. Past the dark wall wards. Through the door they’d opened without force, back into the Hartford night.

They didn’t look back.

Carro’s knees buckled. The warehouse floor came up fast. Concrete, cold, the containment ring’s grooves pressing against his legs through his pants. His right arm had stopped responding, the channeling pathways in overload shutdown, the neural tissue refusing to conduct. His left hand was already useless. Both hands on the floor, ten fingers against concrete, and he couldn’t feel any of it.

Dhillon was beside him. Her hands on his shoulders, her Vitalism engaging immediately, warm and precise, reading his vital signs through direct contact. Heart rate: one-forty-three. Blood pressure: elevated. Neural channeling pathways: right arm in protective shutdown, reversible. Left arm unchanged, chronic. Reserves: depleted. Zero channeling capacity.

“Stay down,” she said. “Don’t try to move.”

The warehouse was dark. The containment ring was inert. The wall wards were spent. The security lights on the loading dock hummed, their sodium glow painting the empty space where the operative had stood.

Gone. With the documents.

But.

Carro lay on the cold concrete. Dhillon’s hands held him steady, her Vitalism flowing through his chest, stabilizing his heart rate, easing the overloaded neural tissue back from the edge of damage. The warehouse hummed with residue, energy traces settling into the concrete and steel.

He opened his perception. What was left of it, the residual awareness that even depleted reserves couldn’t fully suppress. The warehouse’s thaumic signature had changed. The containment ring’s grooves, dark and inert, still carried the trace of the energy that had flowed through them. The wall wards held echoes. And at the center of the ring, where the operative had stood for three minutes while Carro’s containment pressed against their channeling, the concrete held a new trace.

A pattern. Burned into the operative’s signature by three minutes of sustained contact with a ward calibrated to their specific channeling architecture. Carro’s containment field hadn’t held the operative. But the interaction between the field and the operative’s technique had left a mark. A residual interference pattern, embedded in the operative’s channeling like a watermark pressed into paper. The same way a ward-lock recorded a renter’s signature in its grooves, the containment’s calibrated energy had written itself into the operative’s thread architecture.

A tracer. Forensic. Persistent. The operative was carrying Carro’s ward signature in their channeling, and they didn’t know it.

Wherever they went, whatever wards they dissolved, whatever ambient fields they moved through, the tracer would be readable. A fingerprint that only Carro’s calibration could identify, embedded in the same pre-Emergence technique architecture that had made the operative invisible to every database in the country.

The operative wasn’t invisible anymore. Not to Carro.

“Dhillon.” His voice was a rasp. The concrete was cold against his back. Her hands were warm on his chest.

“Don’t talk.”

“The containment left a trace. On the operative. A pattern. Interference residual.” He closed his eyes. The perceptual data was fading as his reserves reached zero. He needed to hold it. Needed to remember the frequency, the structure, the specific geometry of the mark his ward had burned into the operative’s channeling. “I can track them.”

Dhillon’s hands paused on his chest. Her Vitalism scan shifted, reading not his body now but his perception, the thaumic output of a practitioner whose reserves were empty but whose awareness was still processing data.

“You’re at zero capacity,” she said. “Your right arm is in shutdown. Your perception should be offline.”

“It is. Mostly.” He opened his eyes. The warehouse ceiling was dark, the security lights catching the industrial trusses in orange. “But the data is there. The tracer pattern. I read it before my reserves bottomed out.”

Dhillon was quiet for three seconds. Her hands resumed their position on his chest. The Vitalism warmth spread through his thoracic cavity, steady, professional.

“Can you hold the pattern until Salk can record it?”

“Yes.”

“Then hold it.” She adjusted her position, settling beside him on the cold floor, one hand on his chest, the other reaching for the ward-link. “Salk, this is Dhillon. Carro is down but stable. The operative escaped with the duplicate documents. The containment failed after three minutes.” She paused. “But we have something. Carro says the containment left a tracer on the operative’s signature. He needs you to record the pattern before he loses it.”

