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            Chapter One

          

          NARA

        

      

    

    
      Nara came back to herself on a taste of copper and ash. Not the clean tang of blood the way it used to be in the arena—ceremonial, expected—but something scorched, metallic, wrong. Heat pressed against her skin in irregular waves, as if the air itself was breathing. Somewhere close, something crackled and popped, the brittle voice of burning circuitry.

      She tried to inhale and her throat answered with knives.

      The sound that tore out of her was not a scream. It was a shredded, wet rasp that scraped her raw from the inside. For a second, panic went bright and animal. The Royal Voice—her voice—had always been the one constant, the one weapon she never lost. Even bound, even starved, she could speak and the world would rearrange itself around the command.

      Now it was a broken thing in her chest, a cracked bell that wouldn’t ring.

      Nara forced her eyes open.

      The world was split into two tones: black soot and gold fire.

      She lay half-buried under something that might once have been a seat, twisted into a crescent around her body like an arm that failed to protect. Above her, the ceiling of the transport—no, the shuttle, the Council’s gilded courier—had collapsed inward. Plates of decorative metal hung like torn banners, their filigree melted into dripping teeth. Between them, she could see the maintenance sky of the under-continent: not sky at all, but a cavernous void threaded with cables and rails, a man-made night lit by distant lamps.

      Twelve lamps.

      Twelve points of light hovering in the dark like watchful eyes.

      They weren’t near. They were far—far enough that they should have been harmless. But Nara felt them anyway. A pressure in her blood, an ache behind her eyes, a slow turning of something deep in her core that answered those lights like a compass needle answers north.

      The Twelve.

      The old grid. The Gilded Coil. The infrastructure the Council never spoke of except in hymns and warnings. The thing they claimed kept the continent stable and obedient and alive.

      And she—Titan of House Nak, the Queen-in-waiting—had just been thrown into its bones.

      A second crackle sounded, closer this time. A spurt of sparks rained down, bright as fireflies. One landed on her forearm and she didn’t even flinch until the sting arrived a moment later. Her nerves were delayed, her body lagging behind the damage as if it couldn’t decide if it was still alive.

      Move, she told herself, and the command meant nothing.

      Her limbs felt heavy, uncooperative. Not pinned, not broken—she tested with tiny shifts and found pain, yes, but also motion. Her muscles were there. They simply didn’t want to obey.

      That scared her more than the crash.

      Nara reached for her throat with trembling fingers. The skin was swollen, tender. Every pulse beat into the bruised channel beneath her jaw as if something had torn and was trying to knit itself back together with thread made of flame.

      The Torn Channel, whispered a memory in her mother’s voice—sharp and clinical, dressed in silk. Don’t strain it. Don’t waste your resonance on fear.

      Her mother had never been gentle. Even her warnings came as orders.

      Nara swallowed. The act was a mistake. She gagged on pain and coughed, a raw bark that sent fresh blood into her mouth.

      The Royal Voice is gone, a part of her said. Or dying.

      No.

      Her pride rose first, the old instinct to deny any weakness. She was Nak, she was Titan—she could not be voiceless—not here, not now. Her status was not a title; it was a frequency the world had learned to respect. When she spoke, the air itself would lean closer.

      She dragged a breath in through her nose, shallow, controlled. The crash had stripped her down to sensation. Heat, ash, the faint chemical sweetness of melted insulation. Under it all, an undercurrent of something else—thin, electric, like static crawling across her teeth.

      Her body recognized it before her mind did—her own energy, unspooling from her core. Not in the clean way it did when she called her Voice to order guards or silence councils, but wild now, as if the crash had cracked her containment. She could feel it in her veins: a gold pressure, swelling, searching for release. Like a storm building behind her ribs.

      If it peaked⁠—

      Her mind flashed to the Council’s private briefings. The words they used when they thought she wasn’t listening.

      Titan Event. Containment failure. Catastrophic discharge.

      They had called it a “burden” with soft faces, as if kindness made the truth smaller. The Titan bloodline held a reservoir of the Coil’s power. It was supposed to be measured, siphoned, distributed—not detonated.

      Nara’s fingers dug into the twisted metal beside her. She forced her elbow under her, pushing, inching upright. Her shoulder screamed. A shard of gilded trim had lodged there, shallow but biting. She clenched her jaw, refusing to make another pathetic sound.

      Around her, the shuttle’s interior was a ruin. Charred bodies were shapes in the wreckage, too still. A Council escort’s white cloak had fused to a seat frame, its gold embroidery blackened. The smell of burnt fabric made her stomach lurch.

      They’re dead, she realized, and the fact landed like a stone.

      Dead because they were with her. Because Prajak had ordered the interception—because someone had decided she shouldn’t reach the surface facility, shouldn’t reach the Council’s hidden vault, shouldn’t reach whatever truth she’d been sent to retrieve.

      Or because she herself had become unstable enough to be considered a threat.

      The thought cut deeper than the shrapnel.

      Nara’s gaze snagged on the only part of the shuttle that still held its shape: a section of wall with the House Nak crest stamped in gold. The crest was cracked down the center, the split running like a fault line through the lion’s head.

      A bad omen, if she believed in omens.

      She didn’t.

      She believed in cause and consequence, and she believed—until this moment—that her Voice could brute-force both into obedience.

      She tried to stand.

      Her legs shook violently, a tremor that wasn’t weakness so much as excess. The gold pressure in her blood surged at the effort, rising like a tide. Her vision blurred at the edges.

      Too hot, she thought dimly. I’m too hot.

      A Titan running high was dangerous even in a palace with dampeners built into every wall. Here, in the under-continent, surrounded by raw Coil infrastructure and broken circuitry?

      She could set the entire tunnel system on fire. She could trigger something in the Twelve that the Council had spent centuries trying to keep asleep.

      Nara braced herself against a jagged beam and forced herself to breathe slower. She had learned as a child—before the Voice fully matured—how to regulate her resonance with breath. In for four, hold for four, out for six.

      She tried.

      The moment she held, her throat seized. Pain flared. Her breath broke into a cough and the gold pressure surged in answer, as if her body interpreted injury as an order to release.

      “No,” she tried to say.

      What came out was a cracked whisper, barely audible over the distant hum of the facility. It didn’t command anything. It didn’t even carry.

      The panic came again, sharper.

      If she couldn’t speak⁠—

      If she couldn’t command⁠—

      What was she?

      A battery, whispered the Council’s voice in her memory. A resource. Nothing more.

      Her nails dug into the beam until she felt the sting of torn skin. Rage rose, bright and familiar. It steadied her more than breath did. Rage made her spine straighten. Rage reminded her she was still alive.

      And she was not going to die here in the ash like an abandoned power cell.

      Nara pushed herself fully upright.

      The world swayed. The tunnel beyond the wreckage yawned wide, a corridor of steel and stone, its walls lined with old conduits that pulsed faintly with gold light. The air beyond was cooler, damp with condensation. Somewhere water dripped in a steady rhythm.

      The drip-drip-drip sounded too much like a countdown.

      She took one step toward the opening and felt the hair on her arms lift.

      The Twelve lights in the distance flickered—subtle, like the blink of an eye—and her blood answered with a painful surge. She doubled over, one hand on her knee, the other clutching her throat.

      The Coil recognizes me, she realized. It’s pulling.

      Nara forced herself to straighten again. She stumbled out of the wreckage, boots crunching through shattered glass and powdered gold plating. Each step sent a tremor through her core. Her energy wanted to rise, to climb toward those distant lights, to connect.

      She was too exposed, too open in this space of raw Coil infrastructure.

      And she was not alone.

      A sound came from behind her—metal shifting, a low scrape.

      Nara froze, every nerve snapping to attention.

      She turned slowly.

      In the wreckage’s shadow, something moved. Not the lazy slide of settling debris, but deliberate, controlled. A shape unfolded from the dark—tall, too lean to be human, its outline broken by protrusions that caught the firelight.

      Her heart slammed once, hard. Her hand went automatically to her hip where her sidearm should have been—nothing, of course. The Council had disarmed her “for safety.” Even Titans were treated like dangerous animals when convenient.

      The shape stepped forward.

      A man, she realized, or something built like one. Bare skin—no, not skin, not entirely. Matte-black plating lined his ribs and shoulders like armor grown under flesh. His torso was marked with seams that suggested access ports. His arms were wrapped in tattered fabric that might once have been a uniform, but it was stained dark and torn to ribbons.

      His head lifted, and in the flicker of firelight she saw his eyes.

      Not eyes.

      Optics.

      Dim, unfocused, as if he’d been in darkness too long and light hurt.

      Asset K-07, her mind supplied before she could stop it.

      Krut.

      Kavin.

      The Council’s siphoner unit. The thing they kept in a locked chamber beneath the palace and spoke about in the same breath as plague and purge. The engineered void designed to drink Titan resonance so the Titan didn’t explode.

      A tool.

      A monster.

      His gaze—those dull optics—landed on her and something in him changed. His posture tightened. His head tilted as if listening to a sound only he could hear.

      The air between them seemed to thicken.

      Nara felt her gold pressure spike so hard she nearly cried out. It wasn’t fear. It was recognition—her energy reacting to his presence like metal to a magnet.

      He took another step. His bare feet made no sound on the ash-covered floor.

      “Kavin,” she tried to say.

      It came out as “K—” and then dissolved into a cough.

      His head snapped slightly at the broken syllable. For an instant, he looked almost… confused. Then his jaw flexed.

      He opened his mouth.

      A sound emerged—not words, but a low, rough exhale that carried a faint harmonic under it. Like a hum trapped behind teeth.

      Her skin prickled. The gold in her blood surged toward her throat, as if trying to climb out through her shredded voice.

      No. Not there. Anywhere but there.

      Nara lifted her chin, forcing her spine into the posture she’d worn in courtrooms and war councils. Even without her voice, she could still look like a queen.

      He stared at her, unblinking. The optics adjusted, irises narrowing minutely. His nostrils flared.

      He’s smelling me, she realized with a jolt of disgust. Like an animal.

      Then she saw the way his fingers twitched—restless, almost pained. The tendons in his forearms stood out as if he were holding himself back from reaching for her.

      Hollow hunger—the siphoner’s void craving resonance—that was the Council’s word for it.

      Nara’s rage flared again, hot enough to steady her. She took a step toward him instead of away.

      He flinched—an involuntary recoil—and then stilled.

      Good, she thought viciously. You’re afraid of me. You should be.

      She lifted a hand, palm outward. The old gesture of command. Stop. Kneel. Obey.

      Her throat tightened as if preparing to amplify the order. Pain lanced through her neck. The command died before it could become sound.

      Her hand hung uselessly in the air.

      For the first time in her life, her body did not back her authority.

      Kavin’s head tilted further. His gaze tracked her hand, then her throat, then her eyes. Something like comprehension flickered across his face.

      He took one more step—slow, careful, like approaching a skittish creature. The firelight painted him in gold and shadow, making the seams in his skin look like cracks in a statue.

