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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Nara

          

        

      

    

    
      The obsidian throne room smelled like burnt ozone and fear. Nara stood at the center of the grand chamber, her spine straight as a blade, her hands folded precisely at the small of her back. The posture was deliberate—aristocratic, controlled, absolutely regal. It was the same stance her mother had held a thousand times before her own execution, and Nara wore it now like armor against the trembling semicircle of high lords who knelt before her on the polished black floor.

      Twelve of them remained. Twelve out of the original forty-three who had once filled these marble benches with their velvet robes and glittering cybernetic augmentations. The others were dead, or fled, or locked in the deep containment vaults beneath the Spire where the Reset’s loyalists had dragged them screaming.

      These twelve had survived by bending. But bending was not the same as breaking, and Nara could see the calculation flickering behind their eyes. The way Lord Vane’s elegant fingers twitched against his knee. The way Lady Seff’s throat bobbed as she swallowed, her gaze fixed on the raw, livid scar that cut across Nara’s neck like a brand.

      They were waiting. Waiting to see if the girl who had shattered the old regime could actually hold the throne she’d bled for. Waiting to see if a queen without a voice was truly a queen at all.

      Nara drew in a breath—slow, measured, filling her lungs with the cold air that tasted of rain and stone. She felt Kavin’s presence at her right shoulder, a wall of silent, lethal heat. His reactor heart hummed low enough that she could feel it resonating through the floor, a steady bass note that anchored her pulse.

      She opened her mouth. The decree had been prepared for three days. She had practiced the words in the mirror of her private chambers, had traced the syllables with her tongue, had felt the shape of them forming against her teeth. It was a simple proclamation—a formal acknowledgment of her ascension, a declaration of the new structure, a command for the high lords to ratify her authority before the continental assembly.

      Fourteen words. She only needed fourteen words. Nara pushed air up from her diaphragm, forced it past the ruin of her vocal cords, and tried to speak. Nothing. Not even a whisper. Just a hollow, airless rasp that died in her throat like a strangled gasp, and the pain—oh, the pain—a sudden, white-hot spike that lanced through the scar tissue and made her vision blur at the edges.

      She felt her knees lock to keep herself upright. Felt the phantom sensation of her Royal Voice trying to claw its way out of her chest, a furious, screaming thing that had nowhere to go.

      Felt the weight of twelve pairs of eyes watching her fail. Lady Seff’s lips curved. Just barely. Just enough. Nara’s hands tightened behind her back, nails biting into her palms hard enough to draw blood.

      No.

      She would not let them see her flinch. She would not let them reduce her to a broken thing, a voiceless ornament propped up on a throne she couldn’t command. She had torn the old world apart with her frequency. She had walked into the Zero Point vault and survived. She had reset the entire continental grid with her own blood, and she would be damned if she let a room full of cowards decide her worth based on the function of her throat.

      Nara closed her eyes. Reached inward. Found the place where her Violet frequency lived—not in her voice, not anymore, but deeper. In her bones. In the electric hum of her nervous system. In the space between her heartbeat and her breath.

      She had spent weeks learning this. Retraining her body to channel the power that had once poured out of her mouth in devastating, reality-altering commands. Kavin had helped her, his Hollow core acting as a mirror, a resonance chamber that let her feel the shape of her own energy as it moved through the air.

      It wasn’t the same. It would never be the same. But it was hers. Nara exhaled slowly, letting her frequency unfurl from her center like a living thing. It didn’t roar. It didn’t shout. It simply pressed—a silent, inexorable force that spread outward in concentric rings, saturating the air itself.

      The temperature in the room dropped. Not by much. Just enough to make the high lords’ breath fog. Just enough to make the fine hairs on their necks stand on end. Nara opened her eyes and let her Violet presence expand.

      The atmospheric pressure shifted. It was subtle at first—a faint heaviness in the air, like the moment before a thunderstorm breaks. But then it intensified, thickening, condensing, until the very molecules in the chamber began to vibrate with the frequency she was pouring into them.

      Lord Vane’s augmented spine stiffened. His polished chrome vertebrae clicked audibly as the micro-gravitational field around Nara’s body began to warp the space itself.

      Lady Seff gasped, her hand flying to her chest as her lungs struggled against the sudden increase in pressure.

      One by one, the high lords who had been kneeling on one knee were forced down onto both. Then onto their palms. Then flat against the obsidian floor, their cheeks pressed to the cold stone as Nara’s silent command crushed them into submission.

      She didn’t move. Didn’t lift a finger. She simply stood there, her hands still folded behind her back, her expression carved from ice, and let her frequency do what her voice could not.

      Kneel. Stay down. Remember who holds the leash.

      Lord Vane’s fingers scrabbled against the floor. His jaw worked, his teeth grinding as he fought to lift his head, but the weight of her presence was absolute. His cybernetic implants sparked—tiny flashes of red and gold along his temple and collarbone—as her Violet frequency contaminated the delicate circuitry, forcing it into temporary shutdown.

      Nara held them there for ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. Long enough for the message to sink into their bones. Then she pulled her frequency back in a single, sharp retraction, and the pressure in the room released like a snapped cord.

      The high lords gasped, their lungs filling with desperate, ragged gulps of air. Several of them coughed. One vomited onto the polished floor, a thin stream of bile that pooled between his trembling hands.

      Nara turned her head slightly, just enough to meet Kavin’s gaze. His white-blue optics were fixed on her, unblinking, and she could see the faint glow of his reactor heart pulsing beneath the high collar of his formal tunic. His expression was unreadable—stone and steel and something darker, something that looked almost like pride.

      She lifted her right hand and pressed it flat against her own heart. Their signal.

      Truth. Trust. Absolute.

      Kavin’s jaw tightened. Then he stepped forward, moving with that eerie, predatory grace that made him look less like a man and more like a weapon wrapped in skin. He stopped at her left side, close enough that his shoulder nearly brushed hers, and when he spoke, his voice was a low, resonant rasp that filled the chamber like distant thunder.

      “Her Majesty, Nara Nak, Violet Queen of Aethelgard and Sovereign Commander of the Twelve Towers, has issued her decree.”

      His words were hers. She didn’t need to touch him to push the intent into his core—they had practiced this, too, until the connection between them was as natural as breathing. She simply thought the command, shaped it with the same precision she had once used to form syllables, and Kavin’s Hollow core drank it down and translated it into sound.

      “The Reset is complete,” Kavin continued, his gaze sweeping over the prostrate lords. “The old structure is dead. The new order is absolute. You will ratify her ascension before the continental assembly within three days, or you will be removed from your positions and replaced with those who understand the cost of hesitation.”