Static on the ward-link. Then Salk’s voice, quiet, precise. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Don’t let him sleep.”

The warehouse was cold and dark and empty. The operative was gone, carrying a manila folder and, unknowing, a forensic fingerprint that would persist in their channeling for weeks. The containment ring’s grooves pressed against Carro’s back through his shirt. His right arm lay at his side, dead from the shoulder down. His left hand was curled against his chest, the old nerve damage pulsing its familiar heat.

He lay on the floor of a warehouse he’d chosen for its wards, in a trap he’d built from two weeks of case evidence, and held the tracer’s pattern in what was left of his perception.

Dhillon’s hand stayed on his chest. Her warmth was steady.

He held the pattern. He didn’t sleep.


Chapter 20: The File

The Bureau medical suite was on the first floor, behind a door that had been warded by the same Mentalism specialist who’d built Voss’s privacy shell three years ago. The wards were strong, well-maintained, and completely unnecessary for a room that contained two treatment cots, a supply cabinet, and a desk where Dr. Chen kept the paperwork that nobody in the Bureau read.

Chen worked on Carro’s right arm for forty minutes. Her Vitalism was precise, methodical, the quiet competence of a field medic who’d treated channeling injuries for fifteen years and didn’t need to be told what she was looking at. She held his forearm between her palms and read the neural tissue at cellular depth, mapping the overloaded pathways the same way Carro mapped residue in a ward.

“Protective shutdown,” she said. “The pathways closed to prevent permanent damage. Standard overload response.” She moved her hands to his wrist, adjusting her scan. “The tissue is inflamed. Your channeling capacity in this arm will be reduced for five to seven days. After that, full recovery. No permanent narrowing.”

Carro flexed his fingers. They responded. Slowly, with the stiffness of muscles that had been locked in sustained contraction for hours, but they moved. The right hand still worked.

“The left?” he asked.

Chen moved to his other arm. She already knew what she’d find. Dhillon had briefed her before they arrived. The scan lasted two minutes instead of forty. When she pulled her hands back, her face held the professional neutrality of someone delivering news the patient already knows.

“Unchanged,” she said. “The radial nerve damage from the previous injury is chronic. Forty percent conductance in the distal branches. The ulnar nerve is compensating, which is why you still have grip strength, but fine motor control in the left hand will remain compromised until the radial nerve regenerates. Timeline for regeneration: six to twelve weeks with regular Vitalism therapy. Longer without.”

“And channeling through the left hand?”

“Not until the radial nerve is above seventy percent. Channeling through a compromised pathway is what caused the damage in the first place.”

She wrote the assessment in the Bureau medical file. Carro watched her pen move across the form, the handwriting small and efficient, the same institutional shorthand every Bureau medical officer used. Field agents got hurt. The forms documented it.

Chen handed him two pills and a paper cup of water. Anti-inflammatory, non-thaumic. The Bureau’s medical budget didn’t cover thaumic pain management for field injuries below Specialist tier. Carro swallowed them and set the cup on the edge of the treatment cot.

“You channeled at sustained maximum output for approximately three minutes through one arm,” Chen said. She was washing her hands at the small sink, her back to him. “With depleted reserves. Four days after a neural restructure.” She turned off the water. “The right arm shutdown saved you from the same chronic damage as the left. If the shutdown hadn’t triggered, you’d be looking at bilateral nerve compromise.”

“How close?”

“Seconds.” She dried her hands. “Don’t do it again.”

Dhillon was in the hallway. She’d been there since they arrived, sitting on the bench outside the medical suite with her field kit on the floor beside her. Her Vitalism signature was tight, compressed, the output of someone who’d spent six hours sustaining another practitioner’s biology and hadn’t fully recovered her own reserves. She looked up when Carro came through the door.

“Right arm functional in five to seven days,” he said. “Left arm unchanged.”