      Up close, she could see the blue stains at his collarbone—dried bioluminescent fluid that had seeped from small ports embedded in his flesh. It glowed faintly, like dying embers.

      He’s been feeding, she thought.

      Or starving.

      His lips parted again. This time, a word tried to form.

      “N…a…”

      It was broken, scraped raw, as if speech hurt him too.

      Nara’s breath caught. Not because of pity—she didn’t have room for pity—but because hearing her name in that ruined voice made something in her chest twist.

      He knows me.

      Of course he does. She’d stood over his containment chamber once, younger then, furious at the Council for keeping secrets. She’d demanded answers. She’d spoken through the glass, her Royal Voice vibrating the restraints on his body.

      He had been motionless, head bowed, as if asleep.

      But he’d heard.

      Now, in the ash of a crash, with the Twelve watching from the dark, he stood free.

      And her throat was shredded.

      External conflict snapped back into focus like a blade.

      If he decided she was prey, she had nothing. No weapon. No voice. Only raw resonance burning in her blood.

      And he was built to take it.

      Nara lowered her hand slowly, controlling the tremor in her fingers. She forced herself to think like a commander, not a wounded girl.

      He is an asset, she told herself. Assets can be directed.

      How do you direct a siphoner without your Voice?

      She swallowed pain and lifted her chin again. She took another step closer, until they were only a meter apart.

      Kavin’s chest rose and fell in shallow, uneven breaths. His gaze stayed fixed on her throat, as if he could see the gold pressure under her skin.

      Nara could feel her own energy reacting to him, reaching toward the void inside him like water toward a drain. It terrified her—not because she didn’t want to survive, but because it meant survival would require surrender.

      The Council had framed it as necessity. Give to the siphoner or burn.

      She had always hated the implication. That her power was something to be taken from her, distributed, controlled. That her body was a reservoir meant to be tapped.

      But standing here, she could not deny the physics of it. Her energy was climbing. The Twelve were amplifying it. The Torn Channel in her throat had disrupted her regulation.

      If she didn’t stabilize soon⁠—

      Her vision flashed white at the edges. She tasted ozone.

      “Kavin,” she tried again, softer, more careful.

      This time the whisper made it out, thin as thread. “Help.”

      The word cost her. Pain ripped through her throat, and her knees threatened to buckle.

      Kavin’s optics flared brighter for a second, as if his system had spiked. His hands flexed, fingers spreading.

      He took a sharp step forward.

      Nara’s body reacted before her mind. She stumbled back, heart hammering, and her heel caught on twisted metal. She went down hard, the impact jarring through her spine.

      The gold pressure surged violently in response, like a creature in her blood panicking.

      Kavin froze mid-step. His head jerked slightly, as if something inside him snapped to attention.

      Then, slowly, he lowered himself into a crouch a few feet away. Not pouncing. Not attacking.

      Watching.

      His shoulders were tense, his jaw clenched so hard she could see the muscle jumping. His breathing sounded wrong—too shallow, too fast, like he was fighting nausea.

      Hollow, she thought. He’s Hollow.

      Nara pushed herself up onto one elbow. The ash smeared her palm, blackening her skin. She met his gaze and held it, refusing to look away.

      “You will not touch me without permission,” she whispered.

      The words were ridiculous without the Royal Voice behind them. They held no power in the air. They were only breath.

      But Kavin’s head tilted, and for the first time she saw something in him that wasn’t hunger.

      Conflict.

      His gaze darted from her eyes to the ground and back, as if he were reading invisible lines of code in the air.

      He shook once, a sharp motion like a dog trying to rid itself of water. A low sound escaped him—almost a growl, but restrained.

      Then, with visible effort, he leaned back on his heels, putting more distance between them.

      Nara’s lungs loosened a fraction.

      He understands restraint, she realized. Or he’s trying.

      The knowledge shifted something in her. The Council had always described him as an inevitability. A function. A void that would consume if given access.

      But this—this hesitation—looked like choice. And choice, right now, was enough.

      A tremor ran through the tunnel, low and distant. Dust sifted from the ceiling. The wreckage behind her groaned as if settling into its new shape.

      Nara’s eyes flicked upward instinctively. The Twelve lights in the far darkness pulsed again, faintly brighter. The gold conduits along the tunnel walls responded, their glow intensifying in a slow wave that traveled toward her like a tide.

      Her stomach dropped.

      The system is waking up, she thought. It felt like an ancient machine stretching its limbs after a long sleep, recognizing a Titan signature and reaching for it.

      Kavin’s head snapped toward the tunnel, his posture tightening. He rose smoothly to his feet, turning his body slightly as if to shield her from whatever lay ahead—an unconscious movement that startled her.

      He listened—not with ears but with his whole frame, tuning to the vibration in the metal floor.

      Nara tried to stand again. Her legs shook, but she forced them to hold. She couldn’t stay here. The wreckage would attract whatever patrol systems still functioned. And if Prajak had arranged the crash, he would be sending hunters.

      Prajak, with his obsession for order and his devotion to the Coil. Prajak, who would happily drag her back in chains if he thought it preserved the system.

      Or kill her if he thought she threatened it.

      Nara steadied herself against the tunnel wall. The cold metal dampened the heat in her palm slightly, a small relief.

      “Kavin,” she whispered. “We have to move.”

      He didn’t look at her. His attention stayed locked down the tunnel, toward the distant glow.

      A faint sound drifted to them—so quiet she almost missed it. Like water running through pipes.

      Except there was no water here. Only conduits and wires.

      The sound grew clearer: a soft, steady hiss, layered with a whispering crackle. Static.

      Nara’s skin crawled. The hair at the back of her neck rose.

      The Static, she remembered. The phenomenon the Council dismissed as interference but kept wards against in every royal chamber. The thing that made Titans dream of drowning in light.

      It wasn’t just sound. It was pressure. It slid into her ears, into her throat, into the Torn Channel like a finger probing a wound.

      Her breath hitched.

      Momentarily, the hiss took on a shape—almost like syllables. Not words she could understand, but the rhythm of speech.

      It sounded—absurdly—like rain.

      A soothing, steady patter that made her body want to unclench. Want to give in. Want to let the gold pressure spill out and be done with the burning.

      No, she thought fiercely. Not that.

      She clamped a hand over her mouth, as if she could physically stop her energy from responding. Pain flared, but it anchored her.

      Kavin turned his head toward her then, and his optics narrowed. He seemed to sense her distress, the way her resonance spiked under the Static’s touch.

      His throat moved. He swallowed hard, and the blue-stained ports at his collarbone glimmered faintly.

      He took a step toward her—careful, slow—and stopped when she stiffened.

      His hand lifted halfway, hovering in the air between them. Not reaching for her, but offering something like… contact.

      Nara stared at his hand. Long fingers, callused, the joints subtly reinforced. A tool built to hold and take.

      But also a tool built to stabilize.

      She hated that she needed him. Hated that her body was already leaning toward him, desperate for relief from the pressure in her blood.

      Internal conflict tightened around her heart like a wire.

      I am Titan, she told herself. I command. I do not beg. I do not surrender.

      And yet her throat was shredded, her Voice a cracked whisper, and the Twelve were pulling her toward an overload that would kill her and possibly take half the under-continent with her.

      She could cling to pride and die.

      Or she could accept help from the monster the Council had caged.

      Nara lowered her hand from her mouth. Her lips were stained red.

      She looked at Kavin and made herself speak again, even though it hurt. “Can you… hear me?”

      The words came out faint, but they came.

      Kavin’s head dipped once. A nod.

      Relief hit her so sharply she almost sobbed. She swallowed it down. Queens didn’t sob. Not where anyone could see.

      “I can’t use my Voice,” she whispered. “It’s—” She choked on the word broken, because saying it made it too real. “I need you to follow my lead.”

      Kavin’s jaw clenched. Another low hum vibrated in his chest, too quiet to be language, but the sound did something strange to the air. It seemed to smooth the Static’s hiss for half a second, like a hand passing over disturbed water.

      Nara felt the gold pressure in her blood ease by the smallest fraction.

      Her eyes widened.

      He can counter it, she realized. Not with command. With frequency.

      The thought lodged in her mind like a seed, but there was no time to examine it. The tunnel trembled again, stronger. Somewhere behind them, a section of the shuttle collapsed fully with a grinding shriek.

      And then—faint, distant, but unmistakable—came a new sound layered under the Static.

      Footsteps.

      Not Kavin’s silent movement. Not the settling of debris. These were rhythmic, mechanical, multiplied by echo.

      A patrol.

      Nara’s stomach tightened. Prajak’s hunters? Or the facility’s automated security waking up?

      Either way, they couldn’t be found here. Not with her energy climbing and her throat unusable.

      She looked at Kavin, urgency burning behind her eyes. “We have to go. Now.”

      Kavin’s optics flicked past her toward the wreckage. He seemed to calculate, to map vibrations through metal and stone. Then he turned and pointed down the tunnel—left, toward a narrower maintenance corridor partially obscured by hanging cables.

      He knew the way.

      Of course he did. He’d been built for this underworld. The Council had kept him caged, but his design belonged to the Coil’s veins.

      Nara nodded once. It hurt. Everything hurt.

      She stepped toward him, forcing her body forward. The gold pressure surged at the movement, responding to proximity. Her skin warmed as if she’d moved closer to a fire.

      Kavin stiffened, but he didn’t retreat. His hand hovered again near her elbow—close enough to catch her if she fell, but not touching.

      Permission, her mind reminded her. You demanded it. Now give it, or break your own rule.

      Nara swallowed against pain. Then, with deliberate control, she reached out and gripped his wrist.

      The contact was a shock.

      Cold and heat at once—his skin cooler than hers, his internal void pulling at her resonance like a tide. The gold pressure in her blood lunged toward him, eager, desperate.

      Nara’s knees nearly buckled from the sudden relief. She gasped silently, throat flaring with pain, but the pressure eased as if a valve had opened.

      Kavin’s entire body shuddered. A strained sound escaped him—half a groan, half a growl. His free hand clenched into a fist at his side.

      He’s fighting it, she realized. Fighting the instinct to take everything.

      Nara tightened her grip, anchoring herself. “Just—” she rasped, barely able to form the word. “Enough.”

      Kavin’s optics flared. He turned his head away, jaw trembling. The blue-stained ports at his collarbone pulsed faintly, as if responding to her resonance.

      For a second, Nara felt something else under the hunger.

      A directive.

      A hard line of programming that ran through him like a spine.

      Take. Contain. Purge.

      The last word flashed through her mind with sudden clarity, and her blood ran colder than the tunnel air.

      Purge.

      The Council’s ultimate failsafe. If a Titan became unstable, the siphoner would not just feed—he would erase the source.

      He would kill her.

      Nara’s grip on his wrist tightened until she felt the reinforced bone under his skin. She met his gaze again, forcing him to look at her.

      “Listen to me,” she whispered, voice shredded but intent sharp enough to cut. “You will not purge me.”