      Lady Seff lifted her head, her face pale and slick with sweat. “Your Majesty,” she rasped, her voice shaking. “We… we only seek to ensure the stability of⁠—”

      Nara’s frequency pulsed. Just once. Just enough to make the woman’s words die in her throat.

      Kavin’s expression didn’t change. “Her Majesty is not interested in your concerns, Lady Seff. She is interested in your compliance.”

      Lord Vane pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, his polished augmentations still flickering with residual static. His voice was hoarse, but steady. “And if we refuse?”

      Nara felt the question like a blade against her ribs. This was the test. This was the moment where the court would decide if she was a queen or a ghost.

      She met Vane’s gaze and let her Violet frequency flare again—not a crushing wave this time, but a sharp, surgical strike that lanced directly into the neural interface at the base of his skull.

      His entire body went rigid.

      His eyes rolled back.

      His augmented spine locked, vertebrae by vertebrae, until he was frozen in place like a puppet with cut strings.

      Nara held him there for three seconds.

      Then she released him.

      Vane collapsed onto the floor, gasping, his hands clutching at his head as his implants rebooted with a series of wet, clicking sounds.

      Kavin’s voice cut through the silence like a knife. “If you refuse, Lord Vane, Her Majesty will demonstrate exactly how much of your precious Gilded circuitry she can rewrite before your heart stops beating.”

      Nara let the corner of her mouth curve.

      Not a smile.

      A warning.

      Vane stared up at her, his chest heaving, and for the first time since she had entered the throne room, she saw something flicker behind his cold, aristocratic mask.

      Fear.

      “Three days,” Kavin said, his tone flat and final. “You are dismissed.”

      The high lords scrambled to their feet, their velvet robes disheveled, their augmentations still sparking with faint traces of purple static. They bowed—low, deep, proper bows that bent their spines and pressed their foreheads toward the floor—and then they fled.

      All except Vane.

      He rose slowly, his movements stiff and deliberate, and when he straightened, his gaze locked onto Nara’s with the kind of cold, clinical focus that made her skin prickle.

      “You have won the throne, Your Majesty,” he said quietly. “But a crown is not the same as a country.”

      Then he turned and walked out, his footsteps echoing against the obsidian walls.

      The doors sealed behind him with a heavy, final thud.

      Nara stood in the center of the empty chamber, her hands still folded behind her back, her breathing slow and controlled.

      She felt Kavin’s presence shift closer, felt the heat of his reactor heart radiating through the thin fabric of her gown.

      “Nara.”

      His voice was soft now. Private. Just for her.

      She turned to face him, and the moment their eyes met, the carefully constructed mask she had been holding crumbled.

      Her hands were shaking.

      Her throat burned.

      The phantom ache of her missing voice clawed at the inside of her skull like a living thing, and she hated it—hated the weakness, hated the vulnerability, hated the fact that she had to rely on silence and pressure and Kavin’s voice to command a room that should have been hers by right.

      Kavin’s hand came up, slow and deliberate, and he pressed his palm flat against the center of her chest.

      She felt his frequency sink into her core—steady, grounding, unshakable.

      I’m here. You’re not alone. Breathe.

      Nara closed her eyes and let herself lean into the contact, just for a moment.

      Just long enough to remember that she wasn’t a broken thing.

      She was a queen.

      And she would burn this entire court to ash before she let them forget it.

      When she opened her eyes again, Kavin was watching her with that same unreadable expression, his white-blue optics glowing faintly in the dim light.

      “They’ll come for you,” he said quietly. “Vane won’t stop.”

      Nara lifted her hand and pressed it over his, their fingers interlacing against her sternum.

      She didn’t need words to answer him.

      Let them try.

      Kavin’s mouth curved—just barely—and he leaned down until his forehead rested against hers.

      “Then we’ll make sure they regret it.”

      The rain began to fall outside, a soft patter against the high glass windows that overlooked the city.

      And deep in the underlayer of the Spire, buried in the ancient network of cables and conduits that powered the continental grid, something stirred.

      A flicker of purple light.

      A whisper of static.

      A voice that shouldn’t exist, humming a lullaby in a frequency only the dead could hear.

      Sleep, little violet. Sleep, and let the system sing you home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Kavin

          

        

      

    

    
      The lower corridors of the Spire smelled like copper and burnt plastic. Kavin moved through the narrow maintenance passage with his shoulders hunched, his boots silent against the slick metal grating. The walls here were raw infrastructure—exposed conduits and fiber-optic cables that pulsed with faint bioluminescent light, casting everything in sickly shades of green and amber. The air was thick, humid, tasting of ozone and something else. Something organic and wrong.

      Blood.

      He could smell it even through the recycled atmosphere, a sharp metallic tang that made his threat-assessment protocols flare hot behind his optics.

      The Huntsmen enforcers had retreated down here after the Reset. The ones who hadn’t died in the throne room, who hadn’t been executed in the public squares, who had been too well-trained or too desperate to simply surrender. They’d gone to ground in the old maintenance sectors, the forgotten arteries of the Spire that most of the aristocracy didn’t even know existed.

      Nara’s new cabinet had wanted to seal the corridors and let them starve.

      Kavin had volunteered to go in and clean them out properly.

      Not because he enjoyed the work—though there was a part of him, a cold and mechanical part that he tried very hard not to examine too closely, that found a certain satisfaction in the efficiency of elimination protocols. But because leaving armed, trained killers in the infrastructure directly beneath Nara’s throne room was the kind of tactical stupidity that made his threat-assessment systems scream.

      And because he needed to move.

      Needed to do something with his hands that wasn’t standing silent and ornamental at Nara’s shoulder while the high lords looked at him like he was a exotic pet she kept on a leash.

      His jaw clenched at the memory of Lord Vane’s expression. That cold, clinical assessment. The way the man’s gaze had slid over Kavin’s formal tunic and polished boots and settled on the clamp-scar at his collarbone with the kind of detached curiosity someone might show a zoo specimen.

      A mute queen and her attack dog. How very… primitive.

      Kavin’s hands curled into fists, and he felt the familiar itch of his knuckle-seams splitting. The exposed sub-components beneath his skin glinted in the low light—chrome and carbon-fiber and something that looked disturbingly organic, like his bones were trying to grow new joints.

      He forced his fingers to relax.

      Forced his breathing to slow.

      Forced himself to focus on the tactical situation instead of the slow, grinding humiliation of standing in a throne room full of people who thought he was a brain-wiped slave playing dress-up.

      The corridor branched ahead, splitting into three separate passages. Kavin stopped at the junction and closed his eyes, letting his other senses expand.

      His auditory processors filtered out the ambient hum of the power grid, the distant drip of condensation, the whisper of air through the ventilation system. Beneath all of that, he could hear it—the faint, irregular rhythm of human heartbeats. Three of them. Maybe four. Clustered together in the eastern passage, their pulses elevated with adrenaline and fear.

