
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1: Crucible

Twenty-eight seconds.

That’s how long we had before Paragon got bored and ordered his team to attack. I could see it in his golden eyes—the eager anticipation of violence barely hidden beneath his pleasant smile. He wanted us to resist. He was hoping for it.

“Nathan.” Neve’s voice was barely audible. Her hand found mine in the half-dark, her fingers cold even by her standards. “The server room. Thirty feet, through the wall behind you.”

“He said he knows about all our escape routes.”

“He knows about the escape routes.” She adjusted her glasses with her free hand—a quick, nervous push at the bridge. “He doesn’t know about everything.”

Twenty seconds.

Paragon stepped closer, his golden aura intensifying. Behind him, his team spread out, covering angles, preparing for the assault they knew was coming. Tempest’s hands crackled with lightning. Sentinel’s eyes glowed with that unsettling analytical light—the true believer doing his duty, not knowing how rotten the foundation beneath him really was.

“Time’s almost up,” Paragon said pleasantly. “Last chance for the easy way.”

Celia’s shadows were coiling around her feet, agitated and restless—responding to her fear as much as her will, trailing behind her like living things even without conscious direction. She met my eyes, and I saw the same calculation I was running—the odds, the angles, the impossibility of fighting our way through a dozen powered heroes in an enclosed space.

But also the certainty that surrender meant something worse than death.

Ten seconds.

I’m not a supervillain. I’m definitely not a mastermind. I’m a former line cook who somehow inherited a dead thief’s operation, fell in love with two women who could kill me six different ways, and declared war on the most powerful organization in the country.

And right now, I was the one who had to get us out alive.

“Neve,” I said quietly. “The sub-level drainage. Specter’s emergency cache.”

Her ice-blue eyes widened behind her glasses. “That’s not an escape route. That’s a maintenance crawlspace connected to the city sewer system. It’s barely wide enough for—”

“For one person at a time. I know. That’s why Paragon doesn’t know about it—because it’s not an escape route. It’s a drainage pipe that happens to connect to the municipal system four hundred meters south.” I looked at her. “Can you freeze the main room long enough for us to reach it?”

She ran the calculation in less than a second—I could see it happening behind her eyes, that enhanced cognition processing variables faster than any normal mind could follow.

“Seven seconds of total coverage. Maybe nine if I push past safe limits.” She winced, already anticipating the headache. “The access point is behind the utility panel in the server room. You’ll need to remove six bolts.”

“Celia. Can you get us through the wall into the server room?”

Celia’s shadows rippled. “Short range, through a wall? Yeah. But I can only take one person at a time, and it’ll leave me drained for a few minutes after the second trip.”

Two trips. Neve first, because she needed to start freezing. Then me. Celia could shadow-phase through the wall on her own.

“Five seconds,” Paragon announced. He was enjoying this. “Four.”

“Neve goes first,” I said. “Then me. Celia, you come through on your own. Neve, the second you’re through that wall, freeze everything in this room. Every surface, every exit. Buy us time.”

“The headache will be—”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Three.”

Neve pulled her hand from mine. Celia’s shadows surged forward, wrapping around Neve’s body like a dark cocoon. For a sickening instant, Neve seemed to dissolve—her white hair swallowed by darkness, her pale skin merging with shadow—and then she was gone, pulled through the concrete wall as if it were water.

“Two.”

Celia staggered. Taking someone through solid matter cost her—I could see it in the way her shadows thinned, the slight tremor in her hands. But her green eyes found mine, fierce and determined beneath the red curtain of her hair.

“Ready?” she asked.

“One,” Paragon said.

The shadows took me.

Being pulled through a wall by Celia’s power was nothing like I’d imagined. There was no graceful phasing, no gentle dissolution. It was compression and darkness and the terrible sensation of solid matter existing in the same space as my body, separated by nothing but Celia’s will and a thin membrane of living shadow.

It lasted less than a second. It felt like drowning.

I tumbled into the server room gasping, my hands hitting cold concrete. Cold concrete—because Neve was already working, frost spreading from her palms across the floor, up the walls, racing through the infrastructure of the base toward the main room.

Through the wall, I heard Paragon’s countdown hit zero. Heard him say “Time’s up” with that golden satisfaction. Then the temperature plummeted—even on this side of the wall, I felt it—as Neve unleashed everything she had.

The sounds from the main room became chaos. Ice cracking, powers activating, Paragon shouting orders that were swallowed by the snap and groan of a frozen room trying to contain a dozen angry heroes.

“Move,” Neve hissed through gritted teeth. Her hands were pressed flat against the wall, maintaining the freeze, and I could see the cost—her face tight with pain, her eyes squinting behind her glasses as her cognition fragmented under the processing load. “I can’t hold this. The panel—go.”

I scrambled to the utility panel on the far wall. Six bolts. I didn’t have a wrench, didn’t have tools, didn’t have anything except my hands and the desperate knowledge that Neve’s seven-second window was already half gone.

The bolts were corroded. Of course they were—Specter had never intended this as an actual exit. The drainage access was exactly what Neve had called it: a maintenance crawlspace, built into the base’s infrastructure because underground facilities need water management. Specter’s paranoia meant he’d mapped it, noted that it connected to the municipal system, filed the information away under “last resort” and apparently never told anyone.

I’d found the notation three months ago while cataloging his files. Because that’s what I do. I’m the logistics guy. I read the boring paperwork that nobody else wants to touch, and sometimes buried in the boring paperwork is a pipe that might save your life.

The first bolt wouldn’t turn. My fingers slipped, skin tearing against rusted metal.

“Nathan.” Neve’s voice was strained. “They’re breaking through.”

Behind me, Celia materialized from the wall—stumbling, gasping, her shadows thin and ragged around her. The second trip had taken more out of her than the first. She caught herself against a server rack, breathing hard, red hair plastered to her face with sweat.

“That was unpleasant,” she managed. “Let’s never do that again.”

“Help me with this panel.”

She crossed to me, and together we wrenched at the bolts. Her hands were steadier than mine—smaller, more precise, those infiltrator’s fingers finding grip where mine couldn’t.

“Four seconds,” Neve reported, and I could hear the ice in the main room cracking, could hear Paragon’s golden light searing through the frozen barriers.

Three bolts free. Four. Five.

The sixth bolt snapped off entirely as Celia yanked it, taking a chunk of the panel frame with it. Good enough. I pulled the panel away, revealing a dark opening barely two feet across—a concrete pipe angling downward into blackness.

“Neve! Now!”

She released the wall and staggered toward us, blood trickling from her nose—the headache made physical, her cognition pushed past its limits. I grabbed her arm and guided her toward the opening.

“I’ll go first,” I said. “Neve, you’re behind me. Celia, rear guard.”

“Nathan.” Neve gripped my shirt, her ice-blue eyes unfocused with pain. “The files. The evidence. Everything we gathered—it’s all in the servers.”

The servers humming around us. Months of intelligence. Specter’s insurance files. Aegis corruption data. Celia’s evidence against Nightfall. Financial records, witness statements, the entire case we’d been building.

“Your backups,” I said. “Tell me you have backups.”

“Encrypted. Distributed across servers I set up during our second month of operations.” She pressed her glasses tighter against the bridge of her nose, fighting the fragmentation. “I memorized the decryption keys. The data is safe. But I need a terminal to access it.”

Behind us, the wall between the server room and the main area buckled. Golden light blazed through a crack in the concrete—Paragon, punching through Neve’s ice with raw power.

“FOUND YOU,” his voice boomed.

“Go,” Celia said, and her shadows—what was left of them—surged toward the cracking wall, forming a thin barrier that would buy us seconds at best. “GO.”

I went.

The drainage pipe was exactly as unpleasant as you’d expect—dark, narrow, slick with moisture that might have been condensation or might have been something I didn’t want to think about. I crawled on my elbows and knees, the concrete scraping my skin through my shirt, trying not to think about the fact that a dozen superpowered heroes were maybe thirty seconds behind us.

Neve followed, her breathing ragged, her cold hands occasionally touching my ankle as she kept pace. Behind her, I heard Celia enter the pipe and the faint sound of the server room being torn apart.

“How far?” Celia’s voice echoed in the confined space.

“Four hundred meters to the municipal junction,” Neve answered. “Then we’ll be in the city’s storm drainage system. Multiple exits. They won’t be able to track which way we go.”

“Four hundred meters in a pipe this size. That’s going to take—”

“Eight minutes at our current pace. Maybe seven if Nathan moves faster.”

“I’m moving as fast as I can in a two-foot pipe,” I said.

“Then move faster.”

Classic Neve.

We crawled. Minute after agonizing minute, elbows raw, knees bruised, the darkness absolute except for the faint crystalline glow of frost that formed involuntarily around Neve’s hands. At one point the pipe narrowed even further, and I had to exhale completely and drag myself through a section that couldn’t have been more than eighteen inches across.

“If I get stuck in here,” Celia muttered from behind Neve, “I want you both to know that I blame you entirely.”

“Noted,” I said.

“And if I die in a sewer pipe, I’m haunting both of you. Forever. In the most annoying way possible.”

“Also noted.”

The pipe widened. I could smell something different ahead—open air, or at least more open than the concrete coffin we’d been crawling through. Another minute of crawling, and the pipe opened into a larger tunnel—the municipal storm drainage system, wide enough to stand in, stretching in both directions with a trickle of water along the bottom.

I dropped out of the pipe and landed in ankle-deep water that was mercifully cold rather than warm. Neve followed, then Celia, all three of us standing in the tunnel, breathing hard, alive.

“Which way?” I asked.

Neve closed her eyes, processing. “South. There’s an access ladder approximately two hundred meters in that direction. It should bring us up near the industrial sector.”

“Can Paragon track us?”

“Through the municipal drainage system? Unlikely. He’d have to know exactly which pipe we used, and the system branches dozens of times before reaching any exit.” She opened her eyes. “We’re clear. For now.”

I leaned against the tunnel wall, letting the relief wash through me. My hands were bleeding from the bolts. My knees were raw. Every muscle ached from the crawl.

But we were alive.

“For the record,” Celia said, wringing water from her red hair, “when you said ’drainage pipe,’ I was picturing something slightly more dignified.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just buy me dinner when we’re not running for our lives.” She looked at Neve, whose nose was still bleeding sluggishly. “Ice queen. You okay?”

“The cognitive fragmentation is subsiding. I should be functional within the hour.” Neve accepted the sleeve I offered to wipe her nose, which was as close to admitting weakness as she ever got. “My cryokinesis is fully operational. If we encounter anyone in these tunnels—”

“We won’t,” I said. “We move fast, we move quiet, we get to the surface and figure out our next move.”

“Our next move should involve a hot meal,” Celia said. “And possibly a shower.”

“I can handle the meal.”

It came out automatically—the line cook in me, defaulting to the one thing I could always contribute. Neve gave me a look that might have been an eye-roll in anyone less controlled.

“Your priorities are noted,” she said. “It’s an observation, not a compliment.”

Despite everything, I almost smiled.

We moved south through the drainage tunnel, three fugitives in the dark, leaving behind everything we’d built. The base. The equipment. The security of walls and plans and routines that had made us feel, however briefly, like we were winning.

Paragon had taken all of that in twenty-eight seconds.

But he hadn’t taken us. And as long as the three of us were alive, as long as Neve had those encryption keys in her head and Celia had shadows at her command and I had—what? The ability to read boring paperwork and cook a decent meal?

It would have to be enough.

It had to be enough.

“Nathan.” Neve’s cold hand found mine in the dark, her fingers intertwining with my own. On my other side, Celia’s hand appeared—warmer, rougher, her shadows curling gently around my wrist.

“We’ll figure this out,” I said.

“I know,” Neve replied.

“I don’t,” Celia said. “But I’m willing to be convinced.”

We walked on.


Chapter 2: Refuge

The access ladder brought us up through a maintenance hatch in an alley behind a decommissioned water treatment plant. The industrial district—exactly where Neve had predicted, because Neve’s predictions had a way of being annoyingly accurate.

It was past midnight. The streets were empty, the only light coming from distant streetlamps and the orange glow of the city skyline to the north. We stood in the alley, dripping and shivering, taking stock.

No weapons. No communications. No money, no equipment, no vehicle. Everything was back at the base, which was currently occupied by Paragon and his personal army.

“We need shelter,” I said. “Somewhere they won’t think to look.”

“Every location connected to our operation is compromised,” Neve said. She’d steadied considerably since the tunnel—her glasses adjusted, her posture straightening as her cognition recovered. “Paragon demonstrated knowledge of our base, our escape routes, and likely our entire operational network. Any known safe house, contact point, or supply cache should be considered burned.”

“Then we need somewhere that isn’t connected to us.”

Celia was quiet for a moment, her shadows barely visible in the darkness—thin, exhausted, little more than wisps curling at her ankles. Then she spoke.

“I know a place. From before—before you, before any of this. An old bolt-hole from my solo days.” She saw our expressions. “It’s not connected to our operation because I set it up years before I met you. A basement under a pawn shop in the Eastside. Cash-paid lease under a name I haven’t used since.”

“Could Paragon know about it?”

“He knew about my frame job, my movements after. But this place predates all that. I used it maybe four times, always through shadow-travel, never approaching on foot.” She paused. “It’s not a guarantee. But it’s the best I’ve got.”

“How far?”

“Three miles. I’d shadow-walk us, but—” She flexed her hands, and the shadows around her feet barely responded. “I’m tapped out. The wall-phasing took everything.”

Three miles on foot, in wet clothes, through a city that might already be crawling with heroes looking for us. Not ideal.

“We walk,” I said. “Back streets. Neve, can you mask our heat signatures if we run into aerial surveillance?”

“A localized cooling field? Yes, but it’ll make the three of us uncomfortably cold.”

“I think we can handle uncomfortable right now.”

We walked.

The city was quiet in the way cities get at two in the morning—not silent, but muted. Distant traffic, the occasional siren, a dog barking somewhere. We stuck to alleys and back streets, moving through the industrial district’s abandoned lots and overgrown spaces like the criminals we were.

Neve walked close enough that the ambient cold from her body kept my left side chilled. Celia moved like a ghost on my right, her infiltrator’s instincts guiding us around potential exposure points even without her powers. I walked between them and tried to think.

Everything we’d built over the past four months—the intelligence network, the contacts, the carefully cultivated alliances—all of it was in danger. Paragon had found our base, which meant he might know about our associates. Webb, our man inside Aegis. Sarah Reeves, the journalist sitting on our evidence. The Liberation Front survivors who’d offered future alliance.

Marcus. Had Marcus made it out? The last I’d heard, he and the remaining Liberation Front fighters had scattered after the Retreat assault, going to ground separately. “If you ever need us, we’ll answer,” he’d said. But could we reach him safely? Could we reach anyone?

“You’re thinking too loud,” Celia murmured.

“Someone has to.”

“That’s why we have Neve.”

“I prefer to think of myself as the analytical resource,” Neve said from my other side. “Not the designated worrier.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

“The probability of those being equivalent is—” She caught herself. “Approximately yes.”

We reached the pawn shop at nearly three in the morning. It looked exactly as abandoned as advertised—boarded windows, stripped signage, the particular flavor of urban decay that said nobody had cared about this building in years. Celia led us around the back, down a narrow passage between buildings, to a concealed entrance that was invisible unless you knew exactly where to look.

The door was rusted shut. Celia managed to force it with a combination of leverage and profanity, and we descended a narrow staircase into a basement that was part workshop, part survival bunker.

“Home sweet home,” Celia said flatly. “I haven’t been here in over a year. Should still be stocked.”

She found the generator and hit the switch. It coughed, sputtered, then hummed to life—old but functional. Fluorescent lights flickered on, revealing canned food, bottled water, a workstation with equipment that looked salvaged from military surplus, and a weapons cache concealed behind a false wall panel.

“This will work,” Neve said, moving toward the workstation. Frost was already creeping along her fingertips as her powers recovered. “I need to access the backup servers. The sooner I verify our intelligence is intact—”

“The sooner we know what we have to work with,” I finished. “I know. But you need to rest first. Your cognition fragmented less than two hours ago.”

“The fragmentation has resolved.”

“And you’re going to tell me you don’t have a headache right now?”

She hesitated. That was answer enough.

“Four hours,” I said. “Your own rule—you need four hours of sleep minimum. Access the servers after that.”

“Three hours.”

“Three and a half.”

She gave me a look that contained multitudes—irritation, reluctant gratitude, something softer underneath—and then nodded once.

“Three and a half hours. Not a minute more.” She adjusted her glasses. “And only because impaired cognition would increase my error rate to an unacceptable level.”

“It’s concern for your wellbeing, Neve.”

“It’s an observation, not a compliment.”

I almost laughed.

While Neve settled onto a cot in the corner—still wearing her bodysuit, because she slept in that thing like it was pajamas—I took stock of Celia’s supplies. Canned soup, protein bars, bottled water, instant coffee. A few handguns in the weapons cache, body armor that wouldn’t stop a powered hero but might slow down a bullet, communication equipment that was generations behind what we’d had at the base.

“Not exactly our old setup,” Celia said, watching me inventory.

“It’s enough.” I found a camp stove and a pot, started heating water. “We’ve worked with less.”

“We’ve never worked with less. Our old base had full kitchen facilities, a server room, and—” She stopped herself. “Never mind. You’re right. It’s enough.”

I set the water to boil and opened two cans of soup—chicken noodle and tomato. Not exactly fine dining, but I could work with it. Some of the protein bars could be crumbled in for extra body, and there was a small bottle of dried herbs in the supplies that would help.

“You’re cooking.” Celia’s voice had shifted—softer, almost amused. “We’re homeless fugitives hiding in a basement from the most powerful hero in the country, and you’re cooking.”

“People need to eat.”

“You could just open the can and hand it to us.”

“I could. But I won’t.” I stirred the soup, watching it come together. “When everything else falls apart, you hold onto what you can. For me, that’s this.”

Celia was quiet for a moment. Then she moved closer, leaning against the counter beside me, her shadow-depleted form warm and solid.

“I’m glad it’s this,” she said. “I’m glad it’s you.”

I turned to look at her. Even exhausted, even drained, even with her red hair tangled and her clothes still damp from the drainage tunnel—she was beautiful. The kind of beautiful that made you understand why shadows followed her even when she wasn’t trying.

“Celia. About what Paragon said. When he—”

“Don’t.” Her green eyes hardened. “Not tonight.”

“He said you and he had ’unfinished business.’ He talked about you like—”

“Like I was property he’d misplaced. I know. I heard him.” Her jaw tightened. “I also heard him say Neve should go back to a ’research program.’ Heard him threaten to put you in an Aegis cell. He’s a monster, Nathan. Monsters say monstrous things.”

“This felt personal.”

“It was personal. He wanted me. I said no. He destroyed my life for it.” Her shadows stirred—just barely, thin tendrils responding to the fury she was trying to contain. “But that’s history. Right now, all that matters is that we’re alive and he’s not standing in front of us.”

I let it go. Not because I was satisfied, but because Celia would talk when she was ready, and pushing her only made her walls go up higher.

The soup was ready. I ladled it into three bowls—two for us, one for Neve when she woke. Even canned soup benefited from a few minutes of attention, from someone who cared enough to stir it properly, to add a pinch of the dried herbs, to taste it before serving.

“This is good,” Celia said after her first spoonful. “Really good. How do you make canned soup taste like—”

“Practice. Three years in a diner teaches you to make anything taste decent.”

She ate, and I ate, and we sat in that basement surrounded by the detritus of Celia’s former life and tried to pretend the world wasn’t falling apart above us.

“Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Paragon said Aegis arranged Specter’s murder. That they sent Dominion to kill him.” She set down her spoon. “If that’s true—if Aegis killed Specter to get his files, to control his network—then everything you inherited was part of their plan.”

The thought had occurred to me. It had been occurring to me on a loop since Paragon had said the words.

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe Paragon was lying to rattle us. He likes doing that.”

“And if he wasn’t lying?”

“Then we deal with it. Same as everything else.” I met her eyes. “Specter’s dead regardless. What matters is what we do with what he left behind.”

“Including his contract.”

I knew what she meant. Neve’s contract—the binding magical obligation that technically made her my... what? Employee? Servant? The terms were fuzzy and uncomfortable and something we’d all been carefully not discussing since Neve and I had fallen in love.

“That’s between me and Neve.”

“It’s between all of us. If something happens to you—if Paragon kills you—the contract breaks. She’s free, but she also loses the protective provisions. And given that Paragon specifically mentioned wanting her for a ’research program’—”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me.”

“Nathan. You’re the only one of us without powers. You’re a former line cook who carries a handgun he barely knows how to use. If Paragon gets within arm’s reach—”

“Then I’d better make sure he doesn’t.”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then she shook her head.

“You’re impossible.”

“I’ve been told.”

“It’s not a compliment.”

“Sounds like something Neve would say.”

“Maybe she’s rubbing off on me.” Celia picked up her spoon again. “God help us all.”

We finished eating. I washed the bowls—because dirty dishes attracted attention and because the ritual of cleaning was grounding in its mundane normalcy. Then I checked the security of the basement one more time, verified that the weapons were accessible, and settled onto the second cot.

Celia didn’t go to the third cot. She came to mine, wordlessly sliding in beside me, her body curving against my side with the familiarity of someone who’d learned my shape.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“It’s always okay.”

“Even when we might die tomorrow?”

“Especially then.”

Her shadows crept across us both—thin, barely there, but present. Even depleted, they moved toward me instinctively, responding to Celia’s emotions rather than her conscious control. She’d once told me that scared her—the way her powers reflected her feelings without permission. I’d told her it was one of my favorite things about her.

“Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For the drainage pipe. For reading the boring paperwork.”

“Someone has to.”

“I know.” She pressed closer. “I’m glad it’s you.”

She was asleep within minutes.

I lay awake longer, staring at the basement ceiling, listening to Celia’s breathing and the soft sounds of Neve shifting on her cot across the room. Three and a half hours until Neve would wake and access the servers. Three and a half hours to rest, to recover, to figure out what came next.

Paragon had our base. He might have our network. He had the resources of the entire Aegis organization at his disposal, plus a team of powered heroes who could level buildings.

We had a basement under a pawn shop, three handguns, and my ability to make canned soup taste good.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

Tomorrow, the war would start in earnest.


Chapter 3: Reconnaissance

Neve woke at exactly three and a half hours. I knew because I’d barely slept, and I watched her sit up at 6:47 AM with the mechanical precision of someone whose internal clock was engineered rather than evolved.

She went straight to the workstation without speaking. I made coffee—terrible coffee, because Celia’s stash only had instant, and even I couldn’t perform miracles with instant coffee—and brought it to her.

“Thank you.” She took the mug without looking away from the screen. “The backup servers are intact. Paragon hasn’t found them.”

Relief loosened something in my chest. “All of them?”

“All seven distributed nodes. The encryption is holding, and there’s no sign of unauthorized access attempts.” Her fingers moved across the keyboard with inhuman speed, her cognition fully online. “I’m downloading priority files now. Our intelligence on Aegis, Specter’s insurance documents, the financial records, Celia’s evidence on the Nightfall assassinations—everything.”

“How long?”

“Forty minutes for a complete transfer. Fifteen for the priority package.” She paused, tilting her head slightly. “There’s something else. Webb tried to contact us.”

“Webb?” Our man inside Aegis. Deputy Director of Operations, crisis of conscience, the one who’d given us the intel that made the Retreat assault possible. “When?”

“A dead-drop message on our emergency channel. Timestamp is two hours after Paragon’s attack on our base.” She pulled up the message. “He’s warning us. Says Paragon has mobilized a full task force—not just the heroes from our base, but additional teams from regional offices. Citywide search.”

“Does he say anything about our contacts?”

“He mentions Sarah Reeves specifically. Says Aegis knows about her investigation but hasn’t moved against her yet—they’re monitoring her communications, hoping she’ll lead them to us.” Neve’s jaw tightened. “He also mentions that Paragon has been asking questions about the Liberation Front. About Marcus specifically.”

Marcus. Burn-scarred, earnest Marcus, who’d led the fighters at the Retreat and offered his alliance afterward. If Paragon was looking for him—

“We need to warn him,” I said.

“We can’t. Not without risking our own exposure.” Neve finally turned to look at me, her ice-blue eyes steady. “Webb’s message includes one more piece of information. He says Sentinel—Aegis’s chief investigator—is running the operation to find us. And Sentinel is asking questions.”

“What kind of questions?”

“The kind that suggest he doesn’t know why Paragon wants us so badly. The kind that suggest he’s been told we’re terrorists who destroyed a ’research facility,’ and he’s starting to wonder why a ’research facility’ needed that level of military security.”

I felt something shift. Sentinel—the true believer, the one who genuinely thought Aegis was making the world safer. We’d identified him months ago as either our greatest potential ally or our most dangerous enemy, depending on whether the truth could reach him.

“He doesn’t know,” I said.

“He doesn’t know. But he’s suspicious.” Neve pulled up Sentinel’s profile from our files. “Webb thinks we have a window. If we can get evidence to Sentinel before Paragon realizes he’s wavering—”

“We could turn their own investigator against them.”

“Or we could get Sentinel killed. Paragon doesn’t tolerate dissent.” She pushed her glasses up—the nervous tell, the one she denied was a nervous tell. “It’s a significant risk.”

“Everything we do is a significant risk.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“Wasn’t trying to be reassuring. I was trying to be honest.”

“Those are not the same thing.” But the corner of her mouth twitched. “I’ll continue analyzing Webb’s intelligence. We need to understand the full scope of Paragon’s search before we make any moves.”

“Agreed. And Neve?”

“Yes?”

“The contract. We should talk about it.”

The typing stopped. She sat very still, her back to me, the glow of the monitor painting her white hair in shades of blue.

“Now?”

“Before things get worse. While we have a minute.”

She turned slowly. “What about it?”

“I want to release you.”

The silence that followed was heavy enough to feel.

“You want to release me,” she repeated, her voice clinically flat. “Thereby terminating the binding contract, removing the protective provisions, and freeing me of any obligation to—”

“To stay. Yes.” I crouched in front of her chair so our eyes were level. “Neve, we’re about to go to war with Aegis. Real war, not the guerrilla stuff we’ve been doing. People are going to get hurt. People might die. And if I die, the contract breaks anyway—but it breaks badly, without the protective provisions. If I release you voluntarily—”

“Then I could harm you.”

“Then you’d be free. Actually free. Not bound to me by magic and obligation, but here because you choose to be.”

Her ice-blue eyes studied me with an intensity that would have been uncomfortable from anyone else. From Neve, it just felt like being known.

“You’re not releasing me because you’re afraid of dying,” she said. “You’re releasing me because you think it’s the right thing to do.”

“It is the right thing to do.”

“Even if it means I could walk away.”

“Especially if it means you could walk away. That’s the point.”

She was quiet for a long time. When she spoke, her voice had lost its clinical edge.

“The contract specifies three termination conditions. Completion of term, voluntary release by holder, or death of holder.” She reached up and removed her glasses—carefully, deliberately, setting them on the desk. Without them, her eyes were startlingly bare. Vulnerable. “There is a fourth condition that was never explicitly stated but exists by implication.”

“Which is?”

“Mutual agreement that the obligation has been fulfilled through means not anticipated by the original terms.” She held my gaze. “Nathan, I was bound to Specter because I owed him a debt I couldn’t repay with money alone. He rescued me. He gave me purpose. The contract was my idea—my way of formalizing what I already felt.”

“I know.”

“Then know this: you have given me more than Specter ever did. More than anyone ever has. Not through the contract, not through obligation, but through—” She faltered, searching for words. “Through decency. Through trust. Through consistently being the kind of person who would release me from bondage even though it costs him a powerful asset.”

“You’re not an asset.”

“I am, factually, an extremely powerful asset. I’m also—” Another pause. “Also the woman who loves you. Those things can coexist.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying: release me. End the contract. And then watch me stay anyway, because I choose to. Because this—you, Celia, what we’re building—is worth more than any magical obligation.” She picked up her glasses and put them back on, the familiar armor returning. “And because someone needs to manage your intelligence operations, and you certainly can’t do it yourself.”

“Was that a compliment?”

“It was an observation. Clearly.”

I took her hands—cold, always cold, the cryokinetic chill that had become as familiar to me as my own heartbeat. “Then I release you. Whatever the formal words are—”

“There aren’t formal words. The contract responds to intent. If you genuinely mean to release me, unconditionally, without reservation—”

“I do.”

Something shifted. Not visibly, not dramatically—there was no flash of light, no thunderclap. But I felt it, and from the way Neve’s breath caught, she felt it too. A tension that had been present since the day I’d inherited Specter’s operation, a weight neither of us had fully acknowledged, simply... dissolved.

Neve closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were bright with something she would absolutely deny were tears.

“Interesting,” she whispered. “I didn’t expect it to feel like that.”

“Like what?”

"Like choosing."

I kissed her. Soft, careful, aware that this moment mattered in ways that went beyond strategy and survival. She responded with that precise intensity that was uniquely Neve—nothing wasted, everything deliberate, and underneath it all, a warmth that made a mockery of her ice-cold exterior.

"You're still here," I said when we parted.

"Obviously." But she didn't turn back to the workstation. Her hand was on my chest, fingers spread over my sternum like she was taking my pulse through the fabric. Her ice-blue eyes were doing something I'd never seen—looking without calculating. Seeing me instead of assessing me.

"Nathan."

"Yeah?"

"Every time we've been together—physically—the contract existed. Every time I touched you, there was a variable I couldn't eliminate." She swallowed, and the movement in her pale throat betrayed the vulnerability her voice was working so hard to contain. "I want to know what it feels like without that variable. I want—" A breath. Neve, who never hesitated, who processed language at superhuman speed, was searching for words. "I want to want you on terms that are entirely mine."

She could have recited a ballistic trajectory under fire without blinking. But this sentence, said in a basement while a download counter ticked behind her, nearly broke her.

I lifted my hand to her face. Traced the line of her jaw with my thumb. Her skin was cool as always—that perpetual chill that came with the cryokinesis, the body temperature that ran two degrees below normal and made every point of contact between us a study in thermal contrast. She leaned into the touch. Fractionally. Barely perceptible unless you'd spent months learning to read the minimal movements of a woman who'd been trained to hold still while people hurt her.

"Then take what's yours," I said.

The kiss she gave me was nothing like the one before. That had been careful, symbolic, the kind of kiss that marked a moment. This was the stored heat behind a glacier—months of wanting channeled through lips that tasted like cold air and certainty. Her hands fisted in my shirt and she pulled me toward her with a strength that surprised me every time, because Neve looked like something you could break and moved like something that could break you.

We were in the back corner of the bolt-hole, the generator humming three feet away, a hanging sheet our only wall. Celia was asleep across the room, her breathing the slow, even rhythm of someone who'd learned to sleep in hostile environments and could drop off anywhere. We should have waited. Found a better time, a better place, anything more romantic than a pawnshop basement with fluorescent backup lighting.

But Neve's fingers were pulling my shirt up with an urgency she'd never shown before—not the clinical removal I was accustomed to, where she unfastened each button like she was disarming a device, but a frantic tugging that got the fabric bunched under my arms before she gave up and I pulled it over my head myself.

Her palms flattened against my bare chest. Cold hands, fast pulse. The contradiction of Neve in a single touch.

"Your heart rate is one hundred and twelve beats per minute," she said.

"Is that an observation?"

"It's a compliment." And she kissed me again, harder, pressing herself against me until I could feel the shape of her through the bodysuit—every line of her, the cool architecture of ribs and hip bones and the soft give of her breasts against my chest.

I found the collar seal of the bodysuit. She'd shown me once, during a matter-of-fact conversation about how the garment worked, that the release mechanism was a magnetic clasp at the throat. I triggered it now and drew the zipper down—slow, watching her face as each inch of skin revealed itself in the gap. She held my gaze and let me look.

The suit parted over her collarbones, between her breasts, down the midline of her stomach. Underneath, she wore nothing—the bodysuit was its own base layer, temperature-regulated, designed for direct skin contact. I eased it off her shoulders and it fell to her elbows, and then she shrugged free and stood before me in the suit pooled at her waist, bare from the navel up.

I'd seen Neve naked dozens of times. But I'd never seen her like this—chin lifted, shoulders back, offering herself without the framework of routine or obligation. Her breasts were the same as they'd always been—slight and pretty, the elegant proportions of a woman built narrow and fine—but the way her nipples were already drawn tight, flushed from their usual paleness to a dusky pink, said that the exposure was doing something to her that had nothing to do with the basement's ambient temperature.

"You're staring," she said.

"It's an observation, not a compliment."

The tiniest crack in her composure. A breath that was almost a laugh. "You're learning."

I stepped forward and kissed the hollow of her throat, where her pulse beat fast and cool against my lips. She inhaled—a sharp, quick thing—and her hands found my shoulders, gripping. I kissed lower. The ridge of her collarbone, where frost was beginning to crystal in fern-like patterns that spread as I watched. The upper slope of her left breast, where the skin was so pale it was nearly translucent and I could see the blue thread of a vein beneath. And then her nipple, drawing it between my lips with the barest pressure, and her whole body shuddered.

"The thermal differential—" she started, and I sucked harder, and the sentence became a sound that wasn't any language.

Her fingers knotted in my hair. Not guiding—holding. Anchoring herself while her body responded in ways her mind was scrambling to catalog. I moved to the other breast, gave it the same slow attention, and felt the temperature around us drop as her powers answered the building heat in her body—Neve's perpetual contradiction, the woman who got colder the more aroused she became.

"Cot," she said. It wasn't a suggestion. It was the voice she used for tactical directives—clipped, precise, non-negotiable.

We moved to the cot in a tangle of urgency and restraint. She pushed the bodysuit the rest of the way off—hips lifting, the suit sliding down those long pale legs—while I dealt with my belt and jeans. I watched her kick the suit aside and lie back, and the sight stopped me for a moment. All that white skin against the gray sheets, her hair loose around her face like a spill of milk, her body composed of clean angles and subtle curves that caught the inadequate light and held it. The strip of white-blonde between her thighs, trimmed with the same precision she brought to everything, was the only point of warmth-color on her—faintly golden against all that winter-pale.

She reached up and removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the upturned crate that served as a nightstand. Without them, her eyes were exposed in a way that always felt intimate—sharper, more vulnerable, stripped of the filter she used to manage the world.

"Come here," she said. Two words. No analysis attached. The simplest sentence I'd ever heard her speak.

I covered her body with mine, and the cold of her skin made me hiss through my teeth—a full-contact shock that ran from my chest to my thighs. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me down, and the kiss was slow and thorough, her tongue deliberate against mine, her body pressing up into the warmth I provided like something seeking heat after years of winter.

My hand slid down her side—over the ridge of her ribs, the dip of her waist, the jut of her hip where goosebumps rose under my fingers. Between her thighs, where the cold of her body gave way to a startling slickness that was warmer than the rest of her, her arousal a secret her temperature couldn't keep. She made a sound against my mouth when I touched her there—quiet, controlled, but with a vibrato underneath that said the control was costing her.

I stroked her. Slow circles, learning the rhythm that made her breath catch—and the data came fast because Neve's body was as articulate as her mind, every response precise and readable. When I found the pace that worked, her thighs fell open wider and her hips tilted up and the frost on the pillow expanded in a crackling rush.

"There," she breathed. "There—don't change anything—"

I didn't change anything. I held the rhythm while her breathing fragmented, while her fingers dug into my shoulders, while the air between our mouths grew cold enough that our breaths came out in thin wisps of vapor. The frost crept down the cot frame. Her eyes were locked on mine—wide, unguarded, the analytical machinery behind them overwhelmed by input it couldn't process fast enough.

"Nathan—" Her voice was the most stripped thing I'd ever heard from her. "I want you inside me. I want—this time, I want it to be—"

I entered her slowly, and the cool grip of her body was familiar and completely new. She gasped—a short, truncated thing, immediately bitten back—and her walls closed around me in a way that felt like being claimed. Like her body was making the same choice her words had, taking me in not because a contract demanded it but because she wanted to, and the difference was as vast as the distance between obligation and love.

I moved, and she moved with me—her hips rising to meet mine in a rhythm that synced immediately, her body's precision applied to the ancient, imprecise act of making love. The cold was extraordinary. Her inner walls were cool and impossibly smooth, and every thrust was a study in contrast—my heat into her cold, friction generating warmth that her body immediately reclaimed, a cycle that built and built.

Her legs wrapped around me. Her heels pressed into my back, drawing me deeper. The analytical woman was gone; in her place was someone who gasped and clutched and moved with an abandon that would have embarrassed her under any other circumstances.

"You feel—" she started. Stopped. "The contract never—it was never—" Another failed sentence, her enhanced mind defeated by sensation. "This is different. This is—"

"I know."

And I did know, because I could feel it too—the difference between sex inside a power dynamic and sex between equals. Every touch was louder. Every response was realer. The sounds she was making—soft, escalating, each one less controlled than the last—were sounds she was choosing to make, not sounds wrung from her by circumstance.

The frost was everywhere now—the sheets, the frame, the hanging partition beside us laced with ice crystals that caught the generator light like scattered diamonds. Her body was tightening around me in progressive stages, her walls fluttering in warning tremors, and her breath was coming in sharp bursts that fogged the air.

I braced myself over her and gave her what she needed—harder, deeper, angling my hips the way I'd learned drove her highest. Her eyes went glassy. Her fingers found the cot frame above her head and gripped, knuckles bloodless, and the metal frosted instantly under her hands.

"Let go," I said. "No contract. No debt. Just us. Let go."

She came the way winter comes to a lake—all at once, the surface locking solid in an instant. Her body went rigid beneath me, her back arching off the cot, her mouth opening in a silent cry as ice erupted in a radial burst from the point where our bodies joined. Not frost this time—actual ice, a thin glaze that crackled across the sheets and up the cot frame and turned the hanging sheet into something that looked like frozen lace. Her walls clamped around me in rhythmic, gripping pulses, cool and relentless, and I buried my face against her neck and followed her—spilling into her with a groan I couldn't contain, her cold body pulling everything from me while the ice continued its slow expansion across our corner of the basement.

She held me through it. Legs locked, arms around my shoulders, her body a closed circuit of cold and warmth with me at the center. Her breathing came in shattered gasps that gradually smoothed. The ice stopped spreading. The temperature slowly normalized.

I lifted my head. She was looking at me with frost on her eyelashes and an expression I'd never seen before—open, calm, absent of every defensive architecture she'd built over years of institutional betrayal. She looked like a woman who'd just discovered what safety meant.

"You're still here," I said.

"Mm." She touched my face. Her fingers were cold. I didn't flinch. I'd stopped flinching at Neve's cold the first week; now it just felt like her. "Where else would I go?"

"Anywhere. That's the point."

Her thumb traced my cheekbone. Unhurried. Exploratory. The touch of a woman learning what freedom felt like, one point of contact at a time.

"Yes. I love you too. Now let me work." She said it without preamble, without transition, as if the declaration and the dismissal were parts of the same sentence—because for Neve, they were. Love was a conclusion she'd reached through data, and work was the next item in the priority queue, and both deserved the same precision. "The priority download is at sixty-three percent and I need to analyze Webb's intelligence before Celia wakes up and demands coffee."

"She makes terrible coffee."

"She makes terrible everything. But particularly coffee." The ghost of a smile—not a ghost, actually. A real smile, small and unarmored, the kind that lived in the space the contract used to fill. "Lucky for us, we have you."

She extricated herself with typical efficiency. Bodysuit retrieved from the floor, resealed at the throat, the magnetic clasp engaging with a soft click. Glasses replaced. Hair smoothed behind her ears. In ninety seconds, she was at the workstation, and the only evidence that anything had happened was the melting ice on the cot and the faint flush that lingered at the base of her throat.

But she was humming. A tuneless, quiet thing, barely audible over the generator—the kind of unconscious sound a person makes when their body is satisfied and their mind hasn't yet reasserted full jurisdiction.

Neve, who never hummed.

I left her to her work and went to inventory our remaining supplies. The war was far from over. Paragon was still hunting us, Aegis was still standing, and we were still three people against an empire.

But we were free now—all of us, fully and completely free—and we were choosing to fight.

That had to count for something.


Chapter 4: Spark

Celia woke at nine, demanded coffee, tasted the instant I’d made, and nearly spat it across the room.

“This is criminal,” she announced. “This is genuinely criminal. We’re actual criminals and this coffee is the worst crime we’ve committed.”

“It’s instant. I did my best.”

“Your best is a hate crime against caffeine.” She set the mug down with exaggerated disgust. “When we’re done overthrowing the government, we’re getting a proper espresso machine. Non-negotiable.”

Neve was still at the workstation. She’d been there for three hours, processing intelligence with the focused intensity that meant she was either building a strategy or trying very hard not to think about something emotional. Given our conversation earlier, probably both.

“Status?” Celia asked, pulling a chair up beside Neve with the casual confidence of someone who was used to making herself at home in other people’s spaces.

“Complete intelligence package downloaded and verified. Webb’s dead-drop provided additional context.” Neve pulled up a display. “I’ve mapped Paragon’s search grid. He’s divided the city into sectors with hero teams assigned to each. Aerial surveillance, ground patrols, electronic monitoring.”

“How long before they find this place?”

“Conservatively? Seventy-two hours. Less if they expand their parameters to include properties not connected to our known aliases.”

Three days. We had three days to regroup, make a plan, and start fighting back.

“We need allies,” I said. “Webb is compromised—he can pass information, but he can’t act openly. Marcus and the Liberation Front remnant are scattered. Sarah Reeves is under surveillance.”

“There’s also the question of Nightfall,” Neve said, and the name dropped into the conversation like a stone into still water.

Celia went very still. Her shadows—recovering slowly, now thick enough to pool at her feet again—surged and contracted.

“What about Nightfall?” she asked carefully.

“Webb’s intelligence mentions that Paragon has deployed Nightfall to assist in the search. Specifically, to track shadow-energy signatures.” Neve turned to face Celia. “Your shadow powers leave a residual trace that Nightfall can detect. Every time you use your abilities, you’re potentially broadcasting our location.”

“How close does Nightfall need to be?”

“Unknown. But Webb’s report suggests the range is significant—possibly citywide if you use enough power.”

The implications were clear. Celia—our infiltrator, our stealth specialist, the woman whose powers were our primary means of moving unseen—had just become a liability.

“I can limit my usage,” Celia said, but her jaw was tight. “Keep the shadows minimal. Suppress the residual trace.”

“That may not be sufficient. Nightfall has been tracking shadow-energy for years. Paragon has had a shadow-powered assassin on retainer specifically because—”

“Because of me. I know.” Celia’s voice was flat. “He got Nightfall to frame me, and now he’s using Nightfall to hunt me. Poetic.”

The three of us sat with that for a moment.

“Then we deal with Nightfall,” I said. “Before we deal with anything else. If Celia can’t use her powers without being tracked, we’re operating with one hand tied behind our back.”

“Dealing with Nightfall means finding Nightfall,” Neve pointed out. “And Nightfall has successfully avoided detection for years.”

“Nightfall has avoided detection by everyone except Celia.” I looked at her. “You spent six months gathering intelligence on Nightfall after the frame job. You know more about this person than anyone.”

“I know patterns. Behaviors. The way they use shadows differently than I do—cruder, more aggressive, less subtle.” Celia’s green eyes hardened. “But I never found them. Never even got close.”

“You were working alone then. You’re not alone now.”

Before anyone could respond, the workstation made a sound I’d never heard before—a sharp, electronic chirp that made Neve spin back to the screen.

“Someone’s probing our backup servers,” she said, her fingers flying. “Not Aegis—the access methodology is wrong. Someone else has found our distributed network.”

“Can you trace them?”

“I’m trying. They’re bouncing through proxies, using—” She stopped. Her eyebrows rose. “That’s sophisticated. Military-grade obfuscation with custom encryption layers. Whoever this is, they’re extremely skilled.”

“Threat?”

“Unknown. They’re not downloading our data. They’re just... examining it. Like they’re evaluating what we have.” Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses. “And now they’ve noticed me watching them.”

Text appeared on screen—not typed by Neve, appearing letter by letter as if someone else was writing directly to our display.

HELLO NEVE. I WAS WONDERING WHEN YOU'D SHOW UP.

Celia’s depleted shadows coiled defensively around her. I moved to the weapons cache.

“They know your name,” I said.

“They know more than my name. That level of network access means they’ve already read our operational files.” Neve typed a response: WHO ARE YOU?

The reply came immediately.

SOMEONE WHO'S BEEN WATCHING YOUR OPERATION FOR LONGER THAN PARAGON HAS. AND SOMEONE WHO THINKS YOU MIGHT BE WORTH HELPING.

Another line appeared:

BEFORE YOU PANIC — I'M NOT AEGIS. I'M NOT PARAGON'S. CHECK YOUR PERIMETER SENSORS. I'VE BEEN JAMMING AEGIS'S TRACKING ON THIS LOCATION SINCE YOU ARRIVED. IF I WANTED TO TURN YOU IN, YOU'D ALREADY BE IN CUSTODY.

Neve checked. Her expression shifted from suspicion to reluctant surprise.

“They’re telling the truth. There’s a jamming signal covering this location—broad-spectrum, highly focused. I didn’t detect it because it was already active when we arrived.” She frowned. “They knew we were coming here before we did.”

My hand tightened on the pistol I’d drawn from the cache. “Ask what they want.”

Neve typed. The response:

A MEETING. I HAVE INTELLIGENCE THAT WILL CHANGE HOW YOU FIGHT THIS WAR. AND I HAVE CAPABILITIES THAT COMPLEMENT YOUR TEAM PERFECTLY. MY NAME IS CIRCUIT. YOU CAN ALSO CALL ME SPARK.

FAIR WARNING: I'M OUTSIDE YOUR DOOR. PLEASE DON'T SHOOT ME.

Three precise knocks on the basement door.

Celia’s shadows surged forward—instinctive, protective—then flickered and thinned. She couldn’t afford to use much power, not with Nightfall potentially tracking every emanation.

“One heat signature,” Neve confirmed, checking the building’s thermal readings through the workstation. “Alone. No other contacts within three hundred meters.”

“Could be a trap,” Celia said.

“A trap that provides free jamming coverage and doesn’t alert Aegis? Unusual trap methodology.”

“All traps are unusual until they close.”

“Fair point.”

I moved to the door, pistol raised. Whoever this person was, they knew our names, our location, our server network, and had the technical capability to jam Aegis surveillance. That made them either an incredibly valuable ally or an incredibly dangerous threat.

“I’m going to open it,” I said. “Neve, be ready. Celia—conserve your shadows. We might need them later.”

I opened the door.

She was young—mid-twenties, with short blonde hair in an asymmetrical cut that framed sharp features. Her eyes were a startling electric blue, and they met mine with the particular blend of nervousness and determination that I recognized from Celia’s first night in our base.

She wore a tech-modified jacket over practical clothes—not the dramatic bodysuit I might have expected from someone called Circuit. Metallic bracers on her wrists pulsed with faint blue light, and I could see circuit-pattern traces running along her fingers and up her forearms, glowing softly like bioluminescent tattoos.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Spark. And I promise this is going to make a lot more sense once I explain.”

“Start explaining,” I said, not lowering the gun.

“Could I come inside first? I’m genuinely blocking Aegis from detecting this location, and that’s easier to do from inside a building than from a hallway.”

I glanced at Neve. She gave a fractional nod—not trust, but calculated risk-assessment.

I stepped aside.

Spark entered the basement with careful movements, her electric-blue eyes cataloging the space with the quick efficiency of someone used to evaluating environments. She stopped a respectful distance from the workstation, keeping her hands visible.

“Three years ago,” she said without preamble, “I was a college dropout with a talent for electronics and a mountain of debt. Aegis recruited me for their technical division. I spent eighteen months building and maintaining the digital infrastructure that modern hero operations depend on.”

“And?” Celia’s voice was ice. She’d positioned herself between Spark and Neve—protective instinct, even depleted.

“And I got too good at my job. Started seeing things in the data I wasn’t supposed to see. Financial discrepancies. Operations that didn’t match public records. Communications between Paragon and people who officially didn’t exist.” Spark’s jaw tightened. “When I started asking questions, they tried to have me killed.”

“Tried?”

“My power isn’t just technology manipulation.” She raised one hand, and the bracers hummed. A small holographic display flickered to life above her palm—compact, precise, nothing like the dramatic presentations you’d see in movies. “I interface with digital systems. Every network I access, I can navigate. Every device I touch, I can understand. When Aegis sent their kill team, I saw them coming through the building’s security system before they reached my floor. I left through a maintenance corridor and I’ve been off their grid ever since.”

“Two years hiding from Aegis,” I said. “Alone.”

“Two years gathering intelligence. Building a case. Waiting for—” She hesitated. “Waiting for someone worth giving it to.”

“And you chose us.”

“I chose the people who actually destroyed a black site, freed fifty-three prisoners, and survived Paragon’s personal attention.” Her electric-blue eyes met mine. “I’ve been monitoring your operation for six months. Your pattern—targeting corrupt officials, drug operations, funneling resources to people in need—it told me who you were. When you hit the Retreat, it told me what you were capable of.”

“Six months,” Neve said sharply. “You’ve been inside our network for six months?”

“Observing. Not interfering. I never took data, never compromised your security. I just watched.” Spark held Neve’s gaze. “I know how that sounds. But I needed to be sure.”

“Sure of what?”

“Sure that you were real. That you weren’t just another power play dressed up as righteousness.” She looked at each of us in turn. “I’ve been burned before. I don’t trust easily.”

“Neither do we,” Celia said.

“I know. That’s why I’m here in person instead of staying behind a screen.” Spark reached slowly into her jacket and produced a data drive. “This contains two years of intelligence I’ve gathered on Aegis. Communications, financial records, operational logs, things they thought were deleted. It’s not complete—there are gaps where even I couldn’t penetrate their security—but combined with what you already have...”

“It could be enough,” Neve finished, her analytical mind already racing ahead.

“It could be everything.” Spark held out the drive. “Take it. Read it. Verify it. If you decide I’m trustworthy, I’ll be waiting at a dead-drop location I’ll provide. If you decide I’m a threat—” She shrugged. “I’ll disappear. I’m good at that.”

“Just like that? You hand over two years of work and walk away?”

“Just like that.” Her smile was small and tired. “I’ve been alone with this information for two years, Nathan. Watching people suffer, knowing I could do something, telling myself I needed more data, more certainty, more allies. When you hit the Retreat—when you actually freed those people—I realized I’d been using caution as an excuse for cowardice.”

The basement was quiet except for the hum of the generator. I looked at Neve, who was studying Spark with the intensity she usually reserved for complex data sets. At Celia, whose depleted shadows curled protectively but whose expression had shifted from hostility to something more complicated.

“Leave the drive,” I said. “Give us twenty-four hours.”

“Done.” Spark set the drive on the nearest surface. “The dead-drop is the bench outside the Central Library on Fourth Street. If I see you there tomorrow, I’ll know.”

She moved toward the door, then stopped.

“One more thing. Aegis has someone they call Nightfall—a shadow-powered assassin Paragon uses for—”

“We know about Nightfall,” Celia said quietly.

“Then you should know this: Nightfall has been reassigned. She’s not just tracking you anymore. She’s been given a kill order.” Spark’s electric-blue eyes were grave. “For all three of you. No capture, no interrogation. Paragon wants you dead.”

The door closed behind her. The basement felt smaller without her in it.

“Well,” Celia said after a moment. “That was dramatic.”

“She gave us twenty-four hours,” I said. “That’s reasonable.”

“She’s been inside our network for six months. That’s not reasonable.”

“Neve?”

Neve was already plugging the data drive into an isolated terminal—air-gapped from the workstation, quarantined in case the drive contained malware. Her fingers moved with methodical precision.

“The jamming signal is still active,” she reported. “She’s maintaining our cover even after leaving. That’s either genuine goodwill or an exceptionally long-game trap.”

“Which do you think it is?”

Neve was quiet for a long moment, processing not just data but instinct—something she’d deny having but relied on more than she’d ever admit.

“I think she’s lonely,” Neve said finally. “And frightened. And desperate for allies in the same way Celia was when she broke into our base four months ago.”

“I wasn’t desperate,” Celia protested. “I was strategically motivated.”

“You triggered our alarm system deliberately because you wanted us to find you before you lost your nerve.”

“That’s—” Celia paused. “Okay, that’s accurate. But I prefer my version.”

I picked up the data drive that Neve was already analyzing. “Twenty-four hours. Let’s see what she’s given us.”

“And if it’s real?” Celia asked.

“Then we’ll have a lot more to work with.”

“And a fourth person in a team that’s barely managing to keep three people alive.”

“One problem at a time.”

Celia shook her head but didn’t argue further. She went to make another cup of the terrible instant coffee, shadows trailing behind her like reluctant pets—thin, cautious, conserving energy against the threat of Nightfall’s detection.

Neve began her analysis.

I stood in the middle of our borrowed basement and thought about a woman with electric-blue eyes who’d been alone for two years, gathering weapons she was afraid to use.

I knew something about that. About waiting for the courage to act. About being terrified that the moment you stopped hiding, everything you’d built would come crashing down.

Twenty-four hours.

We’d know by then whether Spark was an ally or an enemy.

Either way, the war wasn’t waiting.


Chapter 5: Intelligence

Spark’s data was real.

Neve confirmed it over the next twelve hours, cross-referencing every file against our own intelligence, checking for fabrication markers, testing the metadata for inconsistencies. By midnight, she’d verified enough to make a judgment.

“It’s authentic,” she said. “And it’s extraordinary.”

She’d laid it out on the workstation’s three monitors—a web of connections, communications, and financial trails that made our own intelligence look like a rough sketch next to a detailed painting.

“Two years,” Neve murmured, scrolling through files. “She’s documented operations we never knew about. Assassination orders. Bribery networks. An entire shadow logistics system running parallel to Aegis’s public operations.” She pulled up a specific file. “And this.”

The screen showed a video. Paragon, in civilian clothes, speaking to someone off-camera.

“—doesn’t matter if they’re guilty or not. What matters is that they’re removed from the board. Frame the shadow bitch for it. She’s already a villain; no one will question it.”

The voice off-camera: “And if she doesn’t cooperate after?”

Paragon’s golden smile. “Then we make her cooperate. I’ve been wanting to break her for months. This gives me the excuse.”

The video ended. The basement was silent.

Celia was standing very still, her shadows pooling at her feet in dark, agitated swirls. Her face was carefully blank—the kind of blank that meant everything underneath was screaming.

“That’s him,” she said. “That’s the conversation. The one where he decided to destroy my life because I wouldn’t let him touch me.”

I moved to her. Not touching—Celia retreated from touch when she was this wound tight—but close enough that she could feel me there.

“We have proof now,” I said. “Not just inference. Not just Specter’s files. Actual video of Paragon ordering the frame job.”

“Proof doesn’t mean shit if we can’t use it.”

“We can use it. When the time is right.”

“When is the time right? When he kills someone else? When he sends Nightfall after another woman who—” She stopped. Breathed. “Sorry. I know you’re trying to help.”

“You don’t need to apologize.”

“I know that too.” Her hand found my arm, squeezed once, then released. “Show me what else she has.”

Neve walked us through the major revelations. Financial records showing Aegis funneling money through shell companies—confirming what Specter’s files had suggested but with specific account numbers and transaction dates. Communications between Paragon and government officials arranging the “management” of troublesome powered individuals. Internal memos discussing The Retreat’s operations in clinical, bureaucratic language that made torture sound like a line item in a budget report.

And then, buried in the deepest layers of Spark’s intelligence, something none of us had expected.

“Heatsoul,” Neve said, pulling up a new file.

“The pyrokinetic from The Retreat?” I leaned forward. “The one who turned during the assault?”

“The one who’s currently being held in an Aegis detention facility on the city’s north side.” Neve displayed a personnel file with a photograph—a woman with sharp features and auburn hair, her expression defiant even in a booking photo. “According to Spark’s data, Aegis transferred Heatsoul to a secure holding facility rather than prosecuting her. She’s not a prisoner—she’s leverage. They’re using her to test loyalty protocols on captured assets.”

“Loyalty protocols?”

“Conditioning. The same techniques they used at The Retreat, refined and portable.” Neve’s voice was clinically neutral, but I could see the tension in her shoulders. She knew what conditioning meant. She’d experienced a version of it during her three years in government custody. “If they succeed, they gain a powerful pyrokinetic asset loyal to Aegis. If they fail—”

“She disappears.”

“Essentially.”