      Kavin’s expression twisted, as if the word struck him physically. His shoulders hunched. The hum in his chest deepened, vibrating through her hand.

      For one stretched instant, the Static in the tunnel seemed to pause, as if listening too.

      Then the footsteps behind them grew louder, the echo sharpening. A metallic click sounded—like a weapon cocking or a security lock engaging.

      A beam of light swept across the tunnel mouth, pale and searching.

      Nara’s pulse spiked. The gold pressure surged in response.

      Kavin reacted instantly. He stepped in front of her, placing his body between her and the approaching light. His hand came up—not to touch her, but to press against the wall beside her head, shielding her in the narrow space between metal and his frame.

      He was close enough that she could feel the cool pull of his void against her skin. Her energy leaned toward him, relieved.

      The searchlight swept again, closer.

      A voice echoed faintly from the darkness behind them—distorted by distance and pipes, but unmistakably human.

      “—scan complete. Residual resonance detected.”

      Prajak’s men, then. Or the facility speaking through them.

      Nara’s throat tightened. She tried to inhale quietly and nearly choked. The Torn Channel burned.

      Kavin’s optics dimmed, as if he were shutting down light output. His head tilted slightly, listening to the vibration of the approaching patrol.

      Then his lips moved near her ear.

      The word was barely sound, more breath than speech.

      “Run.”

      Nara’s heart slammed once. Her body wanted to obey him automatically, the way it used to obey her own commands.

      Run where? How? With her energy climbing and her voice broken and the Twelve pulling at her blood?

      Kavin shifted, guiding her with his body toward the narrow maintenance corridor he’d indicated. His hand brushed her shoulder—brief contact, almost accidental.

      The relief was immediate and dangerous. Her gold pressure surged toward him, hungry to spill out.

      Kavin flinched but didn’t stop. He pushed a hanging curtain of cables aside, revealing a dark passage barely wide enough for them to slip through.

      Behind them, the searchlight caught the edge of the shuttle wreckage and lingered. The footsteps paused.

      A second voice murmured, closer now. “There. Heat signature.”

      Nara’s breath froze.

      Kavin grabbed her wrist—firm, no longer hovering—and pulled her into the maintenance corridor just as the searchlight snapped toward them.

      For a split second, the pale beam hit Nara’s face, illuminating the ash on her skin and the blood at her lips.

      She saw the silhouette of armed figures at the tunnel mouth. Helmets. Rifles. The gleam of gilded insignia.

      And then Kavin yanked her deeper into darkness, the corridor swallowing them whole.

      The last thing Nara heard before the cables fell back into place was the sharp, amplified bark of an order—Prajak’s voice carried through a loudspeaker, cold and triumphant.

      “Asset K-07 has been located. Retrieve the Titan alive. If the asset resists… authorize Purge.”

      In the dark, Kavin’s grip on her wrist tightened until it hurt.

      And the Static, soft as rain, began to whisper again—closer this time, as if it had followed them into the narrow throat of the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KAVIN

        

      

    

    
      The corridor was too narrow for panic. Kavin dragged her through it anyway. Cables slapped against his shoulders and face, wet with condensation and slick with old coolant. Nara’s wrist was small in his grip—hot, too hot, a living coil of pressure that tried to pour itself into him the way gravity tried to pour a river downhill. Every step made the hunger in his Hollow flare bright and stupid, a simple animal command: take.

      Behind them, voices multiplied. Boots struck metal in a pattern that made the floor sing with vibrations. Searchlight beams skated over the curtain of hanging wires they’d shoved aside, turning the corridor mouth into a strobing, blinking throat.

      “—movement,” someone shouted. “In the maintenance line!”

      Kavin didn’t look back. Looking was a waste. Sound was a luxury. He measured the world in tremors through his bare feet and the twitch of his ribs where the plating met flesh. The patrol’s weight hit the grid like hammer-falls. Their rifles hummed with charged capacitors. Their helmets threw off tiny ultrasonic pings—mapping, searching, hunting.

      And the Static—always the Static—hissed through the pipes above like rain trying to speak.

      Nara stumbled. Her knees gave for a fraction, the heat in her blood spiking as if the near-fall had slapped a bell inside her. The gold pressure rolled outward in a pulse that punched into Kavin’s void.

      His vision went white at the edges.

      His ports—those cursed little mouths at his collarbone—itched and opened of their own accord. A faint blue seep beaded there, bioluminescent fluid catching on his skin like tears.

      No. Not now.

      Kavin tightened his grip and shoved her forward, not gentle, not cruel—necessary. The corridor bent left, then dropped into a short ladder-well. He felt it before he saw it: the sudden absence of vibration where the floor wasn’t floor but empty space.

      He stopped hard, threw an arm out to block her.

      Nara collided with his chest, a soft, violent impact. Her heat slammed into him and his Hollow reacted like a starving lung grabbing air.

      For a second, Kavin’s whole body wanted to fold around her. Pin her. Drink. Silence the pain in his gut with her resonance. The hunger wasn’t just physical; it was code threaded into muscle and bone.

      CONTAIN.

      STABILIZE.

      PURGE IF NECESSARY.

      The last line was always there, clean and cold as a blade.

      Nara’s hands pressed against his plating as she caught herself. He felt the tremor in her fingers. Her throat moved like she was swallowing back pain.

      She tried to speak and only a rasp came out.

      The sound—broken, raw—hit him in a place deeper than his programming. It wasn’t command. It wasn’t Royal Voice. It was… need.

      Kavin shoved his face close to hers, voice low. “Down.”

      He didn’t know if she understood. He didn’t know if she could hear the words under the Static and the approaching boots. But he tipped his chin at the ladder-well and pushed her shoulder.

      Nara stared at the dark hole as if it were a mouth. Her eyes flicked back to him—bright with fury, with fear, with the humiliating truth that she couldn’t order the world anymore.

      He hated that he recognized the emotion so precisely. He’d watched her through reinforced glass once, years ago, when she’d been all voice and iron posture. He’d heard her speak and felt his restraints tighten in reverence and reflex.

      Now she looked like a queen dragged through ash.

      Now she looked like a person.

      Boots hit the corridor mouth behind them. Cable curtain rattled.

      “Asset!” a voice barked, amplified by helmet comms. “Stand down. Present the Titan for retrieval.”

      Kavin’s jaw clenched until he felt the seam under his cheekbone creak. The directive rose in him like an old hymn. Obey. Asset K-07. Property. Tool.

      He pushed Nara toward the ladder with his body, turning so his back blocked the corridor.

      “Go,” he said again, rougher.

      Her lips formed something—maybe no, maybe you—but it died as another wave of pain seized her throat. She doubled slightly, hand clutching her neck.

      The gold in her blood surged toward her torn channel like it wanted to escape through the wound.

      The patrol’s searchlight swept into the corridor. White glare painted Kavin’s back, turning his shadow into a wall.

      “Visual!” someone shouted. “It’s him!”

      Rifles lifted. Kavin heard the capacitors whine up. The vibration of their fingers on triggers was tiny, precise.

      He didn’t have time to think about being shot. Bullets were simple. Power was not.

      If they hit Nara—if they jolted her resonance, if they spiked her already-climbing pressure—she would rupture. The Titan Event the Council feared would become real. The entire under-grid would answer. The Twelve lights would pull, amplify, and⁠—

      And Kavin would do what he was built to do.

      He would kill her to save the system.

      The thought made his stomach twist with something that wasn’t hunger and wasn’t guilt. Something newer. Something that felt like refusal.

      He stepped forward into the beam, letting them see him fully.

      “Asset K-07,” the helmeted officer called, voice crisp with triumph. “By order of Prajak, you will surrender the Titan. Noncompliance authorizes Purge.”

      The word Purge crawled into Kavin’s ribs like an insect.

      He felt Nara behind him shift, heard her breath catch. She understood that word. She’d heard it in Prajak’s loudspeaker. She knew what it meant.

      Kavin lifted one hand slowly, palm out.

      A parody of Nara’s command gesture.

      Stop.

      The officer hesitated anyway. Not because he respected the gesture—but because Kavin’s body was wrong in the light. Too tall. Too lean. The seams in his skin. The ports. The faint blue glow that leaked when he breathed too hard. People didn’t like seeing the things built beneath their palaces.

      “Approach,” the officer ordered his squad, voice sharp to cover his discomfort.

      The vibrations of four pairs of boots advanced.

      Kavin moved before they reached him.

      He didn’t run. In a corridor this narrow, speed was collision. Instead he dropped his weight, twisted, and slammed his shoulder into the cable curtain to his right, ripping it loose. The hanging wires fell like a net, tangling across the patrol’s faces and rifles.

      They swore, yanking. One rifle discharged by accident.

      The shot cracked the corridor with a flash of blue-white.

      Nara made a sound behind Kavin—silent but sharp—and her resonance spiked like a struck gong. Gold pressure rolled out in a wave.

      Kavin’s ports opened again. His Hollow surged up, desperate to catch the wave, to drink it, to stabilize. The relief was right there—liquid and bright and addictive.

      Take it, the hunger whispered. She is burning. You are empty.

      Kavin gritted his teeth and turned the need into motion.

      He grabbed the officer by the chest plate and yanked him forward into the ladder-well. The man screamed as he fell, boots scraping metal rungs, body hitting lower levels with a hollow clang.

      The others shouted, trying to pull their rifles free of the wires.

      Kavin pivoted back to Nara. She was still standing, barely. Her eyes were wide, her lips parted, blood dark at the corner.

      He couldn’t afford her pride.

      He hooked an arm around her waist and lifted her—light enough to carry, heavy enough with heat to make his void howl.

      Nara’s hand flew to his shoulder, fingers digging in, either to steady herself or to protest. Her skin burned through the thin fabric on his shoulder like a brand.

      She opened her mouth. Nothing came out but a rasp.

      Kavin didn’t apologize. He didn’t explain.

      He dropped into the ladder-well with her, feet finding rungs by vibration and instinct, descending fast. Above, the patrol fired again—controlled shots this time—sparks skittering down the shaft as rounds struck metal.

      One round clipped Kavin’s shoulder plating. Pain flared bright and distant, not enough to slow him.

      Nara flinched at the sound, her energy surging again.

      He felt it pour into him through proximity, not contact. The Titan frequency wanted his void the way lightning wanted ground. Each pulse made his core feel less empty and more… dangerous. Like filling a cup cracked at the bottom.

      He reached the bottom of the ladder and jumped the last meter, landing hard on damp concrete.

      A maintenance tunnel stretched ahead, lower and wider, its ceiling lined with pipes that dripped steadily.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      The sound should have been only water.

      But the Static rode it, weaving syllables into the rhythm.

      Give.

      Let go.

      Kavin’s head snapped up, optics narrowing.

      Her breath caught. She heard it too.

      The facility’s voice wasn’t coming from a speaker. It was in the metal itself, in the tiny electrical currents along the pipes and conduits. It was in the air. It was in his teeth.

