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The fall of the Spire did not end the Order of Solomon.

It exposed it.

Kyra Vale, Cade Rowan, Leo Hart, and Lucius Vale survived the collapse of the Order’s authority only by forcing its lies into the open. Records long erased were recovered. The truth of the founding—power built on omission, obedience enforced through fear—was no longer contained. Grand Magister Valerius fell, and Inquisitor Vorlag claimed what remained of the institution: fragmented, operational, and more dangerous for having lost its certainty.

In the aftermath, the world did not change.

The Order still moved. Its enforcers still acted. But coordination fractured, doctrine splintered, and control weakened. In that gap, Kyra and the others withdrew from open flight and built something new in the spaces the Order no longer watched closely.

They called it the Covenant.

Hidden beneath the city, the Covenant offered protection without ownership. No sigils were burned. No oaths were demanded. Inborns marked by the Order were sheltered, trained, and taught restraint rather than obedience. Lucius guided what he could with knowledge instead of authority. Cade stood watch, refusing command even as his presence deterred violence. Kyra trained others to listen to their power rather than force it. Leo, changed by the Lacuna, became the Covenant’s early warning—feeling fractures before they broke, pressure before it became collapse.

For a time, it worked.

The city learned to breathe around them.

The wards held.

The fractures quieted.

And Leo remained himself.

That was the assurance they relied on most.

Leo Hart had been touched by the Lacuna and survived. Classified as Marred, hunted as corruption, he had not succumbed. His mind was intact. His will his own. Whatever damage had been done to him had stabilized—contained without being erased. Every test confirmed it. Every sense they trusted reported the same thing.

Leo was awake.

Leo was present.

Leo was safe.

Until Lucius understood what the Lacuna had never been.

The Lacuna was not a place.

Not a sealed absence.

Not something distant, waiting elsewhere to be breached.

It was a condition.

As long as Amon—the true founder of the Order, erased from history—remained unresolved, he required separation to persist. Distance. Delay. A waiting state where assertion was impossible. The Lacuna was not a prison so much as a suspension, a context that made action unnecessary.

And that context no longer applied.

The ritual that shattered the last safeguards had not opened a door. It had removed the wall that made the door necessary at all. Amon no longer needed entry. He no longer needed consent. He no longer needed failure.

He needed only a moment where waiting became less efficient than acting.

Leo had not invited him.

Leo had not weakened.

Leo had not fallen.

He had simply stopped being a barrier.

The Covenant detected no threat.

The wards reported stability.

Nothing in Leo’s behavior changed.

That was the danger.

Because the Lacuna had not moved.

It had resolved.

And whatever Amon had become within it no longer needed to cross a boundary to act—only to decide.

The Covenant lights remained steady.

The geometry held.

The world, for the moment, believed itself safe.

And somewhere behind Leo’s calm, unchanged presence—

the waiting ended.
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Chapter 1 — The Waking Nightmare


[image: ]




The Covenant did not know it was holding its last clean breath.

The wards were steady—layered, adaptive, humming in their precise, disciplined harmonics. Geometry held its lines. Light traced the familiar paths along the concrete ribs overhead, unbroken, unhurried. The space breathed the way it always did when nothing was wrong.

Kyra felt it before she trusted it. That familiar absence of pressure. No static under her skin. No gold responding unbidden at her pulse. The city’s fractures lay quiet beyond the Covenant’s shell, distant enough to be theoretical again.

Safe. As close as they ever came.

Leo stood a few steps away, hands loose at his sides, posture easy in that way that had always made him seem unaffected by the chaos that followed the rest of them. Awake. Present. Breathing evenly. Exactly as he had been moments ago.

That was what unsettled her.

He was quiet—but not in a way that drew attention. Leo had always known how to be quiet without disappearing. This was different. Not withdrawn. Not distracted. Finished, somehow. Like a sentence that had reached its final punctuation and was waiting to be read aloud.

Kyra turned toward him, intending to say his name.

He spoke first.

“Thank you,” Leo said, calmly.