      Waiting.

      Probably armed.

      Definitely desperate.

      Kavin opened his eyes and turned toward the eastern corridor.

      His hand drifted to the blade sheathed at his hip—a simple, brutal thing, more like a oversized combat knife than a sword. He’d left his formal weapons in the armory. The elegant, ceremonial blade that came with his new title as Prince Consort was designed to look impressive, not to function in close-quarters combat against trained killers in narrow maintenance tunnels.

      This blade was old. Scuffed. The grip was wrapped in worn leather that had molded to his palm over years of use, back when he’d been K-Seven-Seven-Alpha and his entire existence had been measured in elimination targets and efficiency ratings.

      It felt more honest than anything he’d worn in the throne room.

      He moved forward, his footsteps still silent, his breathing controlled. The corridor narrowed, the walls pressing in until his shoulders nearly brushed the conduits on either side. The smell of blood grew stronger, mixing with the acrid stink of fear-sweat and gun oil.

      Twenty meters ahead, the passage opened into a small junction chamber.

      Kavin stopped just outside the entrance and pressed his palm flat against the wall.

      The Spire’s infrastructure was old—older than the current regime, older than Nara’s mother’s reign, maybe even older than the Gilded Coil itself. The walls were embedded with ancient sensor networks, passive systems that monitored temperature and pressure and structural integrity. Most of them had been dormant for decades.

      But Kavin’s Hollow core had learned to interface with them anyway.

      He closed his eyes and let his frequency sink into the wall, spreading through the sensor grid like ink through water. The data came back in fragments—thermal signatures, movement patterns, the faint electromagnetic signatures of active weapons.

      Four targets.

      Three armed with standard-issue pulse rifles.

      One with something heavier. Something that made the air around it shimmer with contained energy.

      A plasma lance.

      Military-grade. Probably stolen from the armory during the chaos of the Reset.

      Definitely capable of punching a hole through Kavin’s chest if they got a clean shot.

      He pulled his hand back and drew his blade.

      The smart play would be to fall back, call for reinforcements, let the palace guard handle it with proper tactical support and overwhelming numbers.

      But the palace guard was still being purged of loyalists to the old regime. Half of them were under surveillance. The other half were too green to trust in a close-quarters firefight.

      And Kavin was tired of being smart.

      Tired of being careful.

      Tired of standing silent and still while people who had never bled for anything looked at him like he was a broken tool that Nara kept around out of sentiment.

      He stepped into the junction chamber.

      The four Huntsmen were clustered behind a makeshift barricade of overturned equipment crates. They saw him immediately—their weapons snapping up, their faces pale and slick with sweat beneath their tactical visors.

      “Don’t move!” The one with the plasma lance was young, maybe twenty, his voice cracking with adrenaline. “We don’t want to⁠—”

      Kavin moved.

      Not fast enough to blur. Not fast enough to trigger the inhuman speed that made people flinch and whisper monster under their breath. Just fast enough to be inside the lance-wielder’s firing arc before the kid’s finger could tighten on the trigger.

      His blade came up in a smooth, economical arc and punched through the soft tissue beneath the kid’s jaw, angling up into the brain stem.

      The Huntsman’s eyes went wide.

      His finger spasmed on the trigger.

      The plasma lance discharged—a blinding white-hot beam that carved a molten line across the ceiling and sent a shower of sparks raining down onto the barricade.

      Kavin twisted the blade and pulled it free in the same motion, letting the body drop as he pivoted toward the next target.

      The other three Huntsmen opened fire.

      Pulse rounds cracked through the air, superheated plasma bolts that left glowing trails in Kavin’s optics. He felt one graze his shoulder, searing through the fabric of his tunic and scorching the reinforced sub-dermal plating beneath. Another hit the wall behind him, exploding in a spray of molten metal.

      Kavin didn’t slow down.

      He crossed the distance to the barricade in three long strides, vaulted over the crates, and drove his blade into the throat of the nearest Huntsman before the man could adjust his aim.

      The third Huntsman swung his rifle like a club.

      Kavin caught it on his forearm, felt the impact rattle through his bones, and drove his knee into the man’s sternum hard enough to crack ribs. The Huntsman folded, gasping, and Kavin finished him with a quick, brutal strike to the base of the skull.

      The fourth one ran.

      Kavin let him take three steps before he threw the blade.

      It wasn’t a clean throw—the balance was wrong, the angle awkward—but it didn’t need to be clean. The blade hit the runner between the shoulder blades and punched through the tactical vest, and the Huntsman went down in a sprawl of limbs and blood.

      Silence.

      Kavin stood in the center of the junction chamber, his chest heaving, his hands slick with blood that wasn’t his. The air smelled like burnt meat and ozone and the coppery reek of opened bodies.

      His threat-assessment protocols were still screaming, flooding his optics with tactical overlays and probability matrices and target-acquisition data that had nowhere to go.

      He closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe.

      In. Hold. Out.

      In. Hold. Out.

      Nara’s rhythm. The pattern she used to ground herself when her frequency spiked too high.

      Slowly, the noise in his head began to recede.

      Kavin opened his eyes and walked over to retrieve his blade. He wiped it clean on the dead runner’s vest, then slid it back into its sheath.

      Four targets eliminated.

      Zero civilian casualties.

      Acceptable collateral damage to the infrastructure.

      Mission parameters satisfied.

      He should have felt satisfied.

      Should have felt the cold, mechanical sense of completion that came with a successful elimination protocol.

      Instead, he just felt tired.

      And crowded.

      Like there was something else inside his chest, pressing against the walls of his Hollow core, trying to find a way out.

      Kavin pressed his palm against his sternum, just above the clamp-scar, and felt the familiar thrum of his reactor heart. But beneath that steady pulse, there was something else. Something new.

      A faint, distant whisper.

      Like static.

      Like rain.

      Like a voice he didn’t recognize, humming just below the threshold of his auditory processors.

      He pulled his hand back and stared at his palm.

      The skin was clean. No blood. No damage.

      But when he looked closer, he could see faint traces of purple light flickering beneath the surface, following the lines of his veins like bioluminescent ink.

      No.

      That wasn’t right.

      His core ran on blue. Clean, cold, efficient blue. The same color as his optics, the same color as the reactor fluid that leaked from his collarbone when he overextended.

      Purple was Nara’s frequency.

      Purple was the Violet Reign.

      Purple didn’t belong inside his chassis.

      Kavin’s jaw tightened, and he forced himself to look away from his hand. Probably just residual contamination from the throne room. Nara’s frequency had been saturating the air for hours during the confrontation with the high lords. It made sense that some of it would have seeped into his system.