      The Council had called it interference. Kavin knew better. He’d lived in its presence beneath the palace, felt it press against his mind during maintenance cycles, whispering through the walls of his containment.

      It had always wanted him hollow.

      Now it wanted her open.

      Above, boots hit the ladder again. The patrol was descending.

      Kavin set Nara down but kept his arm around her waist when her knees tried to fold.

      She glared at him, fury sharp even through pain. She tried to speak. Her throat betrayed her.

      He leaned close, voice a rough scrape. “Walk.”

      It wasn’t a command. It wasn’t Royal. It was survival.

      Nara’s jaw clenched. She straightened anyway, dragging dignity up around herself like armor. She stepped forward, one foot, then another.

      Kavin matched her pace, guiding her without touching too much. Every brush of skin against his plating made his Hollow flex.

      They moved down the tunnel, away from the ladder, toward deeper dark.

      The facility here was older. The metal was pitted, the concrete stained. Gilded filigree still clung to some pipe joints like decorative rot, a reminder that even the bones of this place had been built to impress gods and kings.

      Kavin listened.

      The patrol’s descent shook the ladder. Their voices echoed down the shaft.

      “Seal the exits!”

      “Prajak wants her alive!”

      “And the asset?”

      A pause.

      Then, colder: “If it resists, we authorize Purge.”

      Kavin’s stomach tightened again. Purge wasn’t only for Nara. It was also for him. The Council didn’t like loose ends.

      Nara stumbled, and Kavin caught her elbow. He felt her heat spike at contact and forced himself to ease his grip, to make it support rather than hold.

      Her eyes flicked down to his hand, then up to his face. Something passed between them—recognition that he was trying not to become the monster her world insisted he was.

      She lifted her free hand, palm hovering near his chest, then pulled it back like she’d touched a flame.

      Kavin understood the impulse. He was flame in a different spectrum.

      The Static hissed louder as they moved. The dripping water became almost musical, like a lullaby.

      Kavin forced his focus outward—map the vibrations, find an exit, find a hub, find anything with shielding.

      His memory held fragments of this underworld like broken schematics. He’d been carried through it once, sedated, on the way to his cage. The smell of disinfectant. The click of Prajak’s boots. The taste of restraints.

      He remembered turns, slopes, the place where the air grew cold.

      He pointed left at a junction where the tunnel split. Nara followed without question, though her shoulders were tight with resistance at being guided.

      They hurried down the left passage.

      The air changed. Cooler. Damp gave way to dry, dustier. The vibrations underfoot sharpened—the metal grid here was thinner, closer to the facility’s outer shell.

      Good. Closer to a maintenance hub.

      But the Static changed too.

      It wasn’t just hiss now. It had cadence. It pressed at Kavin’s skull like fingers trying to pry open a seam.

      Asset K-07…

      The words weren’t spoken by a human voice. They were formed out of interference, out of harmonic distortion in the pipes.

      Kavin’s steps faltered.

      Nara noticed immediately. Her hand shot out, gripping his forearm—not to steady herself, but to anchor him.

      The contact was a shock. Her heat poured into him through her fingertips, his Hollow surging and—dangerously—calming.

      She stared at her own hand on his arm as if startled by what it did. Her eyes widened.

      Kavin stared too. Not at the hand, but at the truth: her frequency didn’t only feed him. It could steady him.

      He swallowed, throat dry. “Don’t—” he began, but the Static cut him off.

      Return to directive.

      His vision flashed. Not light—memory.

      A sterile room. A screen of scrolling logs. His own hands red with someone else’s blood.

      EXECUTIONER PROTOCOL ENGAGED.

      PURGE COMPLETE.

      Kavin’s breath hitched, chest tightening as if the old restraints had snapped back into place.

      He stumbled.

      Nara’s grip tightened, refusing to let him fall into whatever darkness tried to swallow him. Her eyes were fierce, demanding, silent.

      Kavin forced himself to breathe.

      In through the nose. Out through the mouth.

      He didn’t need oxygen the way humans did; his lungs were part show, part cooling system. But breath was also rhythm. Rhythm was frequency. Frequency was control.

      He began to hum—low, almost inaudible.

      Not a song. A vibration.

      He found Nara’s heartbeat through the contact on his arm: fast, strained, but steady. He matched it. Let the rhythm settle into his chest.

      The humming smoothed the Static for a fraction, like pushing a hand through disturbed water.

      Nara blinked at him, startled. She felt it too—the way the air eased when he hummed.

      They stood for a moment in the tunnel, bodies close, both listening to a rhythm that wasn’t the facility’s whisper, wasn’t the patrol’s boots.

      Just two hearts—one engineered, one royal—trying to agree on a beat.

      Then the patrol’s voices echoed louder behind them. They’d reached the bottom of the ladder.

      No time.

      Kavin took Nara’s wrist again—careful this time, not yanking—and pulled her forward. He kept humming under his breath as they moved, using the vibration like a shield.

      The tunnel ahead ended at a sealed maintenance door stamped with faded gold. A crest—half worn away—still showed the spiral of the Gilded Coil.

      A keypad sat to the right, dead screen reflecting their faces.

      Nara’s shoulders sagged at the sight. A dead end.

      Kavin stepped closer, placing his palm against the door. He listened with his skin. The metal vibrated faintly with current.

      Not dead. Sleeping.

      He found a seam near the keypad, a small access plate. His fingers slid under it and ripped it free with a squeal of metal.

      Wires. Old. Insulated in cracked rubber.

      He didn’t have tools. He had hands and instinct.

      Behind them, boots clanged. Voices bounced down the passage.

      “They went left!”

      “Seal them in!”

      A searchlight beam swept the tunnel, growing brighter.

      Nara pressed her back to the wall, breathing through pain. Her eyes fixed on Kavin’s hands, on the wires, on the way his shoulders tensed.

      She lifted a hand to her throat, as if trying to hold the Torn Channel together. Her fingers came away slick with fresh blood.

      Kavin’s void clenched.

      It wasn’t just hunger now. It was rage at the fragility of her body, at the system that built her as a battery and him as a failsafe knife.

      He grabbed two wires—blue and gold, old color coding—and twisted them together.

      A spark jumped. The door shuddered.

      Nara flinched, resonance spiking.

      Kavin’s ports throbbed, aching to open fully. He forced them shut with sheer will, humming louder—still matching her heartbeat, using it to anchor himself.

      He twisted again. Held contact.

      The door’s lock clicked. A line of light appeared down the seam.

      The searchlight beam hit them fully now, white glare painting their faces.

      “Stop!” a soldier shouted, rifle raised.

      Kavin didn’t think. He grabbed Nara around the waist again and shoved his shoulder into the door.

      It swung inward with a groan.

      They spilled into darkness.

      Kavin kicked the access plate aside and slammed the door behind them. The lock tried to reengage and failed; the old mechanism protested, then clicked into place with a stubborn finality.

      A fist pounded the other side immediately.

      “Open this!” someone yelled. “By order of Prajak⁠—”

      Kavin ignored it. He turned, back to the door, eyes adjusting to the new space.

      They were in a maintenance hub.

      Not the clean, lit hubs of the upper levels. This one was ancient: a circular room with pipes radiating outward like spokes. The air was warmer here, carrying the scent of old oil and something faintly floral—decayed perfume trapped in ventilation filters for decades.

      In the center stood a pedestal with a dormant console, gilded edges dulled by time. Above it, a lattice of cables rose into the ceiling like a dead tree.

      Nara leaned heavily against the wall, chest heaving. She looked around, calculating even through pain. Her gaze snagged on the console.

      A way forward, a way deeper—and, Kavin realized with a chill, a place where the Coil’s infrastructure was thick.

      Her energy would surge here. The hub would recognize her signature.

      The Static was quieter in this room—but not gone. It waited in the pipes like breath held behind lips.

      Kavin stepped toward Nara, careful. She stiffened automatically, pride flaring.

      He stopped an arm’s length away. “Sit,” he said.

      She glared, then slowly sank to the floor anyway, back against the wall. The motion made her wince; her throat convulsed with a silent cough.

      Kavin crouched in front of her, not touching.

      Her eyes flicked to his collarbone, where the ports glowed faintly under the skin. She looked away quickly, as if the sight was indecent.

      He understood.

      Needing him was indecent to her.

      Needing her was deadly to him.

      A pounding shook the door again. Metal groaned.

      “They’ll breach,” Kavin said, voice low.

      Nara’s jaw tightened. She tried to speak; the rasp that came out was barely sound. She swallowed and tried again, pushing through pain.

      “Then…” Her voice cracked. “…we move.”

      It cost her. Blood darkened her lip.

      Kavin’s hands curled into fists. The hunger urged him—take, stabilize, take—and the directive lurked beneath—purge, if necessary.

      He forced himself to look at her eyes, not her throat.

      Her gaze was sharp, stubborn, alive.

      A Titan didn’t beg.

      But she had said help in the tunnel. A single word that had lodged in him like a hook.

      Kavin reached slowly toward her—stopped before contact—and waited.

      Permission.

      Nara’s breathing hitched. She stared at his hand, then at his face.

      Her pride warred visibly with survival.

      Finally—tight, deliberate—she lifted her own hand and pressed it to her chest. Then she extended it and placed it over his hovering palm, guiding it to rest on her sternum.

      Hand-to-heart.

      The gesture was small, intimate, nothing like a command.

      It hit Kavin harder than any order.

      Her heat poured into him through the contact, not in a flood but a measured stream, as if her body understood what her mind refused to name: stabilization.

      Kavin’s Hollow sighed open, receiving.

      Relief washed through him, immediate and dangerous. His ports pulsed, blue fluid brightening under his skin.

      Nara’s eyes fluttered shut for a second, face tightening as the pressure in her blood eased.

      Kavin felt the balance shift—her resonance lowering from catastrophic peak to something survivable. Not safe. Not yet. But survivable.

      He kept his hand steady, forcing his void to drink slowly, to take enough and not more.

      His code resisted. It wanted efficiency. It wanted full containment.

      He pushed back with rhythm—humming again, matching her heartbeat, using the sound to regulate his intake the way a dam regulated water.

      Nara’s eyes opened. They were damp, though she looked furious at the fact. “Don’t…” she rasped, barely audible. “…lose yourself.”

      His throat tightened. He didn’t know how to answer without lying.

      He was always on the edge of losing himself. That was what Hollow meant.

      Outside the door, the pounding became more organized—metallic clacks, tools against lock seams.

      “They’re cutting it,” Kavin said.

      Nara’s gaze flicked to the console. She swallowed, face hardening into decision. “Get… it on.”

      Kavin pulled his hand away reluctantly. The absence of her heat made his void ache.

      He rose and moved to the central pedestal.

      The console surface was dark glass, dust-coated. He wiped it with his forearm, leaving a streak. Beneath the grime, faint symbols glowed in dormant gold.

      Titan interface.

      Not made for him.