She nodded. Her eyes went to his hands, assessing, the automatic Vitalism scan she ran on everyone she cared about. Both hands hung at his sides, the right stiff and slow, the left curled. Together, they made one functional pair. Barely.

∗ ∗ ∗

Voss came to the medical suite the next morning.

Carro was still there. Chen had insisted on an overnight observation, citing the risk of delayed neural complications from the overload. The treatment cot was narrow, the mattress thin, and the building’s HVAC had cycled through its overnight settings without providing heat. He’d slept poorly and woken early, lying on his back in the dark, listening to the evidence locker’s miscalibrated wards whine through the wall.

Voss brought coffee from the Asylum Street shop. Two cups. She set one on the supply cabinet beside Carro’s cot and took the visitor’s chair without being invited. Her legal pad was in her lap. Her Mentalism privacy wards activated the moment the door closed, the three-layer shell sealing the room.

“The operation is on record as a field encounter with the unidentified suspect in the Rynn homicide,” she said. “Agent Carro sustained channeling injuries during the encounter. The suspect escaped. Evidence was compromised.” She opened the legal pad. “That’s the official version.”

“And the unofficial?”

“The unofficial version is that my best forensic agent engineered a containment ward calibrated to a Threshold-era operative’s specific channeling architecture, held it for three minutes against techniques that predate the Bureau’s founding, landed a disruption strike that no one in this building could have calibrated, and then collapsed on a warehouse floor with both arms functionally dead.”

Carro picked up the coffee. His right hand closed around the cup with effort, the fingers stiff, the grip weaker than it should have been. The coffee was hot. He held it against his palm and let the warmth work into the inflamed tissue.

“The official outcome for the Rynn case,” Voss said. Her voice shifted. Formal. Institutional. The register she used for decisions that would be recorded. “Death by unidentified thaumic assault. Suspect at large. Case file remains open pending identification of the suspect.”

“Open. Not closed.”

“Open cases don’t generate closure reports. Closure reports go through the Deputy Director’s office. As long as the case stays open, it stays in my authority.” She wrote something on the legal pad, the shorthand tight and precise. “The Threshold documents remain in Dr. Salk’s custody. Off-network. Outside the Bureau’s evidence chain. If IOD requests them, they don’t exist in any system IOD can access.”

“And the tracer?”

“Salk recorded the pattern from your perception at the warehouse. He has it on his off-grid drive, encrypted, alongside the spectrometric data from the Hartwell samples and the residue analysis from the Vermont fragment.” She looked at him. “When your channeling recovers, you’ll be the only practitioner in the country who can identify the operative on sight. That’s an asset this office intends to use.”

“And Hale?”

Voss set her pen down. The gesture was the same one she’d used in the jurisdictional meeting, deliberate, a marker between one phase of conversation and the next.

“I filed the IG referral yesterday. Through a back channel. Not through Hale’s office, not through the Deputy Director’s chain of command. The Inspector General’s office has independent investigative authority. They can access DoE classified archives, subpoena Threshold records, and investigate the Deputy Director without his knowledge.”

“How long?”

“Months. The IG’s office has four investigators covering the entire Bureau. They’re carrying six active inquiries. A referral about the Deputy Director goes to the top of the pile, but the top of the pile is still months out.” She picked up her pen again. “I put it in writing. There’s a paper trail now. If something happens to the investigation, to the documents, to us, the IG has the referral on file.”

“That’s not fast.”

“No.” Voss looked at the legal pad. “It’s not fast. It’s not dramatic. It’s not going to produce a headline or a perp walk or a satisfying conclusion by the end of the month.” She paused. “It’s the right process. And the right process is what separates us from the people who decided forty years ago that they could engineer the Emergence without asking permission.”

The medical suite was quiet. The coffee warmed Carro’s stiff hand. Through the wall, the evidence locker’s wards whined their miscalibrated note. The building went about its morning routine. Somewhere above them, Hale sat in the Deputy Director’s office and reviewed the daily briefing, which did not mention a warehouse on Hartford’s east side or a containment ward or a tracer burned into a signature that had been invisible for forty years.