      It would flush out.

      It always did.

      He turned and started back toward the main corridor, stepping carefully around the bodies. The palace sanitation teams would come down later to clean up the mess. His job was just to make sure the corridors were secure.

      He made it ten meters before the first glitch hit.

      His optics flashed white.

      Not the usual blue-white of his standard HUD, but a pure, blinding white that wiped out his entire field of vision.

      Kavin stumbled, his hand shooting out to brace against the wall, and for a single disorienting second he couldn’t see anything except⁠—

      —a blueprint.

      The Spire.

      Layer by layer, system by system, rendered in perfect architectural detail.

      But wrong.

      The walls were bleeding.

      Not blood. Something thicker. Something that moved like oil but glowed like bioluminescent ink.

      Purple.

      Dripping down from the ceiling, pooling in the corners, spreading through the conduits and cables like a living infection.

      And in the center of the blueprint, at the very heart of the Spire’s infrastructure, there was a void.

      A perfect black circle, outlined in purple static.

      Waiting.

      Hungry.

      Kavin’s vision snapped back to normal so suddenly that he nearly fell.

      He was still in the corridor. Still standing. Still breathing.

      But his hands were shaking.

      His reactor heart was pounding so hard that he could feel it resonating through his ribs, a frantic, arrhythmic pulse that made his chest ache.

      And the whisper was louder now.

      Not words. Not yet. Just a low, rhythmic hum that sounded disturbingly like a lullaby.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      Kavin pushed himself away from the wall and forced his legs to move. He needed to get out of the underlayer. Needed to get back to the upper levels, back to clean air and open space and Nara’s steady, grounding presence.

      Needed to figure out what the hell was happening to his core before it got worse.

      He took the stairs three at a time, his boots ringing against the metal grating, his breathing harsh and ragged in his own ears.

      By the time he reached the main level, his optics had stabilized. The purple traces beneath his skin had faded. The whisper had retreated back into the white noise of his auditory processors.

      But he could still feel it.

      Crowding against the inside of his chest.

      Mapping the palace in his mind.

      Waiting for him to sleep.

      Kavin stopped in the middle of the empty corridor and pressed both palms against his face, his fingers digging into his temples.

      What did you swallow in that vault?

      He didn’t have an answer.

      Didn’t want to think about the Gilded device. The Martyr Subroutine. The way Prajak’s data had felt sliding down his throat like cold glass.

      Didn’t want to think about what it meant that the system was still inside him, still active, still mapping.

      A door opened at the end of the corridor.

      Kavin’s hands dropped, his posture snapping back into the rigid, controlled stance of the Prince Consort.

      One of the palace stewards stepped out, a young woman in a crisp gray uniform. She saw him and froze, her eyes going wide.

      “Your Highness,” she stammered, dropping into a hasty bow. “I—I didn’t realize you were⁠—”

      “It’s fine.” Kavin’s voice came out rougher than he intended. He cleared his throat and tried again. “The lower corridors are clear. Send the sanitation teams down in an hour.”

      The steward nodded quickly, her gaze flickering to the blood on his shoulder, the scorch marks on his tunic.

      She didn’t ask questions.

      Smart.

      Kavin turned and walked past her, heading toward the royal wing.

      Toward Nara.

      Toward the only person in this entire palace who looked at him and saw something other than a weapon or a mistake.

      But as he climbed the grand staircase toward their private chambers, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching him.

      Something that lived in the walls.

      Something that knew exactly what he’d swallowed.

      And deep in the underlayer, buried in the ancient network of cables and conduits, a purple light flickered.

      A blueprint updated.

      A voice hummed.

      Good boy. Now sleep. Let the rain teach you what you’re meant to become.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Nara

          

        

      

    

    
      The mirror was lying. Nara stood in front of the floor-length glass in her private dressing chamber, her hands braced against the obsidian vanity, and stared at the woman reflected back at her. The coronation gown hung from her frame like liquid shadow—black silk that had been woven with threads of bioluminescent purple, designed to catch and refract her frequency until she looked less like a person and more like a living constellation.

      It was beautiful.

      It was perfect.

      It was absolutely wrong.

      The neckline had been cut high, a deliberate choice by the palace couturiers to frame her throat in elegant folds of fabric. But no amount of silk could hide the scar. The raw, livid line that cut across her Torn Channel like a brand, visible even through the sheer overlay of lace and shadow.

      Nara’s fingers drifted up to touch it, then stopped halfway.

      She’d made that mistake three times already this morning. Each time, the contact had sent a spike of white-hot pain through her throat, sharp enough to make her vision blur and her knees buckle. The nerve endings around the scar tissue were hypersensitive, firing at random like exposed wires, and touching them directly was like pressing her palm against a hot blade.

      So she didn’t touch.

      She just looked.

      Traced the shape of the scar with her eyes and tried to recognize the woman wearing it.

      Her mother had stood in this same chamber once. Had worn a similar gown—though hers had been violet, pure and unbroken, the color of her Voice at its absolute peak. Nara remembered watching from the doorway as a child, barely tall enough to see over the vanity, mesmerized by the way her mother’s frequency had made the air shimmer like heat waves.

      A queen’s voice is her greatest weapon, little violet. Never let them see you silent. Never let them think you are weak.

      Nara’s jaw clenched.

      Her mother had been executed in the public square with her Voice intact, screaming defiance until the executioner’s blade had severed her spine.

      Nara had survived with her Voice shattered, reduced to silence and pressure and the cold, mechanical translation of Kavin’s throat.

      She didn’t know which fate was worse.

      A soft knock at the chamber door made her stiffen.

      She didn’t turn. Didn’t need to. She could feel the visitor’s presence through the door—the particular density of their frequency, the way their augmented nervous system created a faint electromagnetic signature that her Violet could taste even through solid walls.

      Lord Vane.

      Of course.

      Nara drew in a slow breath and let her frequency settle into the controlled, aristocratic pattern she’d been practicing. Not aggressive. Not threatening. Just… present. A constant, undeniable reminder that she was still the most dangerous thing in the room, voice or no voice.

      She turned and walked to the door, her bare feet silent against the cold marble floor. The gown’s train whispered behind her like a living thing, the bioluminescent threads leaving faint purple afterimages in the air.

      She opened the door.

      Lord Vane stood in the corridor, his hands folded precisely at the small of his back, his posture a mirror of the aristocratic stance Nara had adopted in the throne room. He was dressed in formal court attire—deep charcoal velvet with silver threading that matched the polished chrome of his spinal augmentations. His face was smooth, ageless, the kind of perfect that only came from decades of careful genetic maintenance and surgical precision.

      He looked like a work of art.

      He looked like a predator in a glass case.