I thought about Heatsoul—the woman who’d guarded The Retreat’s control room and then handed us the backup codes when she realized we weren’t going to kill her. “Those people in those cells don’t deserve to die,” she’d said. “Nobody deserves what happens in this place.”

She’d turned because she had a conscience. And Aegis was going to destroy that conscience and replace it with obedience.

“We need to get her out,” I said.

“Nathan—” Celia started.

“She turned for us. She gave us the codes that saved fifty-three people. If we abandon her—”

“I’m not saying we abandon her. I’m saying we have about twelve problems and four people.” Celia gestured at the screens. “Paragon hunting us. Nightfall tracking me. Our entire network compromised. Sarah Reeves under surveillance. Marcus in the wind. Sentinel getting suspicious. Now a rescue mission? We can’t do everything at once.”

She was right. Of course she was right. But the image of Heatsoul in that booking photo—defiant, alone, the woman who’d chosen the right side and was being punished for it—wouldn’t leave my head.

“We prioritize,” I said. “Neve, what’s our most urgent problem?”

“Nightfall.” No hesitation. “As long as Nightfall can track Celia’s shadow emissions, we’re operating blind. Celia can’t use her powers for infiltration, can’t use them for combat, can’t even use them for basic self-defense without potentially broadcasting our location.”

“Agreed. Nightfall first.” I looked at the clock. “Which means we need Spark. She has network access that could help us locate Nightfall, and her technical capabilities could help us find ways to mask Celia’s shadow signature.”

“You trust her?” Celia asked.

“I trust her data. The rest, we’ll figure out.”

“That seems to be our approach to everything.”

“Has it failed us yet?”

“We’re hiding in a basement eating canned soup.”

“Alive, though. Still alive.”

Celia’s expression softened slightly. “Fine. We bring in the tech girl. But I reserve the right to be suspicious.”

“When are you not suspicious?”

“I like to think of it as situational awareness.”

“Is that what they call paranoia these days?”

“Coming from the man who reads drainage pipe maintenance logs for fun.”

“That saved our lives.”

“I know. That’s what makes it terrifying.”

Neve had been watching our exchange with the particular expression she got when she was running social calculations. “If we’re recruiting Spark, we should establish parameters. Controlled information sharing, supervised network access, and clear operational boundaries.”

“Agreed. She gets limited access until she’s proven reliable.”

“Define ’proven reliable.’”

“Alive and not betraying us after thirty days?”

“That’s a remarkably low bar.”

“We work with what we have.”

Morning came gray and overcast—fitting weather for a team about to make a decision that could save them or destroy them. I made breakfast with what we had: protein bars reconstituted into something resembling porridge, canned fruit, and more of the terrible instant coffee that made Celia physically wince with every sip.

“When this is over,” Celia declared, “I’m stealing the most expensive espresso machine in the city.”

“When this is over,” I said, “I’m cooking you a proper meal. All of you. Real food, real kitchen, real time to do it right.”

“Promise?” Neve asked. Her voice was light, but her eyes were serious.

“Promise.”

At nine o’clock, I walked to the Central Library on Fourth Street. The bench Spark had indicated was occupied by a blonde woman reading a paperback, her electric-blue eyes visible even from thirty feet away.

She looked up as I approached. I saw her expression shift through hope, relief, and careful restraint.

“Verified?” she asked.

“Verified.”

“And?”

I sat down beside her. “We have conditions. Limited access. Supervised integration. You work with us, not independently. And you explain how you found us—the real explanation, not the shortcut version.”

“Fair.” She closed the book. “Where do we start?”

“We start with Nightfall. We need to find a shadow assassin that no one’s been able to locate in four years.”

Spark’s electric-blue eyes brightened—not with her circuitry, just with the particular intensity of someone whose skills were finally being pointed at the right target.

“I have some ideas about that,” she said. “Can I show you?”

“Back at our location. Neve will want to supervise.”

“Of course she will. She doesn’t trust me.”

“Neve doesn’t trust anyone easily. That’s not personal.”

“I know.” Spark smiled—small, genuine. “I’m just glad she verified the data. It means she respects my work, even if she doesn’t respect me yet.”

“Give it time.”

“I’ve been giving things time for two years.” She stood, tucking the book into her jacket. “I’m ready for something to actually happen.”

We walked back toward the pawn shop through side streets, keeping our heads down, two people who looked like nothing special in a city full of nothing special.

“Spark.”

“Yeah?”

“The data you gave us. The video of Paragon talking about framing Celia. Where did you get it?”

She was quiet for several steps. “Paragon’s personal server. He kept recordings of sensitive conversations—insurance, I think. Protection against his own people turning on him.” Her jaw tightened. “He recorded everything. Every deal, every threat, every order. Including things that—”

She stopped.

“Including things about the women who filed complaints against him,” I finished.

“Yes.” Her voice was flat. “I have those recordings too. All six of them. Women who came forward, who tried to tell someone what he was doing, and had their lives destroyed for it.”

“You kept them.”

“Evidence. For when we can use it.” She met my eyes. “That’s what I’ve been doing for two years, Nathan. Gathering weapons. Not the explosive kind—the kind that can’t be deflected by golden shields and superhuman strength. The kind that destroy reputations and end careers.”

“And you couldn’t use them alone.”

“No. Because Aegis has media contacts, political allies, ways to spin any story. A data dump from an anonymous source gets dismissed as fabrication. But a data dump backed by physical evidence, eyewitness testimony, and a coordinated public campaign?” She smiled, and there was something dangerous in it. “That’s how you destroy an empire.”

“You’ve been planning this.”

“For two years. I just needed the right people to plan it with.”

We walked the rest of the way in a silence that felt, for the first time, like the beginning of something rather than the aftermath of something else.


Chapter 6: The Shadow's Shadow

Spark set up in a corner of the basement that Neve had grudgingly designated as “acceptable for temporary use.” She worked with a minimal kit—a modified laptop, her bracers, and a concentration so intense that her circuit-patterns glowed like road maps across her forearms.

“Nightfall is a problem with a technical solution,” she said, pulling up city infrastructure data on her laptop. “You’ve been thinking about this as a powered-individual problem. But Nightfall doesn’t just use shadow powers—they also have to exist in the physical world. They eat, they sleep, they move through the city. And movement leaves traces.”

“We looked for traces,” Celia said. She was leaning against the wall across the room, arms crossed, maintaining distance from the newcomer. “Six months of looking. Nothing.”

“You looked for shadow traces. For power signatures, for the kinds of evidence a shadow-wielder would leave.” Spark’s fingers danced across her laptop. “I’m looking for absences.”

“Absences?”

“When Nightfall moves through the city, they don’t just leave traces—they remove them. Security cameras glitch. Sensor networks drop data. Digital systems experience momentary blind spots.” She pulled up a map of the city overlaid with colored dots. “I’ve been analyzing the city’s surveillance grid for anomaly patterns—moments where multiple cameras in a single area experience simultaneous technical failures. Most of these are genuine malfunctions. But some of them form patterns.”

She highlighted a series of dots. They formed a rough path through the city—starting from the financial district, moving through midtown, ending in the residential area near the waterfront.

“That’s from three days ago. Seventeen camera failures in sequence, spanning about forty minutes. The official explanation is a power fluctuation in the grid.” Spark’s electric-blue eyes gleamed. “But I cross-referenced with the power company’s logs. No fluctuation was recorded.”

“Someone was moving through those areas and disabling cameras as they went,” Neve said, leaning in to study the pattern.

“Not disabling. Disrupting. There’s a difference—disabling is deliberate, leaves evidence. Disrupting is what happens when shadow energy interferes with electronic systems.” Spark looked at Celia. “Your shadows do the same thing, by the way. But you’ve learned to control it. Nightfall apparently hasn’t—or doesn’t care.”

“Because Nightfall has never had to hide from someone who could read the digital breadcrumbs,” I said.

“Exactly.” Spark began overlaying more patterns—different dates, different paths, all converging on the same general area. “Over the past two months, I’ve identified thirty-seven probable Nightfall transits. And they all originate from or return to the same neighborhood.”

She zoomed in on the waterfront district. A cluster of warehouses, industrial buildings, a few residential blocks.

“Nightfall has a base,” Neve said. “In the waterfront district.”

“Nightfall has a home,” Spark corrected. “The transit patterns include grocery runs, laundry trips, a bi-weekly visit to a clinic on Harbor Street. Whoever Nightfall is when they’re not killing for Paragon, they live like a normal person.”

Celia had gone very quiet. Her shadows were stirring, responding to something I couldn’t name.

“Can you narrow it further?” I asked.

“I think so. Give me another few hours with the data. I can probably identify the specific building, maybe even the unit.”

“Do it.”

Spark returned to her work. I watched Celia, who hadn’t moved from her position against the wall.

“Hey,” I said, crossing to her. “You okay?”

“Fine.” The word was clipped, automatic.

“Celia.”

She looked at me, and there was something in her green eyes that I rarely saw—not anger, not fear, but something older and deeper.

“Nightfall framed me for three murders,” she said quietly. “A journalist, a city councilman, a lawyer. People who were investigating Aegis. People who might have exposed the truth years before we did.” She swallowed. “Those murders—Nightfall used shadow powers to commit them. My shadow powers, to the forensic analysis. That’s how Paragon made the frame stick.”

“I know.”

“What you don’t know is what that means. Nightfall’s powers are similar to mine—similar enough to be indistinguishable to anyone who isn’t an expert. Which means one of two things. Either we have the same power source, some common origin we don’t know about. Or—”

“Or Nightfall was specifically recruited because their powers would match yours.”

“Paragon planned the frame job months in advance. He needed someone whose abilities could pass as mine. That’s not coincidence—that’s casting.” Her shadows curled tight around her fists. “I need to face Nightfall, Nathan. Not just to stop the tracking, not just to remove a tactical threat. I need to look in the face of the person who stole my life.”

“You will.”

“Promise?”

I didn’t make promises lightly. Not to Celia, who’d been promised things by too many people who didn’t follow through.

“Promise.”

Her hand found mine, squeezed once—hard, like she was holding onto something she was afraid to drop.

“Thank you.”

We stayed like that for a moment. Then she released my hand and straightened, pushing off the wall, her expression shifting back to the controlled mask she wore like armor.

“I’m going to check the perimeter. Without powers,” she added before I could object. “Old-fashioned eyes and ears. Even Nightfall can’t track that.”

She disappeared up the stairs, leaving me alone with the sounds of Neve and Spark working—two very different kinds of brilliance pointed at the same problem.

I went to make lunch. We had canned tuna, crackers, and some dried vegetables that could be reconstituted into something approaching soup. Not much to work with, but I’d been a line cook. I could make anything taste decent with enough creativity and the right amount of salt.

“Your operational technique is interesting,” Spark said from her corner, watching me cook.

“My operational technique?”

“Cooking. When things get tense, you cook. It’s a grounding mechanism.” She tilted her head, circuit-patterns flickering. “Everyone on your team has one. Neve analyzes data. Celia checks perimeters. You feed people.”

“Someone has to.”

“It’s more than that. Food is care made tangible. You can’t fix the world, but you can make sure the people fighting to fix it aren’t hungry.” She paused. “I think that’s why your team works. Not because of powers or intelligence or tactics. Because you actually give a shit about the people around you.”

“You’ve been watching us for six months. You could have reached out sooner.”

“I wasn’t sure you were real. People who actually give a shit—genuinely, not performatively—they’re rare. I needed to be certain.” Her electric-blue eyes held mine. “I’m certain now.”

“Good.” I set a bowl of reconstituted soup in front of her. “Eat. You’ve been working for three hours without a break.”

She looked at the soup, then at me, and something shifted in her expression—surprise, maybe, or the particular vulnerability of someone who wasn’t used to being taken care of.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Don’t thank me yet. Wait until you taste it.”

She tasted it. Her eyebrows rose.

“How did you make canned soup and dried vegetables taste like actual food?”

“Practice.”

“Is there anything you can’t cook?”

“I’ve been told my soufflé is only acceptable.”

“By who?”

“Neve.”

“That’s basically a standing ovation from Neve.”

I almost smiled. “Don’t let her hear you say that.”

Across the room, Neve’s typing paused for exactly one second—the Neve equivalent of laughing—before resuming.

The afternoon passed in focused work. Spark narrowed Nightfall’s location to a specific building—a converted warehouse in the waterfront district, fourth floor, unit 4C. Neve cross-referenced with municipal records and found the lease: paid in cash, held by a name that didn’t match any known individual.

“We have a target,” I said as evening settled over the city.

“We have a location,” Neve corrected. “A target implies we have a plan.”

“Then let’s make one.”

We gathered around the workstation—all four of us, for the first time working together. Neve pulled up building schematics while Spark overlaid electronic surveillance data. I contributed what I knew about tactical approaches from months of planning operations, and Celia provided the one thing none of us could replicate: expert knowledge of how a shadow-wielder thinks.

“Nightfall will have the building rigged,” Celia said. “Escape routes, defensive positions, early warning systems. Any shadow-user would. The question is whether they rely on powers or technology.”

“The digital footprint suggests minimal technology,” Spark offered. “No internet service at that address. No registered electronics. Either Nightfall is off-grid by choice or—”

“Or they’re old school. Powers only.” Celia nodded. “That’s how I’d do it. Technology leaves traces. Shadows don’t—usually.”

“Which means our approach needs to neutralize shadow advantages,” I said. “Neve, your ice—if you flash-freeze an area, does that affect shadow movement?”

“Cryokinetic interference disrupts shadow cohesion at extreme temperatures. Not permanently, but enough to cause momentary disorientation.” Neve’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses. “I could create a cold zone around the building. Nightfall’s shadows would be sluggish within it—reduced response time, limited range.”

“And Spark, you could monitor for any electronic signals—alarms, communications, calls for backup?”

“Already planning on it. I’ll have the building’s entire electronic environment mapped before we go in.”

“Celia.” I looked at her. “You’re the primary. This has to be you.”

“I know.” Her green eyes were steady. “Nightfall is my mirror. My shadow, if you’ll pardon the expression. I’m the only one who can match them power for power.”

“But you can’t use your full abilities without being tracked.”

“That’s the point, isn’t it? If I engage Nightfall directly—if we’re both using shadow powers in the same space—Nightfall can’t report my location without reporting their own. Their tracking advantage disappears the moment we’re in the same room.”

It was elegant. Dangerous, but elegant.

“I don’t like it,” I said.

“You don’t have to like it. You just have to let me do it.”

“What’s my role?”

“Same as always.” She smiled—sharp, fierce, the Celia that I’d fallen for. “Logistics. Planning. Making sure everything runs smoothly so the powered people can do the dramatic stuff.”

“And if something goes wrong?”

“Then you figure out a creative solution using boring paperwork and drainage pipe locations.” She leaned forward. “That’s your superpower, Nathan. You find the thing nobody else notices. The exit that wasn’t an exit. The detail buried in the fine print. You’re the reason we’re alive.”

“I’m a former line cook.”

“You’re the most dangerous line cook I’ve ever met.”

Neve adjusted her glasses. “If we’re done with the mutual admiration, perhaps we could finalize the operational timeline?”

“Jealous, Frosty?”

“Of what? Your inability to make coffee? Your shadow-based mood lighting? Your tendency to—”

“I missed this,” Celia said, and the honesty in her voice stopped Neve mid-sentence. “I missed having people to argue with.”

Neve was quiet for a moment. Then: “I suppose the arguing is... tolerable.”

“That’s practically ’I love you’ in Neve-speak.”

“It is nothing of the sort.”

But she was smiling. Just barely, just at the corners, but smiling.

We planned deep into the night. By midnight, we had an operational framework. By two in the morning, we had contingencies. By three, Neve declared the plan “acceptable with reservations” and insisted we sleep.

Celia took the cot nearest the door—old habit, always closest to the exit. Neve claimed the cot by the workstation, within arm’s reach of her equipment. Spark hesitated, then set up her bedroll in the corner she’d claimed, maintaining the careful distance of someone who hadn’t yet earned the right to be close.

I lay on my cot and stared at the ceiling, running the plan through my head one more time.

Tomorrow, we’d confront Nightfall. Tomorrow, Celia would face the person who’d destroyed her old life.

Tomorrow, the war would take another step forward.

I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, thinking about shadows within shadows, and the courage it took to walk into darkness voluntarily.


Chapter 7: Mirror

We hit the waterfront at midnight.

The plan was straightforward, which worried me. In my experience, straightforward plans were the ones that went sideways fastest—usually because the universe enjoyed punishing overconfidence.

The converted warehouse sat at the end of Harbor Row, a block of industrial buildings that had been rezoned for residential use about a decade ago and promptly forgotten by the city planning department. Half the units were vacant. The rest were occupied by people who valued privacy over building codes. Perfect territory for someone who didn’t want to be found.

“Positions,” I said into the earpiece Spark had assembled from components in Celia’s bolt-hole. Low-power, short-range, encrypted with a protocol she’d designed herself. Not as clean as the equipment we’d lost at the base, but functional.

“North side, ground level,” Neve reported. Her voice was steady, clinical—operational mode, every syllable measured. “I have line of sight on the building’s primary entrance and the fire escape on the east face. Temperature drop initiating in three minutes.”

“Electronics mapped,” Spark said from her position in a van she’d hotwired two blocks away. I’d asked her where she learned to hotwire vehicles, and she’d said “YouTube” with a straight face that made it impossible to tell if she was joking. “No active signals from the building. No phones, no Wi-Fi, no hardwired connections. The target is completely off-grid.”

“Told you,” Celia murmured beside me. “Old school.”

We were crouched on the roof of the adjacent building, close enough to see the fourth-floor windows of unit 4C. The windows were dark, but that meant nothing for a shadow-wielder. Darkness was home.

“Celia,” I said. “Walk me through it one more time.”

She didn’t sigh, though I could tell she wanted to. We’d run through the plan six times already. But she understood why I kept asking—not because I doubted her, but because repetition was how I managed the part of my brain that was screaming about all the ways this could go wrong.

“I enter through the fourth-floor window. Shadow-phase through the glass—quiet, no breakage, minimal energy expenditure.” She ticked the points off on her fingers. “I locate Nightfall. I engage. If Nightfall runs, Neve’s cold zone slows their shadows enough for me to close the distance. If Nightfall fights, I fight. If Nightfall tries to signal Paragon, Spark jams the transmission.”

“And if Nightfall is stronger than we expect?”

“Then I retreat through the window and Neve flash-freezes the entire floor. We regroup and reassess.”

“And you don’t push past your limits.”

Her green eyes found mine in the dark. “Nathan.”

“Promise me.”

“I promise I won’t do anything stupider than you would.”

“That’s not remotely reassuring.”

“I know. That’s why I said it.” She leaned forward and kissed me—quick, firm, tasting of the mint she’d chewed to settle her nerves. “I’ll be fine. I’ve been waiting for this for over a year.”

“That’s what worries me.”

“You worry about everything.”

“Someone has to.”

“That’s why we have Neve.”

From the earpiece, Neve’s voice: “I can hear you. And I worry about data, not hypotheticals. There’s a meaningful distinction.”

“She worries about everything too,” Celia whispered conspiratorially. “She just uses bigger words for it.”

“I heard that as well.”

“I meant you to.”

“Temperature drop initiating,” Neve said, pivoting to business with the particular firmness that meant she was done being teased. “Celia, you’ll feel it in approximately ninety seconds. The cold zone will extend forty meters in every direction from the building’s center, dropping ambient temperature to approximately minus fifteen Celsius.”

“That’s going to be noticeable.”

“It’s midnight in an industrial district in early winter. A temperature anomaly will be dismissed as weather. The cold zone will destabilize shadow cohesion within it—Nightfall’s control will be reduced by an estimated thirty to forty percent. Your control will be similarly affected.”

“But I know it’s coming. Nightfall doesn’t.”

“Correct. That’s your advantage. Use it.”

I felt the cold arrive before I saw it. Not the gradual chill of winter air—this was Neve’s cold, precise and purposeful, rolling outward from her position like a wave. Frost formed on the rooftop beneath my feet. My breath turned to vapor.

“Cold zone active,” Neve confirmed. “Maintaining.”

“No electronic responses from the building,” Spark added. “No alarms triggered. If Nightfall noticed the temperature change, they’re not reacting digitally.”

Celia stood. Her shadows pooled around her feet—not the thin, depleted wisps of two days ago, but thick, responsive darkness that moved with her like a living cloak. She’d been conserving power since Spark’s warning about Nightfall’s tracking, and the rest had done her good. She looked dangerous. She looked ready.

“Hey,” I said.

She looked back at me.

“Come back.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “Always.”

She stepped off the roof.

I’ll never get used to watching Celia work. The shadows caught her mid-fall, slowing her descent, guiding her across the gap between buildings like dark water flowing uphill. She reached the fourth-floor window of unit 4C in seconds—a silent shape pressed against glass, barely distinguishable from the darkness around her.

Through the earpiece, I heard her breathing slow. Felt the moment she focused.

Then she was through the glass—no sound, no shatter, just Celia and her shadows melting through solid matter the way she’d melted us through the wall at the base. She could do that by herself without the drain of carrying a passenger. Once through, she’d be inside Nightfall’s space, and the confrontation would begin.

“I’m in,” she whispered. “Dark. Quiet. One room—open floorplan, warehouse conversion. Bed in the corner, kitchen area, workstation. No sign of—”

She stopped.

“Celia?”

“There’s someone here.” Her voice had changed—not afraid, but confused. “Nathan, there’s... this isn’t what I expected.”

“What do you see?”

“A woman. Sleeping. She’s—young. Maybe twenty, twenty-one. She’s thin. Too thin.” A pause that stretched long enough to make my chest tighten. “There are scars on her arms. Not combat scars. These are...” Another pause. “Restraint marks. The kind you get from being held down for a long time.”

My stomach turned. I knew what those marks looked like. Neve had them on her wrists—faded now, but visible in certain light. Marks from the facility where she’d been held.

“Celia, stay focused. Is she Nightfall?”

“I don’t... There are shadows around her. Even in sleep, they’re moving. Agitated, defensive, like—” She made a sound that was almost a laugh but held no humor. “Like mine. They move like mine. Nathan, her shadows are doing the same thing mine do when I’m having nightmares.”

“Celia—”

“I know. I know, stay focused.” I heard her take a breath. “I’m approaching. She’s—”

A sound. Not through the earpiece—through the air. A crack of shadow energy, sudden and violent, followed by Celia’s sharp intake of breath.

“Contact!” Celia hissed. “She’s awake, she’s—”

The earpiece erupted with noise. Shadow against shadow—I could hear it even through the tiny speaker, a sound like tearing fabric layered over something deeper, something that resonated in the bones. Celia’s breathing became rapid, punctuated by the grunt of physical exertion.

“Celia, status!”

“She’s fast—faster than I expected—the cold zone is working but she’s compensating—”

“Neve, can you increase the cold?”

“Not without risking Celia’s shadow cohesion equally. The cold doesn’t discriminate between umbrakinetic signatures.”

Another crash from the earpiece. Something breaking—furniture, a wall, hard to tell.

“Electronic spike,” Spark reported, her voice tight. “The target just tried to send a signal. Short-range, coded. I’m jamming it but she’s trying to adapt.”

“She’s calling Paragon,” I said.

“Confirmed. The signal matches Aegis communication protocols. She’s using a shadow-frequency transmitter—embedded, probably subdermal. I can jam it, but if she gets close to the edge of my range—”

“How far is your range?”

“Half a mile. We’re fine as long as she stays in the building.”

From the earpiece, Celia’s voice came in ragged bursts between sounds of combat. “Nathan—she’s not—she’s not fighting like an assassin—”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean she’s fighting like a cornered animal. No technique, no strategy—just power and panic. She’s—” A grunt. “She’s terrified.”

I stood on the rooftop, useless. This was the part of the job I hated most—the part where the people I loved were in danger and I couldn’t do anything except talk into an earpiece and hope. I wasn’t a hero. I didn’t have powers that could reach across a building and protect someone. I had a handgun I barely knew how to use and a talent for reading boring paperwork.

But I also had a brain, and Celia had just told me something that changed the shape of the situation.

Nightfall wasn’t fighting like an assassin. She was fighting like someone who was afraid.

“Celia, disengage.”

“What?”

“Disengage. Pull back. Don’t attack.”

“Nathan, she’s trying to kill me—”

“She’s trying to escape. There’s a difference. If she was Paragon’s trained assassin, she’d be using technique—precision kills, targeted strikes. You said she’s panicking. That means she’s not in assassin mode. She’s in survival mode.”

A pause filled with the sound of shadows colliding.

“He’s right,” Neve said quietly over the comms. “The behavioral profile doesn’t match. A trained assassin with four years of kill operations wouldn’t panic at the appearance of a single intruder, even a powerful one. Unless the person in that apartment is not the same person who commits those operations.”

“You think she’s being controlled,” Celia said.

“I think we need to consider the possibility.”

More sounds of shadow conflict, but shifting—Celia was pulling back, creating distance. I could hear the change in her breathing as she transitioned from attack to defense.

“Spark, can you analyze that subdermal transmitter? If there’s an embedded device, could it be used for more than communication?”

“Already on it.” Keys clicking rapidly. “The signal has two components. One is the distress call to Paragon. The other is... hold on.” More clicking. Then silence. Then, very quietly: “Oh no.”

“Spark?”

“The second component is a neural interface. It’s not just a transmitter—it’s a receiver. Paragon can send signals to it. Coded instructions that interact with the host’s nervous system.” Her voice had gone flat, the way people’s voices go when they’re describing something terrible and trying to remain professional. “It’s a leash. A digital leash.”

The rooftop was very cold. Neve’s cold zone, yes, but also the cold that comes from understanding something horrible.

“He controls her,” I said.

“The device allows behavioral modification through direct neural stimulation. Pain compliance, emotional suppression, potentially involuntary motor control for short periods.” Spark’s typing had stopped. “Nathan, this is the same technology Aegis developed at The Retreat. Miniaturized. Implanted. She’s not his assassin by choice. She’s his weapon.”

In the earpiece, Celia had gone very quiet.

“Celia?”

“I heard.” Her voice sounded nothing like the woman who’d kissed me on the rooftop ten minutes ago. It sounded like the woman who’d told me about Paragon’s hands on her body, about the realization that a golden hero wanted to own her. “I heard every word.”

“What’s happening in there?”

“She stopped fighting. She’s in the corner. Her shadows are—they’re wrapped around her like a cocoon. She’s shaking.” A breath. “Nathan, she’s crying.”

I closed my eyes.

“Talk to her.”

“And say what?”

“The truth. Tell her who you are. Tell her what Paragon did to you. Tell her she’s not alone.”

Silence from the earpiece. Long enough that I started to worry. Then Celia spoke—not to me, not through the comms, but to the woman in the apartment. Her voice was different. Softer. The voice she used in the dark, when the masks came down.

“My name is Celia. Paragon framed me for the murders you committed—the ones he made you commit. I’ve spent the last year wanting to kill the person who destroyed my life.” A pause. “But I don’t think that person is you.”

I couldn’t hear the response. Whatever happened next was between Celia and Nightfall, two women in a dark apartment with shadows pooling around them.

“Neve,” I said quietly. “Start pulling the cold zone back. Gradually. If she’s not fighting, we don’t need to suppress her.”

“Copy.” Neve’s voice was controlled, but I’d learned to hear the things she kept underneath the control. She was thinking about restraint marks and government facilities and the three years she’d spent being someone else’s experiment. “Temperature rising at a rate of one degree per minute. Non-threatening.”

Two minutes passed. Three. The sounds from the earpiece were muffled—conversation, not combat. Celia’s voice, low and steady. Another voice, younger, fractured.

Then Celia spoke clearly into the comms.

“Nathan, I need you in here.”

“I can’t shadow-walk through walls.”

“There’s a door. Fourth floor. Stairs from the lobby. Spark, is the building clear?”

“No other heat signatures. You’re clear.”

I looked at the gap between rooftops, the four-story drop, the complete absence of convenient shadow-transport.

“I’ll take the stairs,” I said.

The building smelled like dust and neglect—the particular odor of spaces that had been abandoned not all at once but gradually, occupant by occupant, until only the stubborn and the hidden remained. I climbed the stairs with my hand on the railing and my heart doing things that were medically inadvisable.

The door to 4C was ajar. I pushed it open and stepped into darkness.

Not complete darkness—Neve’s cold zone was receding, and through the warehouse windows, the distant city glow provided just enough light to see shapes. A sparse apartment. A bed. A kitchen counter with three items on it: a can of soup, a box of crackers, a bottle of water. The kind of supplies someone lived on when they didn’t know how to cook and didn’t care enough to learn.

Celia was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room, her shadows pooled around her in a calm, non-threatening circle. Across from her, huddled in the corner with her own shadows wrapped tight like a blanket, was Nightfall.

She was young. That was the first thing—younger than I’d imagined, younger than any of us. Pale, thin in the way that spoke of meals missed rather than diets chosen, with dark hair cut short and uneven, like she’d done it herself with kitchen scissors. Her eyes were dark too—so dark they seemed to absorb light, and they looked at me with the same expression I’d seen on the faces of the prisoners we’d freed from The Retreat.

Not the look of a killer. The look of someone who’d stopped believing anyone would come.

“This is Nathan,” Celia said. “He’s... mine. One of mine.” She glanced at me, and I saw the rawness in her green eyes—the fury and the grief tangled together so tight she couldn’t separate them. “Nathan, this is Mira.”

“Mira,” I repeated.

“That’s my name.” Her voice was barely audible—rough, like she didn’t use it often. “He calls me Nightfall. I don’t—I never chose that name.”

I crouched down. Slowly, the way you’d approach a frightened animal, hating the comparison even as I made it.

“How long?” I asked.

She knew what I meant. “Four years. Since I was seventeen.”

Seventeen. The same age Neve had been when the government took her. The same age when someone decided that a powered teenager was a resource to be exploited rather than a person to be protected.

“He found me on the street,” Mira continued. Her shadows tightened around her. “I’d been living rough for a few months after my powers manifested. My parents—they were afraid of me. I left before they could call anyone.” She swallowed. “He was kind at first. Said he could help me learn to control my abilities. Took me to a facility. The doctors there—”

“The Retreat,” I said.

Her dark eyes widened. “You know about—”

“We destroyed it.” I kept my voice even. “Eight days ago. Every prisoner freed. The facility collapsed.”

Something shifted in her expression. Not hope—it was too early for hope—but something that might become hope if given enough reason.

“The implant,” she said, touching the back of her neck. “They put it in during my third week. After that, when he told me to do things, I...” Her jaw worked. “I could feel myself doing them. Like watching through a window. Sometimes I’d come back to myself hours later and there would be blood on my hands and I wouldn’t—I didn’t—”

“You don’t have to explain,” Celia said. Her voice was steady, but her shadows were churning—dark, furious shapes responding to the rage she was keeping carefully contained. “We understand.”

“No.” Mira’s eyes fixed on Celia. “You need to understand. The people I—the murders. The journalist, the councilman, the lawyer. I remember all of them. The implant controls my body, but it doesn’t erase my memory. He made sure of that. He said the memories were part of the training.” Her voice cracked. “He said if I ever disobeyed, he’d make me kill someone I cared about, and make me remember every second.”

The apartment was very quiet.

“Spark,” I said into the earpiece. “The neural implant. Can you disable it?”

“I’ve been analyzing the signal since I identified it. The device is sophisticated—military-grade, probably developed at The Retreat’s research division.” A pause. “I can jam the command signal, which is what I’m already doing. He can’t activate it remotely as long as I’m blocking. But disabling it permanently? That would require physical removal, and the device is integrated with her neural pathways. If it’s removed incorrectly—”

“It kills me,” Mira finished. “He told me that, too. Said the implant was a dead man’s switch. If I tried to run, if anyone tried to remove it, I’d die.” She looked at me with those dark, exhausted eyes. “I don’t know if that’s true or another lie. He lies about everything.”

“He does,” I agreed. “But we know someone who might be able to tell the difference.” I looked at Celia, who was already thinking the same thing. “Webb. Deputy Director of Operations, crisis of conscience, knows things about Aegis technology that nobody else outside the organization does.”

“Webb went dark after the base attack,” Celia said. “His dead-drop messages are our only contact.”

“Then we use the dead-drop. Ask specifically about neural implant technology—disabling methods, removal protocols. If anyone knows whether the dead man’s switch is real, it’s the man who helped build the organization that designed it.”

Mira was staring at me. “You’d help me? After everything I—after the people I killed for him?”

“You didn’t kill anyone. He did. He used your body as the weapon, but the finger on the trigger was his.”

“That’s—” She stopped. Tried again. “That’s a kind thing to say.”

“It’s not kind. It’s accurate.”

“Nathan’s like that,” Celia said, and her voice had softened, the rage receding just enough to let something gentler through. “He says things that sound kind but are actually just true. It’s deeply unsettling at first.”

Despite everything, Mira almost smiled.

“We need to move,” I said. “Spark is jamming the implant’s signal, but Paragon will notice when Nightfall’s regular check-in doesn’t happen. How often does he contact you?”

“Every morning. Six AM. If I don’t respond—”

“Then he’ll come looking. Which means we have about five and a half hours to get you somewhere safe and figure out our next move.”

“I can’t go to your base,” Mira said. “If the jam drops, even for a second, the implant activates and he’ll know exactly where I am.”

“Then we need to keep the jam active. Spark?”

“I can maintain the signal block as long as I’m within range. Half-mile radius, remember? Wherever she goes, I need to go too. At least until we figure out how to remove the implant.”

Which meant our team of four just became five—functionally, at least. Whether Mira was trustworthy beyond the scope of her pain was a question for later. Right now, the priority was getting her out of an apartment that Paragon knew about and into somewhere he didn’t.

“Celia’s bolt-hole,” I said. “It’s the only location we have that isn’t connected to our known operations. We bring her there, maintain the jam, and reach out to Webb for intel on the implant.”

“Agreed,” Neve said over comms. “I’m pulling the cold zone entirely. Moving to the vehicle.”

“Vehicle?”

“The van Spark commandeered. It’s faster than walking and less conspicuous than shadow-travel.”

I turned to Mira. “Can you walk?”

She stood. It clearly cost her—she swayed, caught herself against the wall, and her shadows flared defensively before she pulled them back. Up close, she was even thinner than I’d thought. The apartment’s kitchen told the story: a single can of soup, crackers, water. Paragon kept his weapon fed just enough to function.

“I can walk,” she said. “I’ve walked through worse.”

“You won’t have to walk alone.”

She looked at me like I’d spoken a language she didn’t recognize. Then she looked at Celia, who nodded—one sharp, certain motion.

“He’s like that,” Celia said again. “You’ll get used to it.”

We left the apartment in the gray hour before dawn. Neve met us at the building’s ground floor, her white hair catching what little light filtered through the industrial district’s grimy windows. Her ice-blue eyes assessed Mira with the clinical precision I’d come to rely on—not judging, just calculating. Risks, probabilities, the thousand variables that her enhanced cognition processed faster than any normal mind.

Mira flinched when she saw Neve. “You’re the cryokinetic. The cold—that was you.”

“It was. I apologize for the discomfort. It was necessary.”

“It worked. My shadows were—” Mira flexed her hands, watching the darkness respond. “Sluggish. I’ve never felt that before.”

“Fire has a similar effect on shadow cohesion,” Neve said, adjusting her glasses. “Though through heat rather than cold. Both disrupt the energy matrix that umbrakinetic powers depend on.”

“I know about the fire.” Mira’s expression flickered. “Paragon tested it. He wanted to know what would hurt me the most.”

Neve’s typing fingers went still. Then she reached out and touched Mira’s shoulder—briefly, precisely, the gesture of someone who understood exactly what those tests meant because she’d survived her own version of them.

“You’re safe now,” Neve said. “That’s not an empty reassurance. It’s a tactical assessment based on available resources and team capability.”

“That’s how Neve says she cares,” Celia translated. “Through tactical assessments.”

“It’s an observation—”

“Not a compliment,” Celia and I said simultaneously.

Neve gave us both a look that could have frozen the harbor without any cryokinetic assistance.

We loaded into the van. Spark was in the driver’s seat, her bracers glowing softly as she maintained the jamming signal, her electric-blue eyes checking the mirrors with the nervous efficiency of someone who hadn’t driven a van in a while—if ever.

“Everyone in? Good. Because I should mention that my driving skills are mostly theoretical.”

“Theoretical?” I asked from the passenger seat.

“I’ve interfaced with the vehicle’s electronic systems. I understand the mechanical principles. The practical application is... developing.”

The van lurched forward with a jerk that made Neve reach for the grab handle.

“Developing,” Neve repeated flatly.

“It’s a process.”

“The process appears to involve vehicular homicide.”

“That’s an exaggeration. I’ve only hit one curb.”

“We’ve traveled thirty meters.”

Celia, in the back seat with Mira, leaned forward. “I could drive.”

“Do you have a license?” I asked.

“I have shadow powers and a criminal record. A license seems redundant.”

“I’ll drive,” Neve said, in the tone that meant the conversation was over.

We swapped. Neve drove with the mechanical precision she applied to everything—efficient, controlled, exactly two miles under the speed limit. Spark maintained the jam from the passenger seat, her circuit-patterns casting faint blue light across the dashboard.

In the back, Celia sat beside Mira. Not touching, not speaking—just present. I watched them in the rearview mirror, two women with shadow powers and too much experience with men who thought power entitled them to ownership.

Celia caught my eye in the mirror and held my gaze for a moment. I saw the question in her expression—the one she wouldn’t ask out loud because asking it meant admitting she didn’t know the answer.

Are we doing the right thing?

I gave her the smallest nod I could manage.

We’re trying.

It would have to be enough.

We reached the bolt-hole without incident. The pawn shop basement felt smaller with five people, but Celia made space—clearing a corner, finding an extra blanket, setting up a partition with a hanging sheet that gave Mira a semblance of privacy.

Spark maintained her position near the entrance, bracers humming. The jam was holding.

Neve went straight to the workstation. “I’m drafting a message for Webb’s dead-drop. Priority request: neural implant specifications, removal protocols, and confirmation on whether the dead man’s switch is functional or a control mechanism.”

“Include a secondary request,” I said. “Sentinel’s investigation. We need to know how close Sentinel is to finding us—and how close he is to questioning why Paragon wants us dead.”

“Noted.” She paused. “I’m also going to run a data cross-reference on Mira’s implant signal against the research files Dr. Chen provided. If the implant was developed at The Retreat, there may be documentation—schematics, testing protocols, removal procedures.”

“Dr. Chen’s files.” I’d almost forgotten. The intelligence from the woman who’d saved Neve’s life, delivered before her death. Files that documented a decade of government-sponsored experimentation on powered individuals. “That’s good, Neve.”

“It’s thorough.” She pushed her glasses up. “I’m also adding a tertiary request for Webb—current status of Heatsoul. If she’s still in Aegis detention, and if they’re using the same implant technology on her—”

“Then we might need to rescue two people instead of one.”

“The operational complexity multiplies considerably with each additional objective.”

“I know.”

“Just ensuring you’re aware.”

“I’m the logistics guy, Neve. Being aware of operational complexity is what I do.”

The ghost of a smile. “Fair point.”

I left her to her work and went to check on Mira. She was sitting on the makeshift bed Celia had assembled, her shadows curled protectively around her feet, staring at nothing.

“Hey,” I said, crouching nearby. “When’s the last time you ate?”

She blinked. “I don’t—yesterday? The crackers.”

“Just crackers?”

“The soup was from two days ago.” She said it matter-of-factly, the way someone describes weather—unremarkable, unchangeable.

I went to the supplies. We were running lower than I’d like—the five of us were burning through Celia’s old stash faster than anticipated. But there was still enough to work with: canned chicken, rice, a few limp vegetables that were past their best but not past their usefulness. Some bouillon cubes. Salt.

I cooked. Not because it was the most important thing I could be doing, but because it was the most important thing I could be doing. Neve had the intelligence work. Spark had the jamming. Celia had—

Celia had positioned herself between Mira and the door. Not obviously guarding, just there. Present. Awake. A shadow-wielder standing watch over another shadow-wielder, because she understood something that the rest of us could only imagine: what it felt like to have your powers used against you.

The rice was done in twenty minutes. I mixed the chicken and vegetables with the bouillon into something that approximated a proper stew, portioned it into five bowls, and distributed them.

Mira took her bowl with both hands, the way someone holds something precious. She took a bite and stopped.

“This is—” She looked up at me. “This is really good.”

“Canned chicken and old vegetables. It’s nothing special.”

“It’s the best thing I’ve eaten in—” She stopped. Looked down at the bowl. Her shadows trembled. “I’m sorry. I don’t—this is stupid—”

“It’s not stupid,” Celia said quietly from her position by the door. “And you don’t have to apologize.”

Mira ate. Slowly at first, then with the desperate efficiency of someone who’d learned that food could be taken away. I made sure there was a second portion waiting.

“Nathan.” Neve’s voice from the workstation—urgent but controlled. “Webb responded to the emergency dead-drop. Faster than expected.”

I crossed to her. “What does he say?”

“Two things. First: the neural implant’s dead man’s switch is real but limited. Removal triggers a localized electromagnetic pulse that would damage surrounding neural tissue—not necessarily fatal, but potentially causing permanent neurological damage. However—” She highlighted a section of Webb’s message. “—the pulse can be suppressed by a specialized dampening field during removal. The technology exists. Aegis has it.”

“Where?”

“Their primary detention facility. The same one holding Heatsoul.”

Of course. The rescue we’d been discussing hypothetically just became operationally linked to Mira’s survival.

“Second thing?” I asked.

“Sentinel.” Neve’s expression was carefully neutral—the mask she wore when the data was significant enough to warrant emotional control. “Webb says Sentinel has been quietly requesting files on Paragon’s ’private operations.’ Files that are above his clearance level. Webb thinks Sentinel found something during the search for us—something that doesn’t match the official narrative.”

“He’s starting to see the cracks.”

“Webb’s exact words are: ’Sentinel asked me directly if I knew anything about a shadow-powered asset being used for targeted eliminations. I denied it. But he knew I was lying. He let me walk away. That’s not the behavior of a true believer.’”

“That’s the behavior of someone who wants plausible deniability while he investigates.”

“Precisely.” Neve adjusted her glasses. “Webb believes we have a narrow window. If we can get evidence to Sentinel—specifically, evidence of Paragon’s use of Nightfall and the neural implant program—it could fracture Aegis’s internal structure. Sentinel commands significant loyalty among the rank-and-file heroes. If he turns—”

“It’s not just one investigator. It’s everyone who follows him.”

“Webb estimates thirty to forty percent of Aegis’s operational heroes would side with Sentinel over Paragon if forced to choose.”

I looked back at Mira, who was finishing her second bowl of stew. Then at Celia, who was watching me with the expression she got when she knew I was about to suggest something dangerous.

“We need to hit the detention facility,” I said. “Free Heatsoul, retrieve the dampening technology for Mira’s implant, and gather evidence of the neural implant program for Sentinel.”

“That’s three objectives in a single operation,” Neve said.

“Can it be done?”

She ran the calculations. I could see it happening—the slight unfocusing of her eyes, the barely perceptible movement of her lips as she processed variables. When she came back, her expression was measured.

“It can be done. But not with four people. We need more operational capacity.” She paused. “We need Marcus.”

Marcus. Burn-scarred, earnest Marcus, who’d led the Liberation Front fighters at The Retreat and offered his alliance afterward. “If you ever need us, we’ll answer.”

“Can we reach him safely?”

“Webb’s intelligence suggests Paragon’s search for the Liberation Front remnant has stalled. Marcus went deep—no digital footprint, no pattern of movement. But Whisper would know how to find him.”

Whisper. The information broker at the Velvet Room, with her soft voice and her purple eyes and her open favor—the one we hadn’t paid yet. The twenty thousand dollars plus a service to be named later.

“The favor,” I said. “Whisper’s favor.”

“Unpaid. Outstanding. A liability and an opportunity.”

“Then we pay it. We contact Whisper, ask her to connect us with Marcus, and settle the outstanding favor in the process.”

“Whisper doesn’t operate on charity. She’ll want something in return for the connection, regardless of the existing debt.”

“We have something she wants. We have the most comprehensive intelligence file on Aegis corruption that exists outside of government archives. Information brokers trade in information. We give her a curated selection—enough to demonstrate value, not enough to compromise our operational security.”

Neve considered this. Then she nodded—one precise motion.

“Acceptable. I’ll prepare a data package.”

“Tomorrow. Tonight, everyone sleeps. Including you.” I pointed at her. “Four hours.”

“Three and a half.”

“Four.”

“Three hours and forty-five minutes.”

“Neve.”

“Fine. Four hours.” She pushed her glasses up, irritated. “But I’m setting an alarm.”

“Wouldn’t expect anything less.”

The bolt-hole settled into its nighttime rhythm. Neve at her cot, within arm’s reach of the workstation. Spark by the entrance, bracers humming softly, maintaining the jam that kept Mira alive. Mira behind her curtain partition, her shadows restless even in sleep.

Celia came to my cot. She didn’t ask this time—just slid in beside me, pressing her back against my chest, pulling my arm around her.

“Hey,” she said into the dark.

“Hey.”

“I wanted to kill her.”

“I know.”

“When I went through that window—when I thought she was the person who’d framed me, who’d murdered those people, who’d stolen my life—I wanted to kill her so badly I could taste it.”

“I know.”

“And then I saw her.” Celia’s hand tightened on mine. “And she was me. A different version, a worse version, but me. Seventeen years old with nobody to help and a powerful man who decided she was property.”

“But you got away.”

“Because Specter found me. Because you found me. Because I got lucky.” She turned in my arms so she was facing me, her green eyes bright in the dim light. “She didn’t get lucky, Nathan. Nobody came for her. For four years, nobody came.”

“Someone came tonight.”

“Is that enough? After four years of—” She couldn’t finish.

“It’s a start.”

She pressed her forehead against mine. Her shadows curled around us both—warm, gentle, nothing like the violence they were capable of. This was Celia’s love language, the thing she couldn’t always say in words: darkness that held rather than consumed.

“We’re going to free Heatsoul,” she said. “We’re going to fix Mira’s implant. We’re going to get that evidence to Sentinel and watch Paragon’s world burn.”

“That’s the plan.”

“It’s a good plan.”

“Neve called it ’acceptable with reservations.’”

“Coming from Neve, that’s a standing ovation.”

I held her, and she held me, and outside the pawn shop basement the city slept through the cold hours before dawn, not knowing that somewhere underneath its streets, five people were planning to tear apart the foundations of everything it believed about heroes.

Five people. Two shadow-wielders, a cryokinetic, a technopath, and a former line cook.

I’m not a supervillain. I’m definitely not a mastermind.

But I was starting to think that maybe—just maybe—we had a chance.


Chapter 8: Debts

Six AM came and went.

Nobody said anything. We didn’t need to. Everyone in that basement understood what a missed check-in meant—Paragon’s leash had gone slack, and he would notice. Whether he’d send scouts to Mira’s apartment first or escalate directly to a citywide alert was a question none of us could answer, but the window of obscurity was closing.

Mira sat behind her curtain partition, huddled in the blanket Celia had found, her shadows curled tight around her like a child clutching a stuffed animal. Spark’s bracers hummed steadily, the jamming signal a thin electronic wall between Mira and the man who owned her.

“We need to move faster,” I said, standing at the workstation where Neve was already three hours deep into operational planning despite my four-hour sleep rule. She’d gotten exactly four hours and twelve minutes, which she’d pointed out was technically compliant. I hadn’t argued. There were bigger fights ahead.

“Agreed,” Neve said. “The detention facility operation requires additional personnel. Marcus and the Liberation Front remnant are our best option, but reaching them requires Whisper, and reaching Whisper requires going to the Velvet Room.” She turned from the screen. “Tonight. We can’t afford to wait longer.”

“I’ll go. I’ve met Whisper before—she knows me.”

“You shouldn’t go alone.”

“Neve, the Velvet Room suppresses powers. That’s the whole point—neutral territory. I’ll be fine.”

“The wards suppress powers inside the establishment. They don’t suppress bullets, knives, or the possibility of being followed to and from the location.” She adjusted her glasses. “Someone should accompany you. Not me—my appearance is distinctive and Aegis has my profile. Not Celia—she’s a wanted fugitive whose face is on every law enforcement database in the city.”

We both looked at Spark.

She was sitting cross-legged near the entrance, maintaining her jam on Mira’s implant with one hand while scrolling through data on her laptop with the other. Her circuit-pattern traces had dimmed to a faint glow—conserving energy, I’d learned, the same way Celia conserved her shadows.

“Me?” She looked up. “You want me to go to a criminal nightclub?”

“You’re the least recognizable member of the team. Aegis knows about me, Neve, and Celia. They might know about Mira. But you’ve been off their grid for two years—your file is cold.”

“My file is cold because I’ve spent two years making sure nobody could find me. Walking into a building full of people who trade in finding people seems counterproductive.”

“The Velvet Room is neutral territory,” Neve said. “No business is conducted against patrons without the owner’s consent. It’s the safest criminal establishment in the city.”

“Safest criminal establishment. Listen to yourself.”

“Additionally,” Neve continued as if Spark hadn’t spoken, “Whisper will want to evaluate you. She reads people—it’s her primary skill. If we’re bringing a new team member into our operational network, Whisper will want to assess the variable.”

“I’m a variable now?”

“Everyone is a variable until they’re a known quantity.” Neve’s expression softened by approximately one degree. “It’s not personal.”

“It feels personal.”

“That’s statistically unlikely.”

Spark looked at me. Her electric-blue eyes held a question that went beyond the tactical considerations.

“I’ll be with you the whole time,” I said. “And inside the Velvet Room, everyone’s equal. No powers, no advantages. Just people talking.”

“Just people talking in a criminal nightclub about hiring mercenaries to raid a government facility.” She closed her laptop. “Fine. But if I die in a building called the Velvet Room, I want a dignified obituary.”

“Noted.”

“And I need to set up a relay for Mira’s jam before we go. The signal needs to be maintained even when I’m out of range.” She pulled up a schematic on her laptop. “Give me two hours. I can build a repeater from the equipment here that will maintain the block autonomously for up to eight hours.”

“Do it.”

She started working. I watched her for a moment—the way her fingers moved across components with the same fluency Neve brought to keyboards, the faint glow of her circuitry reflecting in her eyes as she interfaced with electronics. She worked with an intensity that reminded me of something, though it took a moment to place it.

Celia. The first week after Celia had joined the team, when she’d spent hours in the armory cleaning weapons she didn’t need to clean, organizing equipment that was already organized—keeping her hands busy because sitting still meant thinking, and thinking meant remembering things she didn’t want to remember.

Spark had the same restlessness. Two years alone with terrible knowledge, and now suddenly she was surrounded by people, and the adjustment was visible in the way she kept moving, kept working, kept her hands on technology the way Celia kept her shadows close.

“Nathan.” Celia’s voice from behind me. She’d appeared without sound—old habit, shadow instinct, even when she wasn’t using her powers.

“Yeah?”

“Can we talk? Outside?”

We went up the narrow stairs to the alley behind the pawn shop. The morning was cold and gray, the industrial district waking slowly around us. Celia leaned against the brick wall, arms crossed, red hair pulled back in a messy tie.

“You’re taking Spark to the Velvet Room,” she said.

“Makes sense tactically.”

“I know it does. That’s not what I want to talk about.” She studied me with those green eyes that missed nothing. “Mira.”

“What about her?”

“She can’t come with us. Not on the detention facility raid, not into the field. Not yet.”

“I wasn’t planning—”

“I know you weren’t. But I need to say it out loud, because the part of you that wants to save everyone is going to start thinking about it eventually.” Her voice was firm but not unkind. “She’s been a slave for four years, Nathan. She has an explosive in her head. She doesn’t know how to make decisions for herself—every time someone asks her a direct question, she flinches, because for four years, questions came with punishment.”

“I noticed.”

“Then you also noticed that she watches me. Constantly. Not in a threat-assessment way—in a ’tell me what to do’ way. Because I’m the shadow-wielder who didn’t break, which makes me the template she’s trying to copy.” Celia’s jaw tightened. “I can’t be her handler, Nathan. I won’t be anyone’s handler.”

“Nobody’s asking you to be.”

“The situation is asking me to be. She needs guidance, structure, someone to show her what autonomy looks like. And the person she’s latched onto is the worst possible choice, because I’m still figuring out my own autonomy half the time.”

I moved closer. Not touching—reading her body language first, because Celia telegraphed her boundaries through posture and shadow-movement even when she didn’t mean to. Her shadows were tight against her body. Not inviting contact. So I stopped at arm’s length.

“What do you need?” I asked.

“I need us to be honest about what Mira is and what she isn’t. She’s a victim we’re trying to help. She’s not a soldier, she’s not a recruit, and she’s not—” She caught herself.

“Not what?”

“Not another member of the family.” She looked away. “That sounds cold.”

“It sounds like a boundary.”

“Same thing, sometimes.”

“Not always.” I waited until she looked back at me. “Mira stays at the bolt-hole during operations. Spark’s repeater maintains her implant jam. When we have the dampening tech and can remove the implant safely, we give her the choice—stay, go, whatever she wants. But we don’t make that choice for her. Fair?”

Some of the tension left her shoulders. “Fair.”

“And Celia?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re not a bad template. For what it’s worth.”

Her mouth quirked. “Don’t get sentimental on me, logistics boy.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good.” She pushed off the wall. “Go to the Velvet Room. Talk to Whisper. Find Marcus. And try not to get killed in a nightclub—I’d have to explain that to Neve, and she’d calculate the statistical improbability of it and somehow make me feel worse.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Your best involves drainage pipes and canned soup. I’m choosing to find that reassuring.”

She went back inside. I stood in the alley for a moment, watching the gray morning, thinking about boundaries and the people who needed them most.

* * *

Spark’s repeater was elegant in the way good engineering always is—small enough to fit in a backpack, powerful enough to maintain the jamming signal for eight hours, built from salvaged components in ninety minutes flat. She tested it three times before she was satisfied, running diagnostics through her bracers with the focused precision of someone whose work had life-or-death consequences and knew it.

“If the signal drops for more than four seconds, Mira’s implant reactivates,” she said, configuring the final settings. “Four seconds. That’s the buffer. After that, Paragon receives her location, her biometric data, and full command access.”

“And the repeater won’t drop?”

“Not in eight hours. After that, the power cell degrades and the signal gets unreliable.” She looked at me. “We need to be back before two AM.”

“Understood.”

We left the bolt-hole at nine PM. Neve had supplied us with cash from the operational funds she’d distributed across hidden accounts before the base fell—eight thousand in mixed bills, not enough to cover the twenty thousand we owed Whisper, but enough to demonstrate good faith. The rest of the debt, we’d have to negotiate.

“We also have the data package,” Neve reminded me before we left. She handed me a thumb drive. “Curated intelligence from our files and Spark’s. Financial records, communication intercepts, evidence of Aegis’s shell company network. Valuable enough to interest any information broker. Valuable enough to offset the remaining twelve thousand.”

“And if she wants more?”

“Then you negotiate. You’re good at that.”

“I’m good at logistics. Negotiation is—”

“The same skill applied to people instead of supply chains.” She adjusted her glasses. “You’ll be fine.”

The walk to the Velvet Room took forty minutes through back streets and side alleys. Spark walked beside me with the particular alertness of someone unused to being outside at night in a city that was actively hunting people like her. Her bracers were dimmed, the circuit-traces on her forearms hidden beneath her jacket sleeves. Without the glow, she looked ordinary—a young woman in practical clothes, nothing remarkable.

Except her eyes. The electric blue was visible even in low light, and they moved constantly, tracking every shadow, every sound, every potential threat with the trained hypervigilance of two years spent hiding.

“You’re scanning,” I said.

“Habit.” She didn’t stop. “Two years of checking every corner, every doorway. It doesn’t turn off.”

“Neve does the same thing. Processes every environment for threats within the first thirty seconds of entering.”

“Neve has enhanced cognition. I just have anxiety.”

“Sometimes they look the same from the outside.”

She glanced at me, and something in her expression shifted—the faintest crack in the professional composure, a moment of being seen that she hadn’t expected.

“You do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Notice things about people. Not tactical things—personal things. The way someone walks, the way they hold their coffee, what their habits mean.” She looked away. “Celia warned me about it.”

“Celia warned you?”

“She said ’Nathan will notice things about you that you didn’t know were visible, and it’ll be the most uncomfortable experience of your life.’ Direct quote.”