Voss stood. The legal pad went into her briefcase. The coffee cup went into the waste bin. “Come back when Chen clears you. We have work to do.”

She left. The privacy wards contracted behind her, collapsing layer by layer, leaving the medical suite’s standard wards humming alone.

∗ ∗ ∗

Carro went to Threadneedle Row that afternoon.

He drove the Bureau sedan with his right hand on the wheel, left arm resting in his lap. The engine turned over on the second try. The May afternoon was warm, the light coming in at the angle that turned Hartford’s brownstone facades gold. He parked on Wethersfield, the same block where he’d parked on his first visit two and a half weeks ago.

The Row was quiet. Mid-afternoon, the shops open, the ward-patched buildings catching the sunlight in faint geometric patterns. A woman was tending the community garden at the north end of the block, the same garden where he’d left a Bureau card on a bench during his first canvass. The card was long gone. The tomato cages were taller now, the plants staked and tied, the frost wards still active around their bases even though the last frost was weeks past. Someone was being careful.

Carro walked to Arch Street. Jonas’s building looked the same. Brownstone facade, fire escape patched with welding and ward-work, the front door’s lockward still keyed to a dead man’s signature. Mariela Ochoa buzzed him in without a question. She’d seen him on the building’s security camera, the consumer-grade doorbell unit that recorded every visitor. She knew his face now.

The third-floor hallway was dark. The apartment door was closed. Carro stood in front of it and read the lockward one more time. Jonas’s signature, faint, atrophied, the trace of a man who’d barely channeled in his adult life. The ward was still active. It would stay active for years, keyed to neural pathways that no longer existed, guarding a door that no one would open.

He went inside. Mariela had given him a physical key weeks ago, during the initial investigation, and he’d never returned it. The apartment was unchanged. Books on every surface. The maintenance toolkit in the bedroom closet, dust on the voltage tester’s handles. The reading lamp beside the worn armchair, the bulb warm-spectrum, the side table with its ceramic coaster and the water ring sunk into the wood.

The concealment ward behind the bookshelf hummed. Carro could read it at Adept depth now, and the detail was finer than anything his Practitioner perception had shown him. Marta’s work. The thread placements, the integration technique, the specific style of Wards craftsmanship that came from forty years of practice outside the licensing system. She’d built this ward in 2012, and it had been protecting Jonas’s space ever since. Protecting nothing, now. The documents were out. The secret was known. The ward kept working because nobody had told it to stop.

Carro sat in Jonas’s reading chair. The cushion compressed under his weight, settling into the shape it had held for a dead man’s body every evening for fifteen years. The leather arms were smooth. The right arm was darker where Jonas’s hand had rested while he read.

The apartment was quiet. Afternoon light came through the single window, falling across the stacked books and the cheap frames on the bedroom wall. Jonas’s photographs of the Hartwell facility. A younger man in a khaki shirt, standing in front of concrete buildings, not smiling, looking off-camera at something outside the frame.

Jonas had spent fifteen years in this chair, reading government documents about the facility where he’d been used as a test subject. Trying to understand what had been done to him. Building a picture, piece by piece, from publicly available sources, because the classified truth was locked behind clearances he’d never held. A maintenance tech with a general-clearance badge and more patience than anyone in the Bureau had given him credit for.

He’d been afraid. For fifteen years. Afraid of the people who’d run the project, afraid of the operative who might come, afraid of the institution that was supposed to protect him.

Carro stood. He walked to the apartment door. Opened his perception and read the doorframe at Adept depth. The wood was old, the grain tight, decades of paint layered over pine. No ward marks. No practitioner’s trace. The door was just a door.

He placed his right palm against the frame. The channeling pathways in his arm were still stiff, Chen’s five-to-seven-day recovery timeline only one day in. The energy came slowly, a thin stream drawn from reserves that hadn’t fully replenished. But it came. His right hand still worked.