The words landed without force. No distortion. No pressure wave. Just sound moving through air that had no reason to resist it.

Kyra paused. “For what?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

The wards did not react.

That was wrong too.

Leo’s gaze wasn’t on her—not exactly. His eyes focused past her shoulder, as if addressing a point in the room that only he could see. When he continued, his voice was still Leo’s voice. Same cadence. Same register. Familiar enough to be trusted.

“For opening the door.”

The sentence slid into place with surgical precision.

Kyra’s stomach dropped.

There was no surge of gold in her hands. No instinctive flare of Kintsugi. Whatever this was, it wasn’t something her power recognized as damage yet.

“Leo,” she said, keeping her voice level by force of habit. “There is no door.”

That earned her his attention.

Slowly—just slow enough to notice—Leo turned his head toward her. The movement wasn’t stiff. It wasn’t jerky. It simply lagged behind intention by the smallest measurable fraction, like a system responding after a delay.

His eyes met hers.

Nothing in them was unfamiliar.

That was the problem.

“No,” he said. “There isn’t.”

Kyra took a step closer. The space between them felt unchanged, but her skin prickled anyway, a low, creeping awareness that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with recognition arriving late.

“Then what are you talking about,” she asked.

Leo smiled.

It wasn’t wide. It wasn’t cruel. It was precise, assembled with care.

“You didn’t weaken,” he said, and the phrasing made her heart stutter. “You didn’t fail. You didn’t invite anything.”

Kyra stopped moving.

She had not told him about that thought. Had not spoken it. Had not even finished forming it.

The wards still held.

“Leo,” she said again, sharper now. “Say my name.”

He considered that—as if it were a request worth weighing.

“Kyra,” he said.

Perfectly.

Her breath caught anyway.

Because the voice that said it was still his—but the choice to say it had not been.

“You’re not funny,” she said, forcing the words through the tightening in her chest. “This isn’t—”

“—a lapse,” he finished for her. “No. It isn’t.”

The light overhead flickered, just once. Not enough to trigger alarms. Not enough to register as failure. Enough to be noticed only by someone already watching too closely.

Kyra felt cold settle behind her sternum.

“You need to sit down,” she said. “Lucius—”

“Is correct,” Leo said gently.

Her head snapped up. “You don’t know what he said.”

“I know exactly what he said.”

The wards whispered. A soft, harmonic adjustment rippled through the geometry, like a system compensating for a variable it hadn’t been designed to name.

Kyra reached for Leo’s arm.

Her fingers never touched him.

The air between them resisted—not violently, not forcefully. Just enough to stop her hand an inch short of his sleeve, pressure blooming against her palm like she’d pressed it to invisible glass.

She recoiled, breath sharp.

Leo watched her reaction with interest.

“Careful,” he said. “That isn’t aimed at you.”

“Then what is it aimed at,” she demanded.

“Stability,” he replied. “Yours. Theirs. The idea of it.”

Kyra’s heartbeat thundered in her ears now. “Leo. Listen to me.”

“I am listening.”

“No,” she snapped. “You’re answering.”

Something shifted at that.

For the first time, Leo’s expression changed—not into anger, not into distortion, but into clarity. Like a decision clicking into place.

“Yes,” he said. “I am.”

The wards finally reacted.

Not alarms. Not redlines. Just a subtle tightening of the Covenant’s geometry, adaptive layers adjusting in response to a presence they could now detect but not categorize.

Leo glanced around, assessing the response with open curiosity.

“They’re well made,” he observed. “You’ve been careful.”

Kyra backed up a step, her heel scraping concrete. “Who are you talking to.”

His gaze returned to her.

“To the one who stopped waiting,” he said. “And to the one who made that necessary.”

Her mouth went dry. “Say his name.”

Leo didn’t hesitate.

“Amon.”

The name did not echo. Did not boom. Did not fracture the room.

It simply existed.

The Covenant shuddered.

Not from impact—but from recognition arriving too late to prevent consequence.

Kyra felt it then, unmistakable and absolute.

Leo had not changed.