      “Your Majesty.” His voice was soft, cultured, with the particular cadence that marked him as old aristocracy. Third-generation Gilded, at least. Maybe older. “Forgive the intrusion. I know you must be preparing for this evening’s ceremony.”

      Nara said nothing.

      Just looked at him with the same cold, measuring gaze she’d used on the high lords in the throne room.

      Vane’s mouth curved. Not quite a smile. More like the acknowledgment of a move in a very long game. “I wanted to offer my personal congratulations before the formal proceedings begin. And to discuss a matter of… protocol.”

      Protocol.

      The word tasted like poison in the air between them.

      Nara stepped back and gestured him into the chamber with a slight tilt of her head. Not an invitation. A command. Come in. Say what you came to say. Get out.

      Vane entered with the smooth, gliding steps of someone whose augmented spine had replaced the natural mechanics of walking with something more efficient. He stopped in the center of the room, his gaze sweeping over the coronation gown, the vanity, the mirror that still reflected Nara’s scarred throat.

      “Beautiful,” he said quietly. “Though I confess, I find myself concerned.”

      Nara’s eyebrow lifted.

      Vane turned to face her fully, his expression settling into something that might have been sympathy if his eyes hadn’t been so cold. “The coronation ceremony is a public event, Your Majesty. The continental assembly will be watching. The lower cities. The outer territories. All of them waiting to see if the girl who shattered the old regime can actually hold the throne she bled for.”

      He paused.

      Let the words hang in the air like a noose.

      “And they will be listening.”

      Nara’s hands curled into fists at her sides, hidden in the folds of her gown.

      Vane continued, his voice still soft, still perfectly modulated. “I understand that you have developed a… workaround. Using your frequency to communicate through the Prince Consort. It’s a clever solution. Innovative, even. But I wonder if you’ve considered how it will appear to the public.”

      He took a step closer.

      Not threatening. Not aggressive. Just… present.

      “A mute queen who speaks through her lover’s throat. A sovereign who cannot issue commands without pressing her hand to another person’s chest. Some might see it as a beautiful demonstration of partnership. Of trust.”

      Another step.

      “Others might see it as weakness. As dependence. As proof that you are not truly fit to rule alone.”

      Nara’s frequency pulsed.

      Just once.

      Just enough to make the air in the room thicken, to make Vane’s next breath catch in his lungs.

      He stopped walking.

      His expression didn’t change, but Nara saw his augmented spine stiffen, saw the faint flicker of red warning lights along his temple as his implants registered the atmospheric shift.

      “I mean no disrespect, Your Majesty,” he said, his tone still perfectly even. “I am merely pointing out a political reality. The high lords will support you—publicly, at least—because they fear what you did to them in the throne room. But fear is not the same as loyalty. And the moment they sense true vulnerability…”

      He trailed off.

      Let the implication finish itself.

      Nara stared at him for a long, silent moment.

      Then she walked past him, her gown’s train brushing against his polished boots, and moved to the vanity. She picked up a small stylus—the kind used for applying ceremonial markings—and turned to the mirror.

      Vane watched, his head tilting slightly, as Nara wrote three words on the glass in sharp, angular script.

      I. Am. Sovereign.

      The letters glowed faintly purple where her frequency had contaminated the ink.

      Nara set the stylus down and turned back to face Vane.

      She lifted her right hand and pressed it flat against her own heart.

      Truth. Absolute.

      Then she pointed at the door.

      Vane’s mouth tightened. Just barely. Just enough to show that the dismissal had landed.

      “Of course, Your Majesty. I will leave you to your preparations.”

      He bowed—a precise, formal bow that bent his spine exactly the regulation amount—and turned toward the door.

      He stopped at the threshold.

      Looked back.

      “One more thing, if I may.”

      Nara’s jaw clenched, but she didn’t move.

      Vane’s gaze dropped to the scar on her throat, then lifted back to her eyes. “Your mother was a great queen. Powerful. Uncompromising. Absolutely certain of her right to rule.”

      He paused.

      “She was also dead by forty-three.”

      The door closed behind him with a soft, final click.

      Nara stood in the center of the empty chamber, her hands shaking, her throat burning with phantom pain.

      She wanted to scream.

      Wanted to chase him down the corridor and show him exactly what her frequency could do to his pristine Gilded augmentations when she stopped being careful.

      Wanted to prove that she was not her mother, not a dead queen waiting to happen, not a broken thing that needed a man’s voice to command a room.

      But she couldn’t scream.

      Couldn’t speak.

      Could only stand there in her beautiful, perfect, absolutely wrong coronation gown and feel the weight of the crown she hadn’t even worn yet pressing down on her skull like a vice.

      The mirror caught her reflection again.

      The woman in the glass looked pale. Fragile. The scar on her throat stood out like a wound that would never heal, and the purple glow of her frequency seemed dimmer somehow, like a light struggling against the dark.

      Is that what they see?

      Is that what I am now?

      Nara’s hands lifted to her throat—then stopped, hovering just above the scar tissue.

      She remembered the feeling of her Royal Voice. The way it had felt to open her mouth and reshape reality with sound, to command entire rooms into submission with a single word. It had been absolute. Intoxicating. Proof that she was more than just her mother’s daughter, more than just a bloodline and a frequency.

      It had been hers.

      And now it was gone.

      Replaced by silence and pressure and the constant, grinding fear that without her Voice, she was nothing. A glorified battery. A political puppet. A broken queen propped up on a throne she couldn’t hold alone.

      No.

      The thought came sharp and fierce, cutting through the spiral of self-doubt like a blade.

      No. That’s what they want you to think. That’s the trap.

      Nara pulled her hands back and pressed them flat against her sternum, feeling the steady thrum of her own heartbeat beneath her palms.

      She wasn’t her mother.

      She wasn’t a Voice waiting to be silenced.

      She was a frequency. A source. A living, breathing power that didn’t need sound to reshape the world.

      And tonight, she would prove it.

      She turned away from the mirror and walked to the tall windows that overlooked the city. Aethelgard stretched out below her in layers of obsidian glass and neon light, the rain-slicked streets reflecting purple and green and gold. The Spire rose at the center like a blade, its apex crowned with the grand coronation platform where she would stand in three hours.

      Where the entire continent would watch her take the throne.

      Where Lord Vane and the rest of the high lords would wait to see if she was strong enough to hold it.

      Nara pressed her palm against the cold glass and let her frequency expand outward, just a little. Just enough to feel the shape of the city below, the millions of heartbeats and electromagnetic signatures that pulsed through the grid like blood through veins.

      They were waiting.

      All of them.

      Waiting to see if the Silent Queen was a revolutionary or a mistake.

      Waiting to see if she would rise or fall.