He shaped a ward. Small. Simple. A mark of respect in the practitioners’ tradition, the kind Marta would recognize. A detection ward, keyed to the apartment’s existing field, designed to alert any practitioner who entered that someone had been here and had cared enough to leave a mark. The channeling grooves sank into the wood’s grain, integrating with the paint and pine, settling in for the long duration.

The ward took two minutes. His arm ached when he finished. The mark on the doorframe was invisible to the eye, readable only by someone with perception above Practitioner level. A small geometric pattern, clean, precise, bearing Carro’s signature. A federal agent’s mark on an unlicensed practitioner’s door.

He closed the apartment door behind him. The lockward hummed. The concealment ward hummed. The new mark hummed with them, three wards in three different hands, all of them protecting Jonas Rynn’s empty apartment from nothing at all.

The stairwell was dark. Carro walked down three flights and stepped onto Arch Street. The afternoon was fading. Threadneedle Row was closing its shops, practitioners finishing their workdays, the ward-patched buildings dimming their daytime passive signatures and cycling to night-watch mode. The tea shop’s owner was pulling her sidewalk table inside. She saw Carro. Held his gaze for two seconds. Nodded once.

He walked to his car.

∗ ∗ ∗

The bullpen was half-empty when he got back. Late afternoon, agents in the field or clocked out. Takeda was on a call. Reeves was eating something at his desk and reading a file. The evidence board behind Carro’s chair still held Jonas Rynn’s name at the center, pinned with a government-issue pushpin.

IOD hadn’t requested the physical board. Garza and Linden had taken the digital files, the scanner captures, the database entries. They’d taken jurisdiction. They’d taken the official investigation. But nobody had walked over to Carro’s desk and pulled the pins from the corkboard.

Dhillon’s desk was six feet from his. Her jacket was on the back of her chair, her field kit stowed underneath. She was out, running a follow-up on a separate case that had been waiting since before the Rynn homicide consumed their calendar. Two weeks of deferred work. The Bureau’s caseload didn’t pause for conspiracies.

Carro looked at the board. Jonas’s name at the center. The scanner printouts around it, the photographs, the index cards in his handwriting. Fourteen days of fieldwork pinned to corkboard in index cards and scanner printouts. The board was too small to matter to institutional oversight. It was the right size to matter to an agent.

Carro sat at his desk. His chair creaked.

The Rynn case file sat on the corner of his desk, the physical folder, the one he’d been building since the alley. He opened it. Inside: scanner printouts, interview notes, index cards in his handwriting. The timeline he’d constructed from fourteen days of fieldwork. Jonas’s name on every page.

He closed the folder. Set it on the left side of his desk, the closed-case position that every Bureau agent used by habit. Left side for closed. Right side for active. Center for in-progress. The folder sat on the left, its edges aligned with the desk’s corner.

On the right side of the desk, where it hadn’t been that morning, a new folder. Manila. Thin. Bureau case number stamped on the tab, the intake system’s automated labeling. Case TN-2026-0502. A new incident. New scene. New victim, or new complaint, or new anomaly flagged by a patrol officer who’d rather hand it off than handle it.

Carro looked at the folder. His left hand lay in his lap, fingers curled, the radial nerve sending its steady pulse of heat. His right hand rested on the desk, the stiff fingers slowly loosening as the anti-inflammatory worked through the inflamed tissue.

He picked up the new folder with his right hand. The grip was weak. The folder’s weight, a few pages at most, pulled at the tender pathways in his palm. He held it.

His hand trembled. A fine vibration in the fingers, visible if you were looking, invisible if you weren’t. The overloaded neural tissue protesting the simplest act of holding a piece of paper. Chen had said five to seven days. He was on day one.

He opened the folder. A new case number. A new scene. A new set of residue signatures to read, a new crime to reconstruct, a new victim whose name was waiting to be found.

The building’s wards hummed. The evidence locker whined. Somewhere in the bullpen, a phone rang. Takeda answered it.

Carro read the first page. His hand shook. He kept reading.
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