Something else had finished becoming.

“A moment,” Leo said, softly, almost kindly. “Where assertion becomes preferable to waiting.”

He took a step back.

Not away from danger.

Away from her.

Kyra lunged forward—

And Leo turned, already moving, already choosing direction.

The distance between them opened like a held breath finally released, and he walked toward the Covenant’s outer corridor with unhurried certainty, leaving her standing in geometry that still believed itself intact.

Behind him, the wards tightened.

Ahead of him, the city waited.

And the space Leo left behind felt suddenly, catastrophically unguarded.

Kyra moved without deciding to.

His name was already on her tongue, her body leaning into the instinct to anchor—to pull him back into the shape she knew by reminding him of it. Presence. Contact. Reality asserted through proximity.

“Leo—”

He lifted one hand.

Not fast. Not sharp. Just enough.

The motion stopped her cold.

It wasn’t a ward. It wasn’t force. It was finality—a quiet boundary set with the confidence of something that knew it would be obeyed. The air between them firmed, pressure blooming against her chest like a held breath refusing release.

Kyra swallowed hard and forced herself not to step back.

“Listen to me,” she said, slower now, careful with every word. “Whatever this is, we can—”

“We already did,” Leo replied.

His voice was calm. Conversational. Almost gentle. But the rhythm was wrong. The pauses fell where Leo wouldn’t have placed them. Emphasis landed not on emotion, but on conclusion.

“We solved the problem,” he continued. “That was the point.”

Kyra shook her head once. “You don’t get to decide that.”

A faint smile touched his mouth again—measured, deliberate.

“I didn’t,” he said. “You did.”

The words slid under her guard before she could stop them.

“What does that mean,” she demanded.

Leo shifted his weight.

It was subtle—just a redistribution of balance—but Kyra felt it register through the floor, through the geometry beneath them. The Covenant adjusted, layers flexing in response to a new center of gravity.

“This isn’t possession,” he said, as if correcting a flawed premise she hadn’t spoken aloud. “There’s no struggle. No resistance. Nothing being taken.”

He glanced down at his own hands, turning them palm-up with detached curiosity.

“Leo is intact,” he went on. “Unbroken. Uncontested. He doesn’t need to be displaced to be irrelevant.”

Kyra’s pulse hammered. “Then who’s talking to me.”

He looked up.

“I am,” Amon said.

Not a declaration. A statement of fact.

The wards whispered again—longer this time, a soft cascade of recalibration rippling outward as the Covenant attempted to contextualize him. Lines brightened, then dimmed. Systems adjusted after the sound had already passed.

Always after.

Amon watched the response with interest.

“You built this well,” he said. “It anticipates threat beautifully. It just never learned how to recognize completion.”

Kyra’s fingers curled at her sides, gold light threatening to spark despite her effort to contain it. “You don’t belong here.”

“No,” he agreed easily. “I no longer need to.”

That landed harder than any raised voice could have.

“You think this is over,” she said.

“I think it’s resolved,” Amon corrected. “Waiting was inefficient. Separation was redundant. Context collapsed.”

He lifted Leo’s hand again—higher this time.

The movement was unmistakable now.

Kyra saw it for what it was: not Leo choosing to gesture, but something using the body with effortless familiarity. There was no strain in the muscles. No hesitation. The hand rose because it was told to rise.

First overt control.

The Covenant responded.

Fractures stirred beyond the walls, distant but alert, like deep lines in the city stretching after long disuse. Kyra felt it register at the edge of her awareness—a tightening, a low harmonic pressure building where the unseen currents bent closest to the surface.

Amon felt it too.

His eyes sharpened, attention shifting outward.

“Yes,” he said softly. “There you are.”

Kyra took a half-step back despite herself. “What are you doing.”

“Not escaping,” he replied. “That would imply urgency.”

He turned slightly, angling Leo’s body toward the corridor that led out of the Covenant’s core. Toward the city. Toward open systems and unaware streets.

“I’m proceeding.”

Her throat tightened. “You can’t just—”

“I can,” Amon said. “And I will.”