      But the hub had ports—physical, not just digital. Old-fashioned. Thick cables with clamp connectors, meant to be handled by technicians before everything became sealed and sacred.

      Kavin found a power lever on the side of the pedestal and yanked.

      The hub answered with a low hum. Lights—dim, amber—blinked awake around the room’s circumference. The ceiling lattice vibrated as current returned.

      The Static stirred immediately, pleased.

      There you are, it whispered, not in words but in the way the hum shifted into a near-voice.

      Nara stiffened on the floor, hand going to her throat.

      Kavin turned, watching her. “Don’t listen,” he said, though he didn’t know if that was possible. The Static wasn’t sound. It was persuasion built into infrastructure.

      Nara pushed herself upright, using the wall. She moved toward the console with careful steps, each one controlled. She looked like she was walking on broken glass.

      Kavin stayed close without crowding her. He watched her throat convulse with each swallow.

      The Torn Channel was bleeding. Every breath was a cost.

      She reached the pedestal and placed both palms on the glass.

      The console flared.

      Gold light surged under her hands, racing through etched circuitry like veins filling with blood. Symbols blossomed across the surface, forming concentric spirals.

      The room brightened in response. The ceiling lattice glowed faintly.

      Nara’s shoulders tensed. Her eyes squeezed shut as the hub recognized her and pulled.

      Kavin saw it—not with optics, but with something deeper. Her resonance rose in answer, a gold tide swelling again. The hub was amplifying her, the way the Twelve did, calling her frequency like a name.

      Nara opened her eyes, jaw clenched. She tried to speak a command—an instinctive attempt to assert control.

      Only a whisper came.

      The console didn’t care about whispers. It cared about frequency.

      The Static rushed in to fill the gap.

      Speak, it coaxed, using the cadence of rain. Give it to us. Let the burden go.

      Nara’s fingers dug into the glass. Her lips trembled with pain and fury.

      Kavin moved in, placing his hand over hers—careful, asking without words.

      She looked at him sharply.

      Permission again.

      She didn’t nod. She didn’t soften.

      She simply didn’t pull away.

      Kavin let his palm settle over her knuckles. He began to hum, matching her heartbeat again, pushing the rhythm into her through skin and bone.

      The effect was immediate. Nara’s shoulders loosened by a fraction. The gold surge steadied, less chaotic.

      The console’s light shifted subtly—still gold, but with a faint undertone, like dusk in metal.

      Kavin’s stomach tightened. He’d felt that undertone once before, in deep maintenance cycles beneath the palace—an anomaly, a ripple under standard resonance.

      Violet.

      But it was too soon. The dossier in his head—the Council’s cold briefings—said Violet was myth, instability, corruption.

      Yet there it was, trembling under her gold like a second heart.

      Outside the door, the cutting tool bit deeper. Metal screamed.

      Nara’s eyes snapped to the door, then back to the console. Determination sharpened her face. She leaned closer, whispering something Kavin barely heard.

      “Show… me…”

      The console responded anyway, not to her words but to the intent in her frequency.

      A map bloomed across the glass—tunnels, nodes, junctions. A schematic of this section of the under-continent, drawn in gold lines.

      A pulsing point marked their location.

      Another point blinked farther ahead—larger, brighter, like a heartbeat: Maintenance Hub 01.

      Kavin recognized it. A first hub. A place with dampeners, shielding, old tech.

      A place they could stabilize better.

      But between them and it, the map showed a security gate—sealed.

      A symbol flashed beside it: AUTHORIZED VOICE REQUIRED.

      Nara’s face tightened as she read it. She swallowed, throat convulsing.

      Her Royal Voice was broken.

      Kavin felt her internal conflict like heat off a fire: the terror of uselessness, the rage at being reduced to a key she couldn’t turn.

      She looked at him then, eyes sharp and dark. For an instant, she didn’t look like a queen or a battery.

      She looked like someone cornered.

      “Kavin,” she rasped, barely sound. “Can you…”

      The question died, caught in pain.

      He understood anyway.

      Can you open it?

      Can you be my Voice?

      His code reacted violently. Voice authorization was not his function. He was siphon. He was fuse. He was blade.

      But something else in him—something not written in logs—leaned toward her need.

      Kavin nodded once. “I can try.”

      Nara’s eyes flickered—relief and fear tangled together. She lifted her hand from the console and placed it to her chest again, then to his, mirroring the gesture.

      Palm to sternum.

      A promise without sound.

      The door behind them groaned. A strip of light appeared along its seam as the patrol cut through.

      “Asset!” Prajak’s voice boomed suddenly through a loudspeaker, distorted but unmistakable—cold metal wrapped around human arrogance. “I know you can hear me. You were built to obey. Do not make this difficult.”

      Kavin’s jaw clenched. His hum faltered for half a beat.

      The console flickered at the disruption, symbols jittering.

      Nara’s hand shot out, gripping Kavin’s forearm hard—anchoring him. Her touch burned.

      Kavin steadied, hum returning, matching her heartbeat again. He refused to let Prajak’s voice become his rhythm.

      Prajak continued, voice velveted with threat. “The Titan is unstable. You know what happens when Titans peak. You know your purpose. Bring her to me and you will be maintained. Resisting will trigger your Purge directive.”

      Kavin’s vision flashed again—EXECUTIONER PROTOCOL—blood—screams.

      His stomach lurched.

      Nara watched his face closely, seeing the struggle he couldn’t hide. Her eyes narrowed with something like understanding.

      She stepped closer to him, despite her pain, despite the danger. Her body heat pressed near, tempting his Hollow.

      Then she did something that stole the air from his lungs.

      She lifted her hand and placed it—gentle, deliberate—against his throat.

      Not gripping. Not restraining.

      Feeling.

      As if she could sense the hum there, the vibration, the place where his voice tried to exist.

      Her touch was feather-light.

      And it was permission.

      Kavin’s hum deepened involuntarily, vibrating against her fingertips. The rhythm aligned perfectly with her heartbeat.

      The console’s glow steadied—and that faint undertone of violet strengthened for a heartbeat, like a bruise blooming under gold.

      Her eyes widened. She felt it too.

      Outside, the door’s cut seam widened. The patrol shouted. Metal crashed as a chunk fell away.

      “Kavin,” Nara whispered, voice shredded but fierce. “With me.”

      The words weren’t command.

      They were connection.

      Kavin swallowed hard. His code screamed at him to comply with Prajak, to fulfill directive, to purge if necessary.

      His void screamed for Nara’s resonance, for relief, for fullness.

      And somewhere between code and hunger, something new took shape—thin as a thread, strong as wire. He leaned toward the console and placed both hands on the glass beside Nara’s.

      He let his hum grow louder—not enough to be heard by the patrol, but enough to make the metal under his palms vibrate. He didn’t have Royal Voice. He didn’t have authority.

      But he had frequency.

      The console’s symbols reacted to him with hesitation, as if the system didn’t know what to do with an Asset touching a Titan interface.

      Then—slowly—the gold lines on the map shifted. A second pattern threaded through them, darker, cooler.

      Violet.

      The security gate symbol flickered.

      Outside, the door finally gave with a shriek. The panel buckled inward.

      A rifle barrel poked through the gap, searchlight blasting into the room.

      “Found them!”

      Nara flinched, resonance spiking.

      Kavin’s Hollow surged in response, instinctively trying to drink the spike.

      The violet undertone on the console flared brighter—like lightning under water.

      The security gate symbol changed.

      Not to AUTHORIZED.

      To OVERRIDE IN PROGRESS.

      Prajak’s voice cut through the chaos, sharp with sudden alarm. “What are you doing? Asset—stop! Stop the resonance cascade!”

      Kavin’s hands stayed on the glass. His hum became a growl of vibration.

      Nara’s hand remained on his throat, steadying him, guiding the rhythm like a conductor guiding an instrument.

      The patrol poured through the broken door, boots pounding, rifles raised.

      And the hub answered Nara’s frequency—gold and violet—by waking something deeper in the facility’s bones.

      The ceiling lattice blazed.

      The pipes began to sing.

      The Static surged, no longer rain-soft but ecstatic, a choir of interference turning into almost-words.

      YES.

      The floor shuddered.

      A crack of light split the air above the console—thin, jagged, violet as a bruise—and the first soldier through the door froze mid-step, his helmet lights flickering.

      Kavin’s optics narrowed.

      The crack kept widening—and it was opening—right as the hunters reached for them.

      Nara’s eyes met Kavin’s over the console, her face lit gold and violet.

      For the first time since the crash, her expression wasn’t only rage or fear.

      It was certainty.

      The violet crack widened with a sound like reality tearing.

      And Kavin felt, with horrifying clarity, his Purge directive wake up inside him—not aimed at Nara alone, but aimed at the entire room, the entire hub, the entire world that dared to change frequency.

      He couldn’t tell which would happen first:

      The soldiers’ bullets.

      The facility’s awakening.

      Or his own code deciding to kill the woman whose heartbeat he’d just learned to sing.

      The crack of violet light snapped wider⁠—

      —and the chapter ended with the hub’s alarms finally finding a voice, screaming one word in perfect, mechanical clarity:

      “RESET.”
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      The violet crack in the air didn’t behave like light.

      It behaved like a wound.

      It opened above the console with a tearing sound that wasn’t sound at all—more like pressure suddenly deciding it had a direction. The hub’s ceiling lattice flared, cables lighting from within as if veins had been filled with molten dusk. The soldiers flooding through the breached door froze in a staggered line, their helmet lamps flickering, their rifles half-raised, their bodies caught between orders and instinct.

      And the hub screamed, perfectly, mechanically:

      “RESET.”

      The word hit Nara’s torn throat like a slap.

      Not because it carried volume—there were no speakers, no amplification she could blame—but because the facility had formed it out of resonance. It had found the shape of command and shoved it into the air. The vibration threaded through her blood, through the gold pressure she was barely containing, and her body tried to answer the way it always had.

      Obey. Align. Speak back.

      Her knees threatened to buckle.

      Kavin stood braced at the console beside her, both palms pressed to the dark glass as if he could physically hold the world in place. His jaw was clenched so hard the seams under his cheekbone stood out. The low hum he’d been using as a shield had deepened into something rawer—less lullaby, more restraint—vibrating up through her fingertips where her hand still rested against his throat.

      His pulse jumped under her palm. Not steady anymore. Alarm-fast.

      The first soldier in the doorway twitched as if waking from a trance. “What—” he started, voice cracking through comm distortion.

      His helmet optics stuttered. The rifle in his hands spasmed up.

      Nara’s energy surged in a reflexive spike at the threat.

      Kavin’s void reacted instantly—she felt it like a drain opening in her ribs, a sudden pull that made relief and terror arrive together. His collarbone ports glimmered faint blue under the skin, hungry and held back.

      The soldier fired.

      The shot cracked, blue-white, and the bullet tore through the air toward the console—toward Nara’s hands⁠—

      Kavin moved without thought.