“That sounds like Celia.”

“She also said it was the reason she trusted you. Because you paid attention to the things that mattered instead of the things that were easy.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing. We walked in comfortable silence for another block before the Velvet Room appeared—a nondescript building with a heavy door and a subtle neon sign that cast purple light across the sidewalk.

“Remember,” I said. “Inside, no powers work. The wards suppress everything. That includes your interface ability.”

Spark touched her bracers. “I know. It’s going to feel like losing a limb.”

“Neve says the same thing about her cognition.”

“At least Neve has practice functioning without her powers. I haven’t been in a warded zone since—” She stopped. “Since Aegis tested the wards on their own people. I was part of the calibration team.”

“You helped build these wards?”

“Not these specifically. But the technology is the same. Aegis sells ward systems to private establishments as a revenue stream. The Velvet Room’s wards are Aegis-manufactured, maintained by a third-party contractor.” She paused. “Want to know the funny part? I wrote the firmware update that’s currently running on those wards. Version 3.7. Improved power suppression range and reduced false negatives.”

“You wrote the code that’s going to suppress your own powers.”

“Irony is my love language.”

I pushed through the heavy door.

The Velvet Room hit me the way it always did—a wall of warmth and sound and carefully cultivated atmosphere. Low lighting, deep bass from a sound system that lived in the walls, the smell of expensive alcohol and cheaper cologne. Bodies moved on the dance floor and clustered in booths, a cross-section of the city’s shadow economy conducting business in the one place where nobody had an unfair advantage.

The wards pressed in the moment I crossed the threshold. I couldn’t feel them the way Neve or Celia described—I didn’t have powers to suppress—but there was a weight to the air, a density that said the rules were different here.

Beside me, Spark stiffened. Her bracers went dark. The faint hum that I’d grown accustomed to—the sound of her technology running, so constant I’d stopped noticing it—cut off.

“Okay,” she breathed. “That’s... that’s a lot.”

“You alright?”

“Define alright.” She flexed her fingers. The circuit-traces on her forearms were still visible but inert—metallic lines without the glow. “I can’t feel anything. No signals, no networks, no electromagnetic spectrum. It’s like being wrapped in cotton.”

“We won’t be long.”

“Easy for you to say. You live like this all the time.” She caught herself. “Sorry. That sounded—”

“Like something Neve would say. It’s fine. I’m used to being the unpowered one.”

“That’s not what I—”

“I know.” I touched her arm briefly—reassurance, nothing more. “Come on. Whisper’s booth is in the back.”

We moved through the crowd. I kept my bearing neutral, my pace unhurried—the body language of someone who belonged here, who’d done this before. Spark fell into step behind me, and I noticed her adapting, mirroring my posture, her nervous energy channeling into observation rather than fidgeting. Quick study.

Whisper’s booth was where it always was—the rear corner, partially screened by a curtain of dark beads, positioned so she could see the entire room while remaining nearly invisible. The information broker’s natural habitat.

She was exactly as I remembered. Small—barely five feet, with a delicate frame that made you want to underestimate her. Dark hair cut short and close to her skull. Deep purple eyes that appeared nearly black until the light caught them. A simple black dress that could have been the same one she’d worn at our first meeting, or an identical replacement. She held a glass of something clear and still, and she watched us approach with the patient attention of someone who’d been expecting us.

“Nathan Cole.” Her voice was soft—genuinely soft, not performatively. You had to lean in to hear her, which was the point. Leaning in meant proximity. Proximity meant she could read your face, your breath, the dilation of your pupils. “It’s been a while.”

“Whisper.” I slid into the booth across from her. Spark sat beside me, maintaining a careful distance. “I’d say it’s good to see you, but you’d know if I was lying.”

“You wouldn’t be lying. You’re here because you need something, and people who need things are always glad to see the person who can provide them.” Her purple eyes moved to Spark. “New.”

“This is—”

“Don’t tell me her name yet. Let me look.” Whisper studied Spark with the same attention a jeweler gives an uncut stone—evaluating, appraising, categorizing. Spark held the gaze without flinching, which impressed me. Most people couldn’t.

“Technical background,” Whisper said after a moment. “Military-adjacent but not military. Self-taught in some areas, formally trained in others. She’s been alone for a long time—I can see it in the way she holds her shoulders. Like she’s forgotten how to lean on anyone.” The purple eyes returned to me. “Aegis defector?”

“Former technical division,” Spark said before I could answer. “Two years independent.”

“Two years.” Whisper’s lips curved—not quite a smile. “That’s a long time to carry something heavy alone. What made you put it down?”

“They did.” Spark nodded toward me. “His team.”

“His team destroyed a black site, freed fifty-three prisoners, and earned a personal vendetta from Paragon.” Whisper sipped her drink. “I’ve been following with interest.”

“Then you know why we’re here,” I said.

“I know you’re desperate, which is different from knowing why.” She set her glass down precisely. “Desperate people come to the Velvet Room because they’ve run out of options that don’t require trusting strangers. The question is whether your desperation is the productive kind or the suicidal kind.”

“Productive. Mostly.”

“Mostly.” Another almost-smile. “Talk.”

I talked. Not everything—Neve had briefed me on information compartmentalization, and Whisper was an ally of convenience, not a confidant. But enough: we needed to reach Marcus and the Liberation Front remnant. We had an operation planned that required more bodies than our team could provide. And we were prepared to settle our outstanding debt.

Whisper listened without interrupting. Her purple eyes never left my face.

When I finished, she was quiet for long enough that I started to wonder if she’d decided we weren’t worth the risk.

“The Liberation Front,” she said finally. “What’s left of it. Scattered, leaderless since Valeria’s death. Marcus has been holding them together through force of will and not much else.”

“You know where he is?”

“I know where everyone is, Nathan. That’s my job.” She traced a finger around the rim of her glass. “Marcus has been in contact with me. Once, two weeks ago. He wanted to know if Aegis was looking for him.”

“Is Aegis looking for him?”

“Paragon assigned a search team three days ago. They’re working outward from the Retreat’s last known coordinates, checking Liberation Front safe houses. They’ve found two empty ones so far.” She tilted her head. “Marcus is smarter than they expect. He’s not using the old safe houses. He’s in a church.”

“A church?”

“Abandoned Methodist church on the south side. Ironic, given that Valeria met you at a church.” The purple eyes glittered. “He has eleven fighters left. Eight powered. Three with combat training. It’s not much, but it’s what survived.”

“Can you put us in contact?”

“I can. But first—the matter of our outstanding arrangement.” She leaned back, the bead curtain casting patterns across her face. “Twenty thousand dollars. Plus a favor.”

I set the cash on the table. “Eight thousand now. The remaining twelve offset by this.” I placed Neve’s thumb drive beside the money.

Whisper didn’t touch either item. “What’s on the drive?”

“Curated intelligence on Aegis’s financial infrastructure. Shell companies, bank accounts, transaction records. Worth considerably more than twelve thousand on the open market.”

“I don’t sell on the open market. I sell to specific buyers with specific needs.” She picked up the drive, turned it between her fingers. “But I’ll take it. Financial intelligence on Aegis is valuable to more parties than you’d expect.”

“And the favor?”

Her purple eyes locked on mine. This was the moment I’d been dreading—the undefined obligation, the blank check she’d left open since our first meeting. An information broker’s favor could be anything, and the worst ones were the ones you couldn’t see coming.

“I’ve been thinking about the favor for some time,” Whisper said. “Since before the Retreat, actually. I had several options in mind—most of them small, transactional, things you’d barely notice.” She paused. “But then Paragon attacked your base. And everything changed.”

“Changed how?”

“You’re planning to take down Aegis. Not just damage them—destroy them. And if you succeed, there will be a period of chaos. The power structure of this city’s shadow economy depends on Aegis’s existence. Heroes, villains, brokers, everyone—we’ve built our operations around the reality of Aegis. When that reality changes, everything changes.”

“We’re not trying to collapse the shadow economy.”

“I know. You’re trying to expose corruption and free victims. Noble. Genuine, even—I’d know if it weren’t.” She leaned forward, and I leaned in reflexively—her voice dropped to barely a breath, and the intimacy of the distance was deliberate. “But nobility doesn’t prevent collateral damage. When your journalist publishes her exposé—and yes, I know about Sarah Reeves—it won’t just destroy Paragon. It will tear apart every relationship, every arrangement, every understanding that keeps this city’s underground functional.”

“What do you want, Whisper?”

“Editorial consultation.” She said it simply, the way someone announces a preference for tea over coffee. “Not control—I don’t want to censor what Reeves publishes. I want to be consulted before publication. I want the opportunity to flag specific pieces of intelligence that would cause disproportionate harm to parties who aren’t connected to Aegis’s corruption.”

“You want to protect your clients.”

“I want to protect the ecosystem. Some of the people in this room tonight—” She gestured vaguely at the Velvet Room. “—are criminals, yes. But they’re not monsters. They’re people who exist in the margins because the system doesn’t have room for them. When Aegis falls, those people need the margins to still exist.”

I thought about it. It was a reasonable request wrapped in an uncomfortable reality—that our crusade for justice would have consequences beyond the people we were targeting.

“No vetoes,” I said. “You can flag concerns, identify collateral risks, suggest redactions. But the final decision on what gets published belongs to Reeves.”

“And Reeves will listen to my concerns?”

“Sarah Reeves is a journalist who spent two years investigating Aegis while her sources recanted and her editors got cold feet. She understands nuance. She’ll listen.”

Whisper studied me for a long moment. Then she took the cash and the thumb drive.

“Marcus is at the First Methodist Church on Crane Street, south side. He’s using the basement as a staging area. Eleven fighters, eight powered, morale moderate.” She finished her drink. “He’ll want to know you’re coming. I’ll send word tonight. Be there tomorrow morning—early. Marcus doesn’t sleep much these days.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Pay me.” She looked at Spark, who had been silent through the entire negotiation, watching and learning. “Your new one is interesting, Nathan. She watches the way I watch. That’s either very useful or very dangerous.”

“Can’t it be both?” Spark asked.

Whisper’s almost-smile became an actual smile—brief, genuine, gone in an instant.

“I think I like her,” Whisper said. “Don’t get her killed.”

We left the Velvet Room and stepped into the night. The wards released us at the threshold—I couldn’t feel the difference, but Spark inhaled sharply as her bracers reactivated, the circuit-traces on her forearms flaring blue before settling to their usual glow.

“That was intense,” she said. “She’s—”

“Terrifying?”

“I was going to say impressive, but terrifying works too.” She rubbed her bracers, reacquainting herself with the flow of information. “She read me in thirty seconds. My background, my isolation, my—” She shook her head. “Is she powered?”

“No. Just very, very good at reading people.”

“That’s almost worse.”

We walked back through the city, moving faster now—the clock was running on Spark’s repeater, and every hour we spent away was an hour closer to Mira’s jam failing. The streets were quieter than they’d been on the way out, the late-night crowd thinning as the city moved toward the small hours.

“Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Back there—when Whisper asked about editorial consultation on the exposé. You agreed.”

“With conditions.”

“You agreed to let a criminal information broker have input on a journalism project designed to expose criminal activity.” She was choosing her words carefully. “That’s a compromise.”

“Everything is a compromise. The question is whether the compromise serves the goal or undermines it.”

“And this one?”

“Serves it. Whisper’s right—if the exposé collapses the entire shadow economy, we’re not just hurting Aegis. We’re hurting the people who depend on the margins to survive. The powered individuals who can’t register, the people who fell through the system’s cracks.” I thought about Mira, seventeen and homeless, picked up by a predator because the legitimate world had no place for her. “The margins aren’t all bad. They’re just where the people go who don’t fit anywhere else.”

Spark was quiet for a while. When she spoke again, her voice was different—softer, more personal.

“Is that where you think I fit? The margins?”

“I think you fit wherever you decide to fit. That’s the whole point.”

“That’s a very Nathan answer.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you make kindness sound like logistics.” She smiled—small, genuine, the first unguarded smile I’d seen from her. “It’s nice. I’m not used to it, but it’s nice.”

Something about the way the streetlight caught her electric-blue eyes made me look a second longer than I should have. She noticed, and for a moment neither of us looked away.

Then my earpiece crackled.

“Nathan.” Neve’s voice, controlled but urgent. “Status?”

I blinked. “Returning now. Meeting successful. We have Marcus’s location.”

“Good. Because Webb just sent another emergency dead-drop.” A pause. “Paragon has declared Nightfall compromised. He’s activated contingency protocols.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he’s replacing Mira. He has another asset—a backup, someone we didn’t know about.” Another pause, longer. “And he’s mobilized Sentinel’s team to sweep the waterfront district. They found the apartment.”

“How long do we have?”

“Unknown. But the search is expanding. If they canvass the industrial district systematically, they’ll reach our location within thirty-six hours.”

Thirty-six hours. We needed Marcus, we needed a plan, and we needed to hit the detention facility—all before Paragon’s net closed around us.

“We’ll be there in twenty minutes,” I said. “Start planning.”

“I started planning eleven minutes ago.” A beat. “Hurry.”

I looked at Spark. She looked at me. Whatever had passed between us under the streetlight was packed away, shelved, filed under “later”—because later was a luxury we couldn’t afford.

“Run?” she suggested.

“Run,” I agreed.

We ran.


Chapter 9: Old Ghosts

The First Methodist Church on Crane Street looked like it had been abandoned by God and the city planning department in roughly that order. Boarded windows, sagging roof, a sign out front that had lost enough letters to read “FI T METH DIS CHUR H” which, given the neighborhood, sent exactly the wrong message.

Neve had objected to the full team going. “Operational security dictates a small advance party. If Marcus has been compromised—”

“Marcus hasn’t been compromised,” I’d said. “Whisper confirmed his location. And we don’t have time for caution—we have thirty-two hours before Paragon’s search grid reaches us.”

“Thirty-one hours and forty minutes,” she’d corrected. “And I wasn’t suggesting we don’t go. I was suggesting you don’t go. You’re the operational linchpin. If we lose you—”

“Then you carry on without me. You, Celia, and Spark have the intelligence, the skills, and the motivation to keep fighting.”

“That’s not what I—” She’d stopped. Adjusted her glasses. “Fine. We all go. Mira stays with the repeater.”

So all four of us made the walk to the south side at seven in the morning, through streets that were just waking up—delivery trucks, early commuters, the particular gray-gold light of a city trying to convince itself the day would be worth the effort.

Celia walked point, her shadows suppressed to thin wisps around her ankles—the minimum she could maintain without feeling exposed, she’d told me. Behind her, Neve moved with her usual precise efficiency, her bodysuit hidden under a long coat that made her look like a particularly severe graduate student. Spark brought up the rear, bracers dimmed, monitoring local communications for any sign that Aegis’s search had reached this neighborhood.

I walked in the middle, because that’s where the unpowered logistics guy belongs—surrounded by people who can actually do something if things go sideways.

The church’s side door was unlocked. We descended a narrow staircase into a basement that smelled like mildew and candle wax, and there was Marcus.

He looked older than he should have. It had only been weeks since the Retreat, but the time showed—in the set of his jaw, in the way he held himself, in the particular exhaustion of a man who’d been holding things together through will alone. The burn scars covering the right side of his face were the same as I remembered—raised, mottled, the permanent record of three years of experiments testing how his regeneration responded to sustained heat. His left eye, scarred but functional, tracked us as we entered. His right eye—the one the scars reached—was clouded, half-blind.

But when he saw me, he smiled. And the smile was the Marcus I knew—genuine, open, the earnest young man who’d argued in favor of our alliance when the rest of the Liberation Front had wanted to burn the world down.

“Nathan Cole.” He crossed the room in three strides and gripped my hand with both of his. “You’re alive.”

“Barely. You?”

“Barely.” The smile faded to something more honest. “I heard about your base. Paragon.”

“News travels.”

“Whisper’s networks travel. She told me you were coming.” He released my hand and looked past me to the others. “Neve. Celia. Good to see you both.”

“Marcus,” Neve said with a nod.

“Scar boy,” Celia said, and the nickname landed with the particular warmth that Celia reserved for people she respected—affection dressed as irreverence.

Marcus’s gaze stopped on Spark. “This one’s new.”

“Spark. Tech specialist, former Aegis.” I watched his expression. “She’s with us.”

“Former Aegis.” His jaw tightened, the scars on his face pulling the skin. “You trust her?”

“I trust her data. Her loyalty is earning itself.”

Spark, to her credit, didn’t flinch. “I spent eighteen months building the infrastructure that helped Aegis track and contain people like you. Then I spent two years gathering evidence to destroy them. I don’t expect you to trust me. I expect you to use me.”

Marcus studied her for a long moment. Then he nodded—once, sharp.

“Practical. I can work with practical.” He turned back to the basement. “Come meet what’s left of us.”

The church basement was larger than I’d expected—a fellowship hall that had once hosted potlucks and prayer groups, now converted into a makeshift barracks. Sleeping bags on the floor, folding tables covered with maps and supplies, a camp kitchen in the corner that was producing coffee so bad I could smell the burnt bitterness from the stairs.

Eleven people. I counted as Marcus led us through, noting positions, conditions, capabilities—the logistics brain doing what it does, cataloging resources before anyone asked me to.

Eight of them were powered. I could tell by the way the room felt—that subtle charge in the air that comes from multiple abilities in close proximity. A young man with stone-gray skin who must have been a density-shifter. A woman around whom small objects drifted in slow, unconscious orbits—a pen, a paperclip, a coin—telekinesis bleeding through her control. A teenager—barely eighteen—who kept flickering in and out of visibility, his power or his nerves unable to decide which state was appropriate.

Three were unpowered. Support staff, like me. The people who kept the fighters fed, equipped, and pointed in the right direction.

And in the far corner, sitting apart from the others with trembling hands wrapped around a cup of tea, was Elena.

I recognized her from Valeria’s introductions at the church meeting—the older woman, the one whose eyes flickered with electricity even when she wasn’t trying to use her powers. Five years in containment. Experiments designed to permanently suppress her electrical abilities had instead damaged her neural pathways—seizures, memory gaps, periods where she didn’t know where or who she was.

She’d been a doctor, before. Before the facility. Before they took her apart and couldn’t be bothered to put her back together.

She looked up as we entered, and her eyes focused with an effort that was visible.

“I know you,” she said. Her voice was steadier than her hands. “You were at the... at the place. The underground place.”

“The Retreat,” I said gently. “Yes. I was there.”

“We burned it.” A tremor went through her—not physical, but something deeper. The electricity in her eyes flickered. “Did we burn it? I remember burning.”

“It’s destroyed. Everyone got out.” I knelt beside her, bringing myself to eye level. “Elena, I need to ask you something. About your medical training.”

“I was a neurologist.” She said it with sudden clarity, the way her memory apparently worked—patches of perfect recall surfacing between gaps. “Fifteen years at St. Catherine’s. Specializing in neural interface disorders. The irony wasn’t lost on them when they—” She stopped. The clarity wavered. “When they what? I was saying something.”

“Neural interface disorders,” I repeated. “Elena, we have a friend with a device implanted in her neural pathways. A control device. We need to remove it, but removal triggers an electromagnetic pulse that could damage surrounding tissue.”

Her trembling hands stilled. Her eyes focused—sharp, professional, the doctor surfacing through the damage.

“A neural implant with an integrated fail-safe? What architecture? Distributed electrode array or centralized hub?”

“I... don’t know.”

“I’d need to see the schematics. And the patient.” She straightened in her chair, and for a moment I saw the person she’d been—competent, direct, the kind of doctor who made you feel safe just by entering the room. “If it’s a centralized hub design, the EMP can be contained with a localized dampening field during extraction. The field needs to be precisely calibrated—too weak and the pulse escapes, too strong and it suppresses neural activity in the surrounding tissue permanently.”

“We believe Aegis has the dampening technology at their detention facility.”

“Then you need the technology and you need someone who knows how to use it.” The clarity held, fierce and fragile. “I know how to use it, Nathan. Neural surgery was my specialty. These hands—” She looked at her trembling fingers. “—are a problem. But the knowledge is still here. Between the gaps, the knowledge is still here.”

“Can you do it?”

“On a good day? Yes.” She met my eyes. “The question is whether the day you need me is a good day.”

I filed that away—hope tempered by uncertainty, the best kind we had.

Marcus had gathered everyone around the central table. Maps of the city were pinned to the surface, marked with Aegis patrol routes that were at least a week old and the kind of hand-drawn tactical annotations that spoke of limited resources and unlimited determination.

“Alright,” Marcus said. “Nathan’s team has an operation. I’ll let him explain.”

I stood at the head of the table. Eleven faces looked at me—some wary, some hopeful, all carrying the particular weight of people who’d survived something that should have killed them.

“Three objectives,” I said. “One operation. All of them at the same facility—Aegis’s primary detention center on the city’s north side.”

I laid out the plan as Neve had structured it, referring to the facility schematics Webb had provided through his dead-drops. The detention center was smaller than The Retreat—a converted industrial building, four above-ground floors and two below. Staff of approximately thirty security personnel, rotating shifts. Two known powered operatives on-site as permanent guards.

“Objective one: free Heatsoul.” I pointed to the lower levels on the schematic. “She’s being held in a powered-containment cell on sub-level two. She turned for us at The Retreat—gave us the backup codes that saved fifty-three lives. Aegis is subjecting her to conditioning protocols. If we leave her, she becomes their weapon.”

I saw Marcus’s jaw tighten. He’d been at The Retreat. He’d seen what their conditioning did to people.

“Objective two: retrieve specialized dampening technology.” I indicated a research lab on sub-level one. “This tech is necessary to safely remove a neural control implant from someone Paragon has been using as a forced assassin. Without it, the removal kills the patient.”

“Who’s the patient?” the stone-skinned man asked.

“A twenty-one-year-old woman who was captured at seventeen and has been under neural control for four years.” I let that sit. “She’s been forced to kill on Paragon’s orders. She has no autonomy, no choice, and an explosive in her brain. We can free her, but only with this equipment.”

The basement was quiet.

“Objective three: intelligence. The detention facility’s records contain documentation of the neural implant program—development, testing, deployment. This evidence, combined with what we already have, can be delivered to a specific target within Aegis who is beginning to question Paragon’s operations.”

“Who?” Marcus asked.

“Sentinel.”

The name landed hard. Several people shifted. The telekinetic woman clenched her fists, and every loose object on the table—pens, paperclips, a mug—jumped an inch into the air before settling back down.

“Sentinel runs the investigation teams,” she said. “He’s the one hunting us.”

“He’s the one hunting us because he believes we’re terrorists. He doesn’t know what Aegis really is.” I met her eyes. “Sentinel is a true believer in Aegis’s stated mission. He genuinely thinks he’s protecting people. If we can show him what Paragon has done—the implants, the conditioning, the forced assassinations—we don’t just remove an enemy. We gain an ally who commands the loyalty of thirty to forty percent of Aegis’s operational heroes.”

“And if he doesn’t turn?” Marcus asked. “If he’s too committed to the lie?”

“Then we’ve still freed Heatsoul, retrieved the dampening tech, and gathered evidence for the public exposé. The Sentinel play is a bonus objective, not the mission-critical goal.”

Marcus leaned over the table, studying the schematics. His burn scars caught the light—raised tissue, mottled pink and white, a map of suffering that he wore every day without complaint.

“It’s a good plan,” he said. “Clean objectives, high value, manageable risk.” He straightened. “But I need to say something, and it’s not going to be comfortable.”

“Go ahead.”

“Valeria would have wanted to destroy the facility.”

The words settled over the table like frost. I felt Neve tense beside me—not visibly, but the slight drop in ambient temperature that happened when her emotions engaged her cryokinesis.

“Valeria would have said that a detention facility is just a smaller Retreat,” Marcus continued. His voice was careful, measured—the voice of a man articulating a position he wasn’t sure he held. “She would have said that leaving the building standing means Aegis rebuilds, recruits new guards, fills new cells. She would have said that liberation without destruction is just a temporary reprieve.”

“Valeria is dead,” Celia said bluntly. “She chose to stay in a building that was collapsing because she decided her fight was over. That doesn’t make her wrong about everything, but it doesn’t make her right about this.”

“I know she’s dead.” Marcus’s voice didn’t waver. “I carried that knowledge out of the mountains along with twenty-three wounded fighters and the bodies of twelve friends. I know she’s dead, Celia. But the people in this room—” He gestured at the Liberation Front remnant. “—some of them followed Valeria because they believed in total destruction. Not because they’re violent, but because they spent years in cells and the only thing that kept them alive was the idea that those cells would be ash.”

“We’re not asking them to spare Aegis,” I said. “We’re asking them to prioritize liberation over demolition. Same terms as the Retreat—shared operational control, prisoners first, facility second.”

“And if we get everyone out? Heatsoul, the tech, the evidence? Then what happens to the building?”

I looked at Neve. She returned my gaze steadily, those ice-blue eyes processing variables faster than I could articulate them.

“If the facility is empty—all prisoners freed, all critical equipment retrieved, all evidence secured—then what happens to the building is a tactical decision, not a moral one,” I said. “If destroying it serves the mission, we destroy it. If leaving it intact serves the mission better—for instance, if an intact facility with documented evidence is more damaging to Aegis than a pile of rubble—we leave it.”

“Tactical, not moral,” Marcus repeated. “Valeria would have hated that answer.”

“Valeria would have understood it. She accepted our terms at the Retreat because she was pragmatic underneath the ideology.” I held his gaze. “I’m not asking your people to change what they believe, Marcus. I’m asking them to trust that the goal is the same even if the method is different.”

Marcus looked around the table. Eleven faces, carrying eleven different versions of the same wound. Some nodded. Some didn’t. The teenager who kept flickering invisible was watching me with wide, uncertain eyes.

“I trust you,” Marcus said finally. “You came for us when nobody else would. You crawled through tunnels and threw flash grenades at people who could have torn you apart. You’re a line cook who declared war on the most powerful organization in the country because it was the right thing to do.” The scarred half of his face pulled into something approximating a smile. “If I don’t trust you after that, I don’t trust anyone.”

“And your people?”

He turned to the room. “Anyone who wants out, this is the time. No judgment, no consequences. You walk up those stairs and you disappear, and nobody here will think less of you.”

Nobody moved.

“Then we’re in,” Marcus said. “All of us. Valeria’s terms, adjusted for Nathan’s conditions. Liberation first, destruction negotiable.”

The tension in the room shifted—not dissipating entirely, but reorganizing into something more productive. Purpose replacing uncertainty. The Liberation Front remnant had been drifting since the Retreat, leaderless and scattered. Now they had a direction.

I felt the weight of that settle on my shoulders, and I did what I always did when the responsibility became real: I started planning.

“Neve, operational timeline.”

She stepped to the table, pulling a tablet from her coat—one of the devices Spark had configured for secure communication. Her fingers moved across the screen, and the facility schematics appeared in sharper detail.

“We have approximately twenty-eight hours before Paragon’s search grid reaches our current location. The detention facility operation needs to occur before that deadline.” She began marking entry points. “Two-team structure, mirroring the Retreat assault. Alpha team enters through the service infrastructure—maintenance tunnels running beneath the facility’s north side. Beta team provides distraction at the main entrance.”

“Alpha team composition?” Marcus asked.

“Nathan, Celia, Spark, and four of your fighters. Alpha’s objectives are the sub-level targets: Heatsoul’s cell and the research lab.” She marked the approach routes. “Beta team: myself, Marcus, and the remaining seven fighters. Beta engages the facility’s security at the main entrance, drawing response teams away from the sub-levels.”

“You’re leading Beta?” I asked.

“The distraction team requires a significant display of power to be credible. Cryokinesis provides area denial, structural disruption, and visual impact.” She adjusted her glasses. “Additionally, my cognition allows me to coordinate beta team movements in real time. It’s the optimal assignment.”

She was right. I didn’t like it, but she was right.

“Celia, you’re Alpha’s primary infiltrator. Shadow-phase into the facility ahead of the team, disable internal security, create a path to sub-level two.”

Celia nodded. “Nightfall risk?”

“Webb’s intelligence confirms Nightfall—Mira—was Paragon’s only known shadow asset. He’s declared her compromised and activated a backup, but Webb has limited intel on the backup’s capabilities—assume unknown powers.” Neve paused. “You’re likely clear to use full shadow abilities, but stay alert. Additionally, the facility may have fire-based countermeasures. Aegis knows shadow powers are part of our operational profile. Be prepared for thermal defenses.”

“Fire counters shadows,” Celia said flatly. “I know. I’ve been dealing with that weakness my entire career.”

“Which is why Spark will be accompanying Alpha team with electronic countermeasures. If the facility’s thermal defenses are automated—”

“I can disable them,” Spark said from her position at the edge of the group. She’d been quiet during the tactical discussion, watching the Liberation Front members with the careful attention of someone assessing variables. “Any automated system, I can interface with and shut down. Manually operated defenses—flamethrowers, incendiary charges—those I can’t help with.”

“Manual fire defenses will be my problem,” Celia said. “I’ve had practice.”

“Practice getting burned?”

“Practice not getting burned. There’s a difference.”

The planning continued for three hours. Marcus’s people contributed knowledge I hadn’t expected—two of them had been held at facilities similar to the detention center and could describe standard layouts, security protocols, and guard behavior patterns. The stone-skinned man, whose name was Rook, had spent eight months in a powered-containment cell and explained the locking mechanisms in detail that made Neve’s eyes light up with analytical interest.

The woman with the telekinetic abilities—Kira—had been a security consultant before her powers manifested and her life collapsed. She mapped guard rotation patterns based on the general principles of secure-facility management, filling in gaps that Webb’s intelligence couldn’t cover.

These people weren’t soldiers. They were survivors who’d learned operational thinking the hard way—through captivity, through escape, through the particular education that comes from years of being underestimated by people who thought “prisoner” meant “powerless.”

By noon, the plan was solid. Not perfect—Neve would have wanted another week of intelligence gathering, more contingency layers, better equipment. But we didn’t have a week. We had twenty-four hours.

“Tomorrow morning,” I said. “Oh-four-hundred. Alpha team stages at the maintenance tunnel entrance on the facility’s north side. Beta team approaches from the south. Synchronized breach at oh-four-thirty.”

“Equipment?” Marcus asked.

“Limited. We have the weapons from Celia’s bolt-hole—handguns, body armor, communication gear. Spark can provide electronic warfare capabilities. Neve’s cryokinesis and your fighters’ powers are our primary assets.”

“We’ve worked with less,” Marcus said. “We’ve never had this much planning.”

“That’s because you’ve never had Nathan,” Celia said. She was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, shadows pooling casually at her feet. “He plans like other people breathe. It’s mildly infuriating and consistently lifesaving.”

“It’s called logistics.”

“It’s called obsession, but sure. Logistics.”

Marcus looked between us with the expression of someone reevaluating a relationship he’d thought he understood.

“You two are—”

“Together,” I said simply. “Me, Celia, and Neve.”

“All three of you?”

“All three of us.”

Marcus blinked. Then he shook his head, a genuine laugh escaping—the first real laugh I’d heard from him, rough and surprised.

“I spent three years being burned alive every day and my love life still isn’t as complicated as yours.”

“It’s not complicated,” Neve said from the table, where she was finalizing tactical overlays. “It’s a relationship with clearly defined parameters, open communication protocols, and mutual investment in each participant’s wellbeing.”

“That sounds complicated.”

“It sounds organized. There’s a meaningful difference.”

“Is there?”

“The probability of those being equivalent is approximately—” She paused. “No. They’re not equivalent.”

Marcus laughed again. Something in the sound made the room lighter—the Liberation Front members looking at their leader and seeing, maybe for the first time since the mountains, something other than grief.

I left the tactical discussion to check on supplies. The church’s kitchen was basic—a camp stove, canned goods, dry staples. The coffee situation was, as I’d smelled from the stairs, criminal.

“Who made this?” I asked, holding up the pot of burnt sludge that was apparently passing for coffee.

A sheepish hand rose from one of the unpowered support staff—a young man with nervous eyes and a scraggly beard.

“I did. Sorry. I’m not really a cook.”

“Nobody here is a cook, apparently.” I poured the sludge down the drain and started over. Clean pot, fresh water, the correct ratio of grounds to liquid, and patience. “This is going to take five minutes. When it’s done, it’ll taste like coffee instead of regret.”

“You cook?” Rook asked, his stone-gray skin catching the fluorescent light.

“I was a line cook for three years before all of this.”

“Before the supervillain thing?”

“I’m not a supervillain.”

“You raided a government black site, freed fifty-three prisoners, and you’re currently planning an assault on a federal detention facility.”

“That doesn’t make me a supervillain. That makes me a concerned citizen with organizational skills.”

“That’s what all the supervillains say.”

“I don’t have powers.”

“The best ones don’t.”

I decided to take that as a compliment and focused on the coffee. When it was ready, I served it to the room—proper coffee, made with care, the kind of small gesture that costs nothing and means everything to people who’ve been living on the margins.

Marcus took a sip and closed his eyes.

“God,” he said. “That’s—”

“Just coffee.”

“It’s the best coffee I’ve had since before the facility.” He opened his eyes. “Valeria never cared about things like this. Coffee was fuel, food was fuel, everything was fuel for the mission. She’d have called this a waste of time.”

“And you?”

He took another sip. “I think the mission is people. And people need things to be good sometimes, even when everything else is terrible.”

“That’s exactly right.”

“Don’t tell the others. They think I’m hard.”

“Your secret’s safe.”

He smiled—the genuine one, the one that made his scars look like history rather than wounds.

I spent the next hour feeding people. Not because it was strategically important, not because the mission required it, but because eleven fighters and four allies were about to risk their lives, and the least I could do was make sure they went into it with full stomachs and decent coffee.

Spark found me at the camp stove, refilling the pot for the third time.

“You’ve been cooking for two hours,” she said.

“People keep eating.”

“Because it’s good. Rook had thirds.” She leaned against the counter beside me—the same spot Celia usually claimed, and I noticed the parallel before I could stop myself. “Can I help?”

“Can you cook?”

“I can heat things. And I can monitor temperature precisely through my bracers.” She held up one wrist, the circuit-traces glowing softly. “I’ve never used my abilities for cooking before, but the principle is just thermal regulation.”

“That’s... actually useful. Here.” I handed her a pot. “Keep this at a steady simmer. Not a boil—simmer. There’s a difference.”

“I know the difference. I have an engineering degree.”

“An engineering degree doesn’t teach you the difference between simmer and boil.”

“It teaches me the difference between ninety-five and one hundred degrees Celsius, which is functionally the same thing.”

“It’s absolutely not the same thing.”

“It’s thermodynamically identical.”

“Cooking isn’t thermodynamics. Cooking is—” I stopped, realizing I was having an argument about simmering with a woman who could interface with electronic devices using her mind. “Just keep it below bubbling.”

“Below bubbling. Got it.” She adjusted her bracer, and the circuit-traces pulsed once as she interfaced with... the pot? Could she interface with a pot? “Ninety-three degrees Celsius. Holding steady.”

“You’re using your powers to cook soup.”

“I’m using my powers to maintain optimal thermal conditions for your soup. There’s a difference.” She glanced at me sidelong. “Neve would appreciate the precision.”

“Neve would appreciate you not comparing cooking to engineering.”

“Neve would absolutely compare cooking to engineering. She’d compare everything to engineering if she thought the variables aligned.”

She was right, and the fact that she already understood that about Neve after four days made me smile despite myself.

“You’re fitting in,” I said.

“Am I?” The humor faded slightly, replaced by something more uncertain. “I’ve been watching your team—the way you interact, the shorthand, the way Neve and Celia orbit around you. It’s not just a team. It’s a family. And families have a shape that doesn’t always accommodate new pieces.”

“We accommodated Celia.”

“Celia’s extraordinary. She walked into your base and demanded a place through sheer force of personality.”

“You walked up to our door and handed us two years of intelligence. That’s pretty extraordinary too.”

She was quiet for a moment, maintaining the soup at her precise ninety-three degrees.

“I’m not trying to—” She started, then stopped. Started again. “I know you’re with Neve and Celia. I’m not—this isn’t—I just haven’t been around people who are kind in a long time, and I’m recalibrating what kindness looks like versus what—” She stopped entirely. “I’m going to stop talking now.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I really do, because the next thing I say is going to be embarrassing, and I’d like to maintain at least the illusion of professional composure for a few more days.”

“Fair enough.” I checked the soup. Her temperature control was, admittedly, perfect. “For what it’s worth, you’re not a new piece being accommodated. You’re a person who showed up when we needed help and offered it without conditions. That’s not accommodation. That’s belonging.”

She stared at the soup for a long time.

“You really do make kindness sound like logistics,” she said. “Celia warned me, and she was right.”

“Is that a complaint?”

“No.” She didn’t look up. “It’s an observation.”

The echo of Neve’s signature phrase hung between us—unintentional, I was almost certain, but resonant.

I let it settle and went back to feeding people.

By late afternoon, the plan was finalized. Marcus briefed his fighters. Neve ran probability simulations on her tablet. Celia and Kira—the telekinetic security consultant—went over internal defense protocols one more time. Spark built secure communication rigs for both teams from components she’d scavenged from the church’s ancient electronics.

I stood at the table, looking at the schematics, running through the logistics one final time. Entry routes, timing, extraction plans, contingencies for the twelve most likely failure modes. The planning brain that Celia called obsessive and Neve called adequate and Marcus called impressive—all grinding through variables because that’s what I contributed. Not ice, not shadows, not circuit-pattern technomancy. Just the boring, critical work of making sure everyone got out alive.

Elena appeared beside me. Her hands were trembling, but her eyes were clear—one of the good patches.

“The dampening technology,” she said. “When your team retrieves it, I’ll need to calibrate it to the specific patient. Every neural implant has unique electromagnetic characteristics based on the integration pattern. One size doesn’t fit all.”

“How long will calibration take?”

“An hour. Maybe two. Assuming the equipment is intact and I have access to the patient’s neural scans.”

“We don’t have neural scans.”

“Then I’ll need the patient present. Direct observation, non-invasive scanning if the equipment supports it.” She paused. “The surgery itself—thirty minutes. Maybe forty-five if the integration is complex. My hands...” She looked at them, watching the tremor. “I’ll need someone to assist. Someone steady.”

“We’ll find someone.”

“Your tech girl.” Elena nodded toward Spark. “Her bracers—they provide fine motor interface capabilities, yes? Precision manipulation at the electronic level?”

I hadn’t thought of that. Spark’s ability to interface with technology—applied not to hacking or jamming but to surgical assistance, steadying instruments, monitoring implant behavior in real time during the extraction.

“I’ll ask her.”

“Do. Because between my knowledge and her hands, we might actually be able to do this without killing the patient.” The clarity flickered. “The patient. Who is the patient? I was talking about something.”

“Neural implant removal. We discussed it this morning.”

“Yes. Yes, this morning.” She steadied. “Tomorrow, Nathan. After your operation. Bring me the equipment and the patient and I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you, Elena.”

“Thank me when she’s alive and the implant’s out.” She turned to go, then stopped. “I was a good doctor, before. I want you to know that. Before they broke me, I was very good.”

“You’re still good.”

“Some days.” She smiled—fragile, genuine. “I hope tomorrow is one of the good days.”

She walked away, and I watched her go, thinking about the cruelty of a system that took a brilliant neurologist and shattered her into fragments, and the stubborn grace of a woman who kept practicing medicine in the spaces between the damage.

Evening fell. The church basement settled into the particular quiet of people preparing for something dangerous. Weapons checked, powers tested, final conversations had. The kind of night where people say the things they’ve been saving, just in case.

Neve found me on the stairs to the upper level, where I’d gone for a moment of air. The church proper was empty and dark, the pews dusty, the stained glass windows filtering the last of the daylight into colored fragments on the floor.

“The plan is solid,” she said, sitting beside me on the steps.

“You always say that right before you list the seventeen things you think could go wrong.”

“Twelve things. I consolidated the redundant failure modes.” She paused. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“When we breach tomorrow—Alpha and Beta will be separated. Different entries, different objectives, different timelines. If something goes wrong with Beta team—”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

“If something goes wrong,” she repeated, “you continue the mission. Heatsoul, the dampening tech, the evidence. Those are the priorities. Not me.”

“Neve—”

“I’m making a tactical recommendation based on operational priorities. The objectives are more important than any individual team member, including me.” She held my gaze, her ice-blue eyes steady behind her glasses. “Especially me. I’m free now, Nathan. The contract is dissolved. I’m here because I choose to be. And I choose to be someone who puts the mission ahead of personal attachment.”

“That’s very logical.”

“It is.”

“It’s also bullshit.”

Her eyebrows rose.

“If something goes wrong with Beta team, I’m coming for you,” I said. “Not because it’s tactically optimal. Not because the mission parameters allow it. Because you’re the woman I love and I’m not leaving you behind. Period.”

She was quiet for a long time. When she spoke, her voice had lost its clinical edge entirely.

“That’s operationally irresponsible.”

“I know.”

“It’s emotionally motivated and strategically unsound.”

“I know.”

“It’s...” She looked at the stained glass. The colored light caught her white hair, painting it in blues and golds. “It’s exactly what I hoped you’d say.”

“Neve.”

“Yes?”

“You’re allowed to just say you love me. You don’t have to build a tactical scenario around it.”

“I love you.” She said it simply, directly, without qualification or probability analysis. “I love you, and I’ll be careful tomorrow, and I expect you to be careful too.”

“Deal.”

She leaned against me—cool skin, familiar weight, the quiet certainty of a woman who’d chosen to be here. I put my arm around her and we sat on the stairs of an abandoned church, watching the colored light fade, listening to the sounds of twenty people preparing for war in the basement below.

Tomorrow, we’d breach a facility and try to save the people who needed saving.

Tonight, we rested.

Or tried to, anyway. The logistics brain never fully shuts down.


Chapter 10: The Night Before

We returned to the bolt-hole at dusk.

The walk from the church to the pawn shop took forty-five minutes through back streets that were becoming familiar—which was dangerous, because familiarity breeds patterns, and patterns are what get fugitives caught. Neve noted this aloud. I filed it away. If we survived tomorrow, we’d need to vary our routes.

If.

The basement was warm when we descended the stairs. Not warm from the generator or the enclosed space—warm because someone had been cooking.

Mira was standing at the camp stove.

I stopped on the last step, and Celia nearly walked into my back. Behind her, Neve made a small sound that might have been surprise if she’d allowed herself such an uncontrolled response.

Mira was stirring something in the pot. Her dark hair was pushed behind her ears, her sleeves rolled up, the restraint scars on her wrists visible under the fluorescent light. Her shadows were pooled calmly around her feet—not the tight, defensive cocoon of the previous days, but something looser. Resting.

She looked up. Flinched—automatic, involuntary, the reflex of someone who’d spent four years being observed only by people who meant her harm. Then she steadied.

“I found canned tomatoes,” she said. “And pasta. I don’t really know how to cook, but I figured boiling water isn’t—” She gestured vaguely at the pot. “It’s probably terrible.”

I walked to the stove and looked. She’d overcooked the pasta and underseasoned the sauce, and the ratio of tomato to noodle was ambitious at best. But she’d done it. She’d stood up, walked to the kitchen area, assessed the available ingredients, made a decision, and acted on it—all without anyone telling her to.

“It’s good,” I said.

“You’re lying. You’re a professional cook—I can see on your face that it’s bad.”

“It’s undercooked sauce and overcooked pasta. But you made it yourself, and that’s what matters.”

Her dark eyes studied me, looking for the trick, the angle, the hidden punishment. When she didn’t find one, something in her expression shifted—not quite a smile, but the space where a smile might eventually grow.

“You can fix it,” she said. “If you want. I won’t—I won’t mind.”

“How about we fix it together? I’ll show you the trick with tomato sauce.”

“There’s a trick?”

“There’s always a trick. That’s what cooking is—a series of small tricks that make people think you’re performing magic.”

She almost smiled. Almost.

I showed her. Low heat, not high—patience, not power. A pinch of sugar to cut the acidity. Salt added gradually, tasting as you go. The pasta was too far gone to rescue, but the sauce came together under attention, thickening into something that smelled like food instead of warm canned tomatoes.

Celia watched from her spot by the door, arms crossed, expression unreadable. But I knew her tells—the way her shadows relaxed when she was feeling something tender, the slight softening around her mouth that she’d deny if anyone pointed it out.

Neve went straight to the workstation to check on the repeater and review any new intelligence. Spark had maintained position near the entrance during our absence, her bracers humming with the relay signal. She looked tired—maintaining the jam for an extended period clearly had a cost—but she’d held.

“Repeater’s stable,” Spark reported. “No signal fluctuations. Seven hours and twelve minutes of autonomous operation remaining before the power cell needs replacing.”

“Can you replace it?”

“Already have a spare charging. Seamless handoff—less than a second of signal gap.”

“The buffer is four seconds,” I remembered.

“I know. That’s why I tested the handoff six times while you were gone.” She paused. “I also upgraded the encryption layer. If Paragon has equipment sensitive enough to detect the jam itself, the new encryption makes it look like background electronic noise rather than a targeted signal.”

“Good thinking.”

“Neve would have thought of it.”

“Neve would have thought of it in three minutes. You thought of it independently, which is arguably more impressive.”

The faintest blush touched her cheekbones. She covered it by turning to her laptop. “I also mapped Aegis patrol patterns in the north-side district around the detention facility. Night shift has reduced coverage between oh-three-hundred and oh-five-hundred—skeleton crew, automated systems. Our breach window is solid.”

Across the room, Neve had stopped typing. I didn’t notice at first—she’s capable of being very still when she’s processing. But when I glanced over, she was watching me. Not the workstation, not the data. Me. And then her gaze shifted, almost imperceptibly, to Spark.

The look lasted less than two seconds. Then she returned to her screen.

I knew that look. I’d seen it in Book—I’d seen it months ago, when Neve had sat me down and said “I’ve noticed Celia watching you” with the careful neutrality of a woman presenting data rather than feelings.

We ate Mira’s rescued sauce over salvaged crackers and canned vegetables. Not the worst meal I’d served in a basement—that honor belonged to the first night, when exhaustion and desperation had seasoned everything with the taste of survival. This was different. Warmer. The particular comfort of shared food made by someone who was learning, for the first time in years, what it meant to do something because she wanted to rather than because she was told to.

Mira ate with us at the table. She was quiet, but present—a small, significant step from the curtained partition where she’d hidden for the first two days. Her shadows moved gently around her ankles, and once, when Celia’s shadows brushed accidentally against hers, she didn’t flinch. The two darknesses touched and separated like water meeting water—compatible, but distinct.

Celia noticed. I saw her register it—the contact, the absence of fear—and something complicated moved behind her green eyes. She didn’t mention it.

After the meal, Spark replaced the repeater’s power cell with the seamless precision she’d promised—a handoff so quick the jam signal never wavered. Then she set up near Mira’s corner, maintaining proximity to the relay, running system checks on the communication rigs she’d built for tomorrow’s operation.

I washed the dishes. Because the ritual mattered. Because clean dishes meant order, and order meant control, and control was the only thing standing between me and the terror of what we were about to attempt.

“Nathan.”

Neve, behind me. I turned. She’d removed her coat, and underneath was the familiar black bodysuit—the supposed temperature-regulation garment that she wore like armor and a second skin simultaneously. Her white hair was still pinned up from the day, the professional twin tails she defaulted to in operational settings.

“Walk with me,” she said.

We went up the stairs to the alley. The night was cold—genuinely cold, not Neve’s cold, though the difference was academic when you were standing in February air without a jacket. She stood with her arms crossed, breath visible, her pale skin catching the faint light from a distant streetlamp.

“You’re going to talk about Spark,” I said.

Her eyebrows rose. “How did you—”

“Because I know what your observation face looks like. You were cataloging data points at dinner.”

“I was not—” She stopped. Adjusted her glasses. “I was assessing team dynamics.”

“You were watching me talk to Spark.”

The silence that followed was the particular Neve silence that meant she was deciding between clinical deflection and honesty. Honesty won—slowly, with visible effort, like a door being pushed open against a draft.

“She looks at you the way Celia looked at you,” Neve said. “Before the rooftop. Before the kiss. The same quality of attention—cautious, drawn, trying not to be obvious.”

“Neve—”

“I’m not upset.” She said it quickly, firmly. “I need you to understand that first. I’m not upset, I’m not threatened, and this is not a repeat of the conversation we had about Celia where I pretended to be logical while actually being terrified.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure that I’m not pretending this time. Whether I’m entirely un-terrified is a more complex question.” The ghost of a smile. “But I’ve had practice, and the data supports a positive outcome.”

“You’re analyzing your feelings about my potential feelings using probability models.”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

“It’s the most Neve thing you’ve ever done.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It’s an observ—”

“Don’t.” But she was smiling. “Nathan, I told you months ago that I’m open to a non-exclusive arrangement. The conditions haven’t changed: honesty, communication, our relationship remains foundational. Those parameters held when Celia joined us. They’ll hold again if—when—the situation evolves.”

“Nothing has happened.”

“I know. But something will, eventually, if the patterns I’m observing continue to develop. And I’d rather we discuss it now—clearly, rationally, without the pressure of a crisis—than pretend I haven’t noticed.”

“What have you noticed?”

“That you held eye contact with her three seconds longer than functional at the streetlight two nights ago. That you assigned her the cooking station next to yours at the church. That you called her work ’arguably more impressive’ than mine twenty minutes ago, which is factually questionable but emotionally revealing.” She ticked the points off with the precision of a research presentation. “And that she used my phrase—’it’s an observation’—without realizing it, which suggests she’s already unconsciously mirroring the linguistic patterns of the people she wants to belong with.”

“You caught that.”

“I catch everything. It’s my defining characteristic.” She turned to face me fully, her ice-blue eyes steady in the dim light. “Nathan, Spark is brilliant, she’s brave, she’s been alone for too long, and she looks at you like you’re the first safe thing she’s seen in two years. I’m not going to stand in the way of that. I just need to know that you see it.”

“I see it.”

“And?”

“And I don’t know what to do about it. Not now. Not with the raid tomorrow and Mira’s implant and Paragon hunting us and—”

“I’m not asking you to do anything about it now. I’m asking you to be aware. Because awareness is what prevents situations from becoming crises.” She reached up and pulled the pins from her hair, letting the white waves fall loose around her shoulders. The shift from professional to intimate was deliberate—she was telling me something with the gesture, the same way she’d told me things with gestures since the beginning. Neve communicated in signals as much as words.

“Tonight is tonight,” she said. Her voice had changed—lower, softer, the clinical edge dissolved into something warmer. “Tomorrow is the raid. What happens after—with Spark, with the team, with everything—we’ll navigate. One day at a time.”

“That’s what we said about Celia.”

“And it worked.” She stepped closer. The cold that radiated from her skin was familiar now—not uncomfortable, but bracing. Alive. “It worked because we were honest. It worked because we communicated. It worked because you are constitutionally incapable of being deceptive about your feelings, which is simultaneously your greatest strength and your most exasperating quality.”

“Thank you?”

“You’re welcome.” She was close enough to touch now. Close enough that I could see the faint frost forming on her eyelashes—involuntary, a sign that her emotions were engaging her powers. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Take me downstairs. Find Celia. And spend tonight being present instead of planning.”

“I always plan.”

“I know. That’s why I’m asking.” She took my hand—cool fingers, precise grip, the deliberate physicality of a woman who had learned that touch was safe because one specific person had taught her. “Please.”

I took her downstairs.

* * *

Celia was waiting.

Not dramatically—not posed or performative. She was sitting on our cot, legs crossed, shadows pooling in gentle eddies around her. She’d changed into one of my t-shirts and nothing else, which was both practical and a statement, because Celia communicated through action the way Neve communicated through analysis.

She looked up when we descended. Her green eyes moved from me to Neve—taking in the loose hair, the held hands, the particular energy between us that said a decision had been made.

“The talk?” Celia asked.

“The talk,” Neve confirmed.

“Good. I was getting tired of being subtle about it.” She uncrossed her legs and shifted to make room. “Come here. Both of you.”

The bolt-hole’s “bedroom” was a generous term for three cots pushed together in a corner with a hanging sheet for privacy. Mira was behind her partition on the far side of the basement, shadows wrapped around her in the defensive cocoon she slept in. Spark was at the entrance, bracers humming, focused on her relay and pointedly not looking in our direction.

Privacy was relative. But we’d learned to work with relative.

Neve sat on the edge of the cot, and Celia reached for her—casual, natural, the comfort of a connection that had grown from antagonism to warmth in its own right. Neve allowed herself to be pulled closer, her cool shoulder pressing against Celia’s warmth.

“Hey, Frosty.” Celia’s voice was low, meant only for us.

“Don’t call me that.”

“You love it when I call you that.”

“I tolerate it. There’s a meaningful—”

Celia kissed her.

I watched them—Neve’s initial stillness melting into response, her pale hand rising to cup Celia’s jaw. Celia kissed the way she did everything: direct, hungry, with an undercurrent of tenderness she’d fight anyone who mentioned. Her shadows rose around them both, a dark curtain that created its own privacy—instinctive, emotional, the living darkness responding to desire.

Neve pulled back, breathless, her glasses slightly askew. “That’s one way to end a sentence.”

“Best way.” Celia looked at me, her green eyes bright in the shadow-dim space. “Are you going to stand there all night?”

I wasn’t.

The cot creaked as I joined them. Celia’s mouth found mine first—she tasted like the terrible instant coffee she’d surrendered to drinking, and underneath that, something dark and warm that was entirely her. Her hands were at my shirt, pulling it over my head with an efficiency that spoke of practice and impatience in equal measure.

“We might die tomorrow,” Celia said against my mouth. Not dramatic—factual. The way soldiers say it, or cops, or anyone who lives close enough to the edge to see over.

“We won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know I’m not going to spend tonight thinking about it.”

“Good.” She pulled back enough to meet my eyes. Her red hair was loose and wild, falling across her shoulders, framing those sharp features in dark copper. “Then stop thinking.”

I stopped thinking.

Celia crossed her arms and pulled my t-shirt over her head in one motion. No bra underneath—Celia never bothered when she was off-duty, and the sight hit me the way it always did, a punch to the gut that bypassed every rational thought. Her breasts were gorgeous—full, heavy enough to sway with the movement, tipped with those dusky rose nipples that were already stiffening in the cool air of the basement. The shadows pooling around her waist framed them like dark hands, and I wanted my mouth on her so badly it was almost a physical pain.

She saw me looking. Her lips curved into the particular smile she reserved for moments when she knew exactly how much power she had.

“Like what you see?”

“You know I do.”

“Say it anyway. A girl likes to hear it.”

“You’re the most distractingly beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and if you don’t come here in the next three seconds, I’m going to embarrass myself.”

“Three seconds?” She straddled my hips with the fluid grace of someone whose body was trained for precision movement. Her weight settled over me, warm and real, and the press of those soft, full breasts against my bare chest made my hands move on instinct—cupping them, thumbs sweeping across her nipples, feeling them harden further under my touch. Celia arched into my palms with a low, breathy moan that went straight through me.

“God, your hands,” she breathed. “Don’t stop doing that.”

Neve moved beside us, unhurried, peeling her bodysuit down over her shoulders with the clinical efficiency she applied to undressing and absolutely nothing else. The suit came away in stages, and I watched—because I always watched Neve undress the way you watch something precise and beautiful unfold. Her pale skin seemed to generate its own light in the dim basement, luminous and cool, the blush of arousal showing pink beneath the porcelain. Her breasts were small and perfect—delicate handfuls that fit her narrow frame like they’d been sculpted there, her nipples a pale rose that deepened to flushed pink when she was turned on. Right now they were tight and peaked, betraying the desire her composed expression wouldn’t.

She removed her glasses last, folding them carefully, setting them within reach. Without them, her ice-blue eyes were bare. Vulnerable. Hungry in a way she’d never admit out loud.

“Beautiful,” I said.

“Adequate,” she murmured, but the color in her cheeks had spread down her neck, across her chest—a map of want that contradicted every controlled word.

Celia leaned across me, her heavy breasts dragging warm and soft along my stomach, and traced a finger down the center of Neve’s chest—between those small, pretty breasts, along the flat plane of her stomach, stopping just above the waistband of the bodysuit bunched at her hips.

“More than adequate,” Celia said. “Take the rest of that off.”

“You’re very demanding tonight.”

“I’m demanding every night. You just pretend not to like it.” Celia tugged the bodysuit lower, and Neve lifted her hips to help—the last of her armor coming away, leaving her bare and pale and breathing harder than she wanted me to notice.