The certainty in it was absolute.

Kyra understood then—not intellectually, not tactically, but viscerally.

He was not asking permission.

He had never needed it.

This was not an intrusion.

It was an assertion.

The air around them tightened further, pressure threading through the Covenant’s geometry as fractures began to answer the presence they could no longer deny.

Somewhere beyond the walls, the city shifted.

Amon lowered Leo’s hand.

The motion should have ended there.

It didn’t.

The fracture wave didn’t arrive as force. There was no blast, no outward surge, no visible rupture to brace against. It moved inward first—through structure, through alignment, through every assumption the Covenant had been built upon.

Kyra felt it as absence.

A sudden, precise subtraction.

The wards did not shatter. They misfired—each layer responding exactly as designed, just a fraction too late. Containment fields tightened around nothing. Harmonics corrected for pressures that had already passed. Adaptive geometry recalculated based on inputs that no longer applied.

Always after.

Lights dimmed in sequence, not failure but surrender—one band at a time, illumination retreating along the ceiling ribs as if following a command it could not disobey. Lines etched into concrete sheared subtly out of alignment, angles softening, certainties blurring.

The Covenant breathed out.

And did not draw breath again.

Kyra staggered as the floor shifted beneath her—not collapsing, not breaking, simply losing the logic that told it how to stay still. She threw a hand out, catching herself against a support rail that hummed weakly under her grip.

“Ward three is down—no, desynced—” someone shouted from deeper in the complex.

Another voice, panicked. “I’m not getting readouts—systems aren’t flagging—”

“Containment layers are cycling but not locking!”

Movement exploded around her. Boots pounded concrete. Doors slammed. Alarms tried to rise and failed, their tones warping into something flat and meaningless before cutting out entirely.

Kyra didn’t move.

Her attention stayed on Leo.

On Amon.

He stood at the center of it all, untouched. Not braced. Not compensating. Leo’s body bore no sign of strain—no tension in the shoulders, no hitch in breath. The fractures did not bite him. The geometry did not resist him.

This wasn’t power exerted.

It reminded her of gravity.

“You see,” Amon said calmly, as if continuing a thought rather than ending a sanctuary. “This was never about strength.”

The Covenant’s inner ring destabilized, support fields unraveling into inert outlines. Safeguards designed to seal corridors disengaged instead, doors sliding open as if welcoming evacuation rather than preventing breach.

Containment inverted.

Kyra forced herself forward, every step an act of will against a floor that no longer trusted its own rules. “Stop,” she said, voice raw. “You don’t have to do this.”

Amon glanced back at her, almost kindly.

“I do,” he replied. “Because this still exists.”

He gestured—not toward her, not toward the Covenant, but toward the idea of it. Refuge. Structure. Separation.

“Containment was a courtesy,” he continued. “It’s obsolete now.”

Another section of wards failed—not catastrophically, but cleanly. The Covenant’s outer layers disengaged, access routes unlocking, pressure equalizing with the city beyond. Distant noise bled in through concrete and steel—traffic, sirens, unaware life pressing close to a space that could no longer hide itself.

Kyra felt it then, unmistakable.

The Covenant wasn’t under attack.

It was being released.

Amon turned away from her.

The choice was already made.

Leo’s body pivoted smoothly, steps unhurried as he began walking toward the corridor that led out of the Covenant’s core. Each footfall landed with perfect balance, the fractures parting ahead of him like lines making room.

Behind him, geometry failed with quiet inevitability.

Kyra stood amid collapsing certainty, watching the last thing she trusted walk away intact.

Leo didn’t look back.

And the Covenant fell apart behind him as he moved forward, carrying the end of waiting with every effortless step.

Kyra moved.

Not carefully. Not strategically. She ran.

Her boots slipped on a floor that no longer agreed on where it was supposed to be, momentum carrying her forward as geometry buckled and released behind Leo’s retreating form. The Covenant was coming apart in layers—systems shedding function, structure unraveling into permissive failure—but he walked through it as if the space still belonged to him.