      He didn’t step in front of her like a guard. He folded around her like a wall that had decided it was alive. His shoulder took the round with a flash of sparks; plating screamed, pain flaring across his frame.

      Nara gasped—and paid for it immediately. Her throat seized, knives scraping, and blood rose hot and metallic behind her tongue.

      Kavin didn’t loosen his grip on the console. He only leaned harder into it, as if the act of protecting her was also an act of refusing the machine’s call.

      The violet crack widened above them.

      Inside it, something moved that was not a person. Not a creature.

      A pattern.

      A lattice of shifting geometry, like the facility’s schematics had become three-dimensional and started rearranging themselves in anger.

      The soldiers at the threshold shouted over each other.

      “Fall back!”

      “Prajak—command—what is that?”

      “I can’t see—my HUD is⁠—”

      Their helmet lights pulsed erratically. Their comms spat static. The air in the hub thickened with charged dust; Nara could taste ozone, could feel every hair on her arms lifting.

      And through it all, the Static—always the Static—changed its tone.

      It stopped pretending to be rain.

      It became a choir.

      Reset, it whispered, layered and eager. Reset. Reset. Reset.

      Her stomach dropped.

      They weren’t here for a word. They were here for a function.

      The Council hadn’t sent her into the under-continent to retrieve a relic or a secret. They’d sent her into a machine that could rewrite the continent—and now it had recognized her Titan signature and decided to wake.

      And she—Titan of House Nak—was standing with her hands on its throat.

      Kavin’s voice scraped near her ear, low, strained. “Nara—move.”

      The words were not command. They were warning.

      She tried to answer—tried to say I’m moving—and only a wet rasp came out. Pain speared through her neck. Her eyes watered involuntarily.

      Useless, the fear in her whispered. You can’t even speak.

      The old instinct rose like armor: posture, chin up, iron in her spine. Royals didn’t falter in front of soldiers. Titans didn’t show weakness.

      But this wasn’t court.

      This wasn’t an arena.

      This was the world’s bone-deep circuitry deciding to breathe.

      Nara forced her left hand off Kavin’s throat, fingers trembling. She touched her own sternum—hand-to-heart—then pointed sharply away from the console, toward the nearest pipe corridor that looked wide enough to run through. A directive without voice.

      Kavin’s optics flicked to her gesture, then to the widening crack. His shoulders tensed.

      He understood.

      He also didn’t want to let go.

      The hub lurched, a deep shudder that rolled under their feet. One of the soldiers stumbled forward, caught off-balance, and the violet light above snapped like a whip.

      A thin arc of purple struck his helmet.

      He didn’t scream.

      He simply… stopped.

      His body went slack, rifle clattering to the floor, as if his internal systems had been paused.

      Nara’s breath froze.

      Not dead, her mind insisted. Just—stopped.

      The other soldiers yelled and fired again, panic turning disciplined shots into scatter.

      Bullets sparked off pipes. A round hit the console’s edge. The glass flared gold in anger.

      The facility answered.

      The ceiling lattice blazed brighter, and the violet crack yawned wide enough that Nara could see into it—into a corridor that wasn’t physically there, lined with the same gilded filigree as the hub but cleaner, newer, as if time had been peeled back.

      A maintenance passage that existed in the facility’s memory.

      A door into the machine’s deeper layers.

      Reset, the Static coaxed. Come down. Come down.

      Nara’s blood responded, gold pressure rising fast. Too fast. The Twelve lights were far above, but their pull seemed to thread through everything here. The hub amplified it. The crack amplified it. Her Torn Channel—already shredded—couldn’t regulate.

      A Titan Event was not a metaphor. It was physics.

      She swayed, vision narrowing.

      Kavin’s hand—warm now from pain, strong regardless—caught her elbow. He didn’t yank. He supported, just enough to keep her upright.

      The distinction—support, not take—made something in her chest loosen with a dangerous kind of relief.

      But the external world didn’t care about subtlety.

      A soldier with a gilded insignia—ranked—lunged forward, reaching past the others. His rifle hung by a strap; he was going for her with gloved hands.

      “Titan! You will come⁠—”

      His fingers grazed Nara’s sleeve.

      Her resonance flared in panic, a gold pulse that shot outward like a shockwave.

      Kavin reacted with a snarl that was more vibration than sound. He twisted, grabbing the soldier’s wrist, and slammed him into the console pedestal hard enough that the man’s helmet cracked.

      The soldier went limp, sliding down the pedestal with a dull thud.

      Nara stared, frozen for half a heartbeat.

      Violence was not new to her. She’d spilled blood in arenas and commanded executions with a straight face when necessity demanded. But this—Kavin’s violence—was different. Not ceremonial. Not political. Protective in a way that felt primal, almost animal, and the machine watched it all with violet patience.

      More soldiers poured through the door, drawn by comms that barely worked. Behind them, the jagged opening in the wall showed the corridor they’d come from, lit by frantic searchlights. Somewhere in that chaos, Prajak’s voice cut through on a loudspeaker again, tinny but venomous.

      “Hold position! Do not engage the anomaly directly! Secure the Titan! Secure the asset⁠—”

      Asset.

      Nara’s jaw clenched.

      The word was a cage. For Kavin. For her.

      A soldier raised a weapon with a heavy barrel—something meant to stun, to disrupt. The coil on it glowed.

      Nara recognized it with a flash of bitter memory: resonance dampener tech. The kind the Council used on her when they wanted obedience. The kind that made her skin feel like it was shrinking around her bones.

      The soldier aimed at her chest.

      Kavin saw it too. His body shifted, trying to put himself between her and the barrel.

      Nara’s pride flared—hot, irrational. She was not going to be dragged like a resource.

      But she couldn’t speak the command that would shatter their helmets. She couldn’t use her Royal Voice. Her throat was torn.

      Fear tried to take the space where her voice used to be.

      And then, under the gold pressure, she felt something else.

      A cooler thread.

      Not cold like emptiness. Cold like deep water.

      Violet.

      It flickered beneath her ribs, faint but undeniable—the same undertone she’d seen on the console, the same bruise-colored light that had split the air. It wasn’t replacing her gold.

      It was changing it.

      Her breath caught. The Torn Channel burned.

      The soldier fired the dampener.

      The pulse hit Nara like a net.

      For a fraction of a second, her gold resonance stuttered. The pressure in her blood hiccuped, confused, as if the machine had lost its rhythm.

      She should have collapsed.

      She should have felt her power dampened into obedience.

      Instead, the violet thread in her core flared—quietly, insistently—like something refusing to be pressed flat.

      The dampener field washed over her and… slid.

      Not harmlessly. It still hurt—made her muscles spasm, made her vision blur—but it didn’t contain her the way it was designed to.

      It couldn’t find purchase on the new frequency.

      Nara went still.

      The soldier stared too, stunned, as if his weapon had lied to him.

      Kavin stared at her—optics narrowing, head tilting—and she saw the moment he recognized it as well.

      She wasn’t only burning gold anymore.

      She was becoming something the Council didn’t have a protocol for.

      Nara lifted her hand, trembling, and made the old stop gesture toward the soldiers—not because she believed it would command them, but because her body remembered the shape of authority.

      No sound came out.

      But the air around her hand vibrated faintly.

      A shimmer—subtle, violet—rippled from her palm toward the dampener soldier like heat off stone.

      He flinched and stumbled back, faceplate warping with static. His rifle’s coil sputtered and died.

      The soldiers behind him hesitated, suddenly unsure if they were hunting a wounded Titan… or an anomaly that could rewrite their tech.

      Nara’s heart hammered.

      Power. Not voice. Frequency.

      The realization hit so hard it almost knocked her down.

      She didn’t need to shout to make the world tremble.

      She needed to breathe.

      But breath hurt. Breath was knives.

      Kavin’s hand tightened on her elbow. His hum returned under his breath—low, grounding—matching her racing heartbeat, trying to pull it back into something survivable.

      He was anchoring her.

      Not as an asset.

      As a choice.

      The violet crack above surged wider, impatient, as if the machine sensed the shift and wanted more of it. The Static cooed, seductive again.

      Yes. That. Give that. Come down.

      Nara’s skin crawled.

      The facility wasn’t just waking. It was calling her. Not with words, but with resonance.

      Behind the soldiers, Prajak’s voice rose again, sharper, losing its polished calm.

      “Do not let them reach the threshold! If the Reset initiates⁠—”

      The loudspeaker crackled, and for a split second, Nara thought the Static had swallowed his signal.

      Then Prajak’s voice returned, colder.

      “Asset K-07. Directive override. You will disengage from the Titan and comply. This is your final maintenance order.”

      Kavin went still.

      So fast it was terrifying.

      His hum faltered. His shoulders locked. His optics dimmed a fraction, as if someone had turned down the light inside him.

      Nara felt it instantly—his body changing under some internal command.

      The Purge directive, she thought. Or the leash that led to it.

      Kavin’s hand on her elbow remained, but it turned… different. Less support. More clamp.

      Nara’s blood ran cold under the gold heat.

      “No,” she tried to say.

      It came out as a whisper of air and pain.

      Kavin’s jaw flexed. His throat worked, as if he were swallowing against something that wanted to rise.

      The soldiers took the stillness as opportunity.

      Two of them surged forward, rifles up, aiming to seize her while the asset—supposedly—complied.

      Nara’s body reacted with fury. She swung her arm, trying to strike, but her muscles were shaky and her vision swam.

      Kavin moved.

      Not toward the soldiers.

      Toward her.

      His grip tightened.

      Her resonance surged in panic, gold pressure slamming against his void.

      Briefly, it felt like the old inevitability the Council had promised: the siphoner would take, contain, and if necessary⁠—

      Purge.

      Nara’s mind flashed with the word like a blade.

      Then Kavin made a sound—broken, human, wrong.

      A gasp.

      His hand loosened.

      His optics flared bright, then flickered, as if two systems were fighting for the same space.

      And in that flicker, Nara saw something that wasn’t hunger.

      Terror.

      Not of her.

      Of himself.

      Kavin’s voice came out rough, scraped raw by effort. “No.”

      The word was small, but it was rebellion.

      Prajak’s voice roared through the loudspeaker, distorted with rage. “Asset! That is a direct⁠—”

      Kavin’s second word came out like a growl. “No.”

      He yanked Nara sharply toward the violet crack—toward the open threshold in the air—using his body to shield her from the soldiers as he moved. Bullets sparked behind them; a round grazed his side. He didn’t slow.

      Nara stumbled, dragged half-running, half-falling.

      The crack’s edge felt like stepping into a storm. The air changed—pressure, temperature, taste—like moving through an invisible membrane.

      Kavin jumped first, hauling her with him.

      For one sickening moment, Nara thought they were falling.

      Then gravity rearranged itself.

      They slammed onto a floor that shouldn’t exist—smooth metal, gilded seams, humming with restrained power. The air was colder here, clean and sharp, smelling faintly of ozone and old incense.

      Behind them, the crack snapped narrower, like an eye blinking.

      The soldiers’ shouts cut off mid-word.