Neve was all slender lines—the narrow curve of her waist, the subtle flare of her hips, the long pale legs she kept so carefully hidden under that bodysuit. Between her thighs, a neat strip of white-blonde hair that matched her head—because of course Neve maintained the same precision everywhere. The sight of her, naked and flushed and trying so hard to look composed while her nipples peaked and her thighs pressed together, made my cock strain against my remaining clothes with an urgency that was becoming difficult to ignore.

“He’s staring,” Neve said to Celia, as if I weren’t right there.

“He always stares. It’s one of his better qualities.” Celia ground her hips down against me, and the friction of her heat through the thin fabric separating us made us both groan. “But he’s overdressed. Fix that.”

Neve’s cool fingers worked at my belt with precision—buckle, button, zipper, each step executed with the efficiency she brought to disarming security systems. The cold shock of her hands against my bare hips made me hiss, and she smiled—that rare, genuine Neve smile that transformed her entire face.

“Sensitive,” she observed, wrapping those chilly fingers around me, and the contrast of her cool grip against my heat made my hips jerk involuntarily. She stroked—slow, measured, studying my responses with the analytical attention she gave to everything. “Interesting. The vasodilation response is—”

“Neve.” My voice came out rougher than I intended. “If you start quoting biology right now—”

“I wasn’t going to.” She stroked again, tightening her grip, and the cool slide of her palm was exquisite—like nothing else, uniquely her, the cryokinetic chill adding a dimension to every touch that made ordinary sensation feel amplified. “I was going to do this.”

She lowered her head and took me into her mouth.

Cold. Wet. Precise. Neve gave head the way she did everything—with focused, methodical attention to exactly what produced the strongest response. Her cool tongue mapped me in deliberate strokes, her pale lips stretched around my shaft, and the temperature differential between her icy mouth and the rest of my overheated body sent electric shocks up my spine. I gripped the edge of the cot and tried to remember how to breathe.

Above me, Celia watched with open appreciation, one hand idly playing with her own breast, rolling a stiffened nipple between her fingers. “She’s good at that, isn’t she?”

“You’re—” I managed. “Not helping.”

“I’m not trying to help. I’m enjoying the show.” She pinched her nipple, harder, and the small gasp she let out was deliberately performative and devastatingly effective. “Neve, sweetheart—don’t make him finish yet. I have plans for him.”

Neve pulled off with a wet sound that resonated in the quiet basement, her lips flushed and slick. “Your plans are noted. But I wasn’t finished.”

“You can have another turn later.” Celia reached down, threading her fingers into Neve’s white hair, and guided her up into a kiss—messy, open-mouthed, the kind of kiss that existed solely because both of them wanted it and neither had any remaining patience for pretense. I watched Celia’s tongue slide against Neve’s, watched Neve’s small breasts press against Celia’s fuller ones—pale against warm, delicate against lush—and the contrast was obscene in the best possible way.

They broke apart, both breathing hard, a thin strand of saliva connecting their lips for a moment before it broke.

“Fuck,” I said, with feeling.

“That’s the idea.” Celia pushed me flat on my back, and before I could respond, she’d risen up on her knees, positioned herself over me, and sank down.

The heat of her was staggering—wet and tight and searingly warm after the cool of Neve’s mouth, and I felt every inch of her as she took me in, her thighs spreading wide across my hips, her gorgeous breasts swaying with the controlled descent. Her head tipped back, red hair cascading down her spine, lips parted, eyes half-closed—and the sound she made was guttural, satisfied, the sound of a woman getting exactly what she wanted.

“There,” she breathed. “God, right there.” She rolled her hips experimentally—a slow, grinding rotation that pressed me deep inside her—and her inner walls gripped me with a slick, rhythmic pressure that made coherent thought impossible.

Neve settled beside us, watching with undisguised interest, her analytical mind cataloging every reaction. Her hand moved to Celia’s breast—cupping the heavy swell of it, cool fingers finding the peaked nipple and pinching gently. Celia whimpered, and the sound of Celia whimpering was something I’d go to war to hear again.

“She likes that,” I said.

“I know.” Neve pinched harder, rolling the stiff bud between her fingers, and Celia’s hips stuttered in their rhythm. “She’s extremely responsive to simultaneous stimulation. I’ve been collecting data.”

“You’ve been—collecting data—on how I like my nipples touched?” Celia managed between gasps.

“I collect data on everything. Your erogenous response mapping is particularly comprehensive.” Neve leaned in and replaced her fingers with her mouth—cool lips closing around Celia’s nipple, tongue swirling, and the moan Celia produced was loud enough that I was briefly grateful for the generator noise covering us.

“Fuck—Neve—” Celia’s rhythm faltered completely, her hips grinding down against me in uncoordinated jerks as Neve worked her breast with that methodical, devastating focus. Her shadows erupted—thick, warm tendrils spilling out across the cot, curling around all three of us, responding to pleasure the way they responded to every strong emotion.

I sat up, changing the angle inside her, and caught her other breast in my mouth. Warm where Neve was cold, my tongue against one nipple while Neve’s cooled the other—and Celia came apart between us. Her whole body clenched, her fingers knotting in my hair and Neve’s simultaneously, her inner walls squeezing me in rhythmic waves that made me grit my teeth against my own release.

“Oh god—oh fuck—don’t stop, don’t either of you fucking stop—”

We didn’t stop. Neve and I worked her together, mouths on her breasts, my hands gripping her hips to keep her anchored while her body shook and her shadows went wild—whipping around the cot, the sheet, the hanging partition, filling the space with living darkness that pulsed in time with her orgasm.

She rode through it, gasping, swearing, beautiful and wrecked and completely unguarded in a way she only ever was in these moments—no bravado, no deflection, just Celia stripped bare and shaking and trusting us enough to let it happen.

When the aftershocks subsided, she slumped forward against my chest, breathing hard, her face buried in my neck.

“Give me—give me a minute—”

“Take your time.”

“I don’t want to take my time. I want you to fuck Neve while I watch.”

Neve made a sound that was almost a squeak—rare, undignified, immediately covered by a cough.

“That’s—I didn’t agree to—”

“Your nipples just got harder.” Celia lifted her head, grinning. “I can see them from here. You want it.”

“Physiological responses are not equivalent to—”

“Neve.” Celia lifted off me slowly—a slick, hot slide that made us both shudder—and turned to face her. “Lie down.”

Neve’s bare chest was heaving. Her small breasts rose and fell with each quickened breath, those pale nipples flushed deep pink and visibly stiff. She held Celia’s gaze for a long moment—the familiar contest between control and desire playing out behind those ice-blue eyes.

Desire won.

She lay back.

I moved over her, and the temperature contrast was immediate—Neve’s cool skin against my overheated body, her chilly thighs parting to accommodate me, her breath cold against my lips when I kissed her. She was wet—I could feel it, the evidence of her arousal warm against her naturally cool skin, a contradiction that was uniquely and entirely Neve.

“Ready?” I asked.

“I’ve been ready for approximately—”

I pushed inside her, and whatever calculation she’d been about to deliver dissolved into a gasp. She was tight—narrower than Celia, her body gripping me with a cool, silky pressure that made every nerve ending fire. Her back arched off the cot, those small breasts lifting, and I ducked my head to take one peaked nipple between my lips—tasting winter, tasting Neve, feeling the nub harden further against my tongue.

“Nathan—” Her voice cracked. The composure she wore like armor fractured along familiar lines, the controlled exterior giving way to the desperate, needy woman underneath. Her hips rose to meet mine, and the angle drove me deeper, and she made a sound that was half moan and half something she’d be embarrassed about later.

Celia crawled up beside Neve’s head, still flushed and languid from her own orgasm, her heavy breasts swaying as she moved. She bent down and kissed Neve—slow and deep, swallowing the sounds Neve was making as I found my rhythm. One of Celia’s hands drifted down Neve’s body, skimming across those small, sensitive breasts, trailing lower across her flat stomach, and found the place where Neve and I were joined.

Her fingers settled against Neve’s clit—circling, stroking, adding another layer of sensation that made Neve’s hips buck wildly. Frost exploded across the sheets in jagged crystalline patterns, melting almost as fast as it formed. Neve’s carefully maintained control was in ruins, her body arching and twisting between us, her cool inner walls fluttering around me in ways that tested every ounce of my restraint.

“Come for us,” Celia murmured against Neve’s mouth. “Let go, ice queen.”

Neve’s hand shot out and gripped Celia’s wrist—not to stop her, but to anchor herself. Her other hand found my arm, nails biting in. Her ice-blue eyes were wide open, staring up at both of us, and for a moment she was completely bare—no analysis, no probability, no clinical detachment. Just a woman on the edge, held by the two people she’d chosen.

“Please,” she whispered, and the word—from Neve, who never begged, never asked, never admitted needing anything—broke me in half.

I drove deeper. Celia’s fingers worked faster. And Neve shattered.

She came silently—mouth open, no sound, her entire body locking rigid as the orgasm crashed through her. Ice erupted across the cot—not frost this time but actual ice, a thin crystalline sheet that crackled and popped beneath us. Her walls seized around me in spasming contractions, cool and tight and relentless, and I buried myself inside her and let go.

My own orgasm tore through me with a force that whited out my vision. I felt Celia’s hand on the back of my neck, felt Neve’s legs lock around my waist, felt the two of them holding me the way I’d held them—completely, without reservation, three people refusing to let each other fall.

The ice melted. The shadows settled. The world came back in pieces—the hum of the generator, the distant sounds of the city, the warm press of two bodies against mine.

Celia arranged us in the aftermath with the efficiency of a woman who’d optimized the sleeping configuration through trial and error. Neve on my left—head on my chest, one leg thrown across mine, her cool skin welcome against the lingering heat. Celia on my right—tucked against my shoulder, her breasts warm and soft against my side, shadows settling in lazy coils around our feet.

Neve’s glasses were retrieved and placed on the cot’s edge. Celia found a blanket from somewhere and draped it across all three of us. The ice had melted completely, leaving the sheets damp in a way nobody mentioned.

Nobody spoke for a while. The basement hummed with the generator and the faint pulse of Spark’s relay equipment, and beyond the hanging sheet, the world continued being dangerous and impossible.

“Hey,” Celia said eventually.

“Hey.”

“Don’t die tomorrow.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“Plans change.” Her hand found mine, squeezed. “Promise me something real.”

“I promise I’ll come back to you. Both of you.”

“That’s operationally irresponsible,” Neve murmured against my chest. “You can’t guarantee outcomes in a volatile tactical environment.”

“Are you quoting yourself from earlier?”

“I’m noting the inconsistency in your assurances.”

“I’m noting that you’re the one who asked me to stop planning and be present.”

“Those aren’t contradictory positions.”

“They’re absolutely contradictory positions.”

“The probability—”

“Neve.” Celia reached across me and found Neve’s hand. “Shut up and go to sleep.”

“That’s unnecessary and—”

“Sleep.”

Neve muttered something about the statistical improbability of effective rest under current conditions, but she settled. Her breathing slowed. The cool press of her body became familiar, rhythmic, safe.

Celia’s shadows pulled the darkness a little closer. Not hiding—protecting. Surrounding us in the only armor she could provide.

I lay between them—the ice and the shadow, the analyst and the thief, the two women who’d taught me that love wasn’t a singular thing but a spectrum, adapting its shape to the people brave enough to hold it.

Tomorrow, we’d storm a facility. Tomorrow, we’d fight. Tomorrow, the war would take whatever it was going to take.

But tonight, we were here. Complete. Together.

I closed my eyes.

For once, the logistics brain was quiet.


Chapter 11: Breach

Four in the morning. The city sleeping. The world dark and cold and full of terrible potential.

We staged at the maintenance tunnel entrance on the facility’s north side—a drainage access point behind a chain-link fence, hidden from the road by a row of dumpsters that smelled like rust and neglect. Eight people crouched in the dark, breathing vapor, checking weapons and powers and nerve.

Alpha team. Me, Celia, Spark, Rook, Kira, and two Liberation Front fighters named Dev and Ghost. Dev was the teenager who kept flickering invisible—he’d stabilized since the church, his nerves settling into something approaching readiness. Ghost was a misnomer—the woman could phase through solid matter, like Celia but without the shadow component. Useful for bypassing locked doors. Limited to herself only.

“Comms check,” I said quietly. “Beta, you copy?”

Neve’s voice came through clean and steady, transmitted through Spark’s encrypted earpieces. “Beta is staged at the south approach. All seven fighters in position. Marcus is ready.”

“Confirmed. Synchronized breach in thirty minutes. Mark.”

“Marked.” A pause. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t do anything heroic.”

“When have I ever done anything heroic?”

“You threw a flash grenade at a man who could bench-press a truck. That qualifies.”

“That was survival, not heroism.”

“The distinction is academic. Be careful.”

“Copy. Beta out.”

I looked at my team. Eight people about to walk into a building full of armed security and powered guards, operating on limited intelligence, insufficient equipment, and the particular brand of desperate optimism that defined our entire operation.

“Final review,” I said. “Celia enters first. Shadow-phase through the tunnel access into the facility’s sub-level maintenance corridor. Disable any guards between the access point and the junction at grid reference C-7.” I pulled up the facility map on the tablet Spark had configured. “At C-7, the corridor splits. Left goes to sub-level one—the research lab. Right goes deeper, to sub-level two—containment. Heatsoul’s cell.”

“I take the left fork,” Spark said. She’d dimmed her bracers to near-invisible, the circuit-traces on her forearms barely a whisper of blue. “Research lab. Dampening technology retrieval and evidence collection. Rook comes with me for muscle.”

Rook flexed stone-gray fingers. “Muscle. I like that.”

“Right fork is Celia, Kira, Dev, and Ghost,” I continued. “Containment level. Locate Heatsoul’s cell, disable the containment locks, extract her.”

“And you?” Celia asked.

“I stay at the junction. Central position, comms relay for both sub-teams and Beta. If something goes wrong with either objective, I coordinate the response.”

“Alone.”

“With a handgun and an earpiece. Which is exactly where the logistics guy should be—behind the people with actual powers, making sure the plan holds together.”

She didn’t like it. I could see it in the set of her jaw, the way her shadows curled protectively toward me before she pulled them back. But she didn’t argue, because the plan was right and she knew it.

“Oh-four-thirty,” I said. “Neve hits the main entrance with Beta team. Every guard in the building responds to the surface attack. That’s our window—the sub-levels empty out, and we move.”

“How long is the window?” Kira asked. Small objects near her feet—pebbles, a loose bolt—were drifting upward in lazy orbits, her telekinesis responding to her nerves the way Celia’s shadows responded to hers.

“Neve estimates seven to ten minutes before they realize the surface attack is a diversion and start sending people back down. We need to be in position—both sub-teams at their objectives—within that window.”

“Seven minutes,” Ghost said flatly. She was a thin woman with close-cropped gray hair and the permanently unimpressed expression of someone who’d survived Aegis detention. “That’s tight.”

“It’s tight. That’s why Celia goes first—clearing the path before Beta even hits. By the time the diversion starts, we should already be at the junction.”

“Should,” Dev muttered, flickering momentarily invisible and then back.

“Will,” I corrected. “We will be at the junction.”

Nobody argued with the confidence I didn’t entirely feel.

“Move out,” I said.

Celia touched my arm. Brief, deliberate—not a goodbye, because we didn’t do goodbyes. A promise, delivered through pressure instead of words.

Then her shadows rose, thick and purposeful, and she dissolved into the tunnel entrance like ink poured into water. Gone. Working.

We waited. Two minutes of silence that felt like twenty, listening through the earpiece for Celia’s updates.

“First corridor clear,” she whispered. “Two guards. Unconscious. Shadows cut their air supply—non-lethal, they’ll wake up in fifteen minutes with headaches.”

“Copy. Proceed to junction.”

Another minute. The sound of shadows moving through confined spaces—a soft, tearing noise, like fabric being pulled through a narrow gap.

“Second corridor. One guard and—hold.” Silence. Extended silence. “Automated thermal defense. Flamethrower emplacements in the ceiling, triggered by motion sensors.”

My stomach dropped. Fire. Celia’s weakness.

“Spark?” I said.

“On it. Give me the sensor frequency.” A pause. “Celia, I need you to trigger one of the sensors without being in the blast zone. Can you extend a shadow tendril into the detection field?”

“Already doing it.”

A distant whoosh—the sound of flames igniting in an enclosed space. Through the earpiece, I heard Celia’s sharp intake of breath, the instinctive fear of someone whose powers were negated by the very thing now filling the corridor.

“Got it,” Spark said, fingers flying across a device she’d built from components scrounged from the church. “Standard infrared motion detection, broadcasting on a military-grade frequency. Cycling the sensors to maintenance mode—now.”

“Confirm offline?”

“Confirmed. Emplacements are dormant. But the maintenance mode has a fifteen-minute timeout before auto-reset. After that, they come back online.”

“Another clock,” I said. “Noted. Celia, proceed.”

“Proceeding. And Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“I hate fire.”

“I know.”

“Just wanted that on the record.”

She moved on. Another two minutes, and her voice returned: “Junction reached. C-7. Both corridors accessible. No additional guards—the sub-levels are running skeleton crew. Most of the security must be on the upper floors.”

“Or they pulled personnel to respond to a recent threat.” I checked my watch. Oh-four-twenty-two. Eight minutes until Neve’s diversion. “Alpha team, move. Into the tunnel. Follow the cleared path. Stay quiet.”

We moved.

The maintenance tunnel was narrow and industrial—bare concrete, overhead pipes, the hum of climate-control systems pushing recycled air through a building designed for containment. Celia had left the two unconscious guards zip-tied and positioned out of the path. Professional, efficient, exactly the woman I’d watched grow from a desperate fugitive into an operator over the past months.

The dormant flamethrower emplacements were visible in the ceiling—squat, ugly nozzles positioned at intervals along the corridor. Even offline, they made the hair on my arms stand up. Someone had designed this facility with shadow-wielders specifically in mind.

We reached the junction at oh-four-twenty-six. Four minutes early. Good.

“Alpha at C-7,” I reported. “Sub-teams splitting. Spark, take Rook—left corridor, research lab. Celia, take Kira, Dev, and Ghost—right corridor, containment.”

“Copy,” Spark said, already moving, her bracers pulsing as she interfaced with the facility’s electronic infrastructure in real time. Rook followed, his stone-gray skin catching the fluorescent light, looking like a piece of the building that had decided to walk.

Celia paused at the right fork. She looked at me—green eyes steady, shadows pooling around her feet in dark, anticipatory coils.

“See you on the other side, logistics boy.”

“See you on the other side.”

She turned and was gone, her team following her into the corridor that led to Heatsoul’s cell.

I stood at the junction. Alone. A handgun on my hip, an earpiece in my ear, and a tablet displaying the facility schematic. Central position, both corridors in earshot, the relay point for twenty people’s survival.

This was my job. Not the glamorous part. Not the part that would make stories or earn reputations. The quiet, critical work of holding the threads together while everyone else pulled.

Oh-four-thirty.

“Beta, breach,” I said.

From somewhere above—muffled by floors and concrete but still audible—the world came apart.

Neve hit the building with everything she had. I could feel it through the structure itself—the temperature plummeting, pipes groaning as water froze inside them, the deep, resonant crack of ice forming across surfaces that were never designed to be frozen. Then the secondary sounds: explosions of ice breaching walls, the shouts of guards scrambling to respond, the distinctive crack-hiss of Marcus’s regeneration-fueled combat style.

“Beta engaged,” Neve reported over comms, her voice calm despite the chaos behind it. “Twelve security responding to main entrance. Two more from the east wing. Marcus has the entry hall. I’m creating barriers to funnel them.”

“Any powered resistance?”

“One. Kinetic redirector—she’s bouncing our projectiles back. Marcus is engaging directly. His regeneration is—” A pause, the sound of ice shattering. “—handling it.”

“Keep them busy. Alpha sub-teams are moving.”

The comms split into parallel channels. Spark’s team in my left ear, Celia’s in my right.

“Research lab door,” Spark reported. “Electronic lock, biometric override. Give me twenty seconds.”

“Containment corridor,” Celia said. “Long hallway, cells on both sides. I count eight—no, ten containment units. Most empty. Two occupied. Heatsoul is—” A pause. “Third cell from the end. I can see her.”

“Status?”

“She’s... sitting. In the middle of the cell. Not restrained.” Celia’s voice shifted—cautious. “Nathan, she’s not restrained. She’s sitting in an open cell with no visible restraints, and she’s not moving.”

That was wrong. Everything about that was wrong. A powered pyrokinetic in an unrestrained cell meant either the containment was invisible—suppression field, maybe—or Heatsoul was staying voluntarily.

Or the conditioning had worked.

“Approach with caution,” I said. “Kira, be ready to shield the team if she fires. Dev, stay invisible—observe her behavior before anyone engages.”

“Copy.” Dev’s voice was thin, nervous. I heard the faint shimmer of his visibility flickering.

“Research lab open,” Spark reported from the other corridor. “Interior is—this is extensive. Rows of equipment, research terminals, containment units for technology. I can see dampening field generators along the east wall. Multiple units.”

“Grab the dampening tech first. Evidence second. You have—” I checked the clocks running in my head. “—eight minutes before the thermal defenses come back online and eleven before the guards realize they’ve been played.”

“Working.”

From the right corridor, Celia’s team was approaching Heatsoul’s cell. I listened, my hand tight on the tablet, watching the schematic as if I could will the operation to succeed through force of attention.

“Dev, report,” I said.

“She’s... talking.” Dev’s invisible voice was barely above a whisper. “To herself. Repeating something. I can’t make out the words.”

“Get closer.”

A pause. “’I deserve this. I deserve this. I deserve this.’” Dev’s voice had gone flat. “That’s what she’s saying. Over and over.”

Conditioning. They’d broken her belief in herself—turned the woman who’d said “Nobody deserves what happens in this place” into someone who believed she deserved exactly that.

“Celia,” I said. “She’s been conditioned. Verbal repetition protocol—they’ve rewritten her internal narrative. She may not recognize you. She may fight.”

“Copy.” Celia’s voice was tight. “I’m going in.”

“Carefully.”

“When am I not careful?”

“Do you want a list?”

“Fair point. Going in carefully.”

I heard the containment cell door opening. The soft sound of Celia’s footsteps on concrete. Then—

“Heatsoul. Hey. It’s Celia. We met at the Retreat—you gave us the backup codes. You saved fifty-three people.”

Silence from the cell.

“You don’t deserve this. Whatever they told you, whatever they made you believe—you don’t deserve this. You chose the right side, and they punished you for it. That’s not justice. That’s revenge.”

More silence. Then a voice—rough, fractured, barely recognizable as the defiant woman from the Retreat.

“You’re... the shadow one. The thief.”

“That’s me. And outside this cell is my team. We came to get you out.”

“Out.” The word sounded foreign in Heatsoul’s mouth, like she’d forgotten its meaning. “I can’t go out. I’m—I deserve—”

“You deserve better than a cell and a lie.” Celia’s voice hardened. “I know what it’s like to have a powerful man decide your life for you. I know what it feels like when they tell you you’re nothing and you start to believe it. But it’s not true. It was never true.”

A long pause. I held my breath.

“The codes,” Heatsoul whispered. “I gave you the codes.”

“You did.”

“And the people. They got out?”

“Every single one.”

Another pause. Then, so quietly the earpiece barely caught it: “My name is Ava.”

“Ava. Come with us. Please.”

I waited. The seconds stretched like rubber, each one carrying the weight of a decision that could tip either direction—the conditioned obedience pulling one way, the buried conscience pulling the other.

“Okay,” Ava said. “Okay.”

“Kira, Dev—help her walk. Ghost, take point back down the corridor.” Celia’s voice shifted to operational. “Nathan, we have Heatsoul. She’s ambulatory but impaired. Moving to extraction.”

“Copy. Spark, status?”

“Dampening tech secured—two portable field generators, packed and ready. I’m downloading the research database now. Nathan, there’s—” She stopped. “There’s a lot here. Not just implant data. Subject files. Hundreds of them. People they’ve—”

“Grab everything the drive can hold. We’ll sort it later.”

“Already on it. Two minutes.”

From above, the sounds of Beta’s engagement were shifting. More guards, heavier resistance. Neve’s voice crackled: “They’re pulling from the east wing now. Twenty-plus security. We can hold, but our window is compressing.”

“How long?”

“Five minutes before they realize the sub-levels are exposed.”

Five minutes. Spark needed two. Celia’s team was moving through the containment corridor with a barely mobile Heatsoul. The thermal defenses would reboot in—I checked—six minutes.

The math was tight. The math was always tight.

“Everyone accelerate,” I said. “We are on a compressed timeline. Spark, two minutes maximum. Celia, fastest safe pace back to junction.”

I heard them comply. The sounds of movement—boots on concrete, the hum of Spark’s bracers interfacing with data systems, the shuffle of Heatsoul being supported between Kira and Dev.

Then something changed.

It started as a feeling—a prickling at the back of my neck, the animal instinct that had kept human beings alive long before we had language to describe it. Something wrong. Something present that shouldn’t be.

I looked down the left corridor—Spark’s direction. Empty. The fluorescent lights hummed.

I looked down the right corridor—Celia’s direction. Empty. The distant sounds of her team moving.

I looked behind me. The maintenance tunnel we’d come through. Dark. Still.

Too still.

The air in the tunnel was supposed to be moving—the climate-control systems pushing recycled air through the facility’s infrastructure. I’d noted the airflow when we entered, the constant low draft that meant the ventilation was functioning.

The draft had stopped.

Someone had shut down the ventilation in this section. Deliberately. Quietly. While my attention was on two simultaneous operations in two different corridors.

“Contact,” I said into the earpiece, reaching for the handgun on my hip. “Unknown. Maintenance tunnel behind my position. Ventilation has been cut—someone is—”

The lights went out.

Not a power failure—a targeted blackout. The junction, both corridors for twenty meters in each direction, all dark. The only light was the faint glow of my tablet screen, suddenly blazing like a beacon in the absolute black.

I killed the screen. Darkness.

“Nathan?” Celia’s voice, sharp. “What’s happening?”

“Blackout at the junction. Targeted—not facility-wide.” I pressed my back against the corridor wall, handgun up, trying to control my breathing. My heart was hammering. I couldn’t see anything—not the corridor, not the walls, not my own hands.

But I could hear.

Footsteps. Soft, measured, confident. The walk of someone who owned the dark the way most people owned daylight.

“Spark, is this you?” I asked, knowing it wasn’t.

“Negative. I still have power in the research lab. This is localized to your position.”

The footsteps stopped. Close. Very close. I could feel the presence in the dark—a weight, a density, the particular sensation of someone standing within arm’s reach and watching.

“Nathan Cole.” The voice was male. Deep, calm, with the practiced assurance of someone accustomed to fear. “The logistics man. The line cook who thinks he can bring down an empire.”

I didn’t recognize the voice. But I recognized the power—the perfect, absolute control over darkness that went beyond anything Celia could produce. This wasn’t shadow manipulation. This was darkness itself, weaponized.

“You’re Paragon’s backup,” I said. “The replacement for Nightfall.”

“Replacement is a generous term. I’m the upgrade.” The darkness shifted—not a movement I could see, but one I felt, the way you feel a change in air pressure. “Paragon activated me when his little pet went missing. Sent me here because he suspected you’d come for the pyrokinetic. Predictable, Nathan. You’re terribly predictable.”

“I prefer ’consistent.’”

“Do you? Because consistently walking into traps is usually called something else.”

I was thinking. Not panicking—thinking. The logistics brain grinding through variables because that’s what it did, that’s what it was for. The gun in my hand was useless against someone I couldn’t see. My body was useless against a powered individual in any circumstance. I had no ice, no shadows, no stone skin, no electricity.

I had an earpiece. I had a team. I had information.

“Celia,” I said calmly into the earpiece. “New contact at my position. Shadow-powered. Not Mira—someone new. Advanced darkness manipulation.”

“I’m coming back—”

“No. Continue extraction with Heatsoul. That’s the priority.”

“Nathan, if he’s shadow-powered, I’m the only counter—”

“The flamethrower emplacements.” The idea arrived fully formed, the way they sometimes did—the boring paperwork, the overlooked detail, the thing nobody else noticed. “Spark, the thermal defenses you put into maintenance mode. Can you reactivate them? Selectively—just the emplacements in the junction area?”

“I—yes. I still have the frequency. But if I reactivate them, they’ll trigger on any movement in the zone. Including yours.”

“I know.”

“Nathan—”

“How fast can you cycle them?”

“One point three seconds from activation command to ignition.”

“Do it on my mark. Not before.”

The darkness around me stirred. The voice was amused. “You’re stalling. Calling for help. The famous Nathan Cole logistics, buying time with conversation.” A laugh, soft and controlled. “What are you going to do, logistics man? Cook me dinner?”

“Something like that.” I shifted my weight. The concrete floor was cold under my feet. The handgun was a useless weight in my grip. But my other hand was on the tablet, screen still dark, finger hovering over the comms key.

“You should know,” the voice continued, “that Paragon isn’t interested in capture anymore. The kill order extends to all of you. Your ice woman. Your shadow thief. The tech girl. Even the Liberation Front fighters—every single one.” A pause. “He’s very angry, Nathan. Losing his pet was bad enough. But the fact that you’ve turned Sentinel’s investigation into a genuine threat? That’s unforgivable.”

Sentinel. He mentioned Sentinel’s investigation. Which meant Paragon knew about it. Which meant Webb might be compromised.

I filed that away. One crisis at a time.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” the voice said. “I’m going to kill you—quietly, in the dark, the way I was designed to. Then I’m going to find your shadow woman and kill her too. The pyrokinetic stays. The tech girl—she might be useful. Paragon hasn’t decided yet.”

“That’s a lot of decisions for someone who just got activated.”

“I’ve been active for three years, Nathan. Nightfall was the public face. I’m the one Paragon kept in reserve—for situations exactly like this. When the pet breaks its leash.”

Three years. Another asset. Another person Paragon had turned into a weapon.

“Were you taken too?” I asked. “Like Mira? Like the people at the Retreat?”

Silence. A different quality of silence—not menacing, but surprised.

“Taken.” The word was flat. “That’s an interesting way to phrase it.”

“Is there a better word?”

“Recruited. Paragon recruited me. He found me, trained me, gave me purpose.” The darkness tightened. “He didn’t need an implant. I chose this.”

“Did you? Or did he find you when you were vulnerable and convince you that violence was the only thing you were good for?”

“Don’t.” The voice hardened. “Don’t try your logistics man routine on me. I know what you did to Nightfall—the girl, the crying, the ’you’re not alone’ speech. It won’t work on me.”

“I’m not trying to convert you. I’m trying to stay alive long enough for my team to finish their objectives.” I adjusted my grip on the handgun—not to shoot, but to give my hands something to do. “So let me ask you a practical question. If you kill me—right now, in this corridor—what happens next?”

“I find your shadow woman and—”

“No. What happens to you? Paragon’s kill order—does it have a retirement clause? When all of us are dead and Aegis is safe, does he send you home with a pension? Or does he send you after the next inconvenient person, and the one after that, until eventually you’re the one who knows too much?”

“You’re stalling.”

“I’m a logistics man. Stalling is just resource management applied to time.” I took a breath. “And I’m also waiting for my mark.”

From the earpiece—Spark’s voice, barely a whisper: “Alpha sub-teams clear of junction zone. Celia’s team is past the thermal defense perimeter. I’m at the tunnel entrance with the dampening tech. You’re the only one in range.”

The only one in range. Which meant I was about to do something very stupid.

“You know what the biggest difference is between you and Mira?” I said to the darkness. “Mira has an implant. Her compliance is forced. Yours is voluntary—which means you could stop anytime you wanted. You just don’t want to. And that’s not loyalty. That’s comfort.”

“Shut up.”

“Paragon doesn’t inspire loyalty. He inspires dependency. He finds broken people and convinces them they need him to function. It’s the same thing he tried with Celia, the same thing he did to the women who filed complaints against him, the same—”

“I said shut up.”

The darkness lunged. I felt it—a physical force, shadow-dense air slamming toward me like a fist. I threw myself sideways, hitting the concrete floor, and screamed into the earpiece:

“MARK!”

The ceiling erupted.

The flamethrower emplacements ignited with a roar that filled the corridor—jets of pressurized fire blasting downward in overlapping cones, turning the junction into an inferno. The darkness shattered. Shadows couldn’t exist in fire—not Celia’s, not Mira’s, not this man’s. The fundamental rule of umbrakinesis: fire is the counter.

I was on the floor, below the primary blast zone. The heat was enormous—searing, immediate, the kind of heat that blistered skin and scorched lungs. But the emplacements were ceiling-mounted, designed to catch intruders standing upright, and I was pressed flat against the concrete, making myself as small as possible while the fire raged above me.

A scream. Not mine—the shadow-wielder, caught in full flame, his darkness stripped away by the one thing it couldn’t survive. Through the firelight, I saw him for the first time—a man, young, dark-haired, his face contorted in pain and shock as fire replaced the shadows he’d wrapped himself in.

“Spark! Kill the emplacements!”

One point three seconds from command to response. The flames cut off as suddenly as they’d started, the corridor plunging back into fluorescent light as the emergency systems kicked in. The shadow-wielder was on the ground, burned, his powers shattered by the thermal assault. Not dead—alive, moaning, the shadows around him thin and ragged and useless.

I stood. My hands were shaking. The handgun was still in my grip, unfired—because I hadn’t needed it. I’d needed a building schematic, a tech specialist, and the willingness to set myself on fire.

“Alpha junction clear,” I said into the earpiece, and my voice was steadier than it had any right to be. “New contact neutralized. All sub-teams, report status.”

“Spark here. Dampening tech and evidence secured. At the tunnel entrance. Ready for extraction.”

“Celia here. Heatsoul extracted. We’re at the tunnel entrance. Everyone’s out.” A pause. “Nathan, are you burned?”

“Singed. I’m fine.”

“You set off flamethrowers in a corridor you were standing in.”

“I was lying down.”

“You were—” She stopped. “We are going to have a very long conversation about this later.”

“Looking forward to it.”

“That wasn’t an invitation.”

“It’s an observation?”

“Don’t you dare.”

I zip-tied the dazed shadow-wielder to a pipe—he wasn’t going anywhere with his powers disrupted, and the burns would keep him down long enough for us to be gone. Then I moved through the corridor at a pace that was definitely not running because I refused to run from a building I’d just set on fire.

“Beta, Alpha objectives complete. All teams extracting through the north tunnel.”

“Copy,” Neve said, and the relief in her voice was audible even through her control. “Beta disengaging. We’ll rendezvous at the secondary rally point.”

“Casualties?”

“Three minor injuries. Marcus took a kinetic impact to the shoulder—his regeneration is handling it. No fatalities.” A beat. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“You used the flamethrower emplacements.”

“It was the logical tactical option.”

“You activated fire defenses in a confined space with yourself as the only friendly in the zone.”

“I was on the floor.”

“That’s not the reassurance you think it is.”

“Neve, we can debrief later. Extract your team.”

“Extracting. And Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“If you ever do anything like that again, I will freeze you to the floor and leave you there until you develop a sense of self-preservation.”

“Noted.”

“It’s not a joke.”

“I know.”

We extracted through the maintenance tunnel—the whole Alpha team moving fast, carrying the dampening equipment in military-surplus duffels, supporting Heatsoul between Dev and Kira. She was walking under her own power now, barely, her auburn hair tangled and her sharp features gaunt with weeks of captivity. But her eyes—dark, fierce, defiant—were starting to clear. The conditioning was breaking, word by word, step by step, with every meter she put between herself and that cell.

“You came back,” she said to me as we moved through the tunnel. Her voice was hoarse. “I told you those people didn’t deserve to die. And you came back.”

“You helped us save fifty-three people. We don’t forget that.”

“Aegis forgot.”

“Aegis isn’t the standard we measure by.”

She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t fully read—gratitude, disbelief, the fragile edge of something that might become trust if given enough time and evidence.

“Ava,” she said. “My name is Ava. Not Heatsoul.”

“Nathan. Not a supervillain.”

“That’s debatable.”

“So I’ve been told.”

We emerged from the tunnel into pre-dawn darkness. The air was cold and clean and impossibly sweet after the concrete-and-fire atmosphere of the sub-levels. I breathed it in, feeling the adrenaline begin to ebb, feeling the shaking in my hands that I’d suppressed through the entire operation start to make itself known.

Celia was at my side in seconds. Her shadows surged around me—not a cocoon, but an inspection, dark tendrils running over my arms, my back, my face, checking for damage.

“Singed,” she pronounced, finding the reddened skin on my forearms where the fire had reached closest. “Second-degree on the left arm. Minor.”

“Minor.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“Noted.”

“An idiot who just saved the operation by lying flat in a corridor while flamethrowers went off above him.” She gripped my shirt, pulled me close. “Don’t ever do that again.”

“I won’t promise that.”

“I know. That’s why I’m furious.” She kissed me—hard, fast, tasting of shadows and fear and relief. “Idiot.”

"You mentioned that."

"I'll keep mentioning it." But she wasn't releasing my shirt. Her knuckles were white around the fabric, her green eyes incandescent with something that was running past anger into territory that didn't have a clean name. Relief, fury, desire, desperation—all of it compressed into the grip of a woman who'd spent the last hour listening to comms chatter and trying to determine through radio static whether the man she loved was on fire.

"Celia, we need to debrief. Neve's waiting on—"

"Neve's securing the perimeter and Marcus is counting heads and nobody needs us for ten minutes." She pulled me forward by the shirt, walking backward into the maintenance tunnel we'd just exited, her shadows flowing ahead of her to test the darkness. "I almost heard you die, Nathan. I was in the corridor above you and I heard the flamethrowers engage and then your comms cut out for forty-one seconds. Forty-one seconds of silence while fire raged in the sub-level below me."

"The comms shorted from the heat—"

"I know why they shorted. I know the technical explanation. I don't care about the technical explanation." She backed me against the tunnel wall. The concrete was cold through my shirt. Her body, pressed against mine, was furnace-hot, her adrenaline manifesting as heat the way Neve's emotions manifested as cold. "I care that for forty-one seconds I was standing in a corridor calculating the probability that you were dead, and I don't have Neve's brain, so my calculation was just the word 'no' repeated until I couldn't breathe."

She kissed me. Not the sharp, punishing kiss from the tunnel mouth—this was the kiss that came after, the one that couldn't wait for privacy or timing or common sense. Her mouth opened against mine and she tasted like adrenaline and shadows, her tongue finding mine with an urgency that went straight to my hindbrain and switched off every higher function.

Her hands moved from my shirt to the skin beneath it, shoving the fabric up, her palms flat against my ribs. The scratch of her nails as they dragged upward made my abs contract and a sound escape my throat that I'd deny later.

"Off," she said against my mouth.

I pulled the shirt over my head, careful of the burns, and her eyes went straight to the bandaged forearms. She took my wrist—gently, the only gentle thing about her in this moment—and lifted it. Looked at the gauze wrapping. At the singed edges of the bandage where the heat had nearly reached through.

"You used your body as a firebreak."

"I used the floor as a firebreak. My body just happened to be on the floor."

"Distinction without a difference." She pressed her lips to the inside of my wrist, just above the bandage, where the skin was unmarked. The tenderness of the gesture, contrasted with the storm in her eyes, cracked something in my chest.

Then she bit the same spot. Not hard enough to mark, but hard enough to make my pulse spike and my cock pay attention.

"Celia—"

"Ten minutes." Her fingers found my belt. "We've earned ten minutes." The buckle opened. The button. The zipper. Her hand slid inside, and the warm grip of her fingers around me was a declaration more eloquent than any speech—I'm here, you're here, we're alive, and I'm not wasting another second pretending I don't need this.

I groaned. Couldn't help it. She stroked once—firm, knowledgeable, the touch of a woman who'd learned exactly what I liked and wasn't interested in being coy about it—and then released me, stepping back just long enough to haul her top over her head.

No bra. Celia in mission gear never wore one—said it interfered with the phasing—and the sight of her in the low tunnel light hit me the way a good punch hits, in the center, with reverb. Her breasts were flushed with exertion, the skin darker than usual from the blood rushing close to the surface, her nipples drawn into stiff points by the tunnel's chill air. Her shadows rose around her waist and hips in coiling ribbons, and whether it was conscious or instinctive, the effect was devastating—dark ribbons framing the warm, full shapes of her body like living lingerie.

"Your turn," she said, and the command in her voice was the thing that had attracted me to Celia before I'd had the vocabulary for it. The absolute confidence. The unblinking expectation that her desires would be met because she'd earned the right to have them.

I kicked off my boots and stripped the rest. She did the same—tactical pants, boots, underwear, all of it gone in the economical motion of a woman who'd spent her career learning to change states quickly. Shadow-thief to lover in ten seconds flat.

She was on me before the last boot hit the ground. Both hands on my chest, pushing me back against the tunnel wall, her body flush against mine—every line and curve and heated inch of her pressed into the corresponding parts of me. Her breasts flattened against my chest, her hips ground into mine, and her mouth found the spot below my ear that she knew—because Celia always knew—made my knees go uncertain.

"I want you against the wall," she said into my neck. "I want it fast and I want it hard and I want to go back to the debrief and sit down across from Neve and feel you leaking out of me and know that you're alive."

Christ.

I gripped her waist and spun us. Her back hit the tunnel wall and she gasped—surprise, not pain—and then grinned, that sharp, feral grin that said she approved of being manhandled when she'd authorized it. I hitched her thigh up against my hip and she took the cue, wrapping both legs around me, her shadow tendrils flowing out to brace us against the wall, taking the strain off my arms, distributing the load with an intelligence that wasn't quite conscious but was entirely Celia.

I lined up. She was wet—wetter than I'd expected, the adrenaline translating into physical readiness, her body primed by an hour of fear and the desperate relief of its resolution. When I pushed in, the heat was a wall of its own—enveloping, almost scalding after days of Neve's cool skin, and the contrast was a reminder that these two women were as different in bed as they were in every other dimension of their lives.Where Neve was precision and surrender, Celia was demand and conquest. Where Neve yielded in stages, Celia took me whole.

"Yes," she hissed, her nails scoring my shoulders. "Harder."

I gave her harder. The tunnel wall scraped against her back and she didn't care—or she cared and liked it, the rough concrete an anchor point, something real and immediate against the unreality of the last six hours. Her hips rolled to meet my thrusts, her internal muscles gripping and releasing in a rhythm that made rational thought an unreasonable expectation.

Her shadows climbed the tunnel walls. I could feel them more than see them—pressure on the periphery, dark hands that steadied my footing, supported her weight, created a cocoon of living darkness around us that moved with the tempo of our bodies. They were responding to her pleasure, and Celia's pleasure was a force of nature—physical, unashamed, expressed in the sounds she made and the way her body moved and the dark power that poured from her in waves.

"The whole time you were down there—" She was talking between breaths, between thrusts, the words punched out of her by the force of our rhythm. "I kept thinking—if I'd gone with you instead of taking the upper level—if I'd phased you through the floor when we heard the flamers—"

"You had your team to lead."

"I know. And I hate it." She kissed me—bruising, uncoordinated, more teeth than lips. "I hate having to choose between the mission and you. I hate that you're right about it every time."

I hitched her higher, changed the angle, and the next thrust went deep enough that she lost her words entirely. A sound came out of her that was animal and unfiltered—guttural, raw, the cry of a woman being fucked exactly the way she wanted in a tunnel underneath a building she'd just helped raid. Her shadows surged, the living darkness thickening until the tunnel behind us was absolute black, until the only sense that mattered was touch—her body around mine, her heat, her fingers in my hair pulling hard enough to sting.

"Close," she gasped. "Don't you dare stop—"

I didn't stop. I braced one hand against the tunnel wall and gripped her hip with the other, holding her at the angle that was making her voice come apart, driving into her with a rhythm that was past finesse and into something more fundamental. She was clenching around me in escalating waves, her body tightening in preparation for what was coming, and I could feel it building in her the way you feel a storm building in the pressure change—everything going still before the break.

"Come for me," I said, and the words sounded different in my voice than they ever did in my head—rougher, more desperate, the voice of a man who needed proof of life as badly as she did.

Celia came with her teeth in my shoulder. She bit down as the orgasm hit—not performance, not kink, pure reflex—and the sharp bright pain of it coincided with the rhythmic pulsing of her walls around me and the shadows exploding outward in a dark concussion that pressed against the tunnel like a shockwave. Her whole body shook—legs locked around me, arms tight around my neck, every muscle engaged in the seizure of release—and the sounds she made were muffled against my skin, vibrating through muscle and bone.

I lasted four more strokes. The combination of her body milking me, her teeth still pressed into my shoulder, and the shadows pressing against every inch of my exposed skin was more than I could hold against. I pushed deep and came with my forehead against the tunnel wall, the concrete rough and cold against my overheated skin, Celia shuddering around me through the aftershocks while her shadows slowly—reluctantly—loosened their grip.

We stood there for a while, breathing. My arms burned. My legs shook. Celia's face was still buried against my shoulder, and when she finally lifted it, there was a bite mark on my skin that was going to bruise spectacularly.

"Sorry about the—"

"Don't apologize."

"—I won't." Her smile was wrecked and brilliant, the green of her eyes bright with unshed emotion. "Proof of life."

"Proof of life," I agreed.

She unwound her legs from my waist and found her footing, and I felt the disconnect between our bodies as a specific kind of loss—temporary, I knew, but sharp in the way that all separations felt sharp after you'd spent an hour not knowing if you'd have them again.

We dressed in the comfortable silence of people who'd done this enough times to know the choreography. Celia found her top in the dark by feel, pulled it on, raked her fingers through her hair in the universal gesture of trying to look like she hadn't just been against a wall. I buckled my belt and retrieved my shirt from where I'd thrown it, shaking concrete dust off the back.

"Neve's going to know," she said, adjusting her tactical pants.

"Neve always knows."

"She's going to catalogue it. Add it to whatever internal database she maintains on our sex life."

"Probably."

"And she's going to tell me my shadow output during orgasm exceeded my combat metrics."

"She might phrase it differently."

"She won't." Celia looked at me—really looked, the way she had in the tunnel mouth, confirming I was real and whole and breathing. "Ten minutes. Mission accomplished."

"Eight minutes. You're getting faster."

"Efficiency is underrated." She kissed me one more time—soft, brief, a period at the end of a sentence—and then walked back toward the extraction point, her shadows trailing behind her in loose, satisfied ribbons that caught no light and cast no darkness, just moved with the idle contentment of a woman who'd gotten what she needed.

I followed. The bite mark throbbed under my shirt. There would be a bruise on my shoulder for a week, and every time I felt it during the planning sessions ahead, I'd remember the sound she made and the way the tunnel went dark and the feeling of her alive and furious in my arms.

Spark appeared from the tunnel mouth, duffels of dampening equipment slung over her shoulders, her electric-blue eyes wide with the particular energy of someone running on adrenaline and caffeine.

"The evidence drive," she said, holding up the device. "Everything in that research lab. Subject files, implant schematics, conditioning protocols, development history. Enough to prosecute half of Aegis's leadership."

"And the dampening tech?"

"Two portable generators, fully functional. I tested them during extraction—" She saw my forearms and stopped. "You're burned."

"Minor."

"He set off flamethrowers with himself inside the zone," Celia informed her.

"You—what?"

“It was tactically sound,” I said.

“It was suicidal.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“They absolutely are.” Spark stared at me with an expression that contained things I didn’t have time to process—concern, disbelief, something fiercer underneath. “You could have died.”

“But I didn’t. And the operation succeeded.”

“That’s not—” She stopped. Swallowed. “You could have died, and I would have been in the next corridor unable to do anything about it except listen.”

The weight of that sentence hung between us. Spark seemed to realize what she’d said—or what it revealed—and looked away, adjusting the duffel straps with sudden, unnecessary focus.

“We should move,” she said. “Before the facility locks down.”

“Agreed.” I turned to the team. “Rally point. Let’s go.”

We moved through the industrial district in the gray hour before dawn—fifteen people, carrying stolen technology and rescued friends and the evidence to destroy an empire. Beta team met us at the rally point two blocks south, and Neve was there, and Marcus with his arm in a makeshift sling that he’d probably discard within the hour once his regeneration finished its work.

Neve assessed my burns with a look. Just a look—no words, no clinical analysis. Just those ice-blue eyes taking in the damage and filing it away for later discussion. The discussion, I knew, would be thorough.

“All objectives achieved,” she reported as we merged teams and began the walk back. “Heatsoul freed. Dampening technology secured. Evidence package comprehensive.” She paused. “Webb’s dead-drop had a final message. Received during the operation.”

“What did it say?”

She handed me her tablet. Webb’s message was three sentences:

PARAGON KNOWS ABOUT SENTINEL'S INVESTIGATION. SENTINEL HAS BEEN CONFINED TO QUARTERS. I'M EXTRACTING MYSELF. DON'T CONTACT THIS DROP AGAIN.

The words hit like a physical blow. Sentinel confined—our window to turn him closing. Webb extracting—our inside man going dark. The political play we’d been building toward, the careful strategy of fracturing Aegis from within, suddenly teetering on a knife’s edge.

“When did this come in?” I asked.

“Twenty minutes ago.” Neve’s expression was controlled—the mask she wore when the situation was serious enough to require emotional management. “If Paragon has confined Sentinel, it means he’s aware of the internal threat. He’s consolidating power.”

“And Webb?”

“If Webb’s extracting, he’s burned. His cover is blown or about to be.” She adjusted her glasses. “We’ve lost our inside source.”

Celia appeared at my shoulder, reading the tablet. “Then we need to move faster. The evidence we just grabbed—if we can get it to Sentinel before Paragon silences him permanently—”

“Sentinel is confined to quarters. That means armed guards, surveillance, restricted communications.”

“It also means he’s in a known location,” Spark said from behind us. Her voice was steady now, professional, the moment in the dark packed away. “A known location with electronic security that I can access.”

I looked at the tablet. At Neve. At Celia. At Spark. At Marcus, who’d carried his fighters through the operation without losing a single one. At Ava—Heatsoul—walking under her own power for the first time in weeks, her auburn hair catching the first light of dawn.

The operation had succeeded. All three objectives met. But the war had shifted underneath us, and the ground we’d gained was already being contested.

“Back to base,” I said. “We regroup, treat injuries, and figure out how to reach a confined hero in the heart of Aegis headquarters before Paragon decides he’s more useful dead than questioning.”

We walked. Dawn broke over the city—pale, tentative, uncertain. The way all new days begin when you’re not sure they’ll end.

But we were alive. We had what we came for. And somewhere in that evidence drive, in those subject files and implant schematics and conditioning protocols, was the key to everything.

If we could find the right lock before Paragon changed it.


Chapter 12: Triage

The bolt-hole felt crowded with eight people in it.

Marcus had sent his fighters back to the church with orders to rest, resupply, and stay invisible. He’d stayed with us—partly because his regeneration was still knitting his shoulder back together, partly because the planning for the next operation would need his input, and partly, I suspected, because he didn’t want to leave until he was sure we were all in one piece. Elena had come with the dampening equipment, transported from the church in a duffel bag by one of Marcus’s fighters before the rest withdrew. She was already examining the generators with trembling hands and sharp eyes.

I was in one piece. Mostly. The burns on my forearms were ugly—red, blistered, weeping in the way that second-degree burns do when you’re stupid enough to activate flamethrowers in a corridor you’re occupying. Celia had pronounced them “minor” with the confident authority of someone who wasn’t the one with melted skin.

“Sit,” Spark said, pulling a first-aid kit from the supplies. “Let me see.”

“It’s not—”

“Sit.”

I sat.

She worked with the same precision she brought to everything—cleaning the burns with saline, applying antibiotic ointment, wrapping gauze with careful, deliberate motions. Her bracers were dimmed, her circuit-traces barely glowing, all of her attention focused on the task rather than her technology.

“You’re good at this,” I said.

“Two years alone means you learn basic field medicine or you die of infected scrapes.” She wound the gauze around my left forearm—the worse of the two—with an evenness that suggested either medical training or engineering-grade attention to uniformity. “Hold still. This next part stings.”

It stung. I managed not to flinch, mostly because Celia was watching from across the room with the critical eye of a woman who’d endure far worse and would judge me accordingly.

“The burns are superficial enough to heal without scarring,” Spark said, taping the last bandage. “A week, maybe ten days. Keep them clean, keep them covered.” She paused, her fingers still resting on my wrist. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“When you called for the flamethrowers.” She was looking at the bandages, not at me. “You knew you’d get burned.”

“I knew it was possible.”

“You knew.” She finally looked up, those electric-blue eyes holding something raw. “You calculated the risk, decided it was acceptable, and chose to burn rather than let the shadow-wielder reach your team.”

“That’s what logistics is. Resource allocation. I was the resource closest to the problem.”

“You are not a resource.” The words came out sharper than I think she intended. She caught herself, released my wrist, stood up. “You’re a person. You don’t get to allocate yourself like inventory.”

“Spark—”

“Your bandages need changing every eight hours. I’ll remind you.” She turned and walked to her equipment, her back very straight, her bracers flickering to life as she buried herself in data.

Celia materialized beside me, leaning against the wall, shadows settling at her ankles.

“She’s got it bad,” Celia said quietly.

“Celia.”

“What? I had eyes. Neve had eyes. Now I’m confirming that everyone with functional vision can see what’s happening.” She crossed her arms. “For the record, I’m not jealous. I was the new girl once. I remember how it felt.”

“Nothing is happening.”

“Nathan, she just called you a person instead of a resource with more emotional intensity than most people’s wedding vows. Something is happening.” She nudged my good arm with her elbow. “Relax. We’ll deal with it when there isn’t a war on.”

“When is there not a war on?”

“Excellent point. Maybe we just deal with it anyway.” She pushed off the wall and went to check on Ava.

Ava—Heatsoul—was sitting on a cot in the corner, wrapped in a blanket, holding a mug of water with both hands. She hadn’t spoken much since we’d extracted her. The conditioning was breaking, but breaking wasn’t the same as broken—fragments of the verbal loop still surfaced, moments where her eyes went distant and her lips moved around words she was trying not to say.

Mira was watching her from behind the partition curtain, dark eyes wide. Two victims of Paragon’s cruelty, separated by method—one controlled through fire and psychology, the other through shadow and technology—but bound by the same essential violation. Someone had taken their power and turned it into a weapon aimed at themselves.

“Ava.” Celia crouched beside the cot. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Ava looked up. Her auburn hair was tangled, her sharp features drawn, but her eyes—dark, fierce, the pyrokinetic’s fire still burning somewhere underneath the damage—tracked Celia with cautious attention.

“This is Mira,” Celia said, gesturing toward the partition. “Paragon did something similar to her. Different method, same result.”

Mira stepped out from behind the curtain. She was thin, pale, her dark hair still unevenly cut, restraint scars visible on her wrists. Her shadows curled close to her body—not the tight defensive cocoon of her first days, but not fully relaxed either.

The two women looked at each other.

“Shadow-powered,” Ava said. Her voice was rough.

“Fire-powered,” Mira replied. Her voice was barely above a whisper.

A long pause. Two elements that were natural opposites—fire consuming shadow, shadow smothering flame—facing each other across a basement in a city that had failed them both.

“He liked collecting us,” Ava said. “Different powers. Different tools for different jobs.”

“Did he—” Mira’s hand went to the back of her neck, where her implant sat. “Do you have one too?”

“No. He didn’t need one for me. He just—” Ava’s jaw worked. “He convinced me I deserved what he was doing. That I was paying for something. He’s very good at making you believe things.”

“I know.”

Another pause. Then Mira sat down on the edge of Ava’s cot—slowly, carefully, the way you’d approach a fire when you weren’t sure if it would warm you or burn you.

Ava didn’t move away.

“We got out,” Mira said. It sounded like she was trying to convince herself.

“We got out,” Ava agreed. And for the first time since the cell, something in her expression shifted toward the woman who’d defied Aegis at the Retreat—not fully there, not recovered, but present. Surviving.

I left them and went to the workstation where Neve was processing the intelligence drive from the detention facility.

She’d been at it for an hour, her cognition running at full capacity, glasses reflecting the blue light of multiple screens. Frost had crept along the edges of the keyboard—a sign that her processing load was pushing her powers toward involuntary expression.

“What do we have?” I asked.

“More than expected.” She didn’t look up. “The evidence drive contains comprehensive documentation of the neural implant program—development history, subject files, technical specifications, field deployment records.” Her fingers moved across the keyboard in rapid bursts. “Nathan, they didn’t stop at Mira.”