“Leo!” she shouted.

He did not slow.

Kyra lunged and caught his arm.

For a heartbeat, she thought she had him.

Her fingers closed around fabric and muscle—solid, familiar—and relief flared sharp enough to hurt. She planted her feet, twisting to pull him back, to force contact to mean something again.

The pain hit a breath later.

Not impact. Not resistance.

Pressure.

It surged up her arm like static finding a ground, white-hot and disorienting, her vision blowing out at the edges as sensation fractured into noise. Her grip failed instantly. Her hand rebounded as if she’d pressed it into an electrical field, nerves screaming as she staggered back with a cry she couldn’t stop.

Leo stopped.

He turned slowly, the same fractional delay in the movement, and faced her.

Kyra dropped to one knee, gasping, her arm numb from shoulder to fingertips. Gold flared reflexively at her pulse, but it stuttered there—unfocused, unable to find purchase in whatever rule set now governed the space around him.

Amon regarded her with something like consideration.

“That wasn’t meant for you,” he said. Not apologetic. Not dismissive. Simply precise.

Kyra dragged in a breath, forcing herself upright despite the lingering static crawling under her skin. “Then turn it off,” she snapped. “You don’t get to do this and pretend you’re careful.”

He studied her for a long moment.

There was no anger in his expression. No triumph.

If anything, there was approval.

“You tried,” Amon said. “That matters.”

Her jaw clenched. “This isn’t you winning.”

“No,” he agreed softly. “It’s me beginning.”

The words cut deeper than any threat could have.

“This doesn’t end here,” he continued. “You didn’t create a breach. You removed an inefficiency. What follows isn’t destruction.”

He stepped closer—not invading her space, not threatening. Just close enough that she felt the pressure rise again, that humming dissonance making her teeth ache.

“It’s progression.”

Kyra pushed herself fully to her feet, swaying but unyielding. “You think I’m going to let you walk away.”

Amon’s gaze flicked briefly to the failing walls, the disengaging doors, the Covenant opening itself to a city that had no idea what was about to step into it.

“I know you won’t,” he said. “That’s why this works.”

He lifted one hand—not toward her, not to strike—but toward the space beside her. The air folded.

Kyra was suddenly somewhere else.

Not thrown. Not slammed.

Displaced.

The floor rose up under her unexpectedly, momentum stolen as she stumbled sideways into a half-collapsed support column. Pain flared through her shoulder as she caught herself, breath punched from her lungs.

By the time she looked up, Leo was already moving again.

He passed through the Covenant’s outer threshold as if it weren’t there—doors yawning open, access seals disengaging, the last layers of concealment peeling away from him without protest. Cold night air rushed in, carrying the sound of the city in full, careless motion.

Traffic. Voices. Sirens. Life.

Leo stepped into it.

Kyra surged forward again, too late, her vision clearing just in time to see him cross the boundary between hidden refuge and open world.

He did not look back.

The threshold sealed behind him—not locking, not defending, simply closing—and the Covenant fell silent in his wake, exposed and failing, its final protections bleeding away into irrelevance.

Kyra hit the threshold at a run.

Beyond it, the city swallowed him whole.

And the space he left behind knew, at last, that it could no longer keep anything safe.

The Covenant broke open.

Not with an explosion. Not with a breach alarm or a cascading failure meant to draw attention. The access points simply let go—pressure differentials equalizing, seals disengaging in clean succession as if the system itself had accepted that concealment was no longer a valid state.

Cold air poured in.

City air. Damp and electric and loud.

Traffic noise flooded the corridor in a sudden, overwhelming rush—engines idling, horns cutting through intersections, the distant thrum of mass transit running on schedules that had nothing to do with hidden wars. Sirens wailed somewhere far off, unconnected, uninterested. Voices echoed from street level, careless and alive.

Unaware.

Covenant personnel spilled into motion behind Kyra—orders shouted, names called, boots pounding as people tried to salvage response from systems that no longer recognized threat conditions. Someone slammed a manual override that didn’t answer. Someone else tore open a secondary panel and swore when it showed green across the board.