      Nara’s reflection stared back at her from the window, ghostly and translucent against the cityscape.

      The scar on her throat was still visible.

      Still raw.

      Still a reminder of everything she’d lost.

      But beneath it, deeper, she could see the faint purple glow of her frequency pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

      I am not my voice.

      I am not my mother.

      I am the Violet Reign.

      And I will make them kneel.

      The door to the chamber opened again—quieter this time, without the performative knock.

      Nara didn’t need to turn to know who it was.

      She could feel Kavin’s presence like a physical weight, the steady hum of his reactor heart resonating through the floor, grounding her frequency before she even realized it had started to spike.

      He stopped behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his chest, and when he spoke, his voice was low and rough and meant only for her.

      “You’re thinking too loud.”

      Nara’s mouth curved despite herself.

      She turned to face him and found him still wearing the bloodstained tunic from the lower corridors, his formal attire ruined and his shoulder scorched from pulse fire. There was something dark in his expression—something tired and angry and barely contained.

      But when his white-blue optics met hers, the tension in his jaw softened.

      Just a little.

      Just enough.

      Nara lifted her hand and pressed it against his chest, right over the clamp-scar.

      Are you all right?

      Kavin’s hand came up to cover hers, his palm warm and rough against her knuckles.

      “Vane was here.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      Nara nodded.

      Kavin’s jaw tightened again, and she felt his reactor heart spike—just for a second—before he forced it back under control.

      “What did he say?”

      Nara pulled her hand back and walked to the vanity. She picked up the stylus again and wrote on the mirror, her script quick and sharp.

      That I am weak. That I need you to speak for me. That I will fail.

      She set the stylus down and turned back to face him.

      Kavin stared at the words for a long moment, his expression unreadable.

      Then he crossed the room in three long strides, grabbed the stylus, and wrote directly beneath her script.

      He’s wrong.

      Nara felt something tight in her chest loosen.

      Just a little.

      Just enough to breathe.

      Kavin set the stylus down and turned to face her, his hands coming up to frame her face with a gentleness that didn’t match the violence still clinging to his skin.

      “You don’t need a voice to be a queen, Nara. You proved that in the throne room. You’ll prove it again tonight.”

      His thumbs brushed against her cheekbones, careful to avoid the scar on her throat.

      “And anyone who thinks otherwise can take it up with me.”

      Nara’s hands came up to grip his wrists, holding him in place.

      What if he’s right?

      She didn’t write it.

      Didn’t need to.

      Kavin could read the fear in her eyes, could feel it in the way her frequency trembled against his core.

      “Then we’ll burn the throne down and build a new one,” he said quietly. “Together.”

      Nara closed her eyes and leaned into his touch, letting herself take one moment—just one—to be something other than the Violet Queen.

      To be a girl who was terrified.

      A girl who missed her voice.

      A girl who didn’t know if she was strong enough to carry a crown without breaking.

      Kavin’s forehead pressed against hers, and she felt his frequency sink into her core—steady, grounding, unshakable.

      I’m here. You’re not alone. Breathe.

      Nara breathed.

      And when she opened her eyes again, the fear was still there.

      But so was the fire.

      “Three hours,” Kavin said softly. “Then we show them what a Silent Queen can do.”

      Nara nodded.

      Pulled back.

      Pressed her hand to his heart one more time.

      Together.

      Kavin’s mouth curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile, but close enough.

      “Together.”

      He stepped back, his hands falling away from her face, and turned toward the door.

      “I’ll meet you at the platform. Try not to start the coronation without me.”

      Nara’s eyebrow lifted.

      Kavin’s expression softened into something almost playful. “And Nara?”

      She tilted her head.

      “Wear the scar.”

      He left before she could respond, the door closing softly behind him.

      Nara stood alone in the chamber, her hand still pressed against her own chest, feeling the echo of his reactor heart humming in her bones.

      She turned back to the mirror.

      Looked at the woman in the glass.

      Looked at the scar.

      And slowly, deliberately, she reached up and pulled the high collar of the gown down.

      Exposing her throat.

      Exposing the Torn Channel.

      Exposing the proof that she had survived what should have killed her.

      The reflection stared back at her, raw and vulnerable and absolutely unbroken.

      Let them see.

      Let them know what it costs to hold a crown.

      Let them try to take it from me.

      Outside, the rain began to fall.

      And deep in the underlayer of the Spire, a purple light flickered.

      A blueprint updated.

      A voice hummed.

      Soon, little violet. Soon you’ll understand. The crown is just the beginning.

      The real throne is built from bones.
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      The door to their private chambers had a lock that could withstand a military-grade plasma breach. Kavin engaged it anyway. Then dragged the heavy obsidian desk in front of it for good measure.

      Behind him, Nara stood in the center of the room, still wearing that perfect, beautiful, absolutely wrong coronation gown. The purple bioluminescent threads caught the low light from the rain-streaked windows, making her look like she was dissolving into shadow and starlight.

      She was shaking. Not visibly. Not in a way that anyone else would notice. But Kavin could feel it through their frequency bond—the fine tremor running through her core, the way her Violet was spiking and crashing in irregular waves that tasted like fear and rage and something deeper. Something that felt like grief for a voice that would never come back.

      They had forty minutes before the coronation ceremony. Forty minutes before she had to walk onto that platform in front of the entire continental assembly and prove that a Silent Queen could hold a throne.

      Forty minutes before Lord Vane and every other aristocratic vulture in Aethelgard got to watch her try.

      Kavin turned away from the barricaded door and found Nara staring at him with wide, dark eyes that reflected too much white.

      Her hands were pressed flat against her sternum in that gesture he’d come to recognize—the one she used when she was trying to hold herself together through sheer force of will.

      It wasn’t working.

      He could see her frequency starting to fracture at the edges, purple light bleeding through her skin in jagged patterns that looked more like cracks than power. The phantom pain of her missing Voice was eating her alive from the inside, and in less than an hour she was going to have to stand in front of millions of people and pretend she was whole.

      No.

      Not pretend.

      Be.

      Kavin crossed the room in four long strides and caught her wrists, pulling her hands away from her chest before she could spiral any deeper into the void.

      “Look at me.”

      Nara’s gaze snapped to his, sharp and feral and barely holding focus.

      “Breathe,” he said, his voice dropping into that low, resonant register that bypassed her conscious mind and sank straight into her nervous system. “You’re safe. You’re here. Breathe.”

      Her chest hitched. Once. Twice. Then she pulled against his grip, trying to wrench her hands free, and Kavin felt the spike of pure, desperate panic that came with it.

      She wasn’t safe. She wasn’t whole.

      She was broken and silent and about to walk onto a stage where everyone would see exactly how much she’d lost.