“How many?”

“Eleven confirmed implant subjects over a six-year period. Mira is the most recent. Three are deceased—complications from the implant procedure. Four are listed as ’decommissioned,’ which I believe is a euphemism for murder. Three are currently active, including Mira.”

“Three active. Mira, the backup we encountered at the facility, and—”

“Someone designated ’Asset Omega.’ No real name in the files. Power classification: kinetic manipulation.” She pulled up a file. “Deployed primarily for domestic operations—surveillance, intimidation, asset recovery. Last deployment was six days ago.”

“Six days ago is when Paragon attacked our base.”

“Yes.” Neve turned to face me. “Asset Omega may have been part of the strike team. The kinetic redirector that Beta team encountered at the detention facility—that profile matches.”

“So Paragon might have implanted assets embedded in his own teams. Heroes who don’t know they’re being controlled.”

“Or who do know and can’t resist.” Neve adjusted her glasses. “The implications are significant. If Paragon has been placing neural-controlled assets within Aegis’s operational structure, then the organization’s integrity is compromised at a fundamental level. It’s not just corruption—it’s infiltration by the corrupt.”

“This is what Sentinel needs to see.”

“This is what everyone needs to see. But yes—Sentinel first. If we can demonstrate that Paragon has been implanting control devices in Aegis personnel, it doesn’t just cast doubt on Paragon’s leadership. It makes every hero in the organization wonder whether they’re standing next to a colleague or a puppet.”

“Mass paranoia.”

“Targeted skepticism. There’s a meaningful difference.”

I looked at the screens, seeing the scope of it. Six years of an implant program. Eleven subjects. A shadow army within Aegis that answered to Paragon alone, invisible to the organization’s legitimate members.

“Webb,” I said. “If Paragon is using implanted assets inside Aegis, could Webb have been—”

“No.” Neve said it immediately. “Webb’s behavior patterns don’t match implant control. His crisis of conscience, his gradual escalation from anonymous tips to direct cooperation—that’s organic psychological development, not the binary compliance of a neural implant. Webb is genuine.”

“Then where is he?”

“Unknown. His last message said he was extracting. If he’s competent—and our experience suggests he is—he’ll have an escape plan. But reaching him without the dead-drop channel...” She trailed off.

“We’ll find him. Or he’ll find us.” I turned to the larger problem. “Sentinel. He’s confined to quarters at Aegis headquarters. We need to get evidence to him—specifically, the implant program documentation. How?”

Neve had clearly been thinking about this. She pulled up a schematic—Aegis HQ, the gleaming tower in the business district. I recognized it from our previous infiltration, the gala where Neve had cloned a keycard and stolen data from their servers.

“We infiltrated once before,” she said. “During the gala. Auxiliary entrance, cloned keycard, ninety-second window in the server room.”

“That keycard is burned. Paragon knows we breached their systems—he would have revoked all compromised credentials.”

“Agreed. The keycard approach is non-viable.” She highlighted a different section of the building. “However, the physical security infrastructure hasn’t changed. The building’s electronic systems are the same ones Spark spent eighteen months building and maintaining when she worked for Aegis.”

I looked across the room at Spark, who was sitting at her equipment, pretending to focus on data while occasionally glancing toward Ava and Mira’s quiet conversation.

“She knows the building’s systems inside and out,” I said.

“She wrote the firmware for their security wards. She built the communication infrastructure. She maintained the electronic surveillance grid.” Neve’s glasses reflected the schematic as she zoomed in. “If anyone can find a way to access Sentinel’s quarters without triggering Aegis security, it’s her.”

“It’s also the most dangerous thing we could ask her to do. Walking back into the building where they tried to kill her.”

“I’m aware of the personal cost.” Neve’s voice softened—barely, but I caught it. “Which is why you should be the one to ask her. You’re better at—” She paused, searching for the right word. “—the human part.”

“The human part.”

“Assessing emotional readiness. Presenting dangerous requests in ways that respect the individual’s autonomy while clearly communicating the stakes.” She pushed her glasses up. “I would present it as a tactical necessity, which would be accurate but insufficient. You would present it as a choice, which is what she needs.”

“When did you start analyzing my interpersonal techniques?”

“Approximately four months ago. The data set is comprehensive.”

I almost laughed. “I’ll talk to her.”

“After you eat.” She reached under the workstation and produced a protein bar, holding it out without looking away from her screens. “You haven’t eaten since before the operation. Your blood sugar is affecting your decision-making capacity.”

“How can you tell?”

“You’re being agreeable. You’re never this agreeable unless you’re hypoglycemic or post-coital.” The faintest coloring on her cheeks. “Eat the protein bar.”

I ate the protein bar.

Across the basement, Marcus was doing one-armed pushups with his uninjured side—his regeneration had knit the shoulder mostly back together, but he was testing range of motion with the methodical patience of a fighter who’d learned his body’s repair schedule through years of forced experience.

“Nathan.” He didn’t stop the pushups. “The shadow-wielder at the facility. The one you burned.”

“What about him?”

“He said he chose to work for Paragon. No implant, no coercion. Volunteered.” Marcus paused mid-rep, his burn-scarred face thoughtful. “You believe that?”

“I believe he believes it. Whether it’s true is more complicated.”

“Valeria would have killed him.”

“I know.”

“I probably would have too.” He resumed the pushups. “But you zip-tied him to a pipe and walked away. Why?”

“Because killing someone who’s already beaten doesn’t make us safer. It just makes us killers.”

“We are killers, Nathan. Some of my people killed guards at the Retreat. I killed four guards during my escape. Valeria killed Morrison.” He sat up, meeting my eyes. “The line between us and them isn’t as clean as you want it to be.”

“I know it’s not clean. But it exists. And I’d rather stay on the right side of a messy line than pretend there’s no line at all.”

Marcus was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded—the same sharp, decisive nod he’d given at the church.

“You remind me of someone Valeria talked about,” he said. “She met a man once, years ago. Before the Liberation Front, before everything. A man who told her that the system was broken but the people in it were still people. She thought he was naive. She also kept repeating what he said, years later, when she thought nobody was listening.”

“Who was he?”

“She never said his name. Just called him ’the decent one.’” Marcus smiled—the genuine one, the one that made his scars look like history. “I think she’d have liked you, Nathan. Even if she’d never have admitted it.”

“I think she’d have told me I was naive and then done the right thing anyway.”

“Yeah.” His smile faded to something softer. “That sounds like her.”

I gave him space with his ghosts and went to find Spark.

She was at her equipment station, the two dampening field generators from the detention facility opened on the workbench, their interiors exposed like mechanical surgery patients. Elena was beside her—one of the clear patches, hands trembling but eyes sharp—examining the technology with the focused intensity of a woman rediscovering her professional identity.

“The calibration interface is here,” Elena was saying, pointing to a component with a shaking finger. “The field strength needs to be tuned to the specific electromagnetic signature of the target implant. Too broad and we suppress healthy neural activity. Too narrow and the fail-safe pulse escapes.”

“I can build a calibration tool,” Spark said, her bracers glowing as she interfaced with the generator’s electronics. “Something that reads the implant’s signature through non-invasive scanning and auto-tunes the dampening field to match.”

“How long?”

“A day. Maybe less. The components are here—I just need to repurpose some of the facility’s own diagnostic equipment.”

“Good.” Elena’s clarity held, fierce and purposeful. “Once the field is calibrated, the surgical procedure itself is straightforward. Expose the implant housing, activate the dampening field, extract the device before the field generator’s power cell depletes.” She looked at her hands. The tremor was persistent, fine-grained. “My knowledge is intact. My hands are the variable.”

“That’s where I come in,” Spark said. She raised one bracer. “Precision interface. I can extend my fine motor control through any instrument I’m holding—scalpels, probes, extraction tools. If you guide me and I provide the steady hands...”

“Then we have a surgical team.” Elena’s smile was fragile and fierce. “It’s unorthodox.”

“Everything about this is unorthodox.”

“Fair point.”

I waited until Elena moved away to check on Mira—her patient, her purpose, the thing keeping her cognition focused through the good patches—before I approached Spark.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” She didn’t look up from the generator’s internals. “If you’re here to tell me the dampening tech is critical to the mission, I already know.”

“I’m here to talk about Aegis headquarters.”

Her hands stopped moving. The circuit-traces on her forearms flickered—a bright pulse, then dim, like a heartbeat.

“Neve told you,” she said.

“Neve identified you as our best option for reaching Sentinel. She’s right.” I leaned against the workbench, keeping my voice level. “But I’m not here to tell you what to do. I’m here to ask if you can.”

She was quiet for a long time. Her fingers rested on the dampening generator, not moving, the bracers casting faint blue light across her sharp features.

“I spent eighteen months in that building,” she said finally. “I know every system, every circuit, every security protocol. I wrote half the firmware that runs the place.” She swallowed. “I also spent the last night I was there running for my life through a maintenance corridor while a kill team tracked me through the system I built.”

“I know.”

“They used my own code against me. The surveillance grid I designed—the one I was proud of, the one that earned me a commendation—they turned it into a hunting tool. I barely got out.” Her voice was steady, but her bracers were pulsing faster. “Going back in means walking through that corridor again. Seeing those screens, those systems, knowing they still have my fingerprints on them.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re asking me if I can.”

“I’m asking if you’re willing. There’s a difference.”

She looked at me. Those electric-blue eyes, stripped of professional composure, showing the thing underneath—not fear exactly, but the memory of fear, which was sometimes worse.

“Sentinel is confined to quarters,” she said. “Upper floors—the residential level. Security would be biometric locks, surveillance cameras, and at least two armed guards outside his door. I can spoof the biometrics remotely if I’m within range of the building’s communication array. Cameras I can loop or blind. The guards are the physical problem.”

“Celia can handle the guards.”

“Celia’s shadows might trigger the security wards. Aegis HQ has ward emitters on every floor—not as strong as the Velvet Room, but enough to dampen powered abilities to about sixty percent effectiveness.”

“Sixty percent Celia is still more than most people at full power.”

“True.” The ghost of a smile. “The approach would need to be at night. Skeleton crew, reduced security presence. I’d need to be inside the building’s electronic perimeter—physically inside, within the walls—to access the deep systems. Remote won’t cut it for the residential level.”

“So you’d need to go in.”

“I’d need to go in.” She closed her eyes. Opened them. “Yes. I can do it. I don’t want to, and I’m going to be terrified the entire time, and if I have a panic attack in the maintenance corridor, someone will need to carry me. But I can do it.”

“Spark—”

“Don’t tell me I don’t have to. I know I don’t have to. That’s why it matters that I’m choosing to.” She picked up a tool and returned to the dampening generator, her hands perfectly steady despite everything her eyes had shown. “Now let me finish this calibration tool so we can fix Mira before we storm the castle.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. Thank me when Sentinel is reading those files and Paragon’s world is burning.” She paused. “And Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“Change your bandages. It’s been four hours.”

“You said eight hours.”

“I revised my recommendation based on the fact that you clearly can’t be trusted to take care of yourself.” She pulled a fresh gauze roll from the first-aid kit and set it on the bench beside me without looking up. “Consider it a standing order.”

I changed my bandages.

The afternoon dissolved into work. Neve processed intelligence. Spark built the calibration tool. Elena consulted on the surgical preparation, her clarity holding in patches long enough to be useful. Marcus rested, his shoulder regenerating. Celia maintained watch, her shadows thin and disciplined, checking the perimeter on a rotation she’d established the first night and never broken.

Ava and Mira sat together in the corner, not talking much, but present. Two women orbiting the same wound, learning to exist in the same space without flinching.

I cooked.

Dinner was the most ambitious thing I’d attempted in the bolt-hole—a proper stew, using canned meat, reconstituted vegetables, the last of the dried herbs, and a technique for thickening the broth with crushed crackers that I’d developed during my diner years. Not restaurant quality. Not even close. But real food, made with attention, for people who needed to remember what attention felt like.

Everyone ate. Even Elena, whose appetite came and went with her clarity. Even Ava, who took her bowl with both hands and sat beside Mira and ate in the particular silence of someone relearning that meals could be shared rather than endured.

By evening, the plan was taking shape.

“Tomorrow night,” I said, standing at the workstation with the Aegis HQ schematic displayed. “Infiltration team: Celia, Spark, and me. Three people, small footprint, maximum electronic capability.”

“You’re going?” Neve said. Not a question—a statement, delivered in the tone she used when she’d already calculated the objection and decided to make it anyway.

“I’m going because Sentinel doesn’t know Celia, doesn’t know Spark, and doesn’t trust anyone connected to the people who destroyed the Retreat.” I met her eyes. “But he knows my name. Webb mentioned it in his early communications—the ’Robin Hood Thief,’ the man behind the anti-corruption operation. If I’m the one standing in Sentinel’s quarters with evidence of what Paragon has done, it carries weight that a stranger’s face doesn’t.”

“That’s a valid tactical argument wrapped around the fact that you simply want to be there.”

“Both things can be true.”

She held my gaze for a long moment, running calculations behind those ice-blue eyes. Then she nodded—one precise motion.

“Beta team,” she said. “Myself, Marcus, and four fighters. Staged outside the building as emergency extraction if the infiltration goes wrong.” She adjusted her glasses. “And Nathan—if it goes wrong, you leave. Immediately. No heroics.”

“Neve—”

“That’s my condition. Non-negotiable.”

I thought about arguing. About pointing out that I’d never left anyone behind and wasn’t about to start. About the conversation on the church stairs where I’d told her I’d come for her regardless of tactical logic.

But this wasn’t about me. This was about Neve needing to know that the man she loved had a survival instinct, even if it was occasionally buried under a pile of moral obligation and stubborn decency.

“If it goes wrong,” I said, “I’ll leave.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

She studied me for a moment longer—parsing my sincerity with the same analytical rigor she applied to intelligence data. Whatever she found must have been satisfactory, because she turned back to the schematic and began marking entry points.

“Celia, you’ll need to enter through the service infrastructure—same approach as the gala infiltration, different access point. The loading dock on the building’s west side has a maintenance hatch that connects to the internal service corridors.”

“I remember the service corridors,” Celia said. “I studied the blueprints when we were planning the gala job. But the ward emitters will dampen my shadows.”

“To approximately sixty percent effectiveness,” Neve confirmed. “You’ll need to compensate by relying more on physical stealth and less on shadow manipulation. Your infiltrator training—the years before your powers—that’s what you’ll be drawing on.”

“Six years of being a thief without magic hands.” Celia’s smile was sharp. “I remember how.”

“Spark enters separately,” I said. “Through the electronic infrastructure. Service access panel on the building’s east side—it’s a maintenance point for the building’s communications array. Spark, you’ll interface with the array directly, giving you access to the deep security systems from inside the building.”

“I know the panel,” Spark said. “I installed it.” Something complicated crossed her face—the memory of a different life, a different version of herself, building the systems she was about to subvert. “I’ll have full electronic access within ninety seconds of connection. Cameras, locks, communications, ward emitters. Everything.”

“Can you reduce the ward dampening on Celia’s floor?”

“I can create a rolling blackout in the ward system—localized, temporary, following Celia’s position through the building. It’ll look like a calibration cycle to anyone monitoring the wards. She’ll have full power in a fifteen-meter radius around her position.”

“That’s impressive,” Celia said.

“I built those wards. I know their maintenance schedules, their diagnostic protocols, and their failure modes.” Spark’s electric-blue eyes were hard. “This time, the system works for us.”

“Timeline,” I said. “Oh-two-hundred entry. Spark connects to the array and establishes electronic control. Celia enters through the loading dock and moves to the residential level. I enter through the main service corridor—”

“Unarmed?” Marcus asked from his cot.

“With the evidence drive and a convincing argument.”

“That’s a terrible weapon.”

“It’s the only one that works on a true believer.” I looked around the room—at every face, powered and unpowered, scarred and whole, all of them watching me with the particular attention of people who’d decided to follow someone into the dark.

“We’re not going to Aegis headquarters to fight,” I said. “We’re going to deliver the truth. If Sentinel is the man Webb thinks he is—the man who let Webb walk away, the man who’s been asking questions about shadow assassins and private operations—then the truth is enough.”

“And if it’s not?” Marcus asked.

“Then Celia gets me out, Spark covers the retreat, and we fall back to the exposé.” I met his eyes. “But I think it will be. I think Sentinel became a hero because he believed in something real, and when he sees what Paragon has turned that belief into, he’ll choose the truth over the lie.”

“You put a lot of faith in people,” Marcus said.

“Someone has to.”

The basement was quiet for a moment. Then Marcus smiled—the genuine one.

“I guess that’s your superpower,” he said.

“I’m a line cook.”

“You’re the most dangerous line cook I’ve ever met.” He caught himself. “Celia said that first, didn’t she?”

“She did.”

“Well, she was right.” He lay back on his cot. “Get some sleep, Nathan. Tomorrow night, you’re going to walk into the most heavily secured building in the city with a thumb drive and a speech. You’ll need your rest.”

He was right. I was exhausted—the operation, the burns, the planning, the weight of everything pressing down. But the logistics brain doesn’t shut off for exhaustion. It compiles to-do lists and runs failure scenarios and catalogs the twelve things most likely to go wrong.

I changed my bandages—Spark’s standing order, followed without protest. I checked on Mira, whose repeater was holding steady. I checked on Ava, who had fallen asleep sitting up, her first unconscious rest in weeks, Mira’s shadows drifting gently near her like a guardian she hadn’t asked for.

Then I went to the cot where Neve and Celia were already settling in. Neve on her back, processing data behind closed eyes—her version of counting sheep. Celia on her side, shadows pooled around her in the loose, relaxed configuration that meant safety.

I lay between them. Celia’s hand found mine. Neve’s cool fingers settled on my chest, over my heart—monitoring my pulse, or just touching me. With Neve, it was usually both.

“Tomorrow night,” I said quietly.

“Tomorrow night,” Celia agreed.

“The statistical probability of success is—” Neve began.

“Don’t,” Celia and I said together.

“—higher than you’d expect,” she finished. “I was going to say higher. Why do you always assume I’m about to deliver bad news?”

“Experience,” Celia said.

“Historical data is not predictive of—”

“Sleep, Neve.”

“Fine. But the probability is sixty-three percent, and I want that noted.”

“Noted.”

“It’s a good number.”

“It’s a great number. Sleep.”

She slept. Celia slept. The bolt-hole hummed with the generator and the relay and the quiet breathing of eight people sharing a basement at the end of a very long day.

I lay awake for a while, thinking about a gleaming tower in the business district, and a man inside it who might still believe in something worth saving.

Sixty-three percent.

I’d taken worse odds.


Chapter 13: Extraction

Elena had a good day.

We didn’t know it until morning, when she came to the workstation where Spark was finishing the calibration tool and said, with perfect clarity: “I slept four hours. My hands are as steady as they’re going to get. If we’re doing this, we should do it now.”

Spark looked at me. I looked at Neve. Neve ran her assessment—not a calculation, not a probability, just a long, careful study of Elena’s eyes, her posture, the particular quality of focus that distinguished her clear patches from the fog.

“She’s lucid,” Neve confirmed. “Fully. This is as optimal as we’re going to get.”

“How long will it hold?” I asked Elena directly.

“I don’t know.” She held up her hands. They were trembling—always trembling—but less than usual. The fine-grained shiver instead of the broad shake. “Some days I get four hours. Some I get twelve. Some I get forty-five minutes.” She met my eyes. “The surgery takes thirty to forty-five minutes. If you want guarantees, you came to the wrong doctor.”

“I don’t need guarantees. I need you.”

“Then let’s stop talking and start prepping.”

The bolt-hole transformed into an operating theater in twenty minutes. Neve cleared the workstation, sterilizing the surface with supplies from the first-aid kit. Spark arranged the dampening field generators on either side of the makeshift table, calibration tool interfacing with both units simultaneously through her bracers. Celia hung light rigs—battery-powered work lamps positioned to illuminate the back of Mira’s neck, where the implant sat beneath the skin.

Marcus stood by the stairs, guarding the entrance. Ava sat in the corner, watching everything with those fierce dark eyes, her hands clenched in her lap. She’d insisted on being present. “I need to see it come out,” she’d said. “I need to know it can be done.”

Mira sat on the edge of the table, very still. Her shadows were pulled tight—the defensive cocoon, the smallest she could make herself. She’d been quiet since we’d told her the surgery was happening today. Not afraid, exactly. Something beyond fear—the numb, practiced stillness of someone who’d learned that bracing for pain was the only preparation available.

“Mira.” I crouched in front of her, bringing myself to eye level. “You don’t have to do this today. If you need more time—”

“I’ve had four years of time.” Her voice was flat. “Four years of someone else inside my head, deciding when I move, when I stop, when I—” She caught herself. “I want it out. I don’t care if it hurts. I don’t care if it kills me. I want it out of my body.”

“It’s not going to kill you,” Spark said from the equipment station. Her voice carried the particular steadiness of someone who was choosing confidence because the alternative wasn’t acceptable. “The dampening field is calibrated to your implant’s exact electromagnetic signature. I’ve tested it fourteen times. The margin of error is point-three percent.”

“Point-three percent,” Mira repeated.

“That’s the equivalent of ninety-nine-point-seven percent success rate on containment.”

“And the other point-three?”

Spark was quiet for a beat too long. “The other point-three percent is why Elena and I practiced the extraction sequence eleven times on a simulated model this morning.”

“You built a simulated model?”

“I built three. Different integration patterns, different implant depths, different complication scenarios.” Spark’s bracers pulsed—a steady, rhythmic glow that I’d learned was her version of controlled breathing. “I’m not going to let you die on a table in a basement, Mira. That’s not how this story ends.”

Something in Mira’s expression cracked—not breaking, but shifting, making room for something that might have been trust.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

Elena approached with the calm authority of a woman stepping back into an identity she’d been separated from for years. Her white coat was actually one of Nathan’s clean shirts, worn over her clothes like armor. Her trembling hands held surgical instruments that Spark had sterilized and laid out in precise order on a cloth—scalpel, probes, extraction forceps, gauze, the calibration tool that would monitor the dampening field in real time.

“Lie on your stomach,” Elena said. “Head turned to the left. I need full access to the cervical region.”

Mira lay down. Celia appeared at her side and took her hand—not asked, not announced, just there. Mira’s fingers locked around Celia’s with a grip that turned her knuckles white.

“I’m here,” Celia said. “The whole time.”

“Don’t let go.”

“I won’t.”

Elena pulled on surgical gloves—regular latex, nothing medical-grade, because we worked with what we had. She examined the back of Mira’s neck, her fingers probing the skin with practiced precision despite their tremor.

“The implant is seated at the C3-C4 junction,” she said, her voice shifting into the clipped, professional register of a surgeon at work. “Subcutaneous housing, approximately two centimeters deep. I can feel the housing edge—it’s a rigid casing, probably titanium composite. The neural filaments extend from the housing into the surrounding tissue.”

“How many filaments?” Spark asked, her bracers glowing as she interfaced with the calibration tool.

“I’ll know when I open the site. The files from the detention facility indicated an eight-filament array for this model, but in practice, implantation surgeons sometimes added supplementary connections.” Elena looked at Spark. “When I say ’field,’ you activate the dampening generators. Not before. The field needs to be active during the extraction window only—prolonged exposure to the dampening field will begin suppressing her healthy neural activity.”

“Understood. Activation on your command. I’ll maintain for the duration of extraction and shut down immediately after.”

“Good.” Elena looked at me. “Nathan, I need you to monitor her vitals. Pulse, breathing, pupil response. If anything changes—anything at all—you tell me immediately.”

“I’m not trained—”

“You don’t need training. You need attention to detail, and from what I’ve heard, that’s your specialty.” She handed me a penlight. “Check her pupils every sixty seconds. Equal and reactive means normal. Unequal or fixed means the dampening field isn’t containing the EMP. If that happens, we abort.”

“Understood.”

The basement went quiet. Seven people breathing, the generator humming, the faint pulse of Spark’s relay maintaining the jam signal that had kept Mira invisible to Paragon for days. In a few minutes, if this worked, that signal would be unnecessary. Mira would be free—truly free, for the first time in four years.

If it didn’t work, the EMP would fire, and the woman lying on this table would suffer permanent neurological damage or worse.

No pressure.

“Beginning,” Elena said.

She made the incision.

Mira hissed—pain, suppressed but audible. Celia’s shadows surged around them both, an instinctive protective response that darkened the air before Celia pulled them back under control. The scalpel moved with surprising precision despite Elena’s tremor—the cuts were small, careful, the practiced economy of a surgeon who’d done thousands of procedures and whose hands remembered the work even when her mind sometimes forgot.

“Subcutaneous layer exposed,” Elena narrated. “I can see the housing. Titanium composite, confirmed. Three centimeters by one point five. Neural filaments—” She paused, probing gently. “Twelve. Not eight. They added four supplementary connections.”

“Does that change the procedure?” I asked.

“It changes the extraction time. Each filament needs to be individually detached before the housing is removed. Twelve filaments at approximately ninety seconds each—eighteen minutes for filament removal alone, plus housing extraction.” She looked at Spark. “The dampening field will need to hold for at least twenty-two minutes.”

“The generators are rated for thirty. We have margin.”

“Good. I’m beginning filament detachment. Spark—instruments.”

This was where it became extraordinary.

Spark moved to Elena’s side, her bracers glowing bright blue. She didn’t touch the instruments directly—instead, her circuit-traces extended a faint field around the surgical tools Elena held, a shimmering envelope of electronic precision that supplemented Elena’s trembling hands with rock-steady stabilization.

The effect was visible. Elena’s scalpel, which had been moving with careful but slightly unsteady precision, suddenly tracked with mechanical smoothness. The tremor didn’t disappear—Elena’s hands still shook—but the instruments in those hands moved as if guided by something beyond muscle and nerve.

“First filament,” Elena said. “Detaching.”

A delicate motion—the probe sliding along the neural filament, separating it from the surrounding tissue with microscopic care. Mira made a sound that wasn’t quite a scream—a compressed, bitten-off noise of someone experiencing pain they’d decided to endure.

“Breathe,” Celia said, her voice low and steady. “Just breathe. I’ve got you.”

“First filament detached. Moving to second.”

I checked Mira’s pupils. The penlight revealed equal, reactive responses—normal. I checked her pulse at the wrist Celia wasn’t holding. Fast but steady. Breathing rapid and shallow but controlled.

“Vitals normal,” I reported.

“Good. Second filament detaching.”

The minutes crawled. Each filament was a separate operation within the larger procedure—probe, isolate, separate, move on. Elena worked with the focused intensity of a woman who understood that her clarity was borrowed time and was determined to spend every second of it productively. Spark’s bracers maintained their steady glow, her fine motor control supplementing Elena’s expertise.

Three filaments. Four. Five.

At the sixth filament, Elena’s hands stopped.

Not a pause—a stop. The kind of cessation that happens when the signal from brain to hands is interrupted. Her eyes went distant, the focused clarity flickering like a light with a bad connection.

“Elena,” I said carefully.

She didn’t respond. Her hands were still raised, instruments held in position, but the woman behind them had gone somewhere else.

The basement held its breath.

“Elena.” Spark’s voice was calm, controlled, the technical precision channeled into human reassurance. “You’re at St. Catherine’s. You’re in surgery. The patient is stable. You’re on the sixth filament of twelve. The probe is in position. You just need to complete the separation.”

Elena’s eyes flickered. The distance wavered.

“Dr. Elena.” Spark’s bracers pulsed, and I saw her do something I hadn’t known she could—a faint electromagnetic pulse through the surgical instruments, not the jamming frequency but something gentler. A stimulation. A nudge. “The sixth filament. You were saying the integration is tighter on this one. What’s your approach?”

“The integration—” Elena’s voice came back first, the professional register returning like muscle memory. “—is tighter because the supplementary filaments were implanted after the primary array. The tissue has had less time to accommodate. I need to use a lateral separation technique instead of direct detachment.”

“Show me.”

Elena’s hands moved. Not smoothly—there was a hitch, a moment where the tremor spiked and the probe wavered—but Spark’s stabilization field caught it, guided it, held it true. The sixth filament separated cleanly.

“Good,” Elena breathed. The clarity solidified, the fugue retreating. “That was—I was—”

“You were brilliant. Seventh filament.”

Elena nodded and continued. But I’d seen the fear in her eyes—the moment of losing herself, the particular horror of a mind that could betray its owner without warning. She worked faster now, driven by the knowledge that her window might close at any moment.

Seven. Eight. Nine.

At the tenth filament, Mira started crying. Not from pain—from something else. The tears came silently, running sideways across her face and pooling on the makeshift table. Celia’s shadows curled around her shoulders, and Celia herself leaned close, murmuring things I couldn’t hear—private words, shadow-to-shadow, from the woman who hadn’t broken to the one who was trying to put herself back together.

“Ten,” Elena said. “Eleven.”

I checked pupils. Equal, reactive. Pulse elevated but stable. Breathing—she was crying, so breathing was irregular, but the pattern was emotional, not neurological.

“Vitals within parameters,” I said.

“Twelfth filament. Last one.” Elena’s voice held the particular tightness of someone approaching a finish line they weren’t sure they’d reach. “This one is the deepest—anchored to the brainstem interface. Spark, I need maximum stabilization.”

“You have it.” Spark’s bracers flared—brighter than I’d ever seen them, the circuit-traces on her forearms blazing blue-white. Every ounce of her concentration channeled into the instruments in Elena’s hands, steadying them to a degree that transcended the mechanical.

Elena worked the twelfth filament. Thirty seconds. Forty-five. A minute. The probe moving in increments so small they were invisible to the naked eye, separating neural connections that had been forcibly integrated into a young woman’s brainstem over four years of captivity.

“Separated,” Elena whispered. “All filaments detached. Ready for housing extraction.” She looked at Spark. “Field.”

“Field active.” Spark’s voice carried the weight of finality. The dampening generators hummed to life—a deep, resonant sound that filled the basement, the portable field enveloping Mira’s neck in an invisible cage designed to contain the electromagnetic pulse that would fire the moment the implant was removed.

“Twenty-two minutes on the field,” Spark said. “Starting now.”

Elena gripped the extraction forceps. Her hands were shaking—the tremor had worsened over the procedure, the sustained concentration taxing her damaged neural pathways. But her eyes were clear. Present. The doctor was still here.

“Housing extraction in three,” she said. “Two. One.”

She pulled.

The implant came free with a sound I’d never forget—a wet, tearing noise followed by a sharp electronic whine as the dead man’s switch triggered. The EMP fired inside the dampening field, and I felt it as a pressure wave—a pulse of force that made every electronic device in the room flicker. Spark’s bracers blazed white-hot, her face contorting with effort as she held the field steady against the electromagnetic assault.

The generators screamed. One of them sparked, the casing heating visibly. Spark gasped—pain, real pain, the feedback from the overloaded equipment channeling through her interface.

“Hold it!” Elena commanded. “Five more seconds—the pulse is dissipating—”

Three seconds. Four. Five.

The whine faded. The pressure eased. Spark’s bracers dimmed to their normal glow, and she staggered backward, catching herself on the wall, her face pale and sweating.

“Field contained,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Pulse suppressed. No breach.”

Elena held up the forceps. In their grip was a small titanium capsule, no larger than a thumbnail, trailing twelve gossamer-thin filaments that glistened with neural fluid. It looked insignificant—a piece of metal and wire that could fit in a coat pocket. The kind of thing you’d walk past on a workbench without a second glance.

Four years of slavery. Seventeen murders. A young woman’s entire life—contained in something the size of a button.

“It’s out,” Elena said. She set the implant on the table with the care of a woman handling a live grenade. Then she closed the incision—neat sutures, quick and professional, the last act of a surgeon who could feel her window closing.

“Done.” She stepped back. Her hands were shaking badly now—the extended concentration catching up, the tremor escalating. Her eyes flickered, the clarity starting to fragment. “The patient—the patient needs—I was—”

“You were perfect,” I said. “Elena. You were perfect.”

“I was a good doctor.” The words came out automatic, reflexive, the affirmation she held onto when the fog rolled in. “Before they—I was—”

Spark caught her as she swayed. Guided her to a chair. Elena sat heavily, the trembling spreading from her hands to her shoulders, the professional focus dissolving into the familiar bewilderment of a woman losing track of where she was.

“Where is this?” Elena asked, looking around the basement. “I was in surgery. Was I in surgery?”

“You were,” Spark said gently. “You did beautifully.”

“Did the patient—?”

“The patient is fine. You saved her.”

Elena’s eyes flickered with electricity—involuntary, the damaged pathways firing randomly. “Good. That’s good. I’m going to—I need to—”

“Rest,” Spark said. “You need to rest.”

Elena closed her eyes. Within minutes, she was asleep—the abrupt, total unconsciousness of a brain that had been pushed past its limits and simply shut down.

On the table, Mira hadn’t moved.

Celia was still holding her hand. The shadows that had been curling protectively around them both were settling, thinning, returning to their ambient state. Mira’s own shadows—the ones that had been tight and defensive for days—were doing something I hadn’t seen before.

They were expanding. Slowly, carefully, like a hand unclenching for the first time. Tendrils of darkness drifted outward from her body—not controlled, not directed, just... released. Shadows finding the space they’d been denied, spreading across the table, the floor, mingling with Celia’s in aimless, gentle patterns.

“Mira?” Celia said.

“I can’t feel him.” Mira’s voice was small. Wondering. “He’s always—there’s always this weight. This pressure at the back of my neck, like a hand. And it’s—” Her breathing changed. Quickened. “It’s gone. Celia, it’s gone.”

“It’s gone.”

“He can’t—he can’t make me—I can move my hands and they’re mine, they’re just mine, he can’t—” The words tumbled over each other, four years of suppressed autonomy pouring out in a rush. She sat up, ignoring Elena’s fresh sutures, ignoring the blood still on the table, and looked at her own hands as if she’d never seen them before.

She opened and closed her fists. Watching her own fingers move. Experiencing the simple, fundamental miracle of choosing to move her body and having it obey.

Then she broke.

The crying wasn’t the silent tears of the procedure—it was a sound that came from somewhere deep, the kind of grief that encompasses everything lost and everything found simultaneously. She doubled over, and Celia caught her, pulling her close, wrapping shadows and arms around a twenty-one-year-old woman who was experiencing freedom for the first time since she was seventeen.

“I’ve got you,” Celia said. “You’re free. You’re free and nobody is ever putting anything in you again.”

I stepped back. This wasn’t my moment—it was theirs. Shadow to shadow, survivor to survivor, the woman who’d been framed by a monster and the woman who’d been made into one.

I found Spark near the wall where she’d caught herself after the field containment. She was sitting on the floor, bracers dim, her face still pale with the aftereffects of the electromagnetic feedback. Her electric-blue eyes were wet.

I sat down beside her. Said nothing. Just sat.

“Her hands,” Spark said after a while. Her voice was rough. “She was looking at her hands.”

“Yeah.”

“Four years. She couldn’t move her own hands for four years.” Spark rubbed her forearms—the circuit-traces, the bracers, the technology that was part of her body the way shadows were part of Celia’s. “I interface with machines. I feel them, I control them, they’re an extension of me. If someone took that away—if someone used my own connection to make me do things—”

“You don’t have to imagine it.”

“I do, though. Because that’s what Aegis built. That’s what I helped them build.” She looked at her bracers. “The communication architecture in that implant. The signal routing, the command protocols. I recognized the code base, Nathan. It’s derived from the same framework I developed for Aegis’s surveillance grid. They took my work and they turned it into that.”

“That’s not your fault.”

“I know. Intellectually, I know. But knowing and feeling are different things.” She tipped her head back against the wall. “You know what got me through two years of hiding? The idea that I could use what I’d built against them. That the knowledge they’d given me could be turned into a weapon. But this—” She gestured toward Mira, still sobbing in Celia’s arms. “This isn’t a weapon. This is a person. And the thing I helped take out of her had my fingerprints on it.”

“Your fingerprints were also on the dampening field that saved her life. And the calibration tool that made the surgery possible. And the relay that kept her hidden from Paragon for days.” I waited until she looked at me. “You built a surveillance grid. Aegis turned it into a weapon. You built a surgical tool. That was your choice, not theirs.”

She held my gaze for a long time. The tears in her electric-blue eyes caught the basement light, and she didn’t wipe them away—let them sit, let them be visible, in the way that only people who’ve been alone too long forget to hide their pain.

“You really do make kindness sound like logistics,” she said.

“So I’ve been told.”

“It’s your best quality. And your most infuriating.”

“Those are the same thing, apparently.”

“They are.” She didn’t look away. The moment stretched—not the interrupted eye contact of the streetlight, not the packed-away awareness of the detention facility tunnel. Something fuller. Something that knew what it was and wasn’t pretending otherwise.

“Spark,” I said.

“If you’re about to say ’we should talk about this later,’ I’m going to scream.”

“I was going to say thank you. For holding the field. For saving Mira.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “That’s... that’s better than later.”

“But we should also talk about this later.”

“There it is.” She almost laughed—the sound catching somewhere between grief and relief and something warmer. “You’re impossible.”

“I prefer ’consistent.’”

“You would.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand—finally, the gesture of someone remembering that vulnerability had a time limit. “Okay. Later. After the Sentinel operation. When there isn’t a war on.”

“When is there not a war on?”

“You said that before. At the church.”

“I know. The answer hasn’t changed.”

She looked at me. And then, very deliberately, she reached out and took my hand. Not a grab, not an accident—a choice. Her fingers were warm from the bracers, circuit-traces humming against my skin, and the touch was steady in a way that her voice wasn’t.

“Then maybe we stop waiting for peacetime,” she said. “And figure it out during the war.”

I squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. And we sat there on the floor of a basement while across the room, a woman held another woman and cried the tears of freedom, and the implant sat on the table like a dead thing that had once been alive, and the world outside continued being impossible.

After a while, Neve appeared.

She looked at us—at our hands, at the distance between us (minimal), at the particular quality of silence that said something had shifted. Her ice-blue eyes processed the data in approximately one point five seconds.

“The surgery was successful,” she said, as if she hadn’t noticed anything else. “Mira’s vitals are stable. Elena is sleeping. The implant is inert—I’ve confirmed no residual signal.” She paused. “I’m going to begin final preparations for the Sentinel operation. We move tonight.”

“Tonight,” I confirmed.

“Spark, I’ll need you at the communications array within the hour. System mapping, penetration testing, final verification of your electronic access protocols.”

“On it.” Spark released my hand—not quickly, not guiltily, but with the careful deliberation of someone putting something valuable down with the intention of picking it back up. “Give me thirty minutes to recover from the field feedback and I’ll be ready.”

“Thirty minutes. Acceptable.” Neve turned to go, then stopped. Without looking back, she said: “For the record, I calculated a seventy-one percent probability that physical contact would occur within twenty-four hours of a shared high-stress event. You lasted approximately forty minutes.” A pause. “I’m not displeased.”

She walked away.

Spark stared after her. “Did she just—”

“Yes.”

“She calculated—”

“She calculates everything.”

“And she’s not—”

“She’s not.”

Spark exhaled. “Your relationship dynamics are the most bewildering and somehow functional thing I’ve ever encountered.”

“Wait until Celia gives you the speech.”

“There’s a speech?”

“Celia warned me,” I said, standing and offering her my hand to help her up. “I should probably warn you too.”

“About what?”

“About the fact that once you’re part of this, it doesn’t stop. We don’t do casual. We don’t do temporary. We fight about stupid things and we cook terrible food in basements and we hold each other’s hands while the world falls apart, and we keep doing it because the alternative is being alone, and none of us are any good at that anymore.”

Spark took my hand. Stood. Looked at me with those electric-blue eyes that held circuitry and tears and the beginning of something that hadn’t been named yet.

“That’s the worst recruitment pitch I’ve ever heard,” she said.

“Is it working?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Across the room, Mira had stopped crying. She was sitting up, Celia beside her, looking at the implant on the table with an expression I recognized from Celia’s face on the night she’d told me about Paragon—not anger, not grief, but the particular fierce clarity of someone who’d decided they were done being a victim.

“I want to help,” Mira said. Her voice was hoarse but steady. “The Sentinel operation. I want to help.”

“Mira—” I started.

“I’m not asking to go.” She met my eyes. “I know I’m not ready for that. But I can monitor communications. I can watch for threats. I can do what Spark’s been doing—use my shadows to extend the team’s awareness.” She held up her hands—her own hands, moving freely. “I have four years of Paragon’s operational patterns in my head. I know how he deploys, how he thinks, how he reacts when he’s cornered. That’s intelligence you can use.”

She was right. Four years as Paragon’s involuntary weapon meant four years of observing his methods from the inside. The most comprehensive intelligence profile of our primary enemy, carried in the memory of the woman he’d victimized.

“Okay,” I said. “Communications and intelligence support. From here. You work with Neve on the operation’s electronic component.”

Mira nodded. And when she did, her shadows moved with her—not defensively, not reactively, but deliberately. Choosing to move. Choosing to be.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d seen all day, and I’d spent the morning watching a woman get her life back.

“Tonight,” I said to the room. “We rest for four hours. Then we hit Aegis headquarters.”

Neve raised an eyebrow. “Four hours?”

“Your rule, not mine.”

“My rule is four hours of sleep. Your rule is apparently zero hours of sleep and excessive emotional processing.”

“I’ll sleep.”

“The probability of that is approximately—”

“Don’t.”

“—twelve percent.”

“Neve.”

“Sleep, Nathan.”

I slept. Or tried to. The logistics brain had a tower to infiltrate and a true believer to convert and a team to keep alive.

But for the first time in days, it also had something new: the warm ghost of circuit-traces against my palm, and the memory of a woman who’d decided to stop waiting for peacetime.

Later, I told myself.

Later was getting closer.


Chapter 14: True Believer

Two in the morning. Aegis headquarters rose against the city skyline like a blade—glass and steel and self-righteousness, lit from within by the particular glow of an organization that never fully sleeps. The tower was beautiful in the way that power is always beautiful when you don’t know what it’s built on.

We staged in an alley three blocks south, hidden by dumpsters and the comfortable anonymity of a city that minds its own business after midnight. Three people about to walk into the most heavily secured building in the city with a thumb drive and the truth.

Neve’s voice came through the earpiece, calm and measured from her position two blocks west with Marcus and the extraction team. “Final systems check. Spark?”

“Electronic access protocols loaded. Ward firmware exploit ready. Camera loop algorithm tested—ninety-second cycles, seamless transition.” Spark’s voice was steady, but her bracers were pulsing faster than usual—a tell I’d learned to read. Nervous. “I’ll need forty-five seconds from the moment I connect to the communications array to establish full electronic control.”

“Celia?”

“Ready.” Celia’s shadows were pressed flat against her body, conserving energy for the dampened environment inside. She’d dressed practically—dark clothes, soft-soled boots, the outfit of a thief who’d learned her craft before her powers ever manifested. Tonight she was both: shadow-wielder at sixty percent and the infiltrator who’d honed those skills the hard way. “Loading dock, west side. Maintenance hatch to service corridors. I remember the layout.”

“Nathan?”

“Evidence drive, earpiece, and a winning personality.”

“The probability of personality alone achieving the mission objective is—”

“Neve.”

“—low. I was going to say low.” A pause. “Be careful. All of you.”

“Mira?” I asked.

Her voice came through from the bolt-hole, thin but focused. “I’m monitoring Aegis communications on three frequencies. Standard security channel, internal operations, and Paragon’s private frequency—I know the encryption pattern from four years of listening to his orders.” A hesitation. “He’s not in the building. His transponder shows him at a location in the financial district—probably his residence.”

“Confirmed not present?”

“As confident as I can be. But Nathan—Paragon doesn’t always carry his transponder. He’s careful about being tracked.”

“Noted. What about the residential level?”

“Security rotation at oh-two-hundred is the shift change. Skeleton crew on upper floors—four guards total. Two stationed outside Sentinel’s door, two patrolling. The patrol circuit takes eleven minutes. You’ll have a window.”

“Thank you, Mira.”

“Don’t thank me. Just—” Her voice caught. “Just be the people I think you are.”

I looked at Celia. She looked at me. In the dark, her green eyes caught the distant light of the tower, and her expression carried the particular resolve of a woman who’d spent six months running from the building we were about to enter.

“Let’s go,” I said.

We split. Spark moved east, skirting the building’s perimeter toward the service access panel she’d installed three years ago. Celia moved west, shadows trailing her like dark water, heading for the loading dock. I waited—my entry was last, after Spark had established electronic control and Celia had cleared the path.

The forty-five seconds of waiting were the longest of my life.

“Connected.” Spark’s voice, tight with concentration. “Accessing the communications array. Building firmware handshake—I’m in the system. Recognizing my own architecture... God, it’s like coming home to a house someone else has been living in.” A pause. “Full electronic control established. Cameras on loop. Ward firmware exploit active—I can see the emitter grid across all floors.”

“Rolling blackout for Celia?”

“Initiating. Fifteen-meter radius, tracking her transponder. Inside the blackout zone, she’ll have full shadow capability. Outside it, sixty percent dampening.” A beat. “Celia, you should feel the wards drop... now.”

Through the earpiece, I heard Celia’s sharp inhale—the sensation of her powers flooding back to full strength after the dampening field released.

“Oh, that’s better,” Celia breathed. “Like unclenching a fist you didn’t know was closed.”

“Stay within the blackout radius. If you move faster than the rolling cycle can track, you’ll hit the active wards and drop to sixty percent.”

“Understood. Moving through loading dock now.”

I listened to Celia work. The sounds were minimal—soft footfalls, the whisper of shadow-movement, occasional updates delivered in the clipped shorthand of an experienced infiltrator.

“Service corridor. One guard, east end. Taking him—” A pause. Silence. “Down. Shadow chokehold. He’ll wake up in fifteen with a headache.”

“Second guard?”

“Patrol circuit. I can hear him two corridors over. Eleven-minute loop—I’ve got six minutes before he passes this junction.”

“Elevator access?”

“Negative on the elevator. Spark, is the stairwell monitored?”

“Camera in the stairwell on floors one, four, and seven. I’ll blind them in sequence as you ascend. Go.”

Celia went. I tracked her progress through the updates—floor by floor, the shadow-wielder ascending through the building she’d been framed for infiltrating, moving past offices and briefing rooms and the administrative machinery of the organization that had tried to destroy her.

“Residential level,” she reported. “Two guards outside a door at the end of the hall—that’s Sentinel. Patrol guard is four minutes into his circuit, so I’ve got seven before he comes back.”

“The two stationary guards?”

“Armed. Alert. Professional. They’re not Paragon’s lackeys—they’re real security, assigned to keep someone confined. Which means they might actually believe they’re protecting Sentinel from external threats rather than keeping him prisoner.”

“Can you take both without alerting the floor?”

“I can take both without them knowing I was there. Give me ninety seconds.”

I waited. Through the earpiece, the sound of Celia’s shadows working—the soft, tearing whisper of darkness moving through confined spaces. Then silence. Then:

“Both down. Shadow chokehold—synchronized, one in each hand. They’ll have matching headaches.” A pause. “Nathan, the biometric lock on Sentinel’s door. It’s a retinal scanner plus fingerprint.”

“Spark?”

“I can spoof the retinal scanner remotely—feeding it a pre-recorded authorization from the system’s backup database. Fingerprint requires physical contact with the sensor.” Spark’s voice was strained with the effort of maintaining multiple electronic interventions simultaneously. “Celia, use one of the unconscious guards. Press his thumb to the sensor when I trigger the retinal spoof.”

“Elegant. Disgusting, but elegant.”

“I work with what I have.”

The sound of a body being repositioned. A beep. A click.

“Door’s open,” Celia said. “Nathan, the path is clear from the ground floor service entrance to the residential level. Stairwell B, east side. I’ve left markers—shadow wisps on the wall at each turning. Follow the dark patches.”

“On my way.”

I entered the building through the service corridor Celia had cleared. The interior of Aegis headquarters was exactly as I remembered from the gala infiltration—gleaming surfaces, institutional efficiency, the hushed atmosphere of a building that took itself very seriously. The wards pressed against me at the threshold, but I had nothing to suppress. The unpowered man, walking through power-dampening fields like they didn’t exist.

Because for me, they didn’t.

Celia’s shadow markers were subtle—dark smudges on the walls at corridor junctions, visible only if you knew to look. I followed them through the service corridors to Stairwell B, then climbed. Seven floors of stairs, my burned forearms aching under the bandages, my heart rate climbing faster than my feet.

The residential level was quiet. Emergency lighting cast a blue-white glow across the corridor. Two guards lay unconscious against the wall on either side of an open door, positioned to look like they’d fallen asleep on duty. Professional. Celia was inside the doorway, shadows pressed tight, watching the corridor for the returning patrol.

“You’ve got four minutes,” she said. “Maybe five if the patrol guard stops for coffee. Get in, make your case, get out.”

“Four minutes to convince a man his entire career is a lie.”

“You’re the logistics guy. Budget your time.”

I walked through the door.

Sentinel’s quarters were spartan—military-grade, which made sense for a man who apparently lived his values. A bed, a desk, a chair, a small bathroom. Books on the desk, a few framed photographs. The room of a man who defined himself by his work rather than his possessions.

He was sitting at the desk, facing the door.

Waiting.

“I heard them fall,” he said. His voice was low, controlled—the voice of a man who’d been expecting something to happen and had the discipline to sit still and let it come. “My guards. Unconscious, not dead—I can hear them breathing. Which means whoever you are, you’re not here to kill me.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not.”

He stood. And I got my first real look at Sentinel.

He was older than I’d expected—mid-forties, with close-cropped gray hair and a face that had been assembled from straight lines and right angles. Square jaw, deep-set eyes, the particular posture of someone who’d spent decades standing at attention. He wasn’t in uniform—just a gray t-shirt and dark pants—but he wore the clothes the way he probably wore everything: precisely, correctly, as though even getting dressed was a matter of protocol.

His eyes were brown. Not dramatic, not striking—just brown, without the analytical glow I’d seen the night he’d come for us with Paragon’s strike team. Honest eyes in a tired face.

“Nathan Cole,” he said.

I hadn’t expected him to know my name. Something must have shown on my face, because he smiled—tight, grim, the smile of a man who’d been doing his own investigating.

“I’ve been looking for you for months. The Robin Hood Thief.” He assessed me with the practiced eye of an investigator. “You’re younger than I expected. And less armed.”

“I’m not here to fight.”

“You broke into the most secure building in the city, incapacitated two of my guards, and bypassed a biometric lock. That’s not the behavior of someone who isn’t here to fight.”

“It’s the behavior of someone who’s here to talk. The breaking-in part was necessary because the talking part requires privacy.”

He didn’t sit. Didn’t move toward me or away. Stood in the center of his room with the balanced stance of a fighter who hadn’t committed to fight or flight, keeping both options open.

“You destroyed the Retreat,” he said.

“I liberated the Retreat. The Liberation Front destroyed it.”

“Semantics.”

“No. Precision. The Retreat was a facility where Aegis held powered individuals against their will and subjected them to experiments—torture, conditioning, suppression testing. We freed fifty-three prisoners. The building was a secondary concern.”

“That’s your story.” His voice was even, measured. “Paragon’s version is different.”

“I know. Paragon told you we were terrorists who attacked a government research facility and killed innocent personnel. He told you the prisoners were dangerous subjects in legitimate containment. He told you the Liberation Front was a terrorist organization and that my team supplied them with weapons and intelligence.”

Sentinel’s expression didn’t change. “He did.”

“And you believed him?”

A pause—longer than I expected. Something behind those brown eyes that wasn’t certainty.

“I believed him,” Sentinel said, “because for fifteen years, Aegis has been the most important thing in my life. I joined because I believed in the mission—protecting people, stopping threats, making the city safe. I’ve given everything to that mission. My marriage, my health, my—” He stopped. “I believed him because the alternative was believing that everything I’ve built my life around is a lie.”

“Is that why you started investigating him?”

The silence that followed was different from the controlled quiet of a moment ago. This was the silence of a man who’d been caught.

“Webb,” Sentinel said finally.

“Webb told us you’d been asking questions. About shadow-powered assets. About private operations above your clearance level. About things that didn’t match the official narrative.” I held his gaze. “He told us you let him walk away when you knew he was lying. A true believer doesn’t do that, Sentinel. A true believer arrests the liar and reports to his superiors. You did neither.”

“Because my superior is the one I was investigating.”

“Yes.”

Sentinel moved—not toward me, but toward the desk. He picked up one of the framed photographs: a group shot, heroes in uniform, smiling. Paragon in the center, golden and perfect.

“Three months ago,” Sentinel said, looking at the photo, “I was reviewing case files from the past five years. Routine—I do it annually, looking for patterns, cross-referencing outcomes. I found seventeen unsolved deaths connected to shadow-powered activity. Seventeen. All people who’d had some connection to Aegis—journalists, politicians, powered individuals who’d refused cooperation.”

“Nightfall.”

“I didn’t know the name. But I knew the pattern. And I knew that Paragon had taken an unusual interest in each of those cases—personally directing the investigations, then personally closing them as unsolved.” He set the photograph face-down on the desk. “I asked questions. Quietly. Carefully. The kind of questions that a loyal investigator asks when he wants to find the truth without finding himself in a cell.”

“And now you’re in a cell.”

“Now I’m in a cell.” His jaw tightened. “Paragon told me it was for my protection. That there were credible threats against Aegis leadership. That the confinement was temporary.” He looked at me. “He was lying. He’s been lying to my face for fifteen years, and I was too committed to see it.”

“You’re seeing it now.”

“I’m suspecting it now. Seeing requires evidence.”

I held up the thumb drive.

“This drive contains documentation of a neural control implant program that Aegis has been running for six years. Eleven subjects—powered individuals captured, implanted with devices that allow remote control of their bodies while they remain conscious. Three died during the procedure. Four were murdered when they were no longer useful. Three were active as of last week—including a twenty-one-year-old woman named Mira who was captured at seventeen and forced to commit every one of those seventeen murders you found in your case files. We removed her implant six hours ago. The other two subjects are still out there.”

Sentinel stared at the drive.

“She didn’t kill those people because she wanted to,” I continued. “She killed them because Paragon pressed a button and her body obeyed. She was conscious the entire time—watching through a window while her hands did things she couldn’t stop. For four years. Because Paragon needed a weapon that couldn’t say no.”

“You have proof of this.”

“I have schematics, development records, subject files, deployment logs, and the implant itself—removed from Mira’s spine six hours ago by a surgeon who used to be a neurologist before Aegis put her in a cell and broke her brain.” I set the drive on the desk between us. “I also have video of Paragon ordering the frame job on Celia Vance—the three murders he blamed on her to cover for the assassin he controlled. Financial records showing shell company payments. Internal communications discussing ’asset management’ and ’compliance measures’ that are euphemisms for slavery.”

Sentinel hadn’t moved. His eyes were fixed on the drive like it was a bomb.

“And you want me to do what with this?”

“Look at it. Verify it. And then decide what kind of hero you are.”

“What kind of—”

“You joined Aegis because you believed in protecting people. The evidence on that drive shows that the man leading Aegis has been hurting people—capturing them, controlling them, killing them—for years. If you’re the man Webb thinks you are, the man who let an informant walk because the truth mattered more than the chain of command, then you’ll look at the evidence and you’ll act.”

“And if I’m not that man?”

“Then I’ve wasted four minutes, and my team extracts me, and we release the evidence to the press instead of through internal channels.” I stepped closer. “But I don’t think that’s what happens. I think you look at that drive and you see what Paragon really is, and it breaks your heart, and then you put your heart back together and you do the right thing. Because that’s what heroes do.”

“You sound very sure of that.”

“I’m a line cook who declared war on the most powerful organization in the country because someone had to. Certainty is the only weapon I have.”

Sentinel picked up the drive. Turned it in his fingers. The small, unremarkable object that contained six years of atrocities.

“If this is real,” he said slowly, “then everything I’ve done—every arrest, every operation, every investigation—was in service of a man who was using the organization I love as cover for—” He couldn’t finish.

“For slavery. For murder. For the systematic exploitation of vulnerable people.” I said the words clearly, without softening them, because Sentinel was a man who respected precision. “Yes.”

“And the people I work with? The heroes who trust me?”

“Thirty to forty percent of them would follow you over Paragon if you gave them a reason. That estimate comes from Webb, who knows the organization better than anyone.”

“Webb.” Sentinel set the drive down. “Webb is the deputy director of operations. He’s been with Aegis for fifteen years. If he knows about this—”

“Webb discovered the truth six months ago and has been feeding us intelligence ever since. He’s currently burned—extracted himself when Paragon discovered your investigation. His position is unknown.”