Containment was not failing.

It was gone.

Kyra pushed through the last stretch of corridor, lungs burning, shoulder screaming where she’d hit the column. Gold flickered weakly at her pulse—reactive, unfocused, still searching for rules that would hold.

She burst out onto the street—

—and saw him.

Leo stepped into the city as if it had been waiting for him.

The sidewalk accepted his weight without protest. Streetlights didn’t flicker. No one screamed. No one turned. He merged into the flow of bodies with effortless precision, pace unhurried, posture relaxed. Just another man walking at night, hands at his sides, head up, moving with the certainty of someone who knew exactly where he was going.

Cars passed within feet of him. Pedestrians brushed by, irritated or distracted, unaware of the fracture in reality threading through the space they shared. A woman laughed into her phone as she passed him. A delivery truck roared by, exhaust washing over his coat.

Nothing resisted him.

Nothing recognized him.

Kyra stumbled out after him, scanning wildly, her eyes locking onto the familiar shape of Leo’s shoulders just as he slipped into a denser knot of foot traffic. She shouted his name again, voice torn raw by the noise, but it vanished into the city’s indifferent roar.

He never looked back.

For a moment—a terrible, suspended moment—she thought she’d already lost him.

Then she saw him again, further down the block, already half-swallowed by the crowd. He moved with the city’s rhythm now, adjusting pace without thought, blending so perfectly it made her chest ache.

Amon had not fled.

He had joined.

Kyra broke into a run.

She shoved past startled pedestrians, ignored shouted protests, vaulted a low barrier without slowing. Pain flared, but she didn’t let it take her stride. The city surged around her, uncaring, endless, a living system that had no idea what had just been released into its bloodstream.

Ahead, Leo’s form slipped between strangers and streetlight glare, dissolving into motion and shadow.

Kyra ran harder.

The Covenant was behind her now—exposed, compromised, already receding into memory.

The city stretched out in front of her, vast and blind.

And somewhere within it, wearing the body of the one person she could never stop chasing,

Amon moved forward—

and Kyra followed, breath tearing, feet pounding, the pursuit already underway.
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Chapter 2 — The Kintsugi Tether
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Not blindly, but with the hard, focused panic of someone chasing a shape that kept dissolving into other people. The city pressed in from every side: bodies crossing her path, shoulders bumping, voices colliding in overlapping fragments. Neon glare washed the street in uneven color. Engines idled. Tires hissed on damp asphalt.

Leo was ahead of her.

She knew his gait too well to lose it completely. The easy stride. The way his shoulders stayed loose even when he moved with purpose. He didn’t push through the crowd—he aligned with it, slipping between pedestrians as if they were part of a pattern only he could see.

“Amon,” she snarled under her breath, and surged faster.

Her shoulder screamed where she’d hit the column. Her lungs burned. Gold flickered weakly at her pulse, useless for pursuit, offering no traction in a city that didn’t acknowledge magic unless it was forced to.

She vaulted a low barrier and landed badly, nearly clipping a startled man who cursed and spun after her. She didn’t look back.

Leo cut left.

She followed—

And the world lurched.

For a split second, the street tilted at the wrong angle. The horizon skewed, snapping sideways as if someone had taken the city and rotated it half a degree off true.

Kyra stumbled, catching herself on a lamppost just before her knees buckled.

“What the—”

The sound came next.

Not the city in front of her.

The city behind him.

She heard footsteps she couldn’t see—heels striking pavement in a rhythm that didn’t match her own. A car horn blared too close to her left ear, sharp enough to make her flinch—

—but when she looked, the lane beside her was clear.

Her breath hitched.

The sensation passed almost immediately. The street righted itself. Noise snapped back into alignment. Her pulse hammered, adrenaline scrambling to explain it away as exhaustion, as shock, as aftermath.

She pushed off the lamppost and ran again.

Leo was still ahead.

Still unhurried.