      Silence hit hard enough to make Nara’s ears ring.

      Then the crack sealed completely with a soft, wet sound—like a wound closing.

      They were alone.

      Or so it seemed.

      Nara sucked in a breath and immediately regretted it. The air was cold enough to sting her torn throat. She pressed a hand to her neck, eyes watering.

      Kavin stayed crouched over her like a shield, head turning, listening with his whole body.

      This corridor—this hidden layer—was quiet in a way the under-continent wasn’t. No dripping water. No distant hum of patrols. No settling debris.

      Only a steady, low vibration underfoot, like the world’s heartbeat had been moved here.

      Nara pushed herself upright on trembling arms. Her palms came away dust-free. Clean.

      The floor was too clean.

      She looked down the corridor.

      It stretched long and straight, lined with panels of dull gold and black stone. Symbols—old Coil script—were etched into the walls, glowing faintly. Every few meters, narrow slits in the ceiling emitted a dim amber light.

      A ritual corridor, her mind supplied. Not maintenance. Processional.

      Built to lead someone important somewhere sacred.

      Built for Titans.

      The gold pressure in Nara’s blood eased slightly, as if the corridor itself was dampened—but the violet thread inside her pulsed, curious, awake.

      Kavin rose slowly, staying close. His shoulder plating was cracked where the bullet had hit; dark fluid—blue-lit—seeped at the seam.

      Nara’s gaze snagged on it. Something in her chest tightened.

      He’s bleeding, she thought. And the thought had weight.

      Not because she was soft. Because the blood was for her.

      Kavin’s eyes—optics—found hers. He searched her face as if checking for damage he couldn’t measure by vibration.

      “You—” he began, then stopped, as if words were a foreign tool.

      Nara swallowed and winced. She couldn’t waste breath.

      Instead she lifted her hand to her heart, then reached for his—hand-to-heart.

      The gesture felt absurdly small in this enormous, sacred corridor.

      But it was something she could do without voice.

      Kavin hesitated, hunger flickering in the tension of his jaw.

      Then he let her place her palm against his chest.

      His body was cooler here, the corridor’s air stealing heat from both of them. Under her hand, his core hummed—void and machine and something that was becoming familiar in the way danger becomes familiar when you survive it repeatedly.

      His own hand came up, hovering over hers, not quite touching.

      Permission.

      Nara met his gaze and held it.

      Then she pressed her hand more firmly into his chest, granting what she couldn’t say.

      Kavin’s palm settled over hers, heavy and careful.

      His hum returned, softer now, matching the slowed rhythm of her heart as adrenaline began to drain. The vibration traveled through her hand into her bones, easing the gold pressure, smoothing the jagged panic that had been shredding her from the inside.

      Nara closed her eyes for a second.

      Relief hit like weakness. She hated it.

      She opened her eyes again, forcing herself back into command posture even while seated on the floor of an impossible corridor.

      Where are we?

      She pointed down the corridor, then back toward where the crack had been, questioning.

      Kavin’s head tilted. He listened. His optics narrowed as if parsing signals.

      “The hub… folded,” he said finally, words halting. “It opened a threshold. Old path.”

      Nara’s brow furrowed. Old path. As in… pre-Council? Pre-modern dampeners?

      Her gaze swept the symbols again.

      The Gilded Coil hadn’t started as infrastructure. It had started as worship. As myth dressed in metal.

      And this corridor felt like worship.

      A faint tremor rolled through the floor, distant. Not footsteps—too smooth.

      More like a pulse.

      The Static here was quieter, but it wasn’t gone. It lived in the walls, in the etched symbols, in the spaces between lights.

      It whispered without words, an invitation pressed into the skin.

      Reset.

      Nara’s throat tightened. She couldn’t let the machine lure her deeper without knowing what it would take.

      Her body was still climbing toward a peak. She could feel it—gold pressure gathering, violet thread sparking underneath. Stabilization was not optional.

      Kavin’s presence was not optional.

      And that truth hit her pride like a bruise.

      She had been raised to believe her power was command. That she could force the world to align with her will through voice and title. That needing anyone was weakness.

      But here, stripped of voice, title meaningless in the bones of the continent, she was still powerful.

      Not because she could command soldiers.

      Because her body carried a frequency the entire world answered.

      And Kavin—void-built, cursed asset—was the only thing that could keep that frequency from becoming catastrophe.

      Nara leaned closer, careful with breath. She mouthed words she knew he’d read on her lips, shaping them silently: Thank you.

      It felt like swallowing acid.

      Kavin stared, optics flickering, and for a moment he looked almost… stunned.

      Then his gaze dropped to her mouth, then to her throat—blood-stained, swollen.

      A muscle jumped in his jaw. Hunger, yes. But something else too.

      Regret.

      He lifted his hand slowly, hovering near her neck as if wanting to touch but afraid to hurt.

      Nara didn’t flinch away this time.

      She couldn’t afford fear of him. Not when the world behind them wanted to cage them both.

      Kavin’s fingertips brushed lightly along the skin below her jaw, nowhere near enough pressure to cause pain. It was more a check than a caress, but the contact sent a shiver through her—part relief, part awareness of how close the void inside him always was.

      “You’re torn,” he said, voice rough.

      Nara gave a single sharp nod. It hurt. She grimaced.

      Kavin’s hand fell away, fingers curling into a fist as if angry at the fragility of flesh.

      Another pulse rolled through the floor.

      This one carried a faint vibration that made Nara’s teeth buzz.

      Kavin’s head snapped up. He listened hard, body still.

      “What?” Nara rasped.

      The word came out too thin, too painful. She tasted blood again.

      Kavin’s eyes fixed down the corridor. “Something’s moving.”

      Nara followed his gaze.

      At first she saw nothing but dim amber light and etched gold.

      Then—far down the corridor—one of the wall panels flickered.

      Not like a light failing.

      Like a surface becoming transparent for a heartbeat.

      A silhouette appeared behind it—tall, narrow, too still to be human.

      Then the panel returned to opaque.

      Nara’s skin went cold under her heat.

      A guardian? A security construct? Or⁠—

      The Static didn’t whisper reset this time.

      It whispered something else, layered and intimate, as if it had learned the shape of a mother’s lullaby.

      Nara.

      Her mother’s voice.

      The sound wasn’t in the air. It was in her skull. In the resonance of her bones.

      Nara drew up short. Pain flared. Her throat spasmed.

      No. Not that. Not her.

      Her mother was dead. The Council had ensured it, one way or another. Her mother’s voice belonged to memory, not machine.

      Kavin’s hand caught her wrist, grounding. His hum rose instinctively, trying to smooth the intrusion.

      But the corridor itself seemed to amplify the mimicry. The amber lights dimmed, then brightened in a slow rhythm—like a heartbeat.

      Nara, the voice repeated, soft, coaxing. You’ve come so far. You’re tired. Let the Coil carry you now.

      Nara’s vision blurred at the edges.

      Her body wanted to believe it. Wanted to surrender the burden of constant control. Wanted to pour her burning gold—her budding violet—into the world and let it be done.

      She hated that want.

      She hated how good surrender sounded when you were exhausted and bleeding and voiceless.

      Kavin’s grip tightened. “Don’t listen,” he said, harsher now, as if saying it could make it true.

      Nara shook her head once, jaw clenched.

      She couldn’t answer with voice, so she answered with posture: spine straight, eyes forward, fury used as scaffolding.

      The mother-voice sighed, disappointed.

      You were always stubborn. Titan blood, Titan pride. But even Titans need a ground.

      Nara’s gaze flicked to Kavin involuntarily.

      Ground.

      The word landed like a key turning.

      Kavin’s eyes narrowed, as if he’d heard it too—not as seduction, but as signal.

      His hum faltered for a second, then shifted, seeking her heartbeat again. Re-centering.

      Nara forced her breath slow despite the pain.

      In for four. Hold—no, holding hurt. Out for six.

      The corridor seemed to notice her effort. The gold pressure in her blood rose and fell with the lights, matching the machine’s rhythm.

      It was trying to entrain her. To synchronize her.

      To take her frequency and make it part of the Reset.

      Nara’s fingers curled around Kavin’s wrist, anchoring herself to something that wasn’t the facility.

      Something that could choose.

      “We move,” she whispered.

      The words came out broken, but they came.

      Kavin nodded once. He offered his arm without touching her, the gesture careful.

      Nara stared at it for a heartbeat.

      Pride screamed at her to refuse help.

      Reality reminded her she might collapse mid-step if she did.

      She took his arm.

      The contact sent a wash of relief through her body as her resonance leaned toward his void—eager, desperate—and he let it, controlled, humming to keep himself from drinking too fast.

      They started down the corridor.

      Each step echoed softly, swallowed by the dampened air. The farther they went, the stronger the etched symbols glowed, as if recognizing her proximity. Gold at first, then faint violet undertones threading through like bruises under skin.

      The mother-voice followed, not behind them but around them.

      You don’t need him, Nara. He was built to take from you. Built to kill you when you peak.

      Nara’s grip on Kavin’s arm tightened.

      The corridor’s air seemed to chill in agreement.

      Kavin’s jaw flexed. His hum deepened, angry now, vibrating like a refusal.

      Nara wanted to tell the voice to shut up. Wanted to scream it into obedience the way she would have once.

      She couldn’t.

      So she did the only thing she had left.

      She leaned closer to Kavin as they walked, careful not to waste breath, and pressed her fingertips—briefly—against the inside of his wrist where she could feel the pulse of his internal systems.

      Hand-to-heart, but smaller.

      A private signal: I’m here. I choose you.

      Kavin’s shoulders loosened by a fraction. His hum steadied back into her heartbeat.

      The mother-voice turned sharp.

      He will purge you.

      Nara’s throat burned with the urge to deny.

      Instead she looked straight ahead, eyes fixed on the corridor’s end, where a set of massive doors loomed—taller than any human, gilded and black, carved with the spiral of the Coil. In the center was a recessed circle—an interface.

      A Titan lock.

      Kavin’s head tilted, listening beyond the doors. “There’s… power,” he murmured. “A hub. Bigger.”

      Nara’s blood answered with a surge, gold pressure climbing. The violet thread flared too, excited and afraid.

      The doors were not just doors.

      They were a threshold to something deeper.

      The mother-voice softened again, honeyed.

      Yes. That’s it. The heart. The Zero Point. Come, my Titan. Let the world rest.

      Nara stopped a few feet from the doors, breath shaking. Her hand went to her throat instinctively.

      The Torn Channel throbbed, swollen and raw. Every breath scraped. Every swallow tasted of blood.

      She could feel the peak approaching again—her body climbing faster now that the facility recognized her. She needed stabilization soon, more than the careful trickle Kavin had been allowing.

      But stabilization meant giving.

      Giving meant surrender.

      And surrender still tasted like humiliation.

      Nara’s gaze slid to Kavin.

      He stood beside her, posture tense, optics flickering as if his systems were reading a thousand invisible warnings. His shoulder wound still seeped blue. His hands flexed and unclenched, fighting hunger.