“Victor Webb has been working against Aegis for six months.” Sentinel’s voice was flat with the particular shock of someone whose reality was restructuring in real time. “Victor, who brought me coffee every morning and told me stories about his daughter. Victor, who—”

“Victor, who looked at the evidence and decided that the truth mattered more than loyalty to a lie.”

Sentinel sat down. Not dramatically—just a man whose legs needed to be still while his world rearranged itself.

Through my earpiece, Celia’s voice: “Two minutes, Nathan. Patrol’s coming back.”

Two minutes. I’d spent most of my four making the case. Now I needed the close.

“Sentinel,” I said. “In the next forty-eight hours, a journalist named Sarah Reeves is going to publish a comprehensive exposé on Aegis’s corruption. Financial records, operational documents, victim testimony, the full scope. When that story hits, Aegis doesn’t survive—not as it exists. The public narrative collapses.”

“And you want me to—what? Defect? Go public?”

“I want you to be ready. When the story breaks, Paragon will try to control the response—discredit Reeves, suppress the evidence, rally his loyalists. If you’re on the inside, with the evidence we’ve given you, verified by your own investigation, you can prevent that. You can be the voice inside Aegis that confirms the story. The hero who chose truth over the institution.”

“That’s not defection. That’s treason.”

“It’s treason against Paragon. It’s loyalty to the mission you actually signed up for.”

Sentinel looked at the drive on his desk. Then at the face-down photograph. Then at me—a stranger in his room at two in the morning, bandaged forearms, no powers, no weapons, no authority. Just a man with a thumb drive and the audacity to walk into a fortress and ask a hero to be heroic.

“One minute,” Celia said in my ear.

“I need time,” Sentinel said. “To verify. To think.”

“You’ll have forty-eight hours. The story runs regardless—we’re past the point where it can be stopped. But how much damage it does to the good people inside Aegis depends on whether someone on the inside is ready to manage the fallout.”

“And if Paragon discovers I have this?”

“Then you become the most important witness in the case against him instead of the most important ally. Either way, the truth comes out.”

He picked up the drive again. Closed his fist around it.

“Cole,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“The people at the Retreat. The fifty-three prisoners. Are they—”

“Alive. Free. Scattered across the city, being cared for by the people who rescued them.” I held his gaze. “One of them is a neurologist whose brain was damaged by five years of experimentation. She used what was left of her medical knowledge to remove the implant from a woman who’d been enslaved since she was seventeen. That’s the world Aegis built, Sentinel. And that’s the world we’re trying to tear down. Not the heroes—the corruption that’s eating them from the inside.”

Something shifted in his brown eyes. Not certainty—not yet. But the particular quality of determination that comes from choosing to see the truth even when it costs everything.

“Get out of my building,” he said. “And tell Webb—if you find him—tell him I’m sorry I didn’t ask the right questions sooner.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“And Cole?”

“Yeah?”

“When the story breaks. If I verify what’s on this drive and it’s real—” He stopped. Started again. “I’ll do what needs to be done. But I’m doing it for the mission. The real mission. Not for you, not for Webb, not for your Liberation Front. For the people I swore to protect.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

He nodded. Once. The sharp, military motion of a man making a decision that would define the rest of his life.

I left.

Celia was at the door, shadows pressed flat, counting seconds. “Patrol in thirty. Move.”

We moved. Down the stairwell, through the service corridors, following Celia’s shadow markers in reverse. Spark’s camera loops held. The wards pressed against Celia at the edges of the rolling blackout, her shadows flickering at sixty percent before the suppression field caught up and released her back to full strength.

“Exiting the building,” I reported. “Package delivered.”

“Copy,” Neve said. “Extraction team standing down. Rendezvous at rally point three.”

We emerged into the night—the three of us, intact, undetected, carrying the weight of a conversation that might change everything or nothing at all.

Spark was leaning against the building’s exterior, her bracers still pulsing with the effort of maintaining electronic control. When I appeared, she killed the connection—the camera loops dissolving, the ward exploit withdrawing, the building’s systems returning to their normal state as though we’d never been there.

“Did he take it?” she asked.

“He took it.”

“And?”

“And he’s a man who just found out his entire career was built on a lie, and he’s sitting alone in a room with the evidence, and he’s going to spend the next forty-eight hours deciding whether to be a hero or a coward.” I took a breath. The night air was cold and clean and free of the institutional atmosphere of the tower. “I think he’ll be a hero.”

“You think everyone will be a hero,” Celia said, materializing from the shadows beside me. “It’s your most annoying quality.”

“And his most reliable,” Spark said quietly.

We walked. Three blocks south, through sleeping streets, toward the rally point where Neve and Marcus were waiting. The tower behind us glowed against the sky—implacable, monolithic, the symbol of everything we were trying to destroy and everything we were trying to save.

Neve met us at the rally point with the particular expression she wore when she’d been running probability calculations for the duration of an operation and arrived at a conclusion she wasn’t sure about.

“Assessment?” she asked.

“Sentinel is conflicted, motivated, and in possession of comprehensive evidence. He committed to nothing but took the drive. His emotional response suggests genuine shock—not the performed surprise of someone who already knew.” I paused. “I believe he’ll verify the evidence and act. But I can’t guarantee it.”

“Probability?”

“I’m not you, Neve. I don’t do probabilities.”

“Estimate.”

“Sixty-forty. In our favor.”

She processed this for approximately two seconds. “My model suggests sixty-three percent, accounting for the psychological profile Webb provided, the behavior pattern of letting Webb walk, and the fact that Paragon confined rather than eliminated him—which suggests Paragon believes Sentinel can still be brought back into line. That belief implies Sentinel hasn’t fully committed to rebellion yet, but it also implies his investigation was genuine enough to threaten Paragon.”

“Sixty-three,” I said. “That number keeps coming up.”

“It’s a good number.”

“So you’ve said.”

Marcus was leaning against a wall, his arm fully healed, his burn-scarred face unreadable in the dark. “And if the forty-percent scenario happens? If he turns us in?”

“Then Paragon knows we can get into his building anytime we want, which is its own kind of weapon. And the exposé runs without internal support, which makes it messier but not impossible.”

“You planned for failure.”

“I always plan for failure. It’s the optimism that’s optional.”

We moved through the city in the small hours. Mira’s voice came through the earpiece one final time: “Paragon’s transponder is still at the financial district location. No unusual communication traffic on any monitored frequency. You’re clear.”

“Good work, Mira.”

“Nathan?”

“Yeah?”

“When Sentinel reads those files—the subject profiles, the implant specifications, the deployment records—he’s going to see my name. Mira. Subject seven. Four years of service entries that describe every murder I committed.” Her voice was carefully controlled, the steadiness of someone choosing composure. “I need him to know that I remember all of them. Every face. I need him to know that when he reads those dry operational summaries, there was a person inside who was screaming.”

“I’ll make sure he knows.”

“Thank you.” A pause. “Bolt-hole is secure. Come home.”

Home. The word hung in the air—casual, unconscious, devastatingly meaningful. The first time Mira had called anywhere home in four years.

Celia’s hand found mine in the dark. On my other side, Spark walked close enough that our arms brushed with each step. Behind us, Neve and Marcus maintained the rear guard, and the city slept around us, not knowing that somewhere in a gleaming tower, a man was about to read the truth and decide what to do with it.

Forty-eight hours. The story would run in forty-eight hours, with or without Sentinel.

The war was almost over. The question was what would be left standing when it was done.


Chapter 15: Fracture

Twenty-six hours into the window.

I was at the stove—because I was always at the stove when I needed to think, and there was always someone who needed to eat—when the bolt-hole’s perimeter sensor tripped.

Not the outer ring. The inner ring. Someone was already past the first layer of security and moving toward the basement entrance.

Every person in the room reacted simultaneously. Celia’s shadows surged to the ceiling. Neve’s hand dropped to the ice-pick dagger at her belt. Marcus materialized from his cot with the silent speed of a fighter who’d spent three years learning to wake up ready to kill. Spark’s bracers flared as she interfaced with the sensor grid.

“Single contact,” Spark reported. “No weapons signature. No powered energy reading.” She paused. “He’s walking slowly. Hands visible. Like he wants to be seen.”

“Or like he’s injured,” Neve said.

The basement door opened.

Victor Webb looked like a man who’d spent three days surviving on nothing but adrenaline and institutional knowledge. His suit was wrinkled and stained, his tie gone, his hair uncombed. There was a bruise on his left cheekbone and dried blood at his hairline. But his eyes—sharp, alert, carrying the particular exhaustion of someone running on purpose rather than energy—found me immediately.

“Cole,” he said. “Your bolt-hole was harder to find than I expected. I had to work through three of Neve’s false-trail algorithms before I triangulated the real signal.”

“You found us through the server network?” Neve’s voice was somewhere between impressed and alarmed.

“I designed the communication architecture that your distributed nodes run on. Or rather, I approved the budget for it.” He stepped inside, and I could see the effort it cost him—the careful movement of a man who was hurt worse than the bruise suggested. “Ribs,” he said, anticipating the question. “Two cracked. I had a disagreement with a wall when Paragon’s people came to arrest me.”

“Sit down,” I said. “Neve, first-aid kit. Marcus, secure the door. Spark, make sure he wasn’t followed.”

“Already scanning,” Spark said. “No electronic tracking devices. No signal emissions. He’s clean.”

Webb lowered himself into a chair with the controlled wince of someone accustomed to managing pain without showing it. He was thinner than I remembered—the suburban dad softness gone, replaced by something leaner and harder.

“You look terrible,” I said, handing him coffee. The real stuff—we’d restocked from a corner store, the one luxury I’d insisted on because coffee is not a luxury, it’s a requirement.

“Thank you.” He drank. Closed his eyes for a moment. “Three days. I’ve been moving for three days. Safe houses, back alleys, a truly unpleasant night in a drainage culvert.” He opened his eyes. “I know about the infiltration.”

“How?”

“Because Sentinel contacted me.” He reached into his jacket and produced a phone—not his usual one, a burner. “Six hours ago. Encrypted text. He said—and I’m quoting directly—’Webb. Cole visited. Evidence verified. It’s worse than we thought. I need you.’”

The room was silent.

“He verified it,” I said.

“He verified it and then some.” Webb set the phone on the table. “Sentinel didn’t just review the evidence on your drive. He used his own access—limited as it is from confinement—to cross-reference the implant program files against Aegis’s internal personnel records. He found anomalies. Gaps in deployment histories that match the implant subjects’ operational timelines. Heroes listed as ’on assignment’ during periods when the implant subjects were being deployed—heroes who couldn’t have been in two places at once.”

“The implanted assets were replacing real heroes on missions,” Neve said, processing at speed. “Paragon was pulling heroes off operations and substituting neural-controlled assets in their place. The real heroes wouldn’t know—they’d be told their assignments changed.”

“Exactly. And Sentinel found at least six instances where mission outcomes dramatically shifted after these substitutions. Operations that should have succeeded but didn’t. Targets that should have been captured but escaped. Intelligence that should have been gathered but wasn’t.” Webb’s voice hardened. “Paragon wasn’t just running a shadow army. He was actively sabotaging Aegis’s legitimate operations to protect his criminal network.”

“That’s treason,” Marcus said from the doorway. “Not the metaphorical kind. The kind with federal charges.”

“It’s the kind that would turn every honest hero in the organization against him,” Webb said. “Which is why Sentinel has been very, very careful about who he’s told.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Three. Sentinel reached out to three heroes he’s personally served with for more than five years. People he trusts with his life.” Webb paused. “Two believed him. One didn’t.”

The temperature in the room dropped. Not Neve—just the collective realization of what that meant.

“The one who didn’t believe him,” I said. “Is he loyal to Paragon?”

“Her. Captain Iris. Telekinetic, eight years with Aegis. And ’loyal’ isn’t the right word. She’s afraid.” Webb rubbed his face. “Sentinel showed her a subset of the evidence—not everything, just enough. She went white. Then she went quiet. Then she left his quarters without saying a word.”

“When was this?”

“Four hours ago.”

“And you think she’ll go to Paragon.”

“I think she already has.”

I looked at Neve. She was running calculations—I could see it in the way her eyes moved, the rapid-fire processing that turned her face blank while her brain assembled probability matrices from incomplete data.

“If Captain Iris reported to Paragon four hours ago,” Neve said, “then Paragon knows Sentinel has evidence. He doesn’t necessarily know the source—Sentinel could have obtained it through his own investigation. But he knows that his most dangerous internal critic is now armed with proof.” She adjusted her glasses. “Paragon’s response timeline depends on his assessment of the threat. If he believes Sentinel hasn’t shared the evidence widely, he’ll move to contain—confiscate the evidence, increase confinement, possibly arrange a transfer to an isolated location.”

“If he believes Sentinel has shared it widely?”

“Then he’ll skip containment and go directly to elimination.”

“He won’t kill Sentinel inside headquarters,” Webb said. “Too many witnesses, too many cameras, too many heroes who would ask questions. He’ll arrange a transfer. ’Protective custody.’ Move Sentinel to a location where an accident can happen.”

“How long?”

“If Captain Iris reported at the four-hour mark, and Paragon needs time to arrange logistics...” Webb calculated. “He’ll move tonight. After dark, skeleton crew, reduced witnesses. He’ll come with Tempest and at least two other loyalists.”

“Tempest.” Celia’s voice was flat. She’d come back from the perimeter and was leaning against the wall, shadows curled at her feet. “Weather manipulation. Brutal. The one who enjoys his work.”

“Tempest is Paragon’s enforcer the way Nightfall was his assassin,” Webb confirmed. “Except Tempest chose the job. No implant needed.”

I checked the time. Fourteen hundred hours. If Webb’s estimate was right, Paragon would move on Sentinel in eight to ten hours. Our forty-eight-hour window had just collapsed to less than half that.

“We need to accelerate everything,” I said. “The exposé runs tonight. Not in twenty-four hours—tonight. And Sentinel needs to be out of that building before Paragon gets to him.”

“The exposé isn’t ready,” Neve said. “We haven’t transmitted the full evidence package to Reeves. We haven’t completed Whisper’s editorial consultation. The coordination with Sentinel’s public statement—”

“Then we make it ready. Right now.” I turned to the room. “Spark, can you establish a secure encrypted channel to Sarah Reeves?”

“Through the distributed network, yes. Thirty minutes to set up the encryption protocol, then a live data transfer of—how large is the evidence package?”

“Comprehensive,” Neve said. “All source files. Specter’s original intelligence, the Aegis server data from the gala heist, the detention facility research drive, Webb’s operational intelligence, Mira’s debriefing transcripts, the implant itself—photographed and documented. Plus Sentinel’s cross-reference findings, if he’ll share them.”

“He’ll share them,” Webb said. “He committed. He’s in.”

“Total data package is approximately four terabytes compressed,” Neve continued. “Transfer time on our available bandwidth: three to four hours.”

“Start now. Spark, set up the channel.”

“On it.” Spark moved to her equipment, bracers flaring.

“Whisper’s consultation,” I said. “We don’t have time for a meeting. Can we send her the relevant sections electronically?”

“Whisper doesn’t do electronic.” Neve’s tone was dry. “She operates in person, in warded zones, for precisely this reason.”

“Then we summarize. Pull the sections that touch the shadow economy—the financial infrastructure, the information networks, the parts that could expose non-Aegis parties—and send them to Whisper through a courier. She flags concerns, we redact what Reeves agrees to redact, and the rest runs.”

“I’ll go,” Celia said. “I know the Velvet Room. I can be there and back in two hours.”

“Take Marcus as backup. Armed escort.”

“I don’t need—”

“Take Marcus.”

She held my gaze for a moment, then nodded. The argument she would have made three months ago—that she worked alone, that she didn’t need protection, that trust was a liability—had been replaced by the quiet acceptance of someone who’d learned that belonging meant letting people watch your back.

“Marcus,” I said. “You good?”

“Shoulder’s fine. Regeneration finished yesterday.” He pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll get my coat.”

“Webb.” I turned to the man in the chair, who was finishing his second cup of coffee with the reverent attention of someone who understood that caffeine was a strategic resource. “We need to get a message to Sentinel. Can you contact him on the same encrypted channel?”

“Yes. But the message needs to be short. If Paragon is monitoring Sentinel’s communications—and he will be, now—any extended contact risks detection.”

“Short. Three sentences: ’Timeline accelerated. Story runs tonight. Be ready to move or go public by twenty-two hundred hours.’”

“That’s the message?”

“That’s the message.”

Webb typed it. Sent it. The phone buzzed once—a delivery confirmation—and then went dark.

“Now what?” he asked.

“Now you eat, and you let Neve check those ribs, and you tell us everything you learned during three days of running.”

“In exchange for?”

“A place to sleep that isn’t a drainage culvert.”

The faintest ghost of a smile. “Deal.”

The bolt-hole became a command center. Three simultaneous operations running from a basement under a pawn shop:

Spark handled the data transfer to Reeves, her bracers maintaining the encrypted channel while she compressed and transmitted four terabytes of evidence through a network that was never designed for this volume of traffic. The transfer would take three and a half hours. She worked silently, her circuit-traces casting blue light across her focused face, occasionally murmuring technical adjustments to herself.

Neve processed Webb’s intelligence—three days of observations from a man who knew Aegis’s internal operations better than almost anyone alive. Webb had mapped Paragon’s response in real time during his escape: the security lockdown, the communication blackout, the systematic interrogation of personnel who’d had contact with Webb in the preceding weeks. Paragon was thorough, methodical, and increasingly paranoid.

“He’s losing control,” Webb said, lying on a cot while Neve wrapped his cracked ribs. “Not of the organization—of the narrative. The Retreat’s destruction, Nightfall’s disappearance, the detention facility raid, my extraction, Sentinel’s investigation. Too many threads pulling loose at once. Paragon’s strength has always been managing information—controlling what people know, shaping the story. But the story is getting away from him.”

“How many loyalists does he have?” I asked. “Hard loyalists—people who know what he is and support him anyway?”

“Fewer than you’d think. Tempest. Three or four mid-level operatives. The administrative staff who manage the black budget—they’re complicit by necessity. Maybe a dozen people total who know about the corruption and actively enable it.” Webb winced as Neve tightened the wrap. “The rest are Sentinel. Good people doing what they think is good work, operating on faith in an institution that betrayed them.”

“And when the story breaks?”

“Chaos. Shock. Some will deny it—institutional loyalty is a powerful drug. Some will demand verification, which Sentinel can provide. Some will turn on Paragon immediately.” He was quiet for a moment. “And some will follow Paragon because the alternative is admitting they were complicit in something monstrous, and people will do extraordinary things to avoid that admission.”

Celia and Marcus left for the Velvet Room at fifteen hundred. I watched them go—Celia in dark clothes, shadows conserved for the warded zone, Marcus with his burn-scarred face and regeneration-steady gait—and tried not to calculate the probability of something going wrong.

Mira was at the communications station, monitoring Aegis frequencies through Spark’s equipment. The implant was gone, but four years of listening to Paragon’s operational channels had left her with an encyclopedic knowledge of his communication patterns—she didn’t need the hardware to recognize his ciphers. She’d been there since the infiltration—her station, her contribution, the place where four years of enforced proximity to Paragon’s operations became an asset instead of a wound.

“Activity on the internal operations channel,” she reported at fifteen-thirty. “Coded message from Paragon to Tempest. I know this cipher—it’s the one he used for Nightfall deployments.” Her dark eyes were steady, but I could see the effort it cost her to handle Paragon’s communications without flinching. “Give me a minute to decrypt.”

We waited. Elena was beside Mira, having one of her clear patches—not helping with the decryption but present, the steady companionship of a woman who understood what it meant to have your brain used against you.

“Got it,” Mira said. “’Priority transfer. Asset designation: Watchman. Timeline: twenty-two hundred. Location: north service exit. Transport to Site Bravo. Full containment protocol.’”

“Watchman is Sentinel,” Webb confirmed. “Paragon uses bird-themed designations for heroes. And ’full containment protocol’ means—”

“Power suppressors,” I finished. “He’s going to suppress Sentinel’s powers, transport him to a black site, and make him disappear.”

“Site Bravo is a secondary facility,” Webb said. “Small, isolated, minimal staff. The kind of place where accidents happen.”

Twenty-two hundred hours. The same deadline I’d given Sentinel to be ready.

“He’s not going to make it,” Spark said from the data terminal. Her voice was tight. “The transfer happens at twenty-two hundred. The data transfer to Reeves completes at approximately eighteen-thirty. Reeves needs time to review, format, and publish. Even an accelerated timeline—”

“How fast can Reeves publish once she has the package?”

“If she’s been preparing—which she has been, for two years—and the evidence is as comprehensive as we’ve provided—” Neve’s cognition was running at full speed, frost forming on the keyboard. “—minimum two hours for verification, formatting, and legal review. She could publish by twenty-one hundred at the earliest.”

“That gives Sentinel one hour between publication and transfer.”

“If everything goes perfectly.”

“When does anything go perfectly?”

Neve didn’t answer that, which was its own kind of answer.

“Alternative,” I said. “We don’t wait for the story to provide cover. We extract Sentinel before the transfer.”

“Extract him how?” Marcus was gone with Celia. Our powered combat team was split. “Walk back into Aegis headquarters and carry him out?”

“We got in once. We can get in again.”

“Once was a stealth operation against a skeleton crew. This time Paragon knows someone breached the building. Security will be tripled. The ward emitters will be running at maximum. Spark’s firmware exploit may have been patched.”

Spark shook her head. “Not patched. I left a dormant backdoor in the ward system—it’s not in the exploit code, it’s in the firmware itself. They’d have to rewrite the entire ward architecture from scratch to close it, and that would take weeks.”

“So we have electronic access. But the physical security—”

“Is a problem,” I acknowledged. “Which is why Sentinel doesn’t need to be extracted by us. He needs to extract himself.”

“He’s confined to quarters with armed guards.”

“Guards who may be the same guards we incapacitated twelve hours ago, or their replacements—people Paragon assigned, not Sentinel’s own people. If Sentinel’s two loyal heroes can create a window—”

“You’re asking Sentinel to stage a mutiny inside Aegis headquarters.”

“I’m asking Sentinel to leave a building where the alternative is being transported to a black site and murdered.” I looked around the room. “Send him a message. Same channel. Tell him: ’Transfer intercepted. Twenty-two hundred, north service exit. Full containment. You need to move before then. Your people, your plan. We’ll have the story ready.’”

Webb stared at me. “You’re putting the extraction in his hands.”

“He’s a fifteen-year veteran of the most powerful hero organization in the country. He runs six investigation teams. He has two loyal heroes and a lifetime of tactical experience.” I met Webb’s eyes. “If we try to do this for him, we risk getting caught, and everything falls apart. If he does it himself, it’s not an external attack on Aegis—it’s a hero choosing to leave. That matters for the narrative.”

“The narrative.”

“When the story breaks, the public needs to see Sentinel as a hero who discovered the truth and acted on it. Not a prisoner we broke out. Not a defector we recruited. A man who chose the right side because that’s who he is.”

Webb was quiet for a long moment. Then he typed the message. Sent it. The phone buzzed.

A reply came in ninety seconds. Two words:

UNDERSTOOD. MOVING.

At sixteen hundred, Celia returned from the Velvet Room with Whisper’s consultation notes. Two pages, handwritten in a precise, delicate script.

“She flagged twelve items,” Celia said, spreading the pages on the workstation. “Financial routing numbers that would expose non-Aegis shadow economy infrastructure. Three names—fences, brokers, a smuggler—who appear in the records as Aegis contacts but who are also embedded in the legitimate economy. And a reference to a safe house network that multiple non-Aegis parties depend on.”

“How much does she want redacted?”

“She’s not asking for redactions. She’s asking for context. Her note says—” Celia found the passage. “’The data speaks for itself. But data without context creates collateral damage. Where Aegis’s corruption intersects with the shadow economy, identify the intersection as Aegis-initiated. The shadow economy existed before Aegis corrupted it, and it will exist after. Punish the corruption, not the ecosystem.’”

“That’s reasonable,” I said.

“Whisper is always reasonable. That’s what makes her terrifying.” Celia handed me the notes. “Reeves gets final say. That was the deal.”

“That was the deal.”

I added Whisper’s notes to the evidence package—flagged sections, contextual annotations, the careful work of an information broker protecting the world she operated in. Not censorship. Precision. The same quality I’d seen in Neve’s analyses, in Spark’s engineering, in every person who understood that truth was a weapon and weapons required aim.

At eighteen-forty, the data transfer completed. Spark killed the encrypted channel and leaned back in her chair, bracers dimming to their lowest setting.

“Package received,” she said. “Reeves confirmed. She’s starting verification and formatting now.”

“Timeline?”

“She said two hours. Maybe less.” Spark rubbed her eyes. “She also said—and I’m quoting—’Tell Cole that when I win the Pulitzer for this, he’s not invited to the ceremony.’”

“That’s fair.”

At nineteen hundred, Neve completed her analysis of the complete evidence package—every source, every document, every piece of intelligence assembled over months of operations. She stood at the workstation and addressed the room with the controlled precision of a briefing officer.

“The exposé, when published, will contain documentation of the following: Aegis’s neural control implant program, the Retreat detention facility and its twelve-year operational history, Paragon’s use of Nightfall for seventeen targeted killings, financial corruption including money laundering through shell companies, the systematic coercion of registered heroes through blackmail and threats, and six complaints of sexual misconduct buried by organizational leadership.” She paused. “It is the most comprehensive evidence package ever assembled against a hero organization. If published intact, it is sufficient to trigger federal investigation, congressional inquiry, and the complete collapse of Aegis’s public legitimacy.”

“And Sentinel’s cross-reference data?”

“Adds a dimension we didn’t have—proof that Paragon actively sabotaged legitimate operations to protect his criminal interests. That transforms this from a corruption scandal into a national security crisis.”

The room was quiet. The weight of it—months of work, of running and fighting and planning and bleeding—distilled into a data transfer and a journalist’s deadline.

“Twenty-one hundred,” I said. “The story runs at twenty-one hundred. That gives Sentinel one hour before the scheduled transfer. He needs to be out before then.”

“Or publicly visible,” Neve added. “If Sentinel goes public before Paragon can move him, the transfer becomes impossible. You can’t disappear a man the whole world is watching.”

“How does he go public?”

“Live broadcast. Press conference. Social media statement verified by his identity codes.” Neve’s glasses reflected the screens. “Sentinel is the most recognizable hero in the organization after Paragon. When he speaks, people listen.”

At twenty hundred, we gathered. Everyone. Neve at the workstation. Spark at the communications station. Webb on his cot, ribs wrapped, eyes sharp. Mira monitoring frequencies. Elena in one of her clear patches, sitting quietly. Ava beside her, those fierce dark eyes watching everything with the particular intensity of a woman who’d recently remembered she was allowed to care about outcomes.

Marcus stood by the door—guard duty, as always.

Celia stood beside me, her shadows loose, her hand touching mine.

“One hour,” I said.

“One hour,” she agreed.

At twenty-one hundred, Sarah Reeves published.

The article hit simultaneously across three platforms—Reeves’s own independent journalism site, a major national newspaper that had agreed to co-publish without editorial control, and a secure mirror hosted on servers in four countries. Neve had designed the distribution architecture. Spark had built the encryption. Reeves had written the story.

I didn’t read it in that moment. There would be time later—time to see how a journalist condensed months of corruption into paragraphs, how she framed the human cost, how she turned evidence into narrative. What mattered was that it existed. Published. Irrevocable.

“It’s live,” Spark confirmed. “All three platforms. Engagement metrics already climbing.”

“Aegis communications?” I asked Mira.

She was pale, her headphones on, her shadows curling close. “Nothing yet. Thirty seconds since publication. The internal channels are—wait.” She pressed the headphones tighter. “Activity on the command frequency. Paragon’s office line. He’s—” Her eyes widened. “He’s calling Tempest. Moving the timeline up.”

“He saw the article.”

“He saw the article. New transfer time: immediate. Right now.”

“Sentinel?”

Mira switched frequencies. Listened. Her expression shifted—fear giving way to something else. Something fierce.

“Sentinel is broadcasting,” she said. “On the open hero channel. The one every registered hero in the city monitors.” She pulled off her headphones and hit the speaker.

Sentinel’s voice filled the basement. Calm, measured, carrying the weight of fifteen years of earned authority.

"—this is Sentinel. Identity verification code: Sierra-Echo-November-Seven-Seven-Alpha. What I’m about to tell you is the truth, confirmed by evidence I have personally verified over the past twenty-four hours.

"Paragon—the man we’ve trusted, the man we’ve followed—has been running a covert program to capture, implant, and control powered individuals through neural interface technology. He has used these controlled assets to commit murders, sabotage legitimate operations, and eliminate anyone who threatened his criminal enterprise. Seventeen people are dead. Eleven subjects were implanted. Three died during the procedure. Four were killed when they were no longer useful.

"I know this because the evidence was given to me by the people we’ve been told are terrorists. And when I verified it against our own records, I found more. Paragon has been sabotaging our missions to protect his interests. Operations we thought failed because of bad luck or bad intelligence—they failed because Paragon made them fail.

"I’m releasing this evidence publicly as I speak. If you’re listening, you’ll find it on the platforms where the exposé has been published. Verify it yourselves.

"I joined Aegis because I believed in protecting people. Tonight, I’m protecting people by telling the truth.

"Paragon has ordered my transfer to a black site. He intends to silence me the way he’s silenced everyone who’s gotten too close to the truth. I’m not going.

"To every hero listening: you have a choice. The same choice I had when I sat in my quarters and read those files. You can look at the evidence and decide for yourselves. I won’t tell you what to believe. I’ll just tell you what I know.

“Sentinel out.”

The transmission ended. The basement was silent.

Then Mira spoke: “Twenty-three responses on the hero channel. Eight declaring for Sentinel. Six demanding verification. Four standing down—refusing to engage. Five...” She swallowed. “Five declaring for Paragon.”

“Eight to five,” Marcus said. “Sentinel’s favor.”

“It’s not a vote,” Webb said quietly. “It’s a civil war.”

Neve’s phone buzzed. She looked at it. Her expression—the controlled mask she wore for catastrophe—softened into something I’d never seen before.

“Sentinel is out of the building,” she said. “He walked out the front door. Four heroes escorted him. Paragon’s guards didn’t engage—they were listening to the broadcast too.”

I leaned against the wall. My knees were doing something unreliable. The months of work, the days of running, the raids and the rescues and the implant removal and the infiltration and the hours spent cooking for people who needed to remember what care tasted like—all of it leading to this moment, this basement, this broadcast.

Celia’s hand tightened on mine. Her shadows were surging—not defensive, not aggressive. Just feeling. Just responding to the emotion she was allowing herself to have.

“We did it,” she said.

“We started it,” I corrected. “What happens next—the investigations, the trials, the restructuring—that’s not up to us.”

“What is up to us?”

I looked around the room. At Neve, already processing the political implications. At Spark, monitoring the digital cascade as the story spread. At Webb, who’d risked everything and lost everything and was sitting on a cot in a basement, vindicated. At Mira, who’d decoded the enemy’s communications and given us the warning that made the timing possible. At Elena, who was crying quietly—not from confusion, but from clarity. At Ava, whose hands were warm for the first time in weeks, small flames dancing across her fingertips. At Marcus, who was smiling the way Valeria might have smiled if she’d lived to see this.

“What’s up to us,” I said, “is making sure the people who were hurt get the help they need. And making sure Paragon doesn’t slip away in the chaos.”

“He won’t,” Webb said. “With Sentinel’s testimony and the evidence Reeves published, there will be federal involvement within hours. Warrants, asset freezes, investigations. Paragon can run, but he can’t run from everything.”

“He can try,” Celia said. “He’s been running from consequences his entire career. He’s very good at it.”

“He’s never had Sarah Reeves and a federal investigation and thirty percent of his own organization turned against him simultaneously.”

“Then we’d better make sure it stays turned.”

My phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number.

COLE. THIS IS SENTINEL. I'M OUT. FOUR HEROES WITH ME. THE STORY IS SPREADING. PARAGON HAS LEFT THE BUILDING.

I read it twice. The last sentence sat in my chest like a stone.

Paragon has left the building.

Not arrested. Not fleeing. Left. A man who’d spent years building contingencies, accumulating power, planning for exactly this scenario. A man who’d known about Specter’s base for months before acting. A man who kept reserve shadow-wielders and neural-controlled assets and black sites and private armies.

Paragon had lost control of the narrative. But a man like Paragon didn’t retreat—he repositioned.

“He’s coming,” I said.

“We don’t know that,” Webb started.

“He’s coming. He’s lost the institution, he’s lost the narrative, and he’s lost his enforcer. He has nothing left except personal power and the people who fear him.” I looked at the message again. “When a man like Paragon loses everything he built, he doesn’t disappear. He destroys the people who took it from him.”

The room was quiet.

“Then we’d better be ready,” Celia said.

“We’d better be ready,” I agreed.

Outside, the city was waking up. The story was spreading—through news channels, social media, word of mouth, the unstoppable cascade of truth once it reaches enough people. Aegis headquarters was in chaos. Heroes were choosing sides. The world was changing.

And somewhere in the dark, a man with golden hair and enhanced senses was moving. Planning. Coming for us.

The war wasn’t over. It had just changed shape.


Chapter 16: Belonging

The story broke like a wave.

By midnight, every major news outlet in the country was running some version of Sarah Reeves’s exposé. The original article—comprehensive, devastating, meticulously sourced—had been picked up, excerpted, debated, and amplified faster than any media operation I’d ever seen. Spark monitored the cascade from her station, tracking the spread across platforms with the professional attention of someone who understood that information was a weapon and weapons had trajectories.

“Sixteen million views across all platforms,” she reported at oh-two-hundred. “Reeves’s independent site crashed twice from traffic and came back both times—Neve’s mirror architecture handled the overflow. The co-publishing newspaper has it as their lead story. Three cable news networks are running continuous coverage.” She paused. “The government response is starting. Congressional representatives from both parties have issued statements calling for an independent investigation. The FBI’s public affairs office released a statement at midnight—they’re ’aware of the allegations and evaluating appropriate response.’”

“Evaluating means they’re already moving,” Webb said from his cot. He hadn’t slept—none of us had—but his voice carried the quiet satisfaction of a man watching the machine he’d helped build begin to do its work. “Federal agencies don’t issue midnight statements about allegations they plan to ignore. They’ve been briefed. Probably by someone in the intelligence community who’s been watching Aegis for longer than we know.”

“Sentinel?” I asked.

“Sentinel’s broadcast has been confirmed by four independent sources,” Neve said. She was at the workstation, processing the flood of information with a focus that would have been inhuman if she hadn’t, in fact, been enhanced beyond normal human parameters. Frost crept along her keyboard. “His identity verification codes checked out. Aegis’s internal communications—the portions that leaked alongside the broadcast—show significant organizational fracture. Approximately forty percent of registered heroes have declared support for Sentinel’s position. Twenty-five percent are maintaining silence. Fifteen percent have expressed support for Paragon.”

“That leaves twenty percent unaccounted for.”

“Those twenty percent have gone dark. Powered down their communication devices, left their registered locations. They could be hiding, defecting, or consolidating.” Neve’s glasses reflected the screens. “The most concerning interpretation is that they’re gathering. If Paragon has twenty percent of Aegis’s operational heroes loyal enough to go dark on his command—”

“That’s still a private army,” Marcus finished. He’d been standing by the door for hours, the sentinel of our sentinel, watching the approaches with the patient discipline of a man who’d spent three years learning that danger came when you stopped expecting it. “Smaller than what he had. But concentrated. Motivated. Dangerous.”

“More dangerous,” Celia said. She was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall, shadows pooled loosely at her feet. “A cornered Paragon with twenty fanatics is worse than a comfortable Paragon with three hundred bureaucrats. The bureaucrats follow orders. The fanatics follow belief.”

That was the assessment that hung over us as the hours passed. Victory and threat, intertwined so tightly you couldn’t separate them.

The bolt-hole had expanded. Not physically—the basement was the same cramped warren of cots and equipment it had always been—but in population. Sentinel had sent coordinates for a rendezvous, and two of his loyal heroes had joined us just after midnight: a woman named Priya who could generate force shields and a man called Torque whose kinetic manipulation let him redirect physical impacts. They were quiet, professional, shaken. The world they’d believed in had fractured, and they were sitting in a criminal’s basement trying to figure out what came next.

I made them soup. It was all I knew how to do.

“You really do cook for everyone,” Priya said, accepting the bowl with the particular gratitude of someone who hadn’t eaten in twelve hours.

“It’s his coping mechanism,” Celia said.

“It’s a life skill.”

“It’s a coping mechanism that also happens to be a life skill. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

By oh-four-hundred, the shape of the next phase was becoming clear. Federal investigators would arrive in the city within twenty-four hours. Sentinel was coordinating with the forty percent of heroes who’d declared for him—establishing a chain of command independent of Paragon’s structure, securing Aegis facilities and evidence repositories before Paragon’s loyalists could destroy them. The institutional war was being fought by institutional people, and we were, for the first time in months, not the ones fighting it.

“We’ve done what we can,” Neve said, pushing back from the workstation with the deliberate care of someone who’d been working for eighteen hours straight. The frost on her keyboard had spread to the desk surface. “The exposé is published. Sentinel is operational. Federal response is in progress. The remaining actions are beyond our operational capacity.”

“Except Paragon,” I said.

“Except Paragon.” She removed her glasses, rubbed her eyes. Without the lenses, she looked exhausted in a way that the glasses usually concealed. “He has an unknown number of loyal operatives, unknown resources, and an unknown location. He’s the most powerful individual we’ve encountered, with enhanced senses and decades of strategic experience. And he’s motivated by revenge.”

“So we wait.”

“We prepare. And we rest.” She replaced her glasses. “Nathan, you haven’t slept in thirty-one hours.”

“Neither have you.”

“I’m enhanced. You’re a line cook with a hero complex.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever called me.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.” But the corner of her mouth twitched. “Everyone needs to sleep. We’ll establish a watch rotation—Webb, Priya, and Torque can take first shift. They’ve been here the shortest and are, therefore, the least exhausted.”

Webb nodded from his cot. “I can manage four hours of watch. After that, my ribs will have an opinion.”

“Four hours is sufficient.” Neve stood, steadying herself against the workstation as her body registered the exhaustion her mind had been overriding. “Nathan. Celia. Spark. Sleep.”

The basement settled. Priya and Torque took watch positions—her by the entrance, him by the communications station. Webb sat up with Mira, the two of them forming an unlikely partnership: the former deputy director and the former involuntary assassin, keeping watch over the frequencies that might signal Paragon’s next move.

I should have slept. Every rational part of me knew that. Neve’s thirty-one-hour count was accurate, and my body was making increasingly aggressive suggestions about what would happen if I didn’t lie down soon.

Instead, I found myself on the narrow stairs that led to the alley entrance, sitting on the top step in the gray light filtering through the service door’s frosted window. The city was still dark—the deep winter dark of five AM when even the early risers hadn’t stirred.

Spark found me there.

She sat down on the step below mine without asking, the way she’d learned to occupy space near me—close but not presumptuous, present without demanding attention. Her bracers were dimmed to their lowest setting, the circuit-traces barely visible in the gray light. She looked exhausted in the particular way of someone who’d been running on purpose for so long that stopping felt like falling.

“You should be sleeping,” I said.

“So should you.” She leaned her head against the wall. “I can’t. Every time I close my eyes, I see the data cascade—the story spreading, the numbers climbing, the engagement metrics. My brain won’t stop tracking it.”

“Occupational hazard of a technopathic mind.”

“Something like that.” She was quiet for a moment. “Nathan, can I ask you something?”

“Always.”

“When you warned me about ’the speech’—Celia’s speech. What exactly am I walking into?”

I almost laughed. “I honestly don’t know. Neve’s version was data-driven. She identified the pattern, set conditions, and expressed qualified support. Celia’s version will be—”

“Direct.”

“Aggressively direct.”

“I figured.” She pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. Without the glow of her bracers, in the dim stairwell, she looked small. Young. Like the college dropout she’d been before Aegis had recruited her and the world had gotten complicated. “Is it weird that I’m more nervous about a conversation with your girlfriend than I was about infiltrating a federal detention facility?”

“No. Celia’s scarier than a federal detention facility.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It wasn’t meant to be comforting. It was meant to be honest.” I nudged her foot with mine. “For what it’s worth—Celia sees you. She’s seen you for a while. The fact that she hasn’t said anything yet isn’t indifference. It’s her processing.”

“How long does she process?”

“Until she’s ready. And then she does it all at once, like jumping off a building.”

Spark exhaled a sound that was almost a laugh. “Your relationship metaphors are terrifying.”

“Wait until you hear Neve’s.”

We sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes. The city outside was beginning to lighten—the incremental shift from black to charcoal to gray that meant dawn was approaching even if the sun wasn’t visible yet. I could hear Spark breathing, the faint hum of her bracers in standby mode, the occasional creak of the old building settling around us.

“I should try to sleep,” she said eventually.

“You should.”

She stood. Paused on the step below me, which put her eyes almost level with mine. The electric blue caught what little light existed and held it.

“Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For—” She gestured vaguely. “All of it. The cooking and the kindness and the way you make everyone feel like they have a place. Even people who showed up at your door uninvited with a data drive and too much baggage.”

“You had exactly the right amount of baggage.”

“Nobody has the right amount of baggage.”

“Then you had a manageable amount. We have a very high baggage threshold.”

She smiled—the real one, not the careful one she used in tactical situations. Then she went downstairs, and I sat on the stairs for another ten minutes before my body finally won the argument with my brain, and I went to find a cot.

I slept for five hours. Which was, by the standards of the past week, practically indulgent.

When I woke, the bolt-hole had shifted again. Priya and Torque had gone—returned to Sentinel’s position to help coordinate the institutional response. Webb was asleep on his cot, ribs bandaged, snoring softly. Mira was still at the communications station, headphones on, monitoring with the tireless attention of someone who’d spent four years being forced to pay attention and had turned the habit into a weapon.

Elena was having a bad day. I could tell from across the room—the unfocused eyes, the trembling hands worse than usual, the way she kept looking at objects as though she couldn’t remember what they were for. Ava was beside her, quiet and watchful, her auburn hair tied back and her sharp features carrying the particular gentleness of someone who understood damaged minds from the inside.

Neve and Celia were awake, sitting close together at the workstation, speaking in low voices. Neve’s white hair was loose—she only wore it down when she felt safe, when the environment didn’t require the professional armor of pins and precision. Celia’s shadows were calm, pooling gently, the ambient darkness of a woman at rest rather than on guard.

They were beautiful together. I’d thought it from the beginning—the contrast of ice and shadow, pale and warm, precise and wild—but it had deepened into something beyond aesthetic appreciation. They’d built their own relationship inside the larger one we shared, a connection that existed independently of me, sustained by Neve’s careful attention and Celia’s fierce loyalty and the thousand small negotiations that two very different women had made to love each other without losing themselves.

I stood there watching them for a moment too long, because Celia caught me.

“Creep,” she said, without looking up.

“Admirer.”

“Same thing, different branding.” She turned, and her green eyes took me in—the rumpled clothes, the bandaged forearms, the particular expression I wore when I was feeling more than I could articulate. “You slept.”

“Five hours.”

“That’s a personal record.”

“Neve would say it’s statistically insufficient.”

“Neve would be correct,” Neve said, without turning from the screen. “But I’ll accept it as a meaningful improvement.”

I made coffee. The real stuff—the last of our restocked supply, because if there was ever a morning that warranted the good coffee, it was the morning after you’d destroyed the most powerful institution in the country and were waiting for its leader to come kill you.

Celia appeared at my elbow while I was pouring.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“About?”

“About the woman who’s been sleeping on the cot closest to the door, whose bracers have been humming in standby mode for six hours, who hasn’t actually been asleep for any of those hours because every time I checked on her she was staring at the ceiling with the expression of someone trying to solve a problem she doesn’t have the variables for.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. Ah.” Celia took a mug from my hand, drank, and grimaced—not because the coffee was bad, but because Celia grimaced at coffee the way other people grimaced at exercise. A necessary unpleasantness. “Nathan, I’m going to talk to her.”

“The speech.”

“It’s not a speech. Neve gives speeches. I give—” She waved a hand.

“Ultimatums?”

“Clarity.” Her green eyes were steady. “I’m going to be honest with her. That’s what I do. I was honest with you, I was honest with Neve, and I’m going to be honest with Spark. She deserves that.”

“She does.”

“Good.” She took another drink. “Stay here. This is between me and her.”

I stayed. Celia crossed the basement to where Spark was lying on her cot—not sleeping, as Celia had identified, but staring at the ceiling with her arms crossed over her chest and her bracers casting faint blue patterns on the concrete above her.

“Get up,” Celia said.

Spark sat up, instantly alert. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Come with me.”

They went up the stairs to the alley. I didn’t follow—Celia had said to stay, and when Celia said to stay, you stayed. But the bolt-hole was small and the stairs were close, and if some of the conversation carried through the service door, that was architecture, not eavesdropping.

Celia’s voice, direct as a blade: “I’m going to say this once, so pay attention.”

A pause. Then Spark: “Okay.”

“I see the way you look at Nathan. I’ve seen it since the church—the eye contact, the touches that last a beat too long, the way you positioned yourself next to him during the surgery. Neve identified it first because Neve identifies everything, but I caught it on my own. I’d have to be blind not to.”

“Celia, I—”

“I’m not finished.” No anger in the voice. No hostility. Just the absolute clarity of a woman who’d survived by knowing exactly what she wanted and refusing to pretend otherwise. “Two years ago, I was where you are. Outside looking in. Wanting something I didn’t think I was allowed to want. Neve was there first—she and Nathan had their thing, their bond, their ridiculous little routine of her being clinical and him being oblivious and somehow that working. And I wanted in, and I was terrified that wanting in would break what they had.”

Silence from Spark.

“It didn’t break. It grew. Because Nathan is—” Celia made a sound that was half laugh, half exasperation. “Nathan is pathologically incapable of loving anyone by halves. He doesn’t do partial. He doesn’t do reserved. He cooks you soup and notices the way you hold your coffee and remembers things you said three weeks ago and never makes you feel like there isn’t enough of him to go around. It’s infuriating. It’s also why it works.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I’m telling you: there’s room. If you want in—if you actually want this, not just the comfort of proximity but the whole messy, terrifying, impossibly complicated reality of loving someone who already loves two other people—then there’s room. Neve and I decided that together. We decided it weeks ago.”

A long silence. Then Spark’s voice, smaller than I’d ever heard it: “Weeks?”

“Neve calculated the probability. I watched the way you looked at him after the surgery—when you held his hand and said ’stop waiting for peacetime.’ That was the moment I knew.” Celia’s voice softened—not much, because Celia’s version of soft was still harder than most people’s version of firm, but enough. “You’ve been alone for two years, Spark. I know what alone feels like. I know what it does to you—the walls you build, the way you convince yourself that needing people is a weakness. It’s not. It’s the whole point.”

“I don’t want to break anything.”

“You won’t. But I need you to hear the conditions, because there are conditions. Same ones Neve set, same ones I agreed to: honesty. Always. About everything. If something bothers you, you say it. If you need space, you say it. If you’re happy, you say that too, because we’re all various shades of emotionally stunted and sometimes we need the obvious stated clearly.”

“Okay.”

“Second: Neve and I are foundational. Not more important—foundational. We were here first, and that history matters. It doesn’t mean you’re less. It means the structure has a base, and you’re not replacing it, you’re building on it.”

“I understand.”

“Third: this isn’t just about Nathan. If you’re in, you’re in with all of us. Neve will probably want to run diagnostics on your emotional compatibility or something equally ridiculous, and I—” A pause that held something vulnerable. “I don’t let people in easily. But you held the dampening field while a woman had a bomb removed from her spine, and you cried about the code you wrote, and you walked into Aegis headquarters twelve hours later to save a man you’d never met. So I’m letting you in. Don’t make me regret it.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” A beat. “Also, he snores. Not badly, but enough. Neve sleeps like a corpse and generates a cold zone around the bed. I steal blankets. Welcome to the nightmare.”

Spark laughed. The real sound—bright and startled and full, the laugh of someone who’d forgotten they could make that noise. I heard it through the door and felt something in my chest unlock that I hadn’t realized was closed.

They came back down the stairs together. Celia first, her expression carrying the particular satisfaction she wore when she’d done something difficult and done it well. Spark behind her, electric-blue eyes brighter than I’d seen them, her circuit-traces pulsing with a soft, steady light that looked less like technology and more like a heartbeat.

Celia walked past me, squeezed my arm, and said: “Your turn.”

I looked at Spark. She looked at me.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“Celia gave me the speech.”

“How was it?”

“Terrifying. Perfect.” She took a breath. “She said there’s room.”

“There’s room.”

“And she said conditions. Honesty, communication, foundational relationships respected.”

“Those are the conditions.”

“And she said you snore.”

“That’s slander.”

“She seemed very certain.”

Neve appeared beside us with the preternatural timing she’d perfected over months of managing the emotional logistics of an increasingly complex relationship. She was carrying her own coffee, and her expression was the one she wore when all the variables were aligning and the probability matrix was returning favorable results.

“Sixty-three percent,” she said.

Spark blinked. “What?”

“The probability I assigned to this conversation happening within the first twelve hours after the exposé published. Shared high-stress resolution events consistently accelerate emotional decision-making.” She sipped her coffee. “For the record: I’m in favor. My conditions were stated in our conversation before the detention facility raid. They haven’t changed.”

“She’s always like this,” Celia said from across the room.

“I know,” Spark said. “I’ve been watching.”

Something shifted. Not dramatically—there was no kiss, no embrace, no cinematic moment of declaration. Just four people standing in a basement, understanding each other, and the quiet recognition that something had changed and none of them were afraid of it.

“Later,” I said. “When there isn’t a war on.”

“You keep saying that,” Spark said.

“And you keep pointing out that the war never ends.”

“So stop waiting.”

“I’m not waiting. I’m—”

“Planning,” three voices said simultaneously.

I looked at Neve. At Celia. At Spark.

“I’m outnumbered,” I said.

“You were always outnumbered,” Neve said. “You just didn’t have the data to confirm it.”

The day passed in something that almost resembled normalcy. Neve monitored the institutional collapse of Aegis through the distributed server network. Sentinel’s forces were consolidating—securing facilities, preserving evidence, coordinating with the approaching federal investigators. The heroes who’d declared for Paragon had gone to ground, scattered across the city in a pattern that Neve couldn’t predict because it wasn’t a pattern at all. It was chaos—the random dispersal of people who’d lost their command structure and were operating on fear and ideology.

Paragon himself remained invisible. No communication intercepts, no sightings, no trace.

“That’s the concerning part,” Webb said, sitting upright for the first time in hours, his wrapped ribs allowing careful movement. “A silent Paragon is a planning Paragon.”

Mira confirmed it from the communications station. “Nothing on any monitored frequency. He’s gone dark—completely. Either he’s abandoned all electronic communication or he’s using channels I don’t know about.” She frowned. “In four years, I never knew him to go completely silent. He always maintained at least one active channel. Always.”

“Then he has communication methods we haven’t identified,” Neve said.

“Or he doesn’t need them anymore,” Marcus said. “Because whatever he’s planning, everyone who needs to know already knows.”

That sat in the room like something heavy.

By late afternoon, I’d cooked twice—lunch for the basement, dinner prep for the evening—and the world outside had continued its upheaval without our direct involvement. Congressional hearings were being scheduled. The FBI had formally opened an investigation. Three Aegis facilities in other cities had been voluntarily surrendered to federal custody by heroes acting on Sentinel’s broadcast. The story was doing its own work now, a cascade that didn’t need us to push it forward.

It should have felt like victory. In many ways, it was. The institution we’d set out to expose was crumbling. The truth we’d gathered was in public hands. The system—imperfect, slow, maddening—was responding.

But Paragon was still out there. And until he wasn’t, the victory was incomplete.

At eighteen hundred, I found Spark on the stairs again. Same step, same posture—knees drawn up, arms wrapped around them, electric-blue eyes watching the frosted glass of the service door. But something was different. The tension that had lived in her shoulders since the day she’d appeared at our door with a data drive and too much courage was easing. Not gone—she’d been wound tight for too long for it to disappear overnight—but loosening.

“The city’s quiet,” she said as I sat beside her. “I’ve been monitoring the municipal communication bands. No unusual activity. No powered incidents. It’s like everyone’s holding their breath.”

“They are. The whole city is waiting to see what happens next.”

“What does happen next?”

“Paragon makes his move. Or he doesn’t, and the federal investigation does its work, and this ends with warrants and trials instead of fire and darkness.”

“Which do you think?”

“Fire and darkness. Paragon isn’t the type to surrender to a process.”

She nodded, unsurprised. Then she turned to look at me, and her expression held something I’d been seeing in fragments for weeks—in the streetlight, in the detention facility tunnel, in the moment after the surgery when she’d taken my hand. But now it was whole. Unguarded. The face of a woman who’d decided to stop hiding.

“Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“Stop planning.”

She kissed me.

It was nothing like the kisses I knew. Neve kissed with precision—deliberate, measured, every touch calculated for maximum effect. Celia kissed like she fought—aggressive, hungry, all instinct and fire. Spark kissed like someone coming out of the cold. Careful at first—the tentative pressure of lips that hadn’t done this in a long time, the slight tremor that said she was brave but also terrified. Then warming. Opening. Her hand came up to my jaw, and I felt the hum of her bracers against my skin, the circuit-traces pulsing with a rhythm that matched her heartbeat.

I kissed her back. Gently, because she needed gentle. Then deeper, because she needed that too—the confirmation that this was real, that she wasn’t going to be turned away, that the door she’d been standing outside for months was actually open.

When we broke apart, she was breathing hard, her electric-blue eyes luminous in the stairwell’s gray light.

“I’ve wanted to do that since the church,” she said. “Since you told Marcus I was part of the team. Since you handed me a bowl of soup and acted like feeding me was as natural as breathing.”

“It was.”

“I know. That’s why.” She traced a finger along my jaw, her circuit-traces leaving a faint warmth on my skin. “Celia said stop waiting for peacetime. I’m done waiting.”

I took her hand—the same hand that had held mine after the surgery, that had released mine with careful deliberation, that had been reaching for mine in small ways for weeks. Her fingers were warm from the bracers, and the circuit-traces hummed against my palm like a second pulse.

“Come downstairs,” I said.

“Is that a—”

“It’s an invitation. Not a plan.”

“You plan everything.”

“Not this.” I stood, pulling her up with me. “This, I’m figuring out as I go.”

The basement was dim. Neve had killed the overhead lights hours ago, leaving only the glow of the workstation monitors and the battery-powered lamp near the cots. It was late enough that the others had settled—Webb asleep, Mira at her station with headphones on, Elena and Ava in their corner. Marcus on watch at the entrance.

Neve and Celia were on the pushed-together cots that served as our bed. Neve was reading from a tablet, her white hair spilling across the pillow, her glasses perched at the end of her nose. Celia was stretched out beside her, shadows lazy and warm, one hand resting on Neve’s thigh with the casual possessiveness of long familiarity.

They both looked up when we came down the stairs. Hand in hand.

Celia’s smile was slow and certain. “Took you long enough.”

Neve set down her tablet and removed her glasses—the deliberate gesture that meant she was shifting from analysis to presence. Her ice-blue eyes found Spark’s, and whatever she saw there made her expression soften into something rare and unguarded.

“Come here,” Neve said.

Spark looked at me. I squeezed her hand.

She crossed the basement to the cots. Celia sat up, making space, and Neve shifted to accommodate—the practiced choreography of people who’d learned to share a bed and were now making room for one more.

Spark stood at the edge of the cots, uncertain for one last moment. The circuit-traces on her forearms pulsed bright, then dim, then bright again—the visual equivalent of a racing heart.

Celia reached up and took Spark’s hand. Drew her down. “Sit.”

Spark sat. On the edge of the cot, between Celia and Neve, her shoulders rigid with the particular tension of someone experiencing something they’d wanted for so long that the reality of it was almost too much.

“Breathe,” Celia said.

“I’m breathing.”

“You’re holding your breath and calling it breathing. Different thing.” Celia’s hand moved to the back of Spark’s neck—a gesture so natural, so instinctive, that it might have been the same touch she used on me, on Neve, on anyone she’d decided belonged to her. “Better?”