Kyra locked onto him, ignoring the lingering dizziness curling behind her eyes. She closed the distance by sheer refusal, weaving through traffic gaps, skidding across crosswalk paint slick with rain.

Then it happened again.

This time she saw it.

The street unfolded from the wrong height—too tall, too distant. Her perspective jumped upward and forward, the city flattening beneath her as if she were seeing it from someone else’s eyes.

From his.

She saw the cross street Leo was about to take before he reached it. Saw the delivery truck edging into traffic. Saw the woman with the red scarf step off the curb, phone pressed to her ear, oblivious to everything except the voice in her headset.

Kyra gasped.

The vision snapped back, slamming her into her own body with enough force to make her stagger. Her foot caught. She windmilled, barely staying upright as pain flared through her ankle.

“What is happening,” she whispered.

Ahead of her, Leo slowed.

Not stopping. Just enough to register the shift.

He tilted his head slightly, as if listening to something newly audible.

Kyra felt it then—a pressure, not in her chest or her hands, but behind her eyes. A faint, sliding awareness, like a second line of thought brushing against her own without merging.

Amon noticed.

She knew it with sudden, bone-deep certainty.

He didn’t turn around. Didn’t look for her.

He spoke, voice carrying back through the city noise with unsettling clarity.

“Careful,” he said mildly. “That adjustment takes a moment to stabilize.”

Kyra skidded to a halt, breath tearing in and out of her lungs.

“Get out of his head,” she shouted.

He didn’t respond to that.

Instead, he crossed the street against the light, stepping neatly between two cars that should have clipped him and didn’t. Kyra followed on instinct—

—and the world snapped sideways again.

This time she didn’t catch herself.

Her vision fractured, the city splitting into overlapping layers as gravity lost its opinion about which way was down. She stumbled hard, shoulder slamming into a stranger who cried out in surprise.

The street spun.

For one terrifying heartbeat, Kyra was nowhere and everywhere at once—running and watching herself run, hearing footsteps that weren’t hers, seeing the city open ahead of Leo’s path like it was making room.

Then she hit the pavement.

Hands scraped concrete. Breath punched out of her lungs.

The city surged past, uncaring.

Kyra dragged herself upright, head swimming, and felt the pressure behind her eyes tighten—not painfully, but with unmistakable intent.

Somewhere ahead of her, still moving, still unhurried—

Amon leaned into the connection.

And the world shifted to meet him.

Kyra pushed herself up and ran.

Her body remembered how, even as her head lagged behind the decision. Muscles fired on habit. Balance reasserted itself in jagged corrections. She moved because stopping meant losing him completely—and because something inside her refused to accept stillness.

The city blurred.

Then it didn’t.

She saw the street ahead with abrupt clarity—too clean, too centered. The lane markings aligned themselves beneath her vision. The rhythm of footsteps changed, syncing to a pace that wasn’t hers.

She blinked.

The image didn’t vanish.

She was looking straight down the block Leo was about to take, streetlights stretching ahead in a precise sequence. A cyclist veered left to avoid a pothole she hadn’t noticed from where she stood. A man in a dark jacket hesitated at the curb, calculating traffic with bored impatience.

Kyra wasn’t there.

Her foot clipped the edge of a curb she hadn’t seen, and the vision shattered. The world snapped back into place, harsh and close and wrong in a different way. She stumbled, caught herself on a parking meter, breath ragged.

“No,” she said under her breath. “No.”

She ran again.

This time the shift came sooner.

Sound arrived out of order—engine noise swelling before the car passed her, laughter echoing too close to her right ear though the sidewalk there was empty. Her vision jumped forward in stuttering increments, perspective sliding loose from her skull and reattaching somewhere else without warning.

She squeezed her eyes shut and kept moving.

It didn’t help.

She saw Leo’s hand lift to adjust his coat before he did it. Felt the subtle change in his stride as he stepped around a broken patch of concrete. The city unfolded ahead of him like a solved equation, and she was forced to witness it in fragments.

Kyra’s breath hitched. “I’m not—” She swallowed hard. “I’m not in control of this.”
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