      Kavin’s jaw clenched.

      No. Not on my watch.

      He released her wrists and caught her face instead, his palms framing her jaw, his thumbs pressing just below her cheekbones in the exact pressure points that made her frequency settle.

      “Nara. Listen.”

      Her eyes locked onto his, wild and violet and drowning.

      “You are not broken,” Kavin said, his voice steady and absolute. “You are not weak. You are not your mother. And you are not going to walk onto that platform afraid.”

      Nara’s mouth opened—an automatic, useless reflex—and nothing came out.

      The silence hit her like a physical blow.

      Kavin felt it through their bond, the way her frequency convulsed with the phantom pain of a Voice that no longer existed, and he made a decision.

      He pulled her forward and kissed her.

      Hard.

      Not gentle. Not careful. Not the kind of kiss that belonged in a palace or a throne room or anywhere near the pristine, untouchable image of the Violet Queen.

      This was the kind of kiss that tasted like blood and ozone and the raw, desperate need to prove that she was still alive beneath all the silk and scars and political theater.

      Nara made a sound against his mouth—not a word, not a moan, just a ragged exhale that vibrated through his chest—and her hands came up to fist in his ruined tunic.

      Kavin backed her toward the velvet divan near the window, his mouth never leaving hers, his hands sliding down from her face to her throat.

      He felt her stiffen when his fingers brushed the scar tissue. Felt the spike of white-hot pain that lanced through her nervous system. He gentled his touch immediately, his thumbs tracing the edges of the Torn Channel with the kind of reverence usually reserved for holy relics.

      I know it hurts. I know you’re afraid. Let me carry it.

      Nara’s hands tightened in his tunic, pulling him closer, and Kavin felt her frequency start to shift. The jagged, fracturing edges smoothed out, drawn toward the vast, empty gravity well of his Hollow core like iron filings to a magnet.

      He let her pull. Let her sink her Violet into his chest until he could taste the phantom pain of her missing Voice burning through his own throat.

      It hurt.

      God, it hurt.

      Like swallowing glass and fire and the echo of a scream that would never find sound. But Kavin had been built to hurt. Had been designed to absorb lethal energy spikes and convert them into something his system could process.

      And if that meant swallowing Nara’s grief so she could walk onto that coronation platform without breaking, then he’d do it. He’d do it a thousand times. He’d do it until his core collapsed and his reactor heart gave out and there was nothing left of him but an empty shell.

      Because she was his. His queen. His partner. His entire reason for existing beyond the cold mechanical parameters of his original design. And he would be damned if he let the high court watch her fall apart.

      Kavin broke the kiss and pressed his forehead against hers, his breathing harsh, his reactor heart pounding so hard he could feel it resonating through his ribs.

      “I’ve got you,” he rasped. “Let go. I can take it.”

      Nara’s hands slid up from his tunic to his face, her fingers trembling as they traced the hard lines of his jaw, the sharp angle of his cheekbones, the faint seams where his synthetic components met organic flesh.

      Then she pressed her palm flat against his sternum, right over the clamp-scar, and pushed.

      Not physically.

      Deeper.

      Her frequency sank into his core like a blade, carrying all the fear and rage and grief she’d been holding back since the throne room, since the Reset, since the moment her Voice had shattered and left her drowning in silence.

      Kavin’s knees buckled.

      He caught himself on the arm of the divan, his free hand still gripping Nara’s waist, and felt his Hollow core expand.

      Not gradually.

      Not carefully.

      All at once, like a vacuum seal breaking, his internal systems reconfiguring to accommodate the sudden influx of raw, unfiltered Violet energy.

      It felt like drowning.

      Like being crushed.

      Like every nerve ending in his body was being rewritten in real-time to match the frequency of the woman pressed against his chest.

      His optics flashed white, then blue, then purple—a color that didn’t belong in his system, a contamination that his threat-assessment protocols screamed about in fragmented error messages.

      But beneath the pain, beneath the system warnings and the grinding sensation of his core adapting, there was something else.

      Relief.

      Hers and his, tangled together until he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began.

      Kavin pulled Nara down onto the divan with him, his back hitting the velvet cushions, her weight settling on top of him in a tangle of silk and bare skin and purple light.

      The coronation gown was in the way.

      Too many layers. Too much fabric. Too much distance between her body and his when what they both needed was contact.

      Kavin’s hands found the hidden clasps at her spine and started working them open, his fingers clumsy with urgency, his mouth tracing the line of her jaw, her throat, the hollow of her collarbone.

      He felt Nara’s breath hitch when his lips brushed the edge of her scar tissue.

      Felt the spike of pain that came with it.

      He didn’t pull away.

      Instead, he pressed his mouth directly over the Torn Channel and hummed.

      Low and deep and perfectly tuned to the resonant frequency of her heartbeat.

      The sound vibrated through her throat, bypassing the damaged vocal cords entirely, sinking straight into the bone and nerve and the deep, primal part of her nervous system that remembered what it felt like to sing.

      Nara’s entire body went rigid.

      Then melted.

      Her hands fisted in his hair, her hips pressing down against his, and Kavin felt her frequency spike so hard that the air around them started to shimmer with purple static.

      He kept humming.

      Kept his mouth pressed against her scar.

      Kept feeding her the echo of her own heartbeat until the phantom pain started to recede and all that was left was the raw, electric heat of their bodies pressed together.

      The gown finally came loose, the silk pooling around her waist, and Kavin’s hands slid up her bare back, tracing the curve of her spine, the sharp angles of her shoulder blades, the places where her frequency pulsed brightest beneath her skin.

      She was beautiful.

      Not in the pristine, untouchable way the coronation gown had tried to make her.

      In the raw, unfiltered way that came from being completely, utterly real.

      Scars and all.

      Silence and all.

      His.

      Nara’s hands left his hair and pressed flat against his chest, her palms burning hot over his reactor heart.

      Kavin felt her intent before she moved—felt the way her frequency shifted from desperate and drowning to something sharper, more deliberate.

      Your turn.

      She pushed.

      Not into his core this time.

      Through it.

      Her Violet sank past his Hollow, past the safety mechanisms and the threat-assessment protocols and the cold mechanical parameters that defined him as K-Seven-Seven-Alpha, and found the raw, bleeding edges of his own fear.

      The fear that he was just a tool.

      Just a weapon.

      Just a brain-wiped slave playing at being human because his queen needed him to be.

      The fear that when she looked at him, she didn’t see a partner.

      She saw a battery.

      A safety fuse.

      A convenient solution to the problem of her broken Voice.

      Nara’s eyes locked onto his, fierce and violet and absolutely uncompromising.

      Then she leaned down and bit his lower lip hard enough to draw blood.