“Better.”

Neve leaned in from Spark’s other side, her cool presence a counterbalance to Celia’s warmth. “If at any point you want to stop—”

“I know. Honesty, communication, boundaries respected.” Spark’s voice was steadier now, the nervousness channeling into the focused determination I’d seen her apply to every challenge. “I’ve been briefed. Extensively.”

“That was the speech,” I said, sitting on the cot across from them. “This is different.”

“This is the part where you stop talking,” Celia said. And kissed Spark.

It was like watching fire meet electricity—Celia’s dark, commanding certainty meeting Spark’s bright, startled heat. Celia kissed with intention, her hand at Spark’s jaw tilting her head to the angle she wanted, her shadows rising in slow curls that responded to desire the way they responded to every strong emotion. Spark made a soft, surprised sound against Celia’s mouth and then kissed back, her circuit-traces flaring to full brightness along her forearms, the blue light dancing across both their faces.

Neve watched with the focused attention she gave to anything beautiful and complex. Her hand rested on Spark’s thigh—cool, steady, grounding—and when Celia finally released Spark’s mouth, Neve turned Spark’s face toward her own.

“My turn,” Neve said, and kissed her.

The contrast was devastating. Where Celia was fire and force, Neve was precision—a cool, deliberate exploration of Spark’s mouth that mapped every response, every shiver, every small sound. Her lips were cool against Spark’s warmth, and Spark’s bracers hummed higher in response, the circuit-traces brightening to a pulse that synced with Neve’s deliberate rhythm.

I watched. Because watching them was its own kind of participation—the privilege of seeing three women figure each other out in real time, each kiss a conversation without words.

Celia caught my eye over Spark’s shoulder. Her green gaze was dark with want, her shadows thickening around the cots in a warm cocoon that blocked the rest of the basement from view. She raised one eyebrow—the universal signal for get over here.

I got over there.

The cots creaked as I joined them. Spark was between Neve and Celia now, flushed and breathless, her electric-blue eyes bright enough to cast light. I kissed her—properly this time, not the tentative stairwell kiss but the deep, thorough kiss of a man who’d been thinking about this for weeks and was done pretending otherwise. She tasted like the coffee I’d made and something faintly metallic—ozone, electricity, the taste of her power lingering on her skin.

Her hands found my chest, fingers spread, and the circuit-traces hummed against my skin through my shirt—warm, vibrating, a sensation unlike anything I’d felt. Not cold like Neve, not shadow-warm like Celia. Electric. Alive with a current that pulsed in time with her breathing.

“Off,” Celia said, tugging at my shirt. “Everyone’s overdressed.”

“Commanding,” Spark breathed.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Neve murmured.

Clothes came away in stages. Celia went first—because Celia always went first, pulling her shirt over her head with the unselfconscious confidence of a woman who knew exactly what she looked like and enjoyed the effect. Her breasts swayed with the movement, full and gorgeous, the soft weight of them catching the lamplight in ways that made my mouth go dry no matter how many times I’d seen them. Her shadows curled around her waist like living lingerie, dark against the warm tones of her skin.

Neve undressed with her usual efficiency—bodysuit peeled away in practiced stages, her pale body emerging like something carved from moonlight. Her small breasts were flushed pink at the tips, delicate and pretty against the elegant lines of her collarbone and the flat plane of her stomach. She folded her glasses and set them aside with the careful precision that meant she was already calculating every variable of what came next.

Spark hesitated. Her hands were at the hem of her shirt, and the circuit-traces on her forearms were blazing—nervous energy translated into visible light, her technology betraying what her expression was trying to hide.

“Hey,” I said. Touched her face. “Only what you want.”

She pulled the shirt over her head.

The circuit-traces didn’t stop at her forearms. Thin lines of bioluminescent blue continued up her biceps, across her shoulders, tracing the line of her collarbones before fading into the skin above her breasts. In the dim basement, they made her glow—a constellation mapped onto a human body, electric blue against tan skin that was lighter where her clothes had covered it.

Her breasts were small and firm, the compact build of a woman who’d spent two years surviving on adrenaline and irregular meals. Dusky pink nipples, already tight, and the faint tremor in her chest that said she was exposed in more ways than the physical. The bracers on her wrists caught the light—she hadn’t removed them, and I realized she might not be able to, that they were as much a part of her as Neve’s glasses or Celia’s shadows.

“The traces go further,” she said, self-conscious. “Down my ribs. Along my spine. They spread after my powers manifested—like the circuitry was mapping itself onto my nervous system.”

“They’re beautiful,” I said.

Celia leaned in and traced one of the blue lines with her fingertip—from Spark’s collarbone down the swell of her breast, following the luminescent path to where it faded near her sternum. Spark shivered, and the trace under Celia’s finger brightened at the touch.

“They respond,” Celia said, intrigued.

“To stimulus. To—” Spark’s breath caught as Celia’s finger continued its path. “To touch. And emotion. They’re connected to my autonomic nervous system.”

“So the harder you feel something,” Neve said, running a cool fingertip along a trace on Spark’s shoulder, “the brighter they get.”

“Yes.”

Neve and Celia exchanged a look—the wordless communication of two women who’d learned to read each other—and the look said very clearly: challenge accepted.

I pulled my shirt off, and Spark’s hands were on me immediately—fingers tracing the bandages on my forearms with careful attention, then moving to my chest, my shoulders, exploring with the same thoroughness she brought to every technical system she encountered. Her circuit-traces hummed against my skin, and the vibration was unlike anything—a low, pulsing warmth that made my nerve endings light up.

Celia pressed against Spark from behind, the lush warmth of her breasts against Spark’s bare back, her shadows wrapping around them both in a dark embrace. Spark arched at the contact—Celia’s heat, Celia’s softness, the living darkness that curled along Spark’s arms and made her traces flare brighter.

“Shadows and circuits,” Celia murmured against Spark’s ear. “We match.”

Neve moved to my side—cool where Celia was warm, precise where Celia was instinctive. Her hand found the button of my jeans with familiar efficiency while her mouth pressed cold kisses to my shoulder. The temperature contrast—Neve’s chill and Spark’s electric warmth and Celia’s shadow-heat—was dizzying.

We shed the rest of our clothes in a tangle of hands and help. Spark’s traces continued as she’d described—down her ribs in branching patterns, along her spine like a circuit board’s schematic, the blue light pulsing with increasing intensity as arousal overrode self-consciousness. She was lean everywhere, the compact musculature of survival rather than vanity, with narrow hips and long legs that wrapped around whatever she could reach.

I laid her down on the cot, and she looked up at me with those electric-blue eyes—wide, wanting, still carrying a trace of disbelief that this was happening. The traces across her body pulsed in time with her breathing, faster now, brighter.

“We’ve got you,” I said.

She pulled me down.

The kiss was deeper now—hungrier, the last of her hesitation burned away by the reality of skin against skin. I felt her everywhere—the warmth of her body, the hum of her bracers against my ribs, the electric sensation of her traces pulsing where our bodies pressed together. My hand slid down her side, over the curve of her hip, between her thighs—and she gasped into my mouth, her legs falling open, her circuit-traces blazing so bright that the whole cot was bathed in blue.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s—”

Celia settled beside Spark’s head, shadows pooling around them like a dark nest. She carded her fingers through Spark’s blonde hair—gentle, grounding, the touch of a woman who understood that new things could be overwhelming. With her other hand, she cupped her own breast lazily, watching me touch Spark with open appreciation.

“Look at her,” Celia said to me. “Look at how she lights up.”

I looked. Spark’s back was arching off the cot, her circuit-traces pulsing in waves that radiated outward from wherever I touched her—a visible map of sensation, of pleasure, of the electric response her body couldn’t hide. I stroked her slowly, deliberately, watching the light chase my fingers, watching her mouth fall open and her eyes lose focus.

Neve joined from Spark’s other side—cool lips trailing down her neck, across a glowing trace on her collarbone, lower. When Neve’s mouth found Spark’s nipple—the cool shock of her lips against heated, sensitive skin—Spark made a sound that was half gasp, half moan, and every trace on her body flared white-hot for an instant before settling back to pulsing blue.

“Temperature differential,” Neve observed, running her tongue across the stiffened peak. “The thermal contrast amplifies the neural response.”

“Neve,” Spark managed, “please don’t analyze me right now.”

“I’m always analyzing. It’s involuntary.” She demonstrated the involuntary nature of her analysis by sucking Spark’s nipple between her cool lips, and Spark’s response—the full-body shudder, the traces blazing, the strangled cry—was answer enough.

I positioned myself between Spark’s thighs. She was wet and wanting, her hips lifting toward me in instinctive invitation. I paused—one last check, one last question asked with eyes rather than words.

“Please,” she said. “I’ve been alone for two years. Please.”

I pushed into her slowly—inch by careful inch, feeling her stretch around me, her body tight and responsive and impossibly warm. The circuit-traces along her inner thighs blazed at the contact, and the vibration traveled through her body into mine—a pulsing, electric sensation that made me groan against her neck.

“God,” I breathed.

“That’s the traces,” she said, half-laughing, half-gasping. “Autonomic feedback loop—the more I feel, the more they resonate, and the resonance—”

“Feels incredible.”

“Yes.”

I moved. Slow at first, learning her—the angles she liked, the depth that made her gasp, the rhythm that made her traces flare brightest. She was different from Neve, different from Celia—tighter, more reactive, every thrust producing a visible cascade of light along her body that was as intoxicating as the physical sensation.

Celia watched us with dark, hungry eyes, one hand still in Spark’s hair, the other tracing patterns on her own body that her shadows mimicked in darker form. She leaned down and kissed Spark—upside down, messy, all tongue and want—and the sound Spark made against Celia’s mouth when I hit a particular angle drove me to repeat it, harder.

Neve wasn’t idle. She’d moved behind me, her cool body pressed against my back, her small breasts cold against my shoulder blades, her hands reaching around to grip my hips and guide my rhythm. The cold of her skin against my overheated body was a shock that sharpened everything—sensation amplified by contrast, the same principle she’d identified in Spark’s traces applied to every point where our bodies met.

“Deeper,” Neve murmured against my ear, her cool breath raising goosebumps. “She can take it.”

I went deeper. Spark’s legs locked around my waist, her heels digging into my lower back, her traces blazing in continuous waves now rather than pulses. The electric hum of her body was building—resonating, amplifying, the feedback loop she’d described spiraling toward something that I could feel gathering in the tension of her thighs, the quickening of her breath, the way her inner walls were starting to clench.

Celia shifted—rising to her knees, positioning herself over Spark’s face with the direct confidence of a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t shy about asking for it. She lowered herself, and Spark’s hands came up to grip Celia’s thighs, and the sound Celia made—low, guttural, her shadows surging to the ceiling—told me everything about what Spark was doing with her mouth.

The image seared itself into my brain: Celia above, her head thrown back, her full breasts swaying as her hips rocked, her red hair wild around her face, her shadows alive and moving in response to pleasure. Spark below her, electric-blue eyes open and focused, traces blazing, her body moving in two rhythms—hips meeting mine, mouth working on Celia. Neve behind me, cool and precise, her hands on my hips maintaining the pace she’d determined was optimal, frost forming on my skin where her fingers gripped.

It was too much and exactly enough.

Spark came first—sudden, explosive, her entire body locking rigid as the orgasm hit. Her traces went supernova—blazing white across every visible inch of skin, bright enough to cast sharp shadows on the walls, pulsing in rhythmic waves that matched the spasms of her inner walls around me. The electric resonance that traveled through her body into mine was overwhelming—a vibrating, humming ecstasy that pulled my own orgasm from me with the force of something inevitable, and I drove deep and came inside her with a groan that I couldn’t have silenced if I’d tried.

Celia was seconds behind—Spark’s mouth still on her even through the aftershocks, those circuit-bright hands gripping Celia’s thighs, and Celia came with a cry she didn’t bother to suppress, her shadows exploding outward in dark tendrils that wrapped around all four of us, a living cocoon of darkness and warmth that held us together as we shook apart.

Neve came last. Quiet, controlled—she’d been touching herself against my back, building slowly while she managed the rest of us, and her orgasm expressed itself the way it always did: ice. A crackling sheet of frost erupted across the cot beneath us, and her breath came out in a cold fog that made the air glitter, and her fingers dug into my hips hard enough to bruise.

For a long moment, nobody moved. The basement was blue and dark and cold and warm and humming with four heartbeats slowly decelerating.

Celia rolled to the side, boneless and satisfied, her shadows settling into a warm blanket that spread across all of us. She stretched—the full, languorous stretch of a cat in sunlight, her full breasts lifting with the movement, her red hair fanned across the pillow in dark copper waves. “God,” she breathed. “That was worth the wait.”

Neve peeled herself away from my back. The loss of her cold left my skin tingling. She settled on her side, propped on one elbow, her small breasts rising and falling with breathing that was still recovering its usual composure. A thin film of frost glittered on her collarbone. “The synchronization was remarkable,” she said, because Neve couldn’t stop being Neve even naked and flushed. “The neural feedback from Spark’s traces created a cascading—”

“Neve,” Celia said. “Afterglow. Not analysis.”

“Analysis is my afterglow.”

I’d pulled out of Spark during the collective collapse, and she lay beneath me now, her traces still pulsing in slow, receding waves—blue fading to soft blue fading to the dim ambient glow of standby. Her chest heaved, her compact breasts glistening with sweat, those dusky pink nipples still hard and flushed. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips parted, her body trembling with aftershocks that made her traces flicker every few seconds like distant lightning.

I started to shift my weight off her. Her hand caught my wrist.

“Don’t.” Her voice was rough. Wrecked. The voice of a woman who’d just been touched for the first time in two years and whose body was remembering how much it had missed. “Don’t move.”

“I’m heavy.”

“I don’t care.” Her eyes opened—those electric-blue eyes, brighter than I’d ever seen them, the circuit-traces around her temples pulsing in time with her racing heart. “Nathan. I need—” She swallowed. Her hips shifted under me, and I felt her press upward against my still-hard cock—deliberate, seeking, the unmistakable movement of a woman who wasn’t finished. “I need more. Please. I know that’s—two years, and I just—everything is awake and I can’t—”

“Hey.” I brushed her sweat-damp hair from her forehead. “You don’t have to explain.”

“Two years,” she said again, and her voice cracked on it. Not sadness—hunger. The raw, desperate hunger of a body that had been starving and had just tasted food and couldn’t stop. “I forgot what it felt like. And now I remember and I can’t stop wanting it.”

Celia’s hand found Spark’s, threading their fingers together beside the pillow. “Take what you need,” she said, her green eyes dark and warm. “That’s what he’s for.”

“Romantic,” I said.

“Accurate,” Neve corrected.

I looked down at Spark—flushed, trembling, her traces pulsing with renewed intensity, her legs still wrapped loosely around my hips, her body wet and open and asking. Two years alone. Two years without touch, without comfort, without the simple human act of being held and wanted. Her body had a debt to collect, and I was more than willing to pay it.

I kissed her. Slow this time—not the deep, consuming kiss from before, but something tender. Unhurried. The kind of kiss that said we have time, even when we didn’t. She melted into it, her hands coming up to frame my face, her circuit-traces warm against my jaw.

Then I slid back inside her.

Her whole body arched—a sharp, gasping bow that lifted her hips off the cot and drove me deeper than before. Her traces blazed from standby to full brightness in an instant, the transition so fast it was like someone had thrown a switch. She was soaked—her own arousal and the remnants of my first finish making the entry frictionless, slick and hot and impossibly easy—and the sound she made was guttural, needy, stripped of every defense.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Oh god, yes—”

I set a rhythm. Different from before—slower, deeper, rolling my hips rather than thrusting, grinding against her clit with each stroke. The angle was deliberate—I’d learned what she liked in the first round, the depth that made her gasp, the particular pressure that made her traces flare brightest—and I used every piece of that intelligence now.

Spark’s head fell back, her eyes closing, her mouth open in a continuous stream of small, helpless sounds that she’d clearly forgotten she could make. Her circuit-traces were doing something new—pulsing in synchronized waves that started at her core and radiated outward, spreading from her pelvis up her stomach, across her breasts, along her arms to her bracers, which hummed at a frequency I could feel in my teeth.

“She’s beautiful,” Neve said softly. She was lying beside us now, close enough to touch, her cool fingers tracing idle patterns on Spark’s arm—following the circuit-traces, mapping them the way she mapped everything. Every time her cold fingertip crossed a bright line, Spark shivered and the trace flared under the touch. Neve was learning Spark’s body the way she’d learn a new system—methodically, thoroughly, with the focused attention of a woman who intended to master every variable.

Celia had curled against Spark’s other side, her head propped on her hand, watching with the lazy, satisfied appreciation of a woman who’d already had her turn and was now enjoying the show. Her shadows were wrapped around Spark’s legs, moving with the rhythm of my thrusts, dark tendrils that stroked and teased and made Spark whimper.

“Look at her light up,” Celia murmured, running a fingertip around the stiff peak of Spark’s nipple—circling, not touching, the tease making Spark’s breast strain toward the contact. “She’s a whole constellation when you fuck her.”

“Celia—” Spark gasped.

“What? Am I wrong?” Celia finally closed the gap, rolling Spark’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger, pinching gently. Spark cried out, her traces flashing bright, and Celia grinned—the sharp, wicked grin of a woman who’d found a new instrument and intended to play it. “There it is. Right there.”

I fucked her harder. Not rough—purposeful. Deep, grinding strokes that made the cot creak and her toes curl and her fingernails dig into my shoulders. The circuit-hum resonating through her body was building again—louder, stronger, the feedback loop she’d described spiraling toward a peak that I could feel in the tightening of her inner walls, the quickening of the light-pulse across her skin.

“Close,” she panted. “I’m close, I’m—Nathan, don’t stop, please don’t stop—”

“I’m not stopping.”

Neve leaned in and pressed her cold mouth to the junction of Spark’s neck and shoulder—a precise, targeted kiss against a cluster of circuit-traces, and the thermal shock of ice-cold lips on electrically charged skin produced an effect that was almost violent. Spark’s back bowed off the cot, her eyes flew open, and every trace on her body ignited—blinding, incandescent, a full-body flare that turned her into a living circuit board overloading with pleasure.

She came harder than the first time.

Her scream would have woken the entire block if Celia’s shadows hadn’t surged to muffle it—dark tendrils wrapping around them both, containing the sound in a cocoon of living darkness that thrummed with Spark’s release. Her inner walls clamped down in spasming waves that were almost painful in their intensity, her thighs locking around me like a vise, her bracers blazing so bright that blue light spilled through the gaps in Celia’s shadow-cocoon and painted the basement walls.

I pulled out before I lost control again—barely, the wet slide of withdrawal drawing a last whimper from Spark—and found Celia already moving, shifting to kneel beside me with that predatory grace, her green eyes burning.

“On us,” she said. Not a question. A statement of intent—the direct, commanding clarity that was pure Celia.

Neve rose to join her, kneeling on Spark’s other side, her pale face flushed, her small breasts prettily peaked, frost glittering on her bare shoulders. She didn’t say anything—just looked at me with those ice-blue eyes, and the want in them was hotter than anything the temperature of her body could contradict.

Spark propped herself up on her elbows, still shaking, her traces still blazing. She looked at Celia and Neve kneeling beside her, looked at me, and understood. Her lips curved into a dazed, wrecked, brilliant smile.

“Me too,” she managed.

Three faces. Three women. Celia in the center with her sharp features framed by that dark copper hair, green eyes tilted up at me, her full lips parted, her expression equal parts command and invitation. Neve to her left, composed even now, her pale skin luminous in the trace-light, her jaw set with the determination she brought to every challenge. Spark to Celia’s right, still glowing—literally—her electric-blue eyes half-closed, her compact features soft with the aftermath of two orgasms, her circuit-traces pulsing in slow, satisfied waves.

I wrapped my hand around my cock—slick, aching, every nerve ending raw—and stroked. The visual alone was enough to undo me: three gorgeous women kneeling together, waiting, their differences a study in contrast that hit me everywhere at once. Celia’s lush warmth. Neve’s elegant chill. Spark’s electric glow. Shadow and ice and lightning, and all of them mine, and all of them choosing to be here.

Celia reached up and curled her fingers over mine, guiding my grip, tightening it, setting the pace with the same commanding authority she brought to everything. “Let go,” she said. “We’ve got you.”

I let go.

The orgasm tore through me—blinding, obliterating, every muscle contracting at once. I came across Celia’s face first—across her parted lips, her sharp cheekbone, the bridge of her nose—and she took it with eyes open and that fierce, satisfied expression that said she’d wanted exactly this. I shifted, and the next pulse hit Neve—across her pale skin, the contrast obscene and gorgeous, white on porcelain, streaking across her lips and chin while frost crept unbidden across her collarbone. She licked her lips with clinical precision, and the sight of that pink tongue almost killed me. The last strokes painted Spark—across her flushed cheeks, her parted mouth, dripping onto the circuit-traces along her collarbone where it caught the blue light and glistened like something electric.

Three faces. Marked. Wanting. Looking up at me like I was the center of something worth building, and for the first time in my life, I believed it.

Celia wiped her cheek with her thumb, examined it, and then—deliberately, holding my gaze—licked her thumb clean. Her shadows pulsed dark with satisfaction.

“Adequate,” Neve said, wiping her own face with the back of her hand. But her cheeks were flushed deeper than the cold could account for, and the ice on her collarbone was spreading in patterns that said her body disagreed with her understatement.

Spark just laughed—that bright, startled, full laugh, the one she’d rediscovered tonight. “I can feel it on the traces,” she said, touching the streak across her collarbone. “The warmth. The... biological signature. My bracers are cataloging it.”

“Your bracers are what?” I said.

“They catalog everything. I’ll delete it later.” She grinned. “Probably.”

“That’s mildly terrifying,” Celia said.

“Says the woman whose shadows just soundproofed an orgasm.”

We cleaned up with the supplies we had—not elegant, not romantic, the practical intimacy of people sharing a small space and limited resources. Celia’s shadows were surprisingly useful as makeshift privacy screens while we took turns with the washcloth and the basin of water that Neve kept precisely temperature-controlled.

I lay down on the narrow cot afterward, pulling Spark against my chest. She fit differently than Neve or Celia—more compact, her body’s constant hum a new note in the symphony. Her head tucked under my chin, and I felt her breathing slow, felt the trembling ease, felt the last of the tension that had lived in her body for two years begin—finally, tentatively—to dissolve.

“I can hear your heartbeat through my bracers,” she said quietly. “The resonance pattern is... it’s steady. Calm. Strong.”

“Is that your version of a compliment?”

“It’s data. I express affection through data.”

“You’ll fit right in,” Celia said.

“Functional,” Neve agreed, pulling the blanket over all four of them and generating a precise temperature gradient that kept herself comfortable without freezing the others. “Welcome to the most logistically complex sleeping arrangement in the city.”

Spark laughed softly—the sound muffled against my chest, warm and real. Her circuit-traces pulsed once, slowly, and then dimmed to their standby glow. Her body relaxed. Her breathing deepened.

She was asleep in minutes. The first real, unguarded, unvigilant sleep she’d had since a kill team had come for her two years ago.

Celia met my eyes over Spark’s sleeping form. Her green gaze was soft in a way she’d only recently learned to show—the armor set aside, the walls lowered, the woman behind the shadows visible and present.

“She’s going to be okay,” Celia whispered.

“Yeah.”

“We’re all going to be okay.”

I didn’t answer, because I didn’t want to plan and I didn’t want to lie. Instead, I held the woman in my arms and felt Neve’s cold at my back and Celia’s warmth at my side and listened to Spark’s circuit-traces hum their quiet lullaby.

Outside, the city held its breath.

Somewhere in the dark, Paragon was planning.

But for one night—one small, stolen, impossible night—we had this. Four people who’d found each other in the wreckage of a broken world, sharing a bed that was too narrow and a future that was uncertain and a warmth that no institutional power could take from us.

It was enough. For now, it was enough.

Three hours later, Mira’s voice cut through the darkness.

“Nathan.” Sharp. Urgent. The voice of a woman who’d spent four years learning to identify danger by its sound. “Wake up.”

I was moving before I was fully conscious—soldier’s reflex, survivor’s instinct, the response of a man who’d spent months sleeping in a basement and waking to crises. Spark stirred against me, her bracers flaring to life. Neve was already sitting up, her enhanced processing kicking in before her body fully woke. Celia’s shadows surged—defensive, automatic, a dark wall around the cots.

“What?” I said.

Mira was at her station, headphones pressed to her ears, her face pale in the monitor light. Her shadows—the freed shadows, the ones that moved by choice—were agitated, swirling in tight patterns around her feet.

“I intercepted a transmission. Not on any Aegis frequency—a private channel, encrypted, but using a cipher variant I recognize from Paragon’s personal communications.” She swallowed. “He’s not coming for us.”

“Then what—”

“He’s sent someone. An asset. Designation: Dominion.” Mira looked up, and her dark eyes held the particular horror of someone who’d spent four years inside a monster’s organization and still found things that frightened her. “Nathan, Dominion isn’t a hero. He’s a contractor—private military, enhanced, specializing in targeted elimination. He’s the one Aegis used when they needed something done that even Paragon’s own people couldn’t know about.”

The bolt-hole was awake now. Marcus at the door. Webb sitting up, wincing. Spark at my side, bracers blazing, already reaching for the communications network.

“What does Dominion specialize in?” I asked, though something in my gut already knew.

Mira’s voice was very steady. “He’s the man who killed Specter.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

I looked at the people around me—the team I’d built, the family I’d found, the coalition of wounded and brilliant and brave people who’d chosen to fight because someone had to.

“Get everyone up,” I said. “We need to move.”

The war had just changed shape again. And this time, it was personal.


Chapter 17: Dominion

We had eleven minutes.

That was Neve’s calculation—eleven minutes from Mira’s interception of the deployment order to the earliest possible arrival time, assuming Dominion was staged within the city and moved at enhanced speed. Not enough time to pack. Not enough time to plan. Enough time to run.

“Everyone out,” I said. “Church rendezvous. Grab essentials only.”

The bolt-hole moved. Not like a military unit—messier, more desperate—but with the particular efficiency of people who’d been running long enough to know what mattered and what to leave behind. Neve secured her tablet and the backup drives. Spark grabbed her kit and slung her bracers into full-power mode, circuit-traces blazing as she interfaced with the perimeter sensors. Celia wrapped her shadows around the evidence cache—the hard copies, the thumb drives, the physical documentation that couldn’t be replicated—and phased them through the wall into the alley. Marcus had his coat and his sidearm and needed nothing else.

Webb moved slower—cracked ribs limited his speed—but Mira was beside him, the young woman steadying the older man with a grip that was stronger than her thin frame suggested. Four years of enforced physical conditioning made you wiry, not weak.

Elena was having a bad day. Ava guided her, murmuring reassurances, the pyrokinetic’s warm hands steady on the neurologist’s shaking shoulders.

“Perimeter sensors are clear,” Spark reported, scanning the feeds as we climbed the stairs. “No contacts within two blocks. Either he’s not here yet or he’s outside my detection range.”

“Dominion is a private military contractor,” Webb said through gritted teeth, each step costing him. “Former special forces. Enhanced through a classified program—strength, speed, durability, accelerated healing. Not as fast as a speedster, not as strong as a heavy-hitter, but better than baseline human in every category. He won’t show up on standard sensors because he doesn’t carry powered energy signatures. He’s enhanced at the cellular level.”

“Like a super-soldier,” Marcus said.

“Like a super-soldier who’s been killing people professionally for fifteen years. He tracked Specter for three weeks before he found an opening. Patient, methodical, utterly without conscience.” Webb paused at the top of the stairs, breathing hard. “Paragon didn’t send a powered enforcer. He sent a professional. That’s worse.”

We emerged into the alley. Pre-dawn dark, the industrial district silent, the cold February air biting at exposed skin. Nine people, moving through the gap between buildings toward the street.

“South,” I said. “Back streets to the church. Neve, route us around any—”

The wall exploded.

Not the whole wall—a section of the pawn shop’s exterior, three feet of brick and mortar detonating inward in a shower of debris that sent us scattering. The blast wasn’t explosive in nature—no fire, no heat. Just force. The focused, surgical application of kinetic energy against a structural weak point, turning solid brick into shrapnel.

He came through the hole.

Dominion was not what I’d imagined. I’d pictured something theatrical—a villain’s entrance, dramatic and self-aware. What walked through the shattered wall was a man in dark tactical clothing, nondescript, medium build, average height. Brown hair cut close. A face that was designed to be forgettable—the kind of face you’d pass on the street and never look at twice.

His eyes gave it away. Pale gray, absolutely flat, carrying the particular emptiness of someone who’d crossed a line so long ago that he’d forgotten which side he’d started on.

He moved fast.

Not powered-fast—just faster than any baseline human had a right to be. Enhanced reflexes, enhanced muscles, the product of whatever classified program had made him into what he was. He covered the distance from the wall to our group in the time it took me to draw my handgun, and he was among us before anyone could react.

Marcus met him first. The regenerator threw himself between Dominion and the group with the reflexive courage of a man who’d learned that his body could take punishment that would kill anyone else. Marcus swung—a powerful, experienced fighter’s punch aimed at Dominion’s jaw.

Dominion caught his fist. Twisted. I heard the wet snap of Marcus’s wrist breaking, and then Dominion pivoted—using Marcus’s own momentum to hurl him into the brick wall with a force that cracked the masonry. Marcus hit, bounced, went down. His regeneration was already working—I could see the wrist bones resetting, the bruised tissue repairing—but he was dazed, temporarily out.

Three seconds. The entire exchange had taken three seconds.

Celia’s shadows struck next. Dark tendrils lashed at Dominion from three directions—a shadow-chokehold, the technique she’d perfected, shadows wrapping around his throat and limbs to immobilize. Against an ordinary person, it would have ended the fight.

Dominion flexed. The shadows strained—I could see them stretching, thinning, Celia’s face contorting with effort as she poured power into the hold. For a heartbeat it seemed like they’d contain him.

Then he tore through them. Not with power—with sheer physical strength, enhanced muscles ripping through shadow-constructs by exceeding the force threshold Celia could maintain. He lunged toward her, and she phased—dissolving into shadow at the last instant, reforming five feet away, gasping from the exertion.

“He’s too strong,” Celia said. “My shadows can’t hold him.”

Neve hit him with ice.

A targeted blast—not the wide-area cold zone she’d used at the warehouse, but a focused lance of cryokinetic energy aimed at Dominion’s center mass. It struck him square in the chest, and for a moment ice crystallized across his tactical vest, spreading outward in fractal patterns.

He didn’t stop. Didn’t slow. The ice cracked and fell away as his enhanced metabolism generated enough body heat to counteract the freeze. His regeneration was already working on the surface tissue damage, pink skin visible where the cold had burned.

“Enhanced healing,” Neve said, recalculating. “Not as fast as Marcus, but sufficient to counter cryokinetic damage at this intensity.”

Dominion turned toward Neve, and the look on his face was the same as it had been since he’d come through the wall. Blank. Professional. The face of a man doing a job.

“Target is the operator,” he said. His voice was unremarkable—the kind of voice that blended into any room. “Cole. The rest of you can walk away.”

Nobody moved.

“Didn’t think so.” He shrugged—an eerily casual gesture for a man standing in a demolished alley surrounded by powered individuals. “Contract says Cole. Bonuses for supplementary targets. Your choice.”

Spark hit him with everything her bracers could produce.

Not a physical attack—an electronic one. Her circuit-traces blazed as she sent a focused electromagnetic pulse at the communication equipment on Dominion’s vest, the earpiece in his ear, the tactical display on his wrist. Every piece of technology on his body sparked, smoked, and died.

He didn’t flinch. “Cute. Now I can’t call for backup.” He looked at Spark. “You must be the defector. Paragon mentioned you. Said you were talented but naive.”

“Paragon says a lot of things.”

“Most of them true.” He moved again—toward me.

Ava stepped between us.

I hadn’t expected it. The pyrokinetic, still healing from weeks of conditioning, her powers uncertain, her confidence barely reconstructed. But she planted herself in the alley with her hands raised and her auburn hair catching the first gray light of dawn, and fire bloomed across her palms.

“No,” Ava said. Her voice was rough, broken, the voice of a woman who hadn’t been sure she could do this until the moment she did it. “You don’t get him.”

Dominion assessed her in a glance. “Heatsoul. You’re listed as a recovered asset. Paragon wants you returned.”

“Paragon can go to hell.”

She threw fire.

Not the controlled, precise pyrokinesis of a trained operative—this was raw, emotional, the desperate eruption of a woman using her power for the first time since captivity, fueled by rage and terror and the absolute refusal to let another person be taken. The flames roared across the alley in a torrent that lit the pre-dawn darkness like noon.

Dominion rolled. Enhanced reflexes took him under the fire stream with a fluid, trained motion that spoke of decades of combat experience. The flames passed over him, scorching the brick wall behind, leaving char marks on the ground. He came up running—not at Ava, past her, using the fire as cover, vectoring toward me with the single-minded focus of a missile.

I fired my handgun. Three shots, center mass, the way you’re supposed to. Two hit. They dimpled his tactical vest—some kind of enhanced body armor—and one punched through, drawing blood from his left shoulder.

He didn’t stop.

Marcus hit him from the side. The regenerator had recovered—wrist healed, daze cleared, moving with the focused fury of a man who had years of captivity to fuel his anger. Marcus tackled Dominion into the wall, and for a moment they grappled—enhanced strength against enhanced durability, two engineered bodies testing each other’s limits.

Dominion won. A headbutt that cracked Marcus’s nose, a knee strike to the solar plexus, and then a throwing technique that sent Marcus skidding across the alley pavement. Professional. Efficient. No wasted movement, no wasted energy.

He turned to me. Ten feet away. His shoulder was bleeding, but the wound was already closing—the enhanced healing doing its work, slower than Marcus’s regeneration but relentless.

“You’re Specter’s boy,” he said.

The alley went quiet. Not actually—Ava’s flames still crackled, and I could hear Marcus getting back up, and Neve was repositioning for another attack. But in my head, it went quiet. The logistics brain stopped calculating tactical variables and started processing something older, deeper, more personal.

“You killed him.”

“I did.” No hesitation. No shame. The flat acknowledgment of a man discussing a completed project. “Contract hit. Aegis paid through an intermediary—Councilman Reeves’s discretionary fund, routed through a front company. Thirty thousand dollars. Cheap, for the kind of work that was.”

“Thirty thousand.” My voice sounded strange to my own ears. Hollow. “That’s what his life was worth.”

“That’s what the contract was worth. His life was worth whatever he made of it.” Dominion cocked his head—the first expression I’d seen that resembled anything human. Curiosity. “He talked about you, at the end. When he realized what was happening.”

The handgun was heavy in my grip. I’d fired three rounds. The magazine held twelve more.

“He said his logistics man was the only honest person he’d ever employed. Said you’d come to his funeral even if nobody else would.” Dominion took a step closer. “He was right. You came. You inherited. And now you’ve done more damage to Aegis than Specter ever managed.”

“Is this supposed to make me feel better?”

“It’s supposed to make you understand. I’m not your enemy, Cole. I’m a tool. Paragon pointed me at Specter, and Specter died. Now Paragon’s pointing me at you.” Another step. “The difference is that you’re surrounded by people who are willing to die for you. Specter didn’t have that. Specter had employees.”

“He had Neve.”

“He had a contract. You have something else.” Those flat gray eyes moved across the alley—taking in Celia’s shadows coiling defensively, Neve’s ice forming on the ground, Spark’s bracers blazing, Ava’s hands still burning, Marcus rising for the third time, Mira’s freed shadows swirling protectively around Webb and Elena. “I’ve been doing this for fifteen years. I’ve never seen a target with this many people willing to take a bullet for them.”

“Then you know this ends one of two ways.”

“It does.” He settled into a fighting stance—not dramatic, not theatrical, just the balanced, ready posture of a man who’d trained every day for a decade and a half. “I complete the contract. Or I don’t. Either way, I get paid. Paragon transferred the money before he sent the order.”

“Then walk away.”

“Can’t. Professional reputation. If I take a contract, I complete it.” His eyes found mine. “Nothing personal.”

“For me it is.”

He came at me.

I didn’t try to fight him. Fighting Dominion was like fighting a car—pointless, fatal, an exercise in getting destroyed by something that outclassed you in every physical category. Instead, I did what I’d always done. I used the environment. I used my team. I used the logistics brain that was the only weapon I’d ever had.

“Now,” I said.

Three things happened simultaneously.

Neve hit the ground with a targeted freeze—not Dominion’s body, which could heal through the cold, but the pavement beneath his feet. A sheet of frictionless ice erupted across the alley floor, extending from Neve’s position to mine. Dominion’s enhanced reflexes were extraordinary, but physics was physics. His boots hit ice, his traction vanished, and his charge became a slide.

Celia didn’t try to hold him this time. Instead, she sent her shadows at his eyes—a thin, precise tendril of darkness across his face, blinding him for the critical half-second it took for the ice to do its work.

Spark hit the building’s electrical junction box. The entire block’s power grid surged and then died as she overloaded the transformer, and in the same instant, she redirected the surge through the alley’s metal infrastructure—drainpipes, fire escapes, the iron fence at the alley’s mouth. Every piece of metal in the alley became electrified.

Dominion slid across the ice, blinded, and slammed into the iron fence.

The electricity hit him like a wall. Enhanced durability meant it didn’t kill him—but it locked his muscles, spasmed his enhanced nervous system, and overloaded the regeneration that was already working on his gunshot wound. He convulsed against the fence, his body jerking with the current, and for three seconds—three critical seconds—he was helpless.

Marcus didn’t waste them. The regenerator closed the distance and hit Dominion with a punch that used every ounce of his enhanced strength, delivered to the jaw with the precise mechanics of a man who’d fought for his life in containment cells for three years. The crack of impact echoed off the alley walls.

Dominion dropped.

Not unconscious—enhanced constitution wouldn’t allow it that easily. But dazed, his healing factor overwhelmed by simultaneous damage from electricity, blunt force, and the gunshot wound that had never fully closed. He hit the ground and didn’t get up immediately.

I stood over him. The handgun aimed at his head. Twelve rounds remaining.

“Specter,” I said. “Tell me how it happened.”

Dominion looked up at me. For the first time, something moved behind those flat gray eyes—not fear, not pain, but a grudging recognition. The acknowledgment of a professional who’d been outmaneuvered by an amateur.

“Three weeks surveillance. He had good security—your ice woman’s early work. But he had a routine. Tuesday nights, he met a contact at a bar on the waterfront. Always alone. Always the same table.” He coughed—blood on his lips, his healing factor working but struggling against the accumulated damage. “I waited at the corner table. Watched him drink one whiskey. When he left, I followed. Two blocks to the alley behind the bar.”

“And?”

“And I shot him. Twice, in the back. He went down. I confirmed the kill and left the body for the police to find.” A pause. “Clean. Professional. The way it should be done.”

“In the back.”

“He was a target, not a duel. I don’t give people the courtesy of facing me.” Those gray eyes held mine. “If it helps—and it won’t—he was dead before he hit the ground. No pain. No fear. Just... done.”

It didn’t help. Of course it didn’t help. But the knowledge settled into me anyway—a stone dropped into water, sending ripples through the grief I’d been carrying since the funeral, since the will, since the night I’d stood in a cemetery and wondered why a line cook was inheriting a dead thief’s empire.

Specter had died alone. Shot in the back. Thirty thousand dollars. A Tuesday night.

Everything I’d built—every operation, every alliance, every relationship—existed because a man had been murdered in an alley for the price of a used car.

“The contract,” I said. “Paragon’s contract on me. Is there a secondary target?”

“Webb. If accessible.” Dominion’s healing was gaining ground—I could see his jaw realigning, the swelling reducing. “But you’re the primary. Take out the operator, the network collapses. That’s the theory.”

“Does it?”

“Usually.” His eyes moved to the people standing behind me. “But you’re not a usual operator.”

“Where is Paragon?”

“I don’t know. The contract came through an intermediary—digital dead-drop. No location data, no communication channel. He’s careful.”

“He’s always careful.”

“More careful now. The story broke him. Not his power—his certainty. A man like Paragon lives on narrative. ’I’m the hero. I’m the good one. Everything I do is justified.’ When the story made him a villain...” Dominion trailed off. “I’ve seen it before. The ones who believed their own mythology are the most dangerous when the mythology dies.”

“So he’s desperate.”

“He’s unmoored. Which is worse than desperate.” Dominion’s jaw had finished healing. His eyes were clearer. The professional assessment was returning—I could see him calculating how long until his body recovered enough to fight. “Cole. You should kill me.”

“What?”

“Kill me. Right now. The longer you wait, the closer I get to functional. In about ninety seconds, my healing factor will have recovered from the electrocution damage, and we’ll be back where we started.” His voice was matter-of-fact. “I can’t stop taking the contract. It’s how I’m built. If you let me go, I’ll come back. Not today, not tomorrow—but I’ll come back. I always complete the contract.”

“Then I’ll stop you again.”

“Maybe. Or maybe next time I’ll come when your ice woman is sleeping and your shadow girl is in the shower and your tech girl is maintaining the wrong system.” His expression hadn’t changed—still flat, still professional. “I’m telling you this because you earned it. You outmaneuvered me with a line cook’s brain and a team of broken people. That deserves honesty.”

I looked at the gun in my hand. Twelve rounds. One trigger pull.

Specter would have done it. Specter was a pragmatist, a survivor, a man who understood that some problems only had permanent solutions. He would have looked at the enhanced killer lying in an alley and made the calculation and pulled the trigger without losing a minute of sleep.

I wasn’t Specter.

“Neve,” I said. “How cold can you make something? A specific area. Say, the interior of a locked room.”

“Negative thirty Celsius, sustained for approximately eight hours before I’d need to recharge.” Her voice was clinical. She knew what I was asking. “Sufficient to induce hypothermia in an enhanced individual. Not fatal—but significantly impairing to his healing factor and physical capabilities.”

“Spark. Can you build a containment cell? Something that holds an enhanced human?”

“With the church’s infrastructure and the materials from the bolt-hole?” She was already calculating. “A modified Faraday cage with reinforced structural supports. Not pretty. But functional.”

“Marcus. Can your people guard a prisoner?”

Marcus looked at Dominion with the particular expression of a man who’d spent three years in a cell and knew exactly what imprisonment felt like. “Yeah,” he said. “We can guard a prisoner.”

I crouched beside Dominion. He watched me with those flat gray eyes—patient, curious, the look of a man who’d expected a bullet and was trying to understand why he wasn’t getting one.

“You’re going to a cell,” I said. “Cold one. You’ll be uncomfortable but alive. When this is over—when Paragon is done—you’ll face a federal court for the murder of the man who gave me everything I have. And you’ll tell them who paid you, and how much, and why.”

“That’s naive.”

“Probably. But I don’t kill people who are lying on the ground. It’s a rule.” I stood up. “Celia. Webb. Secure him.”

Celia’s shadows wrapped around Dominion—not the restraining hold he’d torn through earlier, but a cocoon, layer upon layer, tightening as she poured controlled energy into the construct. Simultaneously, Neve dropped the temperature around him, ice forming across the shadow-bindings, reinforcing them with frozen structure that his enhanced muscles would struggle against in his weakened state.

Webb approached with zip-ties—heavy-duty, military surplus, the kind designed for powered detainees. He secured Dominion’s wrists and ankles with the practiced efficiency of a man who’d spent fifteen years in law enforcement administration.

“For the record,” Webb said, tightening the last tie, “the federal investigators will very much want to talk to you about the Aegis discretionary fund payments.”

“I imagine they will,” Dominion said.

We moved him to the church. It took all of us—Celia’s shadows restraining, Neve’s cold suppressing his healing, Marcus and two of the Liberation Front fighters physically transporting him through the pre-dawn streets. Not elegant. Not quiet. But effective.

The church basement became a holding facility. Spark built the containment cell in forty minutes—reinforced metal from the church’s old radiator system, wired into a modified electrical grid that would deliver a controlled shock if the cage was breached. Neve established a cold zone around it, maintaining a temperature that kept Dominion’s healing factor sluggish and his strength diminished.

Marcus set a guard rotation. Four fighters, six-hour shifts. Armed, alert, warned.

By the time we were finished, the sun was up and the city was awake to its second day of chaos.

I found a corner of the church that was quiet—a pew in the nave, dusty and abandoned, the morning light filtering through stained glass that hadn’t been cleaned in years. The colors—red, blue, gold—fell across the wooden floor in patterns that looked like abstract art, or like grief, or like nothing at all.

Celia found me there. She always found me when I was doing the thing I did instead of talking about things—sitting in silence, processing, letting the logistics brain work through problems that weren’t logistics.

She sat beside me without speaking. Her shadows settled around us—warm, loose, the ambient darkness of a woman who’d learned that sometimes presence was enough.

“He killed Specter for thirty thousand dollars,” I said eventually.

“I know.”

“In the back. In an alley. On a Tuesday night.” My voice was steady. I noted this with the part of my brain that observed things, the part that never stopped cataloging details even when the rest of me was somewhere else entirely.

“I know, Nathan.”

“Everything I am—everything we’ve built—it started with a man getting shot in the back for the price of a used car.”

Celia was quiet for a moment. Then she said: “Everything I am started with a man putting his hands on me and telling me I belonged to him.”

I looked at her.

“We don’t get to choose our origin stories,” she said. Her green eyes were steady—not hard, not soft, just present. The eyes of a woman who’d made peace with her own beginning and was helping me make peace with mine. “We only get to choose what we do with them. Specter was murdered. That’s a fact. You honored him by showing up when nobody else did, and then you took what he left behind and turned it into something he never imagined.”

“He was a criminal.”

“He was a lot of things. So are we.” She took my hand—the same hand that had held the gun, the hand that had chosen not to fire. “You didn’t kill Dominion.”

“No.”

“Specter would have.”

“I know.”

“That’s the difference.” She squeezed my fingers. “That’s the difference between what Specter built and what you’re building. He had a network. You have a family. Dominion saw it. In the alley, standing over the man who murdered your predecessor, you chose mercy. And every person in that alley would die for you because of choices like that.”

“I don’t want anyone to die for me.”

“Too bad. We don’t get to choose that either.” She leaned against my shoulder. Her shadows curled around us both—gentle, protective, the living darkness that was her love language. “How’s the grief?”

“Present.”

“Good. Grief means it mattered.” She was quiet for a moment. “When Paragon framed me—when Nightfall killed those people using my powers—I thought I’d lost everything. My freedom, my identity, my ability to trust anyone with what I could do. And then a line cook inherited a dead man’s operation and decided the best use of it was to help people who’d been hurt.” Her voice was soft in a way that Celia’s voice rarely was—the register she reserved for things that were true and important and too fragile for her usual armor. “You’re not Specter’s successor, Nathan. You’re what he could have been if anyone had given him a reason to be better.”

I didn’t have words for that. So I held her hand, and she held mine, and the stained glass painted us in colors that belonged to a building that believed in redemption.

Neve found us twenty minutes later. She was carrying two mugs of coffee—real coffee, the last of the good supply—and her expression carried the controlled intensity that meant she had information and the restraint to deliver it after the emotional processing was complete.

“Debrief when you’re ready,” she said, handing us the mugs. “Not urgent. Dominion is secure. The federal investigation has issued its first round of subpoenas—Aegis leadership, financial officers, several named individuals including Paragon.” She paused. “Paragon will not respond to a subpoena.”

“No,” I agreed. “He won’t.”

“The heroes who went dark—Paragon’s twenty percent—Sentinel’s forces have tracked eleven of them. Most went home. Three left the city entirely. The remaining nine are unaccounted for.”

“Nine loyalists. Plus Tempest.”

“Plus Tempest. Plus whatever external resources Paragon has—private security, contracted operatives.” She sipped her coffee. “Dominion was the opening move. The assassination attempt that was supposed to decapitate our operation before we could consolidate.”

“It failed.”

“It failed because you planned an evacuation in eleven minutes and your team executed flawlessly under pressure.” Neve’s ice-blue eyes found mine, and what I saw there was not analysis. It was pride. “The question is: what’s his second move?”

“He comes himself,” Celia said.

We all knew it. Had known it since the moment Sentinel walked out of Aegis headquarters and the world changed. Paragon had tried institutional control and lost. He’d tried assassination by proxy and lost. The only card left in his hand was personal power—the golden aura, the enhanced senses, the decades of combat experience, the mythology he’d built around himself.

“He’ll come for Celia,” I said.

Celia went still.

“The exposé. Sentinel’s broadcast. The federal investigation. Paragon’s lost everything institutional—his organization, his reputation, his authority. But the one thing the story made public was what he did to Celia specifically. The framing. The implied sexual coercion. The use of a shadow-assassin to commit murders attributed to her.” I set down my coffee. The logistics brain was running now, cold and clear. “Paragon’s a narcissist. The corruption charges are abstract—money, operations, organizational structure. But the personal charges—what he did to powered women, what he tried to do to Celia—those attack his self-image. That’s what he can’t tolerate.”

“He wants to own me,” Celia said. Her voice was flat. Her shadows were perfectly still—the stillness that came before violence. “He always has. From the moment I refused to join Aegis, from the moment I turned him down, I was something he needed to possess. Not because he wanted me. Because I told him no, and no one tells Paragon no.”

“Then we use that.”

“Nathan—”

“Not as bait. As knowledge. We know he’s coming for you specifically. That means we know where and how he’ll approach. We can choose the ground, set the conditions, control the engagement.” I looked at Neve. “You said defeat through exposure, not combat. That’s still the play. Paragon needs to be taken alive, by federal authority, in a way that makes his guilt undeniable. If he dies in a fight, he becomes a martyr. If he’s arrested on camera, surrounded by the evidence of what he’s done, with the world watching—he’s finished.”

“You want to bait him into a trap,” Neve said.

“I want to give him what he wants. A chance to get Celia back. Except when he arrives, what he finds is federal agents, Sentinel’s heroes, cameras, and the complete collapse of everything he ever built.”

Neve processed this for several seconds. Frost crept along the pew beside her.

“It’s risky. Paragon has enhanced senses—he could detect the trap before he enters it. He has loyal operatives who could provide support or create diversions. And his personal combat capabilities exceed anyone on our team except possibly Celia at full power.”

“Then Celia isn’t alone. She’s the face of the operation, not the operation itself.” I turned to Celia. “I’m asking you to be visible. To put yourself where Paragon can find you. While every resource we have—Sentinel’s heroes, federal agents, Neve’s ice, Spark’s electronics, Marcus’s fighters—is positioned to close the trap the moment he shows himself.”

Celia looked at me for a long time. Her green eyes held something complex—the old fear, yes, the memory of Paragon’s hands and Paragon’s voice and the violation of being wanted by someone you despised. But underneath it, something harder. Something that had been forged in months of running and fighting and choosing to be more than what he’d tried to make her.

“No more running,” she said.

“No more running.”

“And when he comes—when he’s standing in front of me with that golden smile, telling me I belong to him—”

“Then you tell him what you told me, the first night in the bolt-hole. You tell him no. And this time, the whole world hears it.”

Her shadows surged—not defensive, not aggressive. Triumphant. The living darkness of a woman who’d spent her life being hunted and had finally decided to hunt back.

“Okay,” Celia said. “Let’s end this.”

I finished my coffee. Set down the mug. Looked at the stained glass one more time—the reds and blues and golds, the patterns of light on dusty wood, the silence of a place that had once believed in something and now housed a revolution.

Then I went to find Spark and Neve and Marcus and Mira and Webb and everyone else who’d chosen this fight. Because the logistics brain had a plan, and the plan needed every person we had.

Paragon was coming. And we were going to be ready.


Chapter 18: Reckoning

We chose the rooftop.

Not for the drama—though the logistics brain acknowledged that drama had tactical value when your goal was public confrontation rather than quiet elimination. We chose the rooftop of the Aegis administrative building on Third Street because it was visible from four city blocks, because it had camera angles that Spark could exploit, because Neve could control the temperature of a rooftop more easily than an enclosed space, and because Paragon’s enhanced senses would detect a basement ambush but might not read a rooftop correctly. He’d been trained to think of high ground as an advantage. We were going to make it a cage.

The planning took six hours.

Sentinel provided the federal coordination. He’d been in contact with the FBI’s Powered Crimes Division since his broadcast—a relationship built in the thirty-six hours since the exposé had turned the world inside out. Special Agent Diane Torres, the division lead, had arrived in the city overnight with a team of twelve agents trained specifically for powered-individual apprehension. She was a compact woman with a no-nonsense manner and the particular gaze of someone who’d spent her career dealing with people who could throw cars, and wasn’t impressed.

“We’ve issued federal warrants for Paragon, Tempest, and six other named individuals,” Torres said, studying the rooftop schematics Neve had prepared. We were in the church basement—the operational center that had replaced the bolt-hole. Dominion was in his cage twenty feet away, silent and watchful, his healing factor keeping him alive in Neve’s cold zone but too sluggish to attempt escape. “My authority extends to powered-individual apprehension on federal property. This building qualifies.”

“Paragon won’t come quietly,” Webb said. He was sitting upright, ribs still wrapped, his color better than yesterday. “He’s had three days to process the collapse. By now he’s either accepted reality—unlikely—or he’s doubled down on his self-image as the wronged hero. If it’s the latter, he’ll come with force.”

“How much force?” Torres asked.

“Tempest is his primary enforcer. Weather manipulation—lightning, wind, localized storms. Dangerous in open spaces. Beyond that—” Webb looked at Neve. “Your analysis?”

“Nine unaccounted Paragon loyalists as of this morning,” Neve said, pulling up the tracking data. “Sentinel’s forces have confirmed that five of those nine have been communicating through a private network Spark identified six hours ago. We’ve been monitoring but not intercepting—we don’t want them to know we’re listening.”

“Where are they staging?”

“An industrial warehouse in the eastern district. Approximately twelve miles from this location.” Neve adjusted her glasses. “If they move in support of Paragon, transit time is eighteen to twenty-five minutes depending on whether they use vehicles or powered movement.”

“Then we need this done in under eighteen minutes,” I said.

Everyone looked at me. I was standing at the planning table—a folding table in a church basement, covered in printouts and schematics, the kind of command center that would have been embarrassing if it hadn’t been producing results. I was also, according to Neve, running on seven hours of sleep across the past sixty hours, four cups of coffee, and a stubbornness that she’d classified as “clinically significant.”

“The trap works like this,” I said. “Celia is visible on the rooftop. Alone, to Paragon’s senses—or as alone as we can make her appear. Paragon approaches, drawn by the target he can’t resist. The moment he’s on the rooftop and committed, Spark activates the broadcast—live feed to every news network, every streaming platform, every social media channel she can reach. The world watches.”

“And what does the world see?” Torres asked.

“Paragon confronting the woman he framed for murder. Paragon demonstrating, in real time, the possessive behavior that the exposé described. And then—before he can attack, before he can run—Sentinel’s heroes close from the north stairwell, your federal agents close from the south, and Paragon finds himself surrounded by authority, on camera, with nowhere to go that doesn’t make him look like exactly what he is.”

“You’re banking on his ego,” Torres said.

“I’m banking on his pathology. Paragon doesn’t see himself as a criminal. He sees himself as a hero who’s been wronged. When he confronts Celia, he won’t attack immediately—he’ll talk. He’ll explain. He’ll try to convince her, and the audience he doesn’t know is watching, that he’s the victim. That’s who he is. He needs to be right more than he needs to win.” I looked at Celia. “And while he’s talking, the net closes.”

Celia was leaning against the wall, arms crossed, shadows still. She’d been quiet through most of the planning—not passive, not checked out, but conserving. Gathering herself for what was coming the way she’d gathered her shadows before the detention facility raid.

“What if he doesn’t talk?” she said. “What if he comes in swinging?”

“Then Neve hits him with a cold zone to slow his reflexes, Spark kills his communications to isolate him from backup, Sentinel’s heroes engage, and Torres’s agents move in with the power-suppressing equipment the FBI confiscated from Aegis this morning.” I paused. “But he’ll talk. He’ll talk because talking is how he’s always controlled you, and he doesn’t know any other way.”

Celia held my gaze for a long time. Then she nodded—a single, definitive movement that settled something in the room.

“When?” Torres asked.

“Tonight. Twenty-one hundred hours.” I checked the time. “That gives us eight hours to position assets, test communications, and make sure every camera angle is covered.”