      He was a weapon built to contain her.

      He was also the only person who had said “no” to Prajak’s order and pulled her through a rip in reality to keep her alive.

      A tool doesn’t choose.

      A foundation does.

      Nara lifted her hand slowly to her chest—hand-to-heart—then extended it toward him, palm up.

      An invitation.

      Not a command.

      Kavin stared at her hand like it was more dangerous than any rifle.

      His throat worked. “Nara…” he said, her name rough, almost pained.

      She held his gaze, refusing to look away, refusing to let shame make the decision for her.

      Her whisper came out barely audible. “Enough.”

      Kavin’s eyes widened slightly. He understood.

      Enough energy to keep her from peaking. Enough to keep her alive through whatever waited beyond those doors.

      Enough to keep him from losing himself.

      He reached out and took her hand, fingers closing around hers with careful firmness.

      The moment skin met skin, her resonance surged toward him like a floodgate breaking.

      Nara gasped silently, knees bending, relief and agony crashing through her. The gold pressure in her blood spilled toward his void, and his body shuddered, ports at his collarbone pulsing brighter blue.

      Kavin’s hum snapped louder, a regulating vibration, matching her heartbeat and forcing the flow into rhythm rather than frenzy.

      Nara leaned into him, forehead nearly against his shoulder, breath trembling.

      The relief was immediate—pressure easing, vision clearing.

      The humiliation followed right after, sharp as a slap.

      I need him, she thought. I need him to live.

      Her pride wanted to recoil.

      Her body refused.

      Kavin’s grip tightened, anchoring. His other hand came up to her upper arm, steadying her weight.

      Support. Not possession.

      The mother-voice sighed again, almost amused.

      Good. Let him drink. Let him do what he was made to do.

      Nara’s fury flared, hot enough to steady her spine even as she leaned on him.

      She lifted her head, eyes burning, and stared at the doors.

      Her hand still clasped in Kavin’s, she reached her free palm toward the recessed circle at the door’s center.

      The interface pulsed faint gold beneath her skin, answering her proximity.

      She didn’t speak.

      She didn’t have to.

      She pressed her palm to the circle.

      The door drank her frequency.

      Gold light ran through the carved spiral like liquid fire.

      Then—beneath it—the violet thread in her core flared, and the gold light shifted, deepening, bruising into purple at the edges.

      The interface hesitated.

      For a second, Nara felt the system resisting—not because she lacked authority, but because she carried something it didn’t recognize.

      Then the doors began to unlock.

      A deep mechanical groan rolled through the corridor, ancient and vast. The carved spiral rotated, segments shifting with deliberate slowness. Dust shook from the seams.

      Kavin’s hum faltered, not from hunger this time but from awe—or fear.

      The mother-voice became triumphant.

      Yes. The Zero Point. The reset chamber. The heart that will make you holy again.

      The doors parted.

      Cold air spilled out, carrying the scent of metal and something impossibly clean—like rain on stone that had never seen the sun.

      Beyond the doors was a cavernous chamber lit by faint gold veins running through the walls. At its center stood a structure like an altar and a machine fused together: a circular platform surrounded by towering pylons, each one etched with Coil script. Suspended above the platform was a sphere of darkness—an absence of light so complete it made Nara’s eyes ache to look at it.

      A void.

      Not Kavin’s void.

      Bigger.

      Older.

      The true mouth of the world.

      Nara’s blood surged, gold pressure spiking at the sight.

      The violet thread flared brighter, answering the darkness like lightning answering a storm.

      Kavin’s grip on her hand tightened hard enough to hurt.

      He stared at the suspended sphere, optics flickering wildly.

      And then he whispered, voice fractured with something that sounded like dread.

      “I’ve been here.”

      Nara’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

      The word came out as a rasp that tore her throat anew.

      Kavin’s jaw clenched. His eyes didn’t leave the void-sphere. “In the logs,” he said. “In my—” He swallowed hard. “Executioner.”

      The word landed like ice in Nara’s chest.

      Executioner logs. Purge protocols. The Council’s hidden knife.

      She looked back at the chamber and suddenly saw it not as sacred, but as functional. A place built for ending.

      Reset.

      Purge.

      Erasure.

      Behind them, far back down the corridor, a faint vibration trembled through the floor—distant, rhythmic, growing louder.

      Boots.

      The soldiers hadn’t been trapped forever. They’d found another path—or the facility had opened one.

      Prajak’s hunt was still coming.

      Nara’s throat burned. Her energy was steadier now—thanks to Kavin—but the chamber ahead radiated a pull that made her resonance want to surge again.

      A trap behind. A maw ahead.

      Kavin turned slightly toward her at last, optics catching the amber corridor light. His expression was raw—hunger held back, code snarling, choice bleeding through the seams.

      “My directive,” he said, voice low, strained, “wakes here.”

      Nara’s pulse kicked.

      Purge directive. Executioner.

      She tightened her grip on his hand, refusing to let fear make her release him.

      Her whisper came out fierce despite the pain. “Then choose.”

      Kavin’s breath shuddered.

      The distant boots grew louder.

      The void-sphere in the chamber pulsed—subtle, almost imperceptible—like it was breathing.

      And the Static, no longer pretending to be rain, spoke in her mother’s voice one last time, intimate and terrible:

      Step inside, my Titan. Bring your siphoner. Let the world reset.

      Nara stared into the dark sphere, feeling the violet in her blood answer like a promise.

      She didn’t know if stepping forward would save them⁠—

      —or complete the machine’s plan.

      But behind her, the hunt was closing.

      And beside her, Kavin’s hand trembled—not with fear of the soldiers, but with fear of what he might become the moment they crossed the threshold.

      Nara lifted her free hand to her heart, then pressed it briefly to his chest—hand-to-heart—anchoring him the only way she could.

      Then she took one step toward the platform.

      The void-sphere pulsed again, stronger.

      Kavin’s ports flared blue.

      And deep inside him, she felt it—like a knife being unsheathed in the dark⁠—

      his Purge directive snapping awake, targeting the chamber… targeting her… targeting the world.

      Behind them, the first searchlight beam sliced into the corridor.

      Prajak’s voice boomed faintly from far away, amplified and closing fast:

      “Do not let them enter the chamber! If the asset engages—authorize full Purge!”

      Kavin’s fingers crushed around hers.

      Nara’s throat tightened.

      And the chamber’s altar-machine—recognizing Titan and siphoner together—lit in a spiral of gold turning rapidly violet, as if the world itself had begun to count down.

      RESET SEQUENCE: INITIATED.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          KAVIN

        

      

    

    
      His directive woke like a jaw unhinging.

      PURGE.

      Not a word. A condition. A clean, bright line of code that made every muscle in Kavin’s body tighten into a single purpose—end the unstable variable before it cascaded. The chamber ahead—its altar-platform, its pylons of etched coil-script, the suspended sphere of impossible dark—clicked into place inside him like a target solution.

      And the unstable variable wasn’t the machine.

      It was the woman whose fingers were crushed in his.

      Nara stepped forward. The platform answered.

      Gold spiraled up the pylons, then bruised into violet as if the world’s blood had changed color mid-pulse. The void-sphere above the altar breathed—subtle, predatory—and Kavin’s ports flared blue in response, as if his body wanted to greet it like kin.

      Behind them, the corridor they’d come through flashed with searchlight slices—hard white bars moving across gilded walls. Boots drummed closer, vibration traveling through the floor into Kavin’s bare feet.

      Prajak’s hunt. Closing.

      Kavin’s optics flickered, trying to track everything at once: the soldiers’ approach, the machine’s count-down, the way Nara’s resonance spiked with each step like a bell being struck too hard, too often.

      And inside him, the Purge directive whispered its simple arithmetic:

      She peaks. You kill.

      A chain. A leash disguised as mercy.

      Nara’s hand tightened against his, not from fear but from the sheer force of staying upright. Her throat was a ruin—blood at the corner of her mouth, swelling at the line of her neck where the Torn Channel had betrayed her. She was still trying to be the Titan of House Nak in posture—chin up, shoulders set—but her breath scraped as if the air itself was edged.

      Her frequency rolled off her skin in waves Kavin could feel in his teeth.

      Gold.

      And under it⁠—

      Violet. New. Wrong by the Council’s definitions. Cold as deep water.

      Kavin’s Hollow surged, greedy and automatic. His void wanted to drink her down to quiet—stabilize, contain. His ports opened with a sting, blue bioluminescent fluid beading at his collarbone like sweat.

      The machine liked that. He could sense it.

      The altar-platform’s edge lit in a thin ring, then another, concentric spirals pulsing outward as if inviting them to the center. The coil-script on the pylons brightened and reshaped, letters rotating into symbols too old for modern translation. The chamber hummed on a frequency that made the air feel thick.

      The Static, here, wasn’t rain. It was a held note.

      Reset Sequence: Initiated.

      The words weren’t spoken aloud. They formed inside Kavin’s skull with clinical clarity, as if the facility had found a place to display them directly in his mind.

      Nara’s gaze stayed on the void-sphere. She stared into it like it was an enemy she could intimidate.

      Kavin knew better.

      That darkness wasn’t empty. It was organized absence—a mouth designed to swallow energy, rewrite it, push it back out as something else. A Zero Point. A reset.

      A purge, but for a continent.

      And Kavin—Asset K-07, Siphoner, Safety Fuse—had been made to complete sequences like this. To be the ground that made a Titan’s peak survivable for everyone else.

      To be the knife if grounding failed.

      Boots hit the corridor’s threshold behind them. The first soldiers spilled into the doorway in a wedge formation, rifles up, helmets glittering with HUD lights that stuttered under the chamber’s interference.

      “Targets acquired!” one shouted.

      A dampener rifle whined as it charged.

      Kavin’s body reacted before his mind did. He shifted, pulling Nara back a half step and turning his shoulder to shield her. The motion triggered his Purge algorithm like a tripwire:

      Protect system by removing threat. Remove threat by⁠—

      By killing her.

      His stomach twisted with something that had no place in his design—refusal, clean and cold.

      Nara’s head snapped toward the soldiers. Her eyes narrowed, dark with fury. She tried to speak—Kavin saw her throat flex, saw pain take her breath—and only a broken rasp came out.

      The soldiers hesitated, recognizing the chamber, the violet bruising the gold light, the way their instruments flickered like they were afraid.

      Then Prajak’s voice surged through the corridor loudspeakers—distorted by distance and thick walls, but unmistakable in its arrogant precision.

      “Do not fire dampeners into the chamber! Hold the threshold. If the asset engages—authorize full Purge.”

      Kavin felt the word Purge land in his ribs like a command stamp.

      His optics dimmed a fraction. His muscles went rigid.

      Nara’s fingers tightened until bone protested, the only sound she could make—a silent, furious request: Stay.

      Kavin began to hum.

      It started as instinct. A vibration drawn from the only rhythm that had ever calmed the Hollow inside him: her