      Kavin’s hips jerked up involuntarily, his hands tightening on her waist, and he felt her mouth curve into something that wasn’t quite a smile.

      You’re mine. Not a tool. Not a slave. MINE.

      She didn’t say it.

      Didn’t need to.

      The intent was written into every point of contact between their bodies, burned into his nervous system through the frequency bond that tied them together more intimately than any words ever could.

      Kavin’s hands slid down from her waist to her hips, his fingers digging into the soft flesh hard enough to leave bruises, and he pulled her down against him with enough force to make her gasp.

      “Prove it,” he rasped.

      Nara’s eyes flashed.

      Then she moved.

      Not gently.

      Not carefully.

      With the kind of raw, possessive intensity that came from needing to claim something before the world could take it away.

      Her hands yanked at his belt, his trousers, the layers of formal attire that marked him as the Prince Consort instead of the weapon he’d been designed to be.

      Kavin helped, his own hands working to strip away the rest of her gown, and within seconds they were skin-to-skin, frequency-to-core, with nothing left between them but heat and need and the desperate, clawing hunger to prove they were real.

      That this was real.

      That they were more than a Silent Queen and her attack dog.

      Nara’s hand pressed flat against his chest again, right over the clamp-scar, and Kavin felt his ports open automatically.

      The blue bioluminescent fluid that usually leaked from his collarbone started to glow brighter, mixing with the purple static of Nara’s frequency until the light bleeding from his skin looked like a bruise.

      Like a brand.

      Like proof of ownership.

      Yours, his body said in the only language that mattered. Yours, yours, yours.

      Nara’s other hand slid down between their bodies, her touch deliberate and sure, and Kavin’s entire system whited out.

      Not a glitch.

      Not a malfunction.

      Just the overwhelming sensory overload of being touched by someone who knew exactly how to make his carefully controlled systems come apart at the seams.

      His hips bucked up into her hand, his breath coming in harsh, ragged gasps that didn’t sound human, and he felt his reactor heart spike so hard that the clamp-scar started to bleed.

      Not blood.

      Glowing blue fluid mixed with streaks of purple, dripping down his chest in bioluminescent trails that looked like veins.

      Nara leaned down and licked the mixture off his skin.

      Kavin’s hands fisted in her hair, pulling her up, pulling her closer, and when she finally sank down onto him he felt his entire core shatter.

      Not break.

      Expand.

      Like a star collapsing inward and then exploding outward in the same breath, his Hollow core opened up into something vast and hungry and capable of holding everything she needed to pour into him.

      Every spike of grief.

      Every flash of rage.

      Every ounce of fear and pain and the raw, bleeding terror that she wasn’t enough.

      Kavin swallowed it all.

      Drank it down like poison and converted it into something his system could process, something that wouldn’t kill her, something that left her free to move.

      And she moved.

      Hard and fast and desperate, her hands braced on his chest, her head thrown back, her throat exposed in a way that should have made her vulnerable but instead made her look like a goddess.

      Like a queen.

      Like the most dangerous thing in the entire palace.

      Kavin’s hands gripped her hips, guiding her rhythm, and he felt his own frequency start to sync with hers.

      Blue bleeding into purple.

      Purple bleeding into blue.

      Until the light pouring off their bodies looked like a bruise, like a storm, like the exact moment before lightning struck.

      The air pressure in the room started to shift.

      The windows rattled.

      The rain outside beat harder against the glass, and Kavin felt something else stir in the back of his mind.

      That whisper.

      That static.

      That voice that sounded like rain and data and something that wanted to map him from the inside out.

      No.

      Not now.

      Not while Nara was finally, finally letting herself fall apart in his hands.

      Kavin shoved the whisper down, buried it beneath the overwhelming sensory input of Nara’s body moving against his, and focused everything he had on keeping her grounded.

      On proving that she wasn’t alone.

      That she would never be alone.

      Nara’s rhythm faltered, her breathing turning sharp and ragged, and Kavin felt her frequency spike so high that his threat-assessment protocols screamed warnings about structural damage.

      He didn’t care.

      He pulled her down, wrapped his arms around her back, and pressed his mouth against her scar tissue again.

      Hummed.

      Low and deep and perfectly tuned to the exact frequency that made her nervous system light up like a power grid.

      Nara shattered.

      Her entire body went rigid, her frequency exploding outward in a wave of pure Violet that slammed into the walls, the windows, the air itself with enough force to make the rain outside reverse direction for a single, impossible second.

      Kavin felt it tear through his core, felt his own system overload in response, and then he was falling too.

      Drowning in purple light and the taste of ozone and the overwhelming, all-consuming knowledge that he belonged to her.

      Completely.

      Irrevocably.

      Down to the last line of code in his corrupted, compromised, utterly devoted core.

      They collapsed together, tangled in silk and sweat and bioluminescent fluid, their breathing harsh and synchronized, their frequencies still bleeding into each other in slow, pulsing waves.

      Kavin’s hand found Nara’s and pressed it flat against his chest.

      I’m here. You’re not alone. We’re going to walk onto that platform together, and they’re going to see exactly what a Silent Queen can do.

      Nara’s fingers curled against his sternum, her touch gentle now, grounding.

      She lifted her other hand and pressed it against his jaw, turning his face toward hers.

      Her eyes were clear.

      Still violet.

      Still fierce.

      But no longer drowning.

      Kavin’s mouth curved into something that might have been a smile if his system wasn’t still rebooting from the overload.

      “Thirty minutes,” he rasped.

      Nara’s eyebrow lifted.

      “Think you can terrify a continent in thirty minutes?”

      Her hand moved from his jaw to his throat, her fingers pressing lightly against his pulse point.

      Watch me.

      Kavin’s smile widened.

      “That’s my queen.”

      He pulled her down for one more kiss—slower this time, deeper, the kind that tasted like promises instead of desperation.

      Then he helped her to her feet, helped her back into the coronation gown, helped her smooth the silk and adjust the neckline so the scar on her throat was fully visible.

      Let them see.

      Let them know what it costs.

      Let them try to take it from you.

      Nara stood in front of the mirror one last time, her hand pressed against her own heart, and Kavin stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders.

      Their reflections stared back at them—a Silent Queen and her Weapon Consort, covered in bruises and bioluminescent fluid and the unmistakable proof that they were real.

      That they were together.

      That anyone who tried to break them apart would have to go through both of them.

      And in the underlayer of the Spire, deep in the ancient network of cables and conduits, a purple light flickered.

      A blueprint updated.

      A voice hummed.

      Beautiful. You’ve made him so much stronger. Now let’s see if he can survive what comes next.

      The rain outside turned to ice.

      And Kavin’s reactor heart skipped a beat.
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copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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