“And to leak the location,” Neve added. Everyone looked at her. “Paragon needs to know where Celia is. We can’t rely on him finding her organically—his intelligence network is collapsed, his electronic communications are compromised. We need to give him the information through a channel he trusts.”

“Whisper,” I said.

Neve raised an eyebrow. “You want to use the information broker to leak our location to the man we’re trying to trap?”

“I want to use the information broker’s network—the same network Paragon has used for years to gather intelligence on powered individuals operating outside Aegis. Whisper’s channels flow both ways. If we feed the location through her network, it reaches Paragon through sources he considers reliable. He won’t suspect a trap because the information came through infrastructure he’s always trusted.”

“Whisper will want something for this.”

“Whisper already has something. The exposé credited anonymous intelligence sources—she knows her consultation shaped the final story. She’s positioned to benefit from the new power structure regardless of how this ends.” I looked at Neve. “But yes, I’ll ask. Properly. Through Celia.”

“I’ll go,” Celia said. “I know the way. And I owe her a conversation anyway.”

The afternoon was controlled chaos. Sentinel positioned six heroes on the floors below the rooftop—Priya with her force shields, Torque with his kinetic redirection, and four others whose names I didn’t learn because there wasn’t time and because learning names before a battle felt like jinxing it. Torres staged her agents in the building’s lobby and parking garage, each team equipped with power-suppressing cuffs that Spark had verified were functional. Marcus posted fighters at the perimeter—not inside the building, but in the surrounding blocks, watching for Paragon’s loyalist reinforcements.

Neve mapped the rooftop like she mapped everything—obsessively, precisely, with attention to details that nobody else would have considered. Wind patterns at building height. Temperature gradients that would affect cryokinetic performance. The structural load capacity of the roof surface and whether it could withstand localized combat. The position of HVAC units that could provide cover. The sight lines from surrounding buildings.

Spark did what Spark did best. She threaded the building’s existing security cameras into a broadcast-ready network, linked it to a satellite uplink she’d commandeered from an abandoned Aegis communications station, and tested the feed twelve times. She also rigged the building’s electronic infrastructure with countermeasures—electromagnetic traps that could disable communications equipment, kill powered devices, or overload specific systems on her command.

“If he brings Tempest,” Spark said, running final diagnostics, “weather manipulation will interfere with the satellite uplink. Lightning specifically—a direct strike could kill the broadcast.”

“Then we need Tempest contained before Paragon reaches the roof,” I said.

“Sentinel’s handling that,” Webb confirmed. “He’s identified Tempest’s likely approach vector based on weather patterns—Tempest always modifies the local weather before he arrives. Sentinel has two heroes with electromagnetic abilities positioned to intercept. They won’t stop Tempest permanently, but they can delay him long enough for the confrontation to play out.”

“And if Paragon’s other loyalists arrive?”

“Marcus’s perimeter teams engage and delay. We don’t need to defeat them. We just need eighteen minutes.”

At seventeen hundred, Celia returned from the Velvet Room.

“Done,” she said. “Whisper will seed the location through three channels that Paragon monitors. She estimates he’ll have the information within two hours.”

“What did she want in return?”

Celia’s expression was complicated. “A front-row seat. She’s sending someone to the adjacent building with a camera.”

“Whisper wants to document this?”

“Whisper wants insurance. If the federal investigation goes sideways—if Paragon’s allies in government try to bury it—she wants her own copy of everything that happens tonight. Independent verification, outside any official channel.” Celia paused. “She also said to tell you: ’When this is over, the margins will need rebuilding. I intend to be part of the architecture.’”

“That’s either reassuring or terrifying.”

“With Whisper, it’s usually both.”

The hours crawled. I cooked—because what else would I do? I made a meal for thirty people using the church kitchen’s limited supplies and the instincts of a line cook who’d learned that feeding people was the only form of leadership he fully understood. Rice, beans, canned vegetables, and the last of the bouillon cubes transformed into something that approximated nourishment. Not art. Not comfort food. Fuel for what was coming.

Neve found me at the stove.

“Nineteen hundred,” she said. “Two hours.”

“I know.”

“Your heart rate has been elevated for the past forty minutes. Your hands are steady but your pupils are dilated. You’re more afraid than you’re showing.”

“Everyone’s more afraid than they’re showing. That’s how this works.”

She stood beside me for a moment. Not touching—Neve didn’t default to touch the way Celia did—but present. Close enough that the cool radiating from her skin was perceptible.

“The probability model favors our outcome,” she said. “Sixty-eight percent success rate for the primary objective—Paragon apprehended on camera. Eighty-two percent that Celia survives the encounter unharmed. Ninety-one percent that the broadcast reaches sufficient audience to prevent institutional suppression of the result.”

“What’s the probability that everyone comes home?”

Neve was quiet. That was answer enough.

“I’m going to need you to not calculate that number,” I said.

“I already have. I calculated it the moment you proposed the plan.” She adjusted her glasses. “I’m choosing not to share it. Some data is counterproductive.”

“That might be the most emotionally intelligent thing you’ve ever said.”

“Don’t get used to it.” She touched my arm—brief, cool, deliberate. The Neve equivalent of a bear hug. “Two hours. Finish your cooking. Then come find us.”

Celia and Spark were in the nave, sitting in a pew together. An image that would have been inconceivable a month ago—the shadow thief and the tech defector, shoulder to shoulder, their respective glows mixing in the dim church light. Celia’s shadows pooled around them both, and Spark’s bracers hummed at standby, and they were talking in the low voices of people sharing something private.

They looked up when I approached.

“How are you?” I asked Celia.

“Terrified,” she said. No hesitation, no bravado. The raw honesty she’d promised as a condition of their relationship. “He put his hands on me, Nathan. Not once—over months. The recruiting meetings that were actually auditions for his collection. The way he touched my arm, my shoulder, found reasons for physical contact. And when I said no—when I finally, clearly, unmistakably told him I wasn’t interested—he destroyed my life.”

Spark’s hand found Celia’s. Held it.

“Tonight I stand on a rooftop and let him find me. Let him come to me. Let him stand in front of me and say whatever poisonous thing he’s been rehearsing since the exposé made his name synonymous with predator.” Celia’s voice was steady. Her shadows were not—they churned around her feet, agitated, responding to the fear she was choosing not to hide. “And then I tell him no. Again. On camera. While the whole world watches. And this time, it sticks.”

“This time, it sticks,” I agreed.

“You sound very confident for a man who plans everything and controls nothing.”

“I control the soup. Everything else is a collaborative effort.”

She almost smiled. Almost. “Nathan. If something goes wrong—”

“It won’t.”

“If something goes wrong,” she repeated, with the particular firmness that meant she was going to finish the sentence regardless of my interruptions. “If he gets past Sentinel’s heroes and Torres’s agents and Neve’s ice. If he gets to me before the net closes. I want you to know that I won’t run.”

“I know.”

“I won’t run because running is what he wants. He wants me afraid. He wants me fleeing. He wants the chase, the hunt, the power of pursuit. The most devastating thing I can do to a man like Paragon is stand still and look him in the eye and refuse to be what he needs me to be.” Her green eyes were fierce. “I’m not doing this for the cameras. I’m doing it for me. For every woman he touched. For Mira, who spent four years as his weapon. For Ava, who believed she deserved it. For every person in that neural implant program who didn’t get a choice.”

“I know,” I said again. Because I did.

She kissed me. Hard, brief, fierce—the kiss of a woman going to war. Then she kissed Spark, gentler but no less intense. Then she stood, smoothed her clothes, and said: “Let’s go. I want to be on that roof before he is.”

We drove to the administrative building in two vehicles—the van Marcus had procured, and a federal sedan Torres provided. The city at twenty hundred was strange—quieter than usual, the streets carrying the subdued energy of a population that had been watching its institutions crumble for three days and hadn’t decided how to feel about it. Some businesses were closed. Some had signs in the windows: WE STAND WITH SENTINEL. Others: AEGIS PROTECTS US. The fault line ran through everything.

The building was six stories. Not tall—not dramatic. An office building that happened to house Aegis’s regional administrative operations, currently abandoned by staff and secured by Sentinel’s forces. Ordinary. Forgettable. The kind of building where bureaucracy happened and nobody thought twice about it.

We thought twice about it. We thought about it a hundred times, from a hundred angles, because the logistics brain didn’t stop and because tonight, every angle mattered.

At twenty-forty-five, the positions were set.

Sentinel’s heroes: floors three through five, stairwells covered, force shields ready. Torres’s agents: lobby and parking structure, power-suppressing equipment staged. Marcus’s fighters: perimeter, two-block radius, watching for incoming loyalists. Mira: in the van a block south, monitoring all frequencies, her freed shadows extending her sensory range. Webb: with Torres, providing real-time intelligence on Paragon’s likely tactics. Elena: at the church with Ava, safe, away from the front line. Neve: roof access stairwell, waiting. Spark: building’s communications hub on the fifth floor, hands on the broadcast system, ready to go live.

Celia: alone on the rooftop.

Not actually alone—never actually alone. But alone to Paragon’s senses, or as close as we could manage. Neve’s cold zone was suppressed to ambient, her ice power held in reserve. Spark’s electronics were in passive mode, undetectable. Sentinel’s heroes were behind closed doors and warded barriers that Spark had installed to mask powered energy signatures. To Paragon’s enhanced senses, the rooftop would read as one person, waiting.

The bait he couldn’t resist.

I was in the stairwell with Neve. One floor below the roof. Close enough to hear, close enough to reach Celia in seconds if everything went wrong.

“Twenty-fifty-eight,” Neve said, checking the time. “Two minutes.”

Through the earpiece, Spark’s voice: “Broadcast system is hot. All feeds confirmed. Twelve camera angles, satellite uplink stable. The moment I trigger, this goes live to approximately forty million devices.”

“Hold for my signal,” I said.

“Holding.”

Through the earpiece, Mira: “Activity on monitored frequencies. Encrypted burst transmission from an unknown source to the loyalist staging area. Message is short—a location. Our location.” A pause. “It’s happening.”

“Time to target?”

“If Paragon left the staging area immediately... less than ten minutes by vehicle. Less than five if he’s already closer.”

The stairwell was cold. Not Neve’s cold—February cold, the natural chill of an unheated building at night. Neve stood beside me, her white hair pulled back, her glasses reflecting the dim emergency lighting. She was wearing her bodysuit, the practical armor she’d lived in since the escape. Her hands were still. Her breathing was measured. Her ice-blue eyes were calculating probabilities I’d asked her not to share.

“Whatever happens,” I said, “thank you.”

“For what specifically?”

“For staying. After the contract was dissolved. For choosing this.”

“You’re engaging in pre-combat sentimentality.”

“Yes.”

She adjusted her glasses. Then, very quietly: “You’re welcome. Now be quiet. I’m maintaining a compressed thermal field across the rooftop and I need to concentrate.”

Four minutes passed. Then Mira, sharp in the earpiece: “Vehicle approaching from the east. Black SUV, no plates, moving fast. Second vehicle behind it—unmarked sedan.” A beat. “Third vehicle. They’re coming in force.”

“How many?”

“I can’t tell from the vehicles. But the communication intercepts suggest Paragon, Tempest, and at least four loyalists.”

“Tempest,” I said into the comms. “Sentinel, you copy?”

Sentinel’s voice, steady and measured: “Copy. My intercept team is positioned. We’ll engage Tempest at street level before he reaches the building. Buy you as much time as we can.”

“Understood. Everyone else—hold positions. Nobody moves until I give the word.”

The vehicles stopped. I couldn’t see them—stairwell, no windows to the street—but Spark had the cameras.

“Ground-level footage,” Spark reported. “First SUV. Three individuals exiting. Paragon is—” She paused. “Paragon is in the lead. White and gold uniform. Full golden aura. He’s not hiding.”

“He wants to be seen,” Webb said through the comms. “He’s been invisible for three days. This is his counternarrative—the hero arriving to confront the criminals.”

“The second vehicle?”

“Tempest and two others. Tempest is already generating weather—localized cloud formation above the building. Lightning probable within minutes.” A sharp crackle in the earpiece as static interference built. “Sentinel’s intercept team is engaging... now.”

Through the building’s structure, I felt rather than heard the first impact—a distant concussion, the sound of weather-manipulation combat, Tempest’s lightning meeting whatever electromagnetic counter Sentinel’s heroes had prepared. The building’s lights flickered. Spark compensated, her bracers stabilizing the broadcast equipment against the electromagnetic interference.

“Tempest is occupied,” Sentinel reported. “We can hold him for twelve to fifteen minutes. After that, my people will be overwhelmed.”

Twelve minutes. We needed less than that.

Footsteps. Below us, in the building. Heavy, deliberate, the sound of a man who wasn’t trying to be quiet because he’d never needed to be. Paragon was climbing the stairs with the unhurried confidence of someone who owned every building he entered.

Two sets of footsteps behind him. Loyalists, following their golden hero up the stairs.

“Third and fourth floor teams,” I whispered. “Let them pass. Do not engage. Repeat—do not engage until my signal.”

Acknowledgments came through the earpiece. Silence. The footsteps continued upward.

Neve’s hand found mine in the dim stairwell. Her fingers were ice-cold—colder than usual, her power building beneath the surface, ready to deploy. She squeezed once and released.

The footsteps reached the fifth floor. Passed it. Continued up.

Sixth floor. The roof access level. One more flight of stairs between Paragon and the woman he’d come to claim.

I heard the door open. The sound of wind—rooftop wind, February wind, the natural cold of a winter night meeting the controlled stillness of a building that was holding its breath.

Through the earpiece, Spark’s voice, barely above a whisper: “He’s on the roof.”

I moved to the door. Cracked it. Looked through.

The rooftop was lit by the city’s ambient glow—streetlights, building lights, the perpetual luminescence of an urban environment that never fully darkened. In that light, I could see Celia. She was standing near the center of the roof, exactly where we’d positioned her. Her red hair caught the wind. Her shadows were calm—pooled at her feet, not aggressive, not defensive. The deliberate posture of a woman who was done running.

And Paragon.

He was everything I remembered. Golden hair catching every available photon. The white-and-gold uniform immaculate—pressed, perfect, as though he’d prepared for a press conference rather than a confrontation. The golden aura surrounded him, a warm, inviting light that made you want to trust him, to believe in him, to accept whatever he was selling. He was tall, broad-shouldered, the physical ideal that Aegis had marketed for decades.

His smile was exactly the same. Pleasant. Practiced. The smile of a man who believed he was the most important person in any room and had spent a lifetime being told he was right.

Two loyalists flanked him—a man and a woman in Aegis tactical uniforms, armed, tense. They scanned the rooftop with the professional awareness of people who knew they were exposed and didn’t like it.

But Paragon didn’t scan. Paragon looked at Celia, and his golden eyes held the same thing they’d held in the basement months ago when he’d come for us with twelve heroes at his back.

Hunger. Ownership. The absolute certainty that she was his.

“Celia.” His voice carried across the rooftop, warm and rich, the voice that had reassured a nation for twenty years. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“I know.” Celia’s voice was steady. “I made it easy.”

“You always did have a flair for the dramatic. Standing on a rooftop, waiting for me. It’s very you.” He stepped closer, and the golden aura expanded—a subtle thing, a widening of the light that was designed to comfort, to reassure, to make you feel safe. The most dangerous superpower in the world: charisma backed by actual radiance. “Are you alone?”

“Does it matter?”

“It matters because I’m here to bring you home. The things they’ve published—the accusations, the charges—they’re lies, Celia. Fabrications by people who want to destroy what Aegis has built. You know that. You’ve seen what we do—the lives we save, the people we protect. One journalist’s story doesn’t erase decades of service.”

“One journalist’s story,” Celia repeated. “Backed by four terabytes of evidence, a fifteen-year veteran’s testimony, and the federal government.”

“The federal government investigates everyone. It’s what they do. The investigation will find what I’ve always said—that Aegis operates with integrity, that the Retreat was a rehabilitation facility, and that the neural implant allegations are science fiction.” He spread his hands. The golden aura pulsed. “Come home. We can fix this together.”

Now. I keyed the earpiece.

“Spark. Go live.”

“Broadcasting,” Spark said. “We are live in three... two... one.”

Somewhere in the building, cameras activated. Satellite uplinks connected. The feeds—twelve angles, HD quality, perfectly framed by a technopathic genius who’d spent her career building exactly this kind of system—went live to every platform Spark could reach. In apartments and offices and bars across the city, across the country, screens flickered to a rooftop in February where a golden man was talking to a woman in the dark.

Celia didn’t know the cameras were live. That was deliberate—I didn’t want her performing. I wanted her being Celia.

“You framed me,” she said. Her voice was clear, carrying in the rooftop air. “You used Nightfall—a woman named Mira, who you captured at seventeen and implanted with a device that let you control her body—to murder three people. A journalist. A councilman. A lawyer. People who were going to expose you. And you made it look like I did it.”

“Celia—”

“You did it because I told you no. Because I came to a recruiting meeting and you put your hand on my knee and I told you to stop, and you smiled and said you were just being friendly. And when I refused to join Aegis, when I refused to come back, when I refused to be another woman in your collection, you decided that if you couldn’t have me, you’d destroy me.”

Paragon’s smile didn’t falter. That was the terrifying thing. He stood there, bathed in golden light, his expression warm and understanding and concerned, and he said: “You’re confused. The stress of being a fugitive, the influence of the people around you—Nathan Cole is a criminal, Celia. A line cook who inherited a dead man’s operation and turned it into a vendetta. He’s using you.”

“He’s feeding me soup and treating me like a person. You’re the one who’s using people.”

“I have never used anyone. Everything I’ve done, I’ve done for the greater good. The Retreat rehabilitated dangerous individuals. The neural implant program was a research initiative that saved lives. The operations you call ’murders’ were threat neutralizations conducted under executive authority—”

“You’re saying this on camera,” Celia said.

Paragon stopped.

The golden aura flickered—a brief, involuntary fluctuation, the first crack in the armor. His eyes moved—not to the cameras, which he couldn’t see, but to the surrounding buildings, the HVAC units, the corners of the rooftop where something might be hidden.

“What did you say?”

“I said you’re on camera. Right now. Live. Forty million people watching you stand on a rooftop explaining why enslaving a seventeen-year-old girl and putting a bomb in her spine was for the greater good.” Celia’s shadows surged—not at Paragon, but upward. Triumphant. The living darkness climbing toward the sky. “You came here to own me. Instead, you’re going to own every word you just said.”

Paragon’s expression changed. Not gradually—all at once, like a mask dropping. The pleasant smile vanished. The warm concern evaporated. What was underneath was cold, focused, and absolutely furious.

“You think cameras matter?” His voice had lost its warmth. Low now, hard, the voice of a man who’d spent decades learning to control and was watching that control disintegrate. “You think any of this matters? I built Aegis. I made this city safe. Every hero who wears the uniform, every citizen who sleeps soundly—that’s me. That’s my work. And you—a thief, a criminal, a woman who chose darkness over service—you think you can tear it down with cameras and accusations?”

“I think I already have.”

He moved.

Not toward Celia—toward the nearest camera, which he’d identified through sound or heat signature or whatever enhanced sense let him perceive technology others couldn’t. His fist hit the HVAC-mounted unit and shattered it, the golden aura flaring as he poured power into the strike.

“Spark, compensate,” I said.

“Already done. Eleven cameras remaining. Redundant feeds on all angles. He’d have to destroy the entire building to kill the broadcast.”

Paragon heard me. Enhanced senses—of course he heard me. He spun toward the stairwell door, his golden eyes finding the crack I’d been watching through, and for one terrible second, he looked directly at me.

“Cole.” His voice carried the particular venom of a man who’d been played and knew it. “You’re here. Of course you’re here.”

“All teams,” I said into the earpiece. “Go.”

The rooftop came alive.

The north stairwell door burst open. Priya was first, her force shields materializing as translucent barriers that sealed the nearest escape route. Torque was behind her, his kinetic manipulation redirecting air pressure to create a wall of invisible force. Four more of Sentinel’s heroes spread across the roof—a telekinetic, a density-shifter, a woman whose hands crackled with electricity, and a man who simply stood eight feet tall and didn’t seem to need any other power.

The south stairwell door opened simultaneously. Torres led her agents—twelve of them, in tactical gear, carrying power-suppressing equipment that hummed with the same frequency as Aegis’s own containment technology. Because it was Aegis’s own containment technology, seized that morning by federal warrant.

And Sentinel stepped onto the roof.

He wore the uniform—the official Aegis investigator’s suit, the one that marked him as the organization’s highest authority after the director. His close-cropped gray hair was silver in the ambient light, his square jaw set, his brown eyes—the eyes that glowed when he used his analytical power—fixed on the man who’d been his commander for fifteen years.

“Paragon,” Sentinel said. His voice carried the weight of betrayal processed and converted into purpose. “Federal warrant for your arrest. Charges include conspiracy, murder, illegal human experimentation, abuse of authority, and sexual predation.”

Paragon’s two loyalists looked at Sentinel. Looked at the heroes behind him. Looked at the federal agents with their power-suppressing equipment. Looked at each other.

They lowered their weapons.

Paragon didn’t.

The golden aura exploded outward—not the gentle, reassuring glow of a hero protecting his city, but a shockwave of raw energy that sent everyone on the roof staggering. I was thrown against the stairwell wall, the impact driving the air from my lungs. Neve caught herself on the door frame, ice erupting from her hands in a reflexive defensive response.

“You don’t get to do this,” Paragon snarled. His voice was unrecognizable—the practiced warmth gone, replaced by something feral, something that had been hiding behind the golden smile for decades. “I built this. Every hero, every protocol, every life saved—that’s mine. You don’t get to take it away because a thief and a journalist decided to publish stolen files.”

He was moving. Fast—faster than a man in a ceremonial uniform should have been capable of. The golden aura wrapped around him like armor, crackling with energy, and he crossed the roof toward Celia with the single-minded purpose of a man who’d decided that if the world was going to burn, he’d take what he wanted first.

Neve hit him with everything she had. Not a targeted lance—a wall. A full-force cryokinetic assault that dropped the temperature across the rooftop by thirty degrees in two seconds, ice erupting from the concrete surface in crystalline sheets that raced toward Paragon like living things. The cold struck his golden aura and held—frost forming on the energy barrier, the two forces fighting for dominance.

It slowed him. Didn’t stop him.

Priya threw a force shield between Paragon and Celia—a barrier of translucent energy that shimmered in the frozen air. Paragon hit it and the shield cracked. Priya screamed with the feedback, blood running from her nose, but she held the shield. Held it long enough for Torque to redirect the kinetic energy of Paragon’s blow back into him—a gut punch delivered by his own momentum, staggering him.

The telekinetic pinned his legs. The density-shifter slammed into him from the side, three hundred pounds of stone-hard mass hitting Paragon’s golden shield with a sound like a car wreck. The electrical hero hit him with a sustained arc that made his aura sputter and crackle.

He fought through all of it. Enhanced by rage, by desperation, by the absolute refusal of a narcissist to accept that the world was no longer shaped by his will. The golden aura flared and buckled and flared again, and he tore through the telekinetic hold and threw the density-shifter and kept moving toward Celia.

Celia hadn’t moved.

She stood where she’d been standing since the beginning. Her shadows were active now—not attacking, not defending, just present. The living darkness of a woman who’d spent her life being afraid of a man in gold and had decided, tonight, to stop.

Paragon reached her. His golden aura crackling, his uniform scorched by electricity and frosted by ice, blood on his lip from the kinetic redirect, his eyes wild with something that had gone past fury into the territory where rage and madness were indistinguishable.

He grabbed her arm.

“You are mine,” he said. The words were a snarl—nothing left of the golden hero, nothing left of the charming smile. Just the predator, exposed, on camera, in front of the world. “You have always been mine.”

Celia looked at his hand on her arm. Looked at his face. And then she did what she’d done the first time—what she’d told me about in the bolt-hole on that first night, what had started everything.

“No,” she said.

And her shadows tore his hand away.

Not gently. Not diplomatically. A concentrated blast of umbrakinetic force that ripped his grip from her arm and sent him staggering backward—not far, not enough to escape the heroes closing in from every direction, but far enough that his hand was no longer on her body and his golden aura guttered like a candle in the wind.

He stared at her. And for one moment—one awful, crystalline moment captured on camera and broadcast to forty million screens—the mask was completely gone. There was nothing behind it. Nothing noble, nothing heroic, nothing that deserved the gold he wore. Just a small, furious man who couldn’t understand why the world wouldn’t give him what he wanted.

“Celia Vance,” Torres said, stepping forward with the power-suppressing cuffs, “is not your property. She is a citizen of the United States, and she just said no.”

Torres’s agents moved in. The cuffs went on—one wrist, then the other, the power-suppressing technology activating with a hum that made Paragon’s golden aura dim and flicker and die. Without the glow, he looked ordinary. Shorter than you’d think. Older. A man in a fancy costume, standing on a rooftop in the cold, handcuffed and diminished.

“This isn’t over,” Paragon said.

“It is,” Sentinel said. He stepped forward, and the brown eyes that looked so ordinary without their analytical glow held the particular grief of a man who’d believed in something for fifteen years and was watching it die. “You have the right to remain silent. I’d suggest you use it.”

The arrest took ninety seconds. Professional. Calm. The kind of arrest that happened every day in every city—except this one was on camera, and the man in cuffs had been the most powerful hero in the country twelve hours ago.

They took him down the stairs. Torres’s agents on each arm, Sentinel following, the loyalists who’d surrendered walking ahead in their own cuffs. The building emptied—heroes standing down, agents securing evidence, the organized process of institutional authority doing its slow, necessary work.

I found Celia on the rooftop.

She was sitting on the concrete, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around her legs. Her shadows were everywhere—covering the roof in a blanket of living darkness that rippled and pulsed with something that wasn’t fear and wasn’t anger. Relief, maybe. Or grief. Or the particular feeling that comes when something you’ve been carrying for years is finally set down, and you don’t know who you are without the weight.

I sat beside her.

“He grabbed my arm,” she said. “Same place he always grabbed it. The same spot.”

“I saw.”

“And I said no. And this time it worked.” She pressed her forehead against her knees. Her voice was muffled but steady. “It shouldn’t take this much. It shouldn’t take cameras and federal agents and the destruction of an entire institution for one woman’s ’no’ to mean something.”

“You’re right. It shouldn’t.”

“But it did.”

“It did. And now it means something to every person who watched. Every woman who’s been grabbed. Every person who’s been told they belong to someone else.” I put my arm around her. “You didn’t just say no for yourself.”

“I know.” She lifted her head. Her green eyes were wet, but her jaw was set, and the fire in her expression was the oldest and most powerful thing about her. “I know.”

Neve appeared at the stairwell door. Spark behind her, bracers dimming to standby. They crossed the rooftop and sat down—Neve on Celia’s other side, Spark beside me. Four people on a cold roof, in the dark, at the end of something enormous and the beginning of something they couldn’t yet see.

“The broadcast reached fifty-three million viewers before Spark shut it down,” Neve said. “Social media engagement is still climbing. The arrest footage is the most-viewed video in the country.”

“Good,” Celia said.

“Tempest was apprehended by Sentinel’s intercept team at street level. Four loyalists in the building surrendered without resistance. Marcus’s perimeter teams engaged the reinforcement vehicles—three additional loyalists, all apprehended. No casualties on any side.”

“Good.”

“Paragon is in federal custody. Torres has confirmed that he’ll be transported to a secure facility outside the city within the hour. The power-suppressing equipment is functioning. He is, as of this moment, the most high-profile federal prisoner in the country.”

“Good,” Celia said, for the third time. Then, very quietly: “Can we go home now?”

Neve took off her glasses. Set them aside. Reached out and pulled Celia against her—not a clinical touch, not a calculated gesture, but the embrace of a woman who loved someone and could see they needed to be held. Celia went without resistance, her red hair falling against Neve’s pale shoulder, her shadows wrapping around them both.

“We can go home,” Neve said.

Spark leaned her head on my shoulder. Her bracers hummed their quiet lullaby. Her circuit-traces pulsed once—slow, steady—and then settled into the soft glow of standby.

Below us, the city was awake and watching. The story was being told—not by us, not by journalists or investigators, but by fifty-three million people who’d witnessed a golden man grab a woman’s arm and heard her say the word that he’d never accepted.

No.

The simplest word in the language. The hardest one to hear when you’ve spent your life believing you’re entitled to yes.

I sat on the cold rooftop with the three women who’d chosen me and whom I’d chosen back, and I let the logistics brain finally, mercifully, stop planning.

It was over.

Not the aftermath. Not the trials, the investigations, the institutional rebuilding that would take years. Not the work of finding every black site, every implanted subject, every buried file and hidden crime.

But the war—the personal, desperate, impossible war that had started with a line cook inheriting a dead man’s operation and ended with a woman standing on a rooftop saying no—that war was over.

We’d won.

I closed my eyes. And for the first time in months, I didn’t plan what came next.


Chapter 19: Aftermath

I woke to warmth.

Not the abstract warmth of blankets or heating systems—body warmth, the layered, complicated heat map of three women arranged around me in a configuration that Neve had probably optimized in her sleep. Celia’s back against my chest, her red hair tickling my nose, her shadows pooled in a loose blanket across all of us. Neve curled against Celia’s front, her cool skin balancing the warmth, frost lacing the pillow around her head in delicate patterns. Spark tucked against my back, her bracers humming at standby, her circuit-traces pulsing with the slow rhythm of deep sleep.

Four people on three pushed-together cots in the basement of an abandoned church. Not comfortable. Not practical. Not anything I’d have planned if the logistics brain had been consulted.

Perfect.

I lay still for a while, listening to the three different patterns of breathing—Celia’s deep and steady, Neve’s shallow and precise, Spark’s interspersed with the faint electronic hum of her bracers cycling through standby diagnostics. The church above us was quiet. The city beyond was quiet. The world, for the first time in months, was quiet in a way that didn’t feel like the held breath before a crisis.

It felt like morning.

Celia stirred. Her shadows shifted—a sleepy, unconscious reorganization, like a cat adjusting in sunlight. She pressed back against me, and I felt the moment she registered my arms around her, the moment consciousness returned enough to choose to stay rather than reflexively pull away. A small thing. A thing that had taken months to become automatic.

“What time is it?” she murmured.

“Early. Don’t move.”

“Wasn’t planning to.” She found my hand, threaded her fingers through mine, and pulled our joined hands against her chest. I could feel her heartbeat through our clasped fingers—slow, calm, the resting rhythm of a woman who’d been running for months and had finally stopped.

Neve woke the way she always woke—all at once, from unconscious to fully operational with no transition, her ice-blue eyes opening with the focused clarity of a system completing its boot sequence.

“Oh-seven-twelve,” she said, without checking any device. Internal clock. Of course. “Ambient temperature is four point two degrees Celsius, which suggests the church’s heating system has not been reactivated. My core body temperature is optimal. Everyone else is radiating adequate heat signatures.”

“Good morning to you too,” Celia said.

“That was my good morning. It included a thermal assessment of your wellbeing. Most people would find that caring.”

“Most people don’t wake up being scanned.”

“Most people aren’t sleeping with a cryokinetic.”

Spark woke last—slowly, reluctantly, with the particular resistance of someone whose body had finally remembered what rest felt like and didn’t want to give it up. Her bracers brightened from standby to active, circuit-traces warming against my back, and she made a sound that was half groan, half protest.

“No,” she said, into the space between my shoulder blades. “Ten more minutes.”

“You can have ten more minutes.”

“Good.” She pressed her face against my back. Her circuit-traces hummed warmer. “Is there coffee?”

“There will be.”

“Then I can get up.” She didn’t get up. None of us did, for another fifteen minutes, because the church basement was cold and the cots were warm and the four of us together generated enough heat—literal and otherwise—to make the world outside feel manageable.

When I finally extricated myself—a process that required negotiating Celia’s shadows, avoiding Neve’s frost-zone, and convincing Spark’s bracers that the change in proximity wasn’t a security threat—I went to the kitchen.

The church kitchen was a relic. Industrial-scale stove, decades old, the kind of cast-iron beast that line cooks either loved or feared. I loved it. I’d cooked on it three times already, and each time I’d had the particular satisfaction of working with equipment that had been built to endure, to produce, to feed people in quantities that mattered.

I made breakfast.

Not the survival cooking of the past weeks—canned goods and dried supplies, the bare-minimum fuel of people on the run. Real breakfast. Eggs from the supplies Marcus’s people had procured, bread for toast, coffee from the stash that Sentinel’s heroes had contributed along with their allegiance. I cooked enough for everyone in the building—our team, Marcus’s fighters, the Liberation Front guards still watching Dominion in his cell.

The smell of cooking drew people the way it always did.

Marcus appeared first—drawn by the eggs, staying for the coffee. The burn scars on his face caught the morning light, and he looked tired in the particular way of a man who’d been fighting for years and was trying to understand what it felt like to have won something.

“She would have liked this,” he said, sitting at the long table in the church’s former fellowship hall. Valeria. He didn’t need to say the name. “Not the fighting—she’d have hated every minute of the operational planning. But the result. Paragon in cuffs. The world knowing what Aegis did. The people we freed.” He sipped his coffee. “She’d have said it wasn’t enough. That the system needs to be burned down, not reformed. But she’d have been proud.”

“She’d have been right about the burning part,” I said. “At least partially.”

“She was always partially right. That was the problem—she was right enough to be dangerous and wrong enough to be destructive.” He looked at his coffee. “I’ve been thinking about what comes next. For the Front.”

“What comes next?”

“There are other cells. Not here—Valeria built a network. Other cities, other chapters, other people who’ve been fighting Aegis in their own corners of the country. We’ve been disconnected since her death, but the word’s getting out. The exposé, the broadcast, the arrest—it’s reaching people who thought they were alone.”

“How many?”

“That I know of? Eight cells. Ranging from three people to twenty-five. Some powered, some not. All with stories. All with evidence.” He set down the mug. “They need coordination. They need someone to tell them that what happened here can happen there. They need what Valeria couldn’t give them because she was too angry to be patient.”

“That sounds like a speech.”

“It’s a job description. And I’m applying.” The scarred half of his face pulled into a smile. “Someone’s going to have to coordinate the liberation efforts nationwide. Might as well be the man with the regeneration and the burn scars. I make an impression.”

“You do.”

“I’ll need resources. Intelligence, logistics, communication infrastructure. The things your team is good at.”

“You’ll have them.”

He extended his hand. I shook it—the grip of a man who’d spent three years in a cell and had come out the other side strong enough to rebuild. Not just his body. Everything.

Webb came next. He moved better today—the ribs were healing, his color was returning, and he carried himself with the quiet dignity of a man who’d spent fifteen years serving an institution and had chosen, in the end, to serve the truth instead.

“Torres called this morning,” he said, accepting a plate. “Paragon’s been transported to a federal facility. Power suppressors are holding. His legal team is already assembling—best lawyers money can buy. But the evidence is comprehensive, and the broadcast footage is devastating. His own words, on camera, explaining why neural implants and murder were ’for the greater good.’”

“Will it hold?”

“In court? The evidence will. The testimony will. Dominion’s already cooperating—the contract details, the payment trail from Reeves’s discretionary fund. Mira’s testimony about the implant program. Sentinel’s sworn statement about institutional corruption.” Webb paused. “The political battle will be harder. Paragon has allies in government—people who benefited from Aegis’s operations, who took the bribes, who looked the other way. They’ll try to contain the damage, limit the investigation, protect the broader network.”

“The broader network.”

“Nathan.” Webb’s voice was careful, precise—the voice of a man delivering intelligence he knew was important. “Aegis is one city’s organization. But the black site program—the experimentation, the forced enhancement, the neural implants—that’s national. Dr. Chen’s files documented facilities in six states. The evidence Neve recovered from the detention facility references a central authorization structure that goes well above Aegis’s pay grade.”

“Government?”

“Government-adjacent. Defense contractors, intelligence community subcontractors, classified programs with budgets that don’t appear in any public record.” He ate a forkful of eggs—slowly, the cracked ribs still limiting his movements. “We dismantled Aegis. We arrested Paragon. But the machine that built them—the system that decided powered individuals were resources to be managed, controlled, and weaponized—that machine is still running. In other cities, under other names, with other golden boys telling themselves it’s for the greater good.”

“That’s a next-year problem,” I said.

Webb looked at me quizzically.

“Sorry. Thinking out loud.” I poured more coffee. “You’re telling me this is bigger than one city.”

“I’m telling you this is bigger than one country, if Dr. Chen’s files are accurate. But one problem at a time. The federal investigation will take months, possibly years. In that time, the people who run the broader network will be covering their tracks, destroying evidence, relocating assets.” He met my eyes. “Someone needs to be watching. Someone who’s already demonstrated the ability to gather intelligence, build coalitions, and expose institutional corruption.”

“Someone like a former line cook with a hero complex.”

“Neve’s phrase, not mine. But yes.”

Mira appeared in the kitchen doorway while Webb and I were talking. She stood there for a moment before entering—the habitual hesitation of a woman who’d spent four years needing permission to move through doorways. Then she crossed the threshold. A choice, visible and deliberate.

She looked different. Not physically—she was still thin, still scarred at the wrists, still carried the haunted quality of someone whose body had been used as someone else’s weapon. But her shadows moved differently. In the weeks since the implant removal, they’d shifted from the tight, defensive configurations of captivity to something looser. More exploratory. The shadows of a woman learning what her power felt like when it was actually hers.

“I made a decision,” she said. No preamble. The directness was new—or rather, it was old. The person she’d been before Paragon had taken it from her.

“I’m listening.”

“Agent Torres offered me a deal. Full immunity for testimony against Paragon and cooperation with the investigation into the implant program. In exchange, I provide detailed intelligence on every operation I was forced to conduct, every target, every location.” She stood straight—the posture of someone delivering a report, but different from the rigid obedience of a controlled asset. This was chosen. “I also need to testify about the other subjects. The ones who died. The ones who were ’decommissioned.’ They can’t speak for themselves. Someone has to.”

“That’s brave.”

“It’s necessary.” She paused. “Celia told me I don’t have to do it alone. That I have people now.” A flicker of something in her dark eyes—not quite warmth, not yet. Something growing toward warmth, the way a seed grows toward light. “I wanted to tell you myself. Because you’re the one who pulled the implant out. You and Neve and Spark and Elena. You gave me my body back. The least I can do is use my voice.”

“You don’t owe us anything.”

“I know. That’s why I’m doing it.” She looked at me with those dark eyes—twenty-one years old, four of them stolen, the rest of her life ahead. “Celia said something, the night you were planning the Sentinel operation. She said you prove that decency isn’t transactional. That you help people because they need help, not because you expect anything back.”

“Celia talks about me too much.”

“Celia talks about you exactly the right amount.” The ghost of a smile—small, uncertain, the expression of a face relearning how to make it. “I’m going to be okay, Nathan. Not today. Maybe not this year. But eventually.”

“I know you are.”

She went to the stove and made herself a plate. Her shadows carried it for her—not because she couldn’t hold it, but because she wanted to. Because using her power for something mundane and personal was an act of reclamation that meant more than any battle.

Elena was having a good day.

I could tell from the doorway—her eyes were focused, her hands were steady, and she was engaged in conversation with Ava rather than staring at objects she couldn’t identify. Good days were unpredictable, gifts from a damaged brain that alternated between clarity and confusion with no discernible pattern.

“The neural pathways are partially regenerative,” she said, accepting a plate with the precise, careful movements of a woman who knew her coordination was borrowed time. “My own analysis—for whatever it’s worth, given the unreliability of the analyst—suggests that with proper treatment, I could recover approximately sixty percent of baseline function.”

“What constitutes proper treatment?” I asked.

“The same technology that damaged me.” She held up a trembling hand—today’s tremor was mild, barely visible. “The equipment in Aegis’s research facilities was designed for neural interface. Applied in reverse, with therapeutic rather than destructive intent, it could potentially rewire the damaged pathways. Not fully. But enough.”

“Torres seized the research equipment this morning,” Ava said. She was sitting beside Elena, close enough that their shoulders touched—the quiet, constant proximity of a woman who’d appointed herself Elena’s anchor. “I asked. She said it’s in federal custody, but she’s willing to discuss medical applications.”

“You asked Torres about Elena’s treatment?”

“I asked Torres about a lot of things.” Ava’s dark eyes held something fierce and certain—the conviction of a woman who’d been broken and was choosing to put herself back together around a purpose. “Elena saved Mira’s life with the surgery. She did it during a lucidity window, with hands that shake and a brain that can’t sustain concentration for more than thirty minutes. She deserves better than a good day here and there.”

Elena touched Ava’s hand. The gesture was gentle, grateful, and held the particular weight of two people who understood damage from the inside.

“We’re working on it,” I said. Because that was what I could offer—not a solution, not a cure. Just the commitment to keep working.

Sentinel arrived at noon.

He came alone—no entourage, no tactical team, just a man in civilian clothes walking into a church basement with the weight of institutional betrayal on his shoulders. His gray hair needed cutting. His brown eyes were tired. He looked ten years older than he had a week ago.

“It’s done,” he said, sitting at the table while I poured him coffee without being asked. “Paragon’s arraignment is scheduled for Monday. Tempest is cooperating—turns out his loyalty evaporated the moment the power suppressors went on. Three of the nine loyalists have already contacted my office requesting amnesty in exchange for testimony.”

“And the other six?”

“Gone. Left the city. Maybe the country.” He wrapped his hands around the mug. “Torres’s team seized the administrative building, the training complex, and three additional facilities. The evidence they’ve recovered is... extensive. Financial records going back fifteen years. Personnel files. Operational logs.” He looked up. “And files that reference a national coordination structure. Black sites in six states, just like Chen’s data indicated. Authorization codes that trace to agencies I can’t name in a church basement.”

“Webb mentioned. National scope.”

“Bigger than national, potentially. But that’s—”

“A problem for later.”

“For later. Yes.” He sipped the coffee. “For now, the immediate question is what happens to Aegis. The organization is fractured—forty percent loyal to me, fifteen percent to Paragon, the rest scattered. The public trust is destroyed. Congressional hearings are being scheduled. The FBI wants to audit every program, every budget line, every operational decision of the past twenty years.”

“What do you want to happen?”

Sentinel was quiet for a long moment. “I want to build something worth believing in. Not Aegis—that name is finished. Something new. An organization that does what Aegis was supposed to do: protect people with powers and protect people from powers, with transparency and accountability and without the corruption that rotted us from the inside.” He met my eyes—those brown, analytical eyes, the eyes that had once glowed when he came for us with Paragon’s strike team. “I can’t do that alone. I need people who’ve seen the worst of what institutional power can do and still believe it’s worth building something better.”

“You’re asking me?”

“I’m asking all of you. Not to join—I wouldn’t insult your independence. But to advise. To watchdog. To be the voice on the outside that keeps us honest.” He almost smiled. “Webb suggested it. He said, and I’m quoting: ’The best check on institutional power is someone who’s proven willing to tear it down when it fails.’”

“Webb has a way with words.”

“He does. Will you consider it?”

I looked around the fellowship hall. Marcus, eating eggs and planning a national liberation network. Mira, choosing to testify with shadows that moved by choice. Elena and Ava, leaning together, working toward a future that might restore what had been taken. Webb, watching the conversation with the quiet satisfaction of a man who’d helped set the pieces in motion.

“I’ll consider it,” I said.

Sentinel nodded. Finished his coffee. Stood.

At the door, he stopped. “There’s one more thing. The evidence we’ve recovered includes files on the neural implant program. Most of the subjects are accounted for—deceased, decommissioned, or rescued. But one designation keeps appearing in the records without a corresponding identity.”

“Asset Omega.”

“You know about it.”

“We found the designation in the detention facility records. Kinetic manipulation powers. Possibly embedded within an Aegis hero team. No name, no location, no physical description.”

“The files I’ve recovered suggest Omega was the most successful subject—fully integrated, no behavioral markers, passing every psychological evaluation. Whoever they are, they don’t know they have an implant. They believe they’re a loyal hero, serving of their own free will.”

“Like the backup shadow-wielder.”

“Worse. The backup believed he’d volunteered. Omega doesn’t even know there’s anything to believe about. The implant is so well-integrated that the subject’s behavior is indistinguishable from genuine loyalty.” Sentinel’s expression was grim. “I have thousands of heroes in the organization. One of them has a bomb in their spine and doesn’t know it. Finding them before someone activates the implant—or before the dead man’s switch triggers—is my immediate priority.”

“Good luck.”

“I’ll need more than luck. I’ll need Neve’s analytical capabilities and Spark’s technical expertise.” He paused. “When they’re ready. Not before.”

He left. The church was quiet again—the particular quiet of a building full of people processing the end of something and the beginning of something else.

I cleaned the kitchen. Washed the plates, scrubbed the stove, organized the remaining supplies. The mechanical rhythm of it was its own kind of meditation—the muscle memory of a line cook performing the tasks that had defined his life before dead men’s wills and shadow-wielders and golden-haired predators had redefined it.

Neve found me, as she always did, when I was at the sink.

“You’re cleaning,” she said.

“Observant as always.”

“You clean when you’re processing. You cook when you’re planning, and you clean when you’re processing.” She leaned against the counter beside me—close enough that her cool radiated against my arm, her white hair loose around her shoulders. “What are you processing?”

“Specter.”

“Ah.”

“Paragon said something, that night at the base. When he came for us with his strike team. He said Aegis arranged Specter’s death. That they sent Dominion.” I scrubbed a pan that was already clean. “But there’s something he also implied—something I’ve been turning over for months. He talked about Specter like he knew him. Not just knew about him. Knew him. And when he offered me the deal—’join us, Neve goes to research, Celia goes to me’—he framed it like a business arrangement. Like Specter would have understood.”

“You’re wondering if Specter had a relationship with Aegis.”

“I’m wondering if the man who left me everything was more complicated than I thought. If the operation I inherited wasn’t just a dead man’s infrastructure but something that was already entangled with the people who killed him.” I set down the pan. “It doesn’t change what we’ve done. It doesn’t change what we’re going to do. But it changes the story of how I got here.”

“Does that matter?”

“It matters to me.”

Neve was quiet for a moment. Then she took the dish towel from my hands, folded it with mathematical precision, and set it on the counter.

“Nathan. You inherited an operation from a man you barely knew. You turned that operation into something that freed prisoners, exposed corruption, and brought down the most powerful institution in the country.” Her ice-blue eyes were steady behind her glasses. “Whatever Specter was, you became something different. The origin doesn’t determine the trajectory.”

“You sound like Celia.”

“Celia and I have been known to agree. Infrequently, and usually about you.” She took my hand—cool fingers, precise grip. “Come outside. I want to show you something.”

She led me up the stairs, through the nave, out the front door of the church. The afternoon light was pale and cold—February light, the kind that illuminated without warming. The street was empty, the neighborhood quiet, the abandoned buildings of the south side standing in their usual patient decay.

Except.

Across the street, on the wall of the shuttered grocery store, someone had painted a mural. Not a professional job—spray paint, hasty execution, the work of someone who’d done it fast and in the dark. But the image was clear.

A golden figure in handcuffs. A woman in shadow, standing tall. And above them, in red spray paint, two words:

SHE SAID NO.

“It appeared overnight,” Neve said. “Spark found it on the security cameras at oh-three-hundred. Two individuals, hooded, no identification. They painted it in eleven minutes and left.”

I stared at the mural. The simplicity of it—the golden man brought low, the shadow woman standing—hit me somewhere in the chest that the logistics brain couldn’t reach.

“There are more,” Neve said. “Spark’s been monitoring. Seventeen similar murals across the city. Different artists, different styles, all with the same phrase. Social media engagement on the hashtag has exceeded two hundred million impressions globally.”

“Two hundred million.”

“Two hundred million people who watched a woman say no to a man who thought he owned her. Two hundred million people who saw institutional power confronted by personal courage.” She adjusted her glasses—the nervous tell she’d deny if I pointed it out. “I calculate that approximately ninety-three percent of those impressions will fade within a week. Normal news cycle attrition. But the seven percent who don’t forget—the people for whom that moment crystallized something they’d been feeling—that’s fourteen million people who are now paying attention.”

“Fourteen million people.”

“Give or take a margin of error.” She looked at the mural. “We didn’t just expose Paragon. We created a symbol. Symbols have a longer half-life than news stories.”

Celia and Spark found us standing on the church steps, looking at the mural. Celia’s reaction was silence—a long, still silence, her green eyes fixed on the spray-painted shadow figure that was and wasn’t her. Her own shadows moved in response—reaching toward the image, as if recognizing a reflection.

“That’s me,” she said finally.

“That’s you.”

“I look taller.”

“Artistic license.”

“I look like a hero.”

“You are a hero.”

She turned to me. Her eyes were bright—not with tears, not with triumph, but with the particular clarity of a woman who was seeing herself accurately for the first time. Not a thief. Not a fugitive. Not a woman defined by what a predator had tried to make her. Something more. Something that two hundred million people had recognized even if she hadn’t.

“I’m not a hero,” she said. “I’m a shadow-powered thief who fell in love with a line cook and helped him commit about forty felonies. Heroes don’t commit felonies.”

“The best ones do,” Spark said.

Celia looked at her. At me. At Neve, who was watching with the focused expression of someone cataloging a moment she intended to remember precisely. Then she laughed—the full, real, unguarded laugh that she’d rediscovered somewhere in the past months. The laugh of a woman who was free.

“I want to go home,” she said. “I want to go somewhere that’s ours—not a bolt-hole, not a church, not someone else’s abandoned building. Somewhere we choose. Somewhere with a real kitchen and a bed that fits four people and a bathroom where Neve doesn’t freeze the pipes.”

“I freeze the pipes involuntarily and I have apologized for it.”

“You’ve apologized once. The pipes have frozen six times.”

“The ratio is acceptable.”

“For you, maybe. The rest of us enjoy warm showers.”

“I’ll work on the pipes,” Spark said. “I can install a thermal buffer on the plumbing that compensates for ambient cryokinetic fluctuation. It’s basically the same technology as the bracer coolant system, just applied to residential infrastructure.”

“You can do that?”

“I can do most things involving electronics, plumbing, or the intersection thereof.” Spark’s circuit-traces pulsed with quiet pride. “I can also wire the security system, optimize the heating, and build a communications array that will keep us connected to Marcus’s network, Sentinel’s organization, and Torres’s investigation without exposing our location.”

“We’re going to need a bigger apartment,” I said.

“We’re going to need a house,” Celia said.

I looked at the three of them—standing on the steps of an abandoned church, in the pale February light, with a revolution’s mural across the street and the ruins of the old world settling around us. Neve, cool and precise, her white hair catching the light, her glasses reflecting the mural’s spray-paint colors. Celia, fierce and shadowed, her red hair loose, her green eyes holding the first real peace I’d seen in them. Spark, electric and alive, her bracers humming, her circuit-traces bright against the winter air.

Three women. Each broken by the system we’d torn down. Each rebuilt by the choice to fight rather than submit. Each choosing, freely and with full knowledge, to stand here with me.

I wasn’t a supervillain. I wasn’t a mastermind. I was a former line cook who’d inherited a dead man’s operation and turned it into something Specter never imagined. And standing on these steps, looking at these women, feeling the weight of everything we’d done and everything that was coming—the trials, the investigations, the national network of black sites, the hidden assets and buried crimes and the long, slow work of building something worth believing in—I understood something I’d been too busy surviving to see.

The operation wasn’t mine. It never had been. It was ours—built by every person who’d chosen to fight, sustained by every act of trust and courage and stubborn, irrational hope. Neve’s analysis and Celia’s shadows and Spark’s circuits and Marcus’s fighters and Mira’s testimony and Webb’s intelligence and Sentinel’s conscience and every unnamed person who’d painted a mural in the dark.

Ours.

“Let’s find a house,” I said.

We went inside to start planning. Because there was always planning to do—the next operation, the next crisis, the next impossible thing that needed a line cook’s brain and a team of extraordinary people to accomplish.

But first, I made dinner.

The church kitchen’s old stove was temperamental and magnificent, the way all good stoves were. I cooked for everyone—the full complement, all the people who’d gathered in this improbable place and made it a home. Rice and beans again, but this time with fresh vegetables from the supplies Sentinel’s people had delivered. Proper seasoning. The kind of care that turned ingredients into a meal and a meal into an act of love.

Marcus ate seconds. Mira ate at the table with everyone else—not in a corner, not behind a partition, but at the table, her shadows resting easy at her feet. Elena was having a clear moment, explaining to an attentive Ava the neurological mechanisms of Spark’s circuit-traces with the passionate precision of a brilliant mind making the most of borrowed time. Webb and Sentinel sat together, two men who’d served the same institution from different sides, beginning the long conversation about what should replace it.

And at the end of the table, in the warmth and noise of a family that had been forged rather than born, Neve leaned against my shoulder and said: “The probability of this outcome, calculated from the night we escaped Paragon’s strike team, was approximately four point seven percent.”

“We beat the odds.”

“We significantly beat the odds. I intend to publish a paper on the statistical anomaly, once the legal proceedings conclude.”

“Only you would turn survival into a research opportunity.”

“Survival is always a research opportunity. The data is unique.” She adjusted her glasses. “Nathan.”

“Yeah?”

“I love you. I calculate that this statement has approximately a twelve percent chance of being an adequate expression of the full scope of the emotion, but human language has limitations.”

“Twelve percent is enough.”

“It’s not. But it will have to suffice.”

Celia, from across the table: “She’s been rehearsing that for three days. I know because she practiced on me first.”

“You weren’t supposed to tell him that.”

“I tell him everything. It’s one of the conditions.”

“The condition is honesty about emotions, not the disclosure of private rehearsals—”

“I love you too,” I said.

Neve stopped talking. Celia smiled. Spark, beside me, took my hand under the table—warm fingers, humming bracers, the quiet touch of a woman who’d been alone for two years and was never going to be alone again.

“I love all of you,” I said. “I love you individually and collectively and in combinations I haven’t figured out yet. I love that Neve calculates probability models of our relationship and that Celia threatens to murder anyone who threatens any of us and that Spark’s bracers catalog everything including things we’d rather they didn’t. I love that we found each other in the middle of the worst circumstances imaginable and built something that a golden man with the most powerful organization in the country couldn’t break.”

“That was a speech,” Neve said.

“It was a speech.”

“It was a good speech,” Spark said.

“Thank you.”

“It was adequate,” Neve said. But she was blushing—the blush that spread from her cheeks down her neck and across the pale skin of her chest, visible even through the bodysuit. The frost on her eyelashes glittered.

“More than adequate,” Celia said.

The table was warm and full and loud in the way that a family is loud—not shouting, not fighting, just the comfortable noise of people who’ve earned the right to be relaxed in each other’s presence. The stained-glass windows caught the last of the afternoon light, painting us all in reds and blues and golds. The church, which had once been a hiding place and an operations center and a holding facility, was now something simpler.

It was home. Temporary, imperfect, already outgrown. But home.

Outside, the city was rebuilding. The old structures were falling and new ones hadn’t yet risen, and in the space between—the margins, the shadows, the places where people went when the institutions failed them—there was work to be done. Black sites to find. Assets to rescue. A national network of corruption to expose, one city, one facility, one buried file at a time.

But that was tomorrow’s work. Tomorrow’s planning, tomorrow’s logistics, tomorrow’s impossible list of things that needed a line cook and his team of broken, brilliant, beautiful people.

Tonight was for dinner. For warmth. For the simple, profound act of sitting at a table with the people you loved and eating food that someone had taken the time to make well.

I looked around the table one more time—at every face, every scar, every power and every wound—and I felt the logistics brain do something it had never done before.

It stopped planning.

Not because there was nothing left to plan. Because for one evening, in a church on the south side of a city that was learning to be honest, surrounded by the people who’d given me a reason to be brave—

There was nowhere else I needed to be.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I was working on this one till the last second making changes and adding bits. I hope you enjoyed it!

If you liked it, consider checking out my upcoming co-write:  New Life of a Retired Max-Level Adventurer
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He saved the world. Now he just wants to run a tavern.

Garrett Ironwood was an incredible adventurer who killed the Demon King and ended a war that nearly destroyed everything. Now, he's bought a broken-down inn in the middle of nowhere, determined to spend his remaining years in peaceful obscurity. Pour drinks. Serve food. Forget the blood on his hands.

But peace is hard to find when a beautiful maid with secrets moves into your tavern. When a runaway princess lands on your doorstep. When the monsters in the forest start acting like something is driving them toward your village.

Garrett wanted a quiet life. What he's getting is a second chance—at love, at purpose, and maybe at being a hero one more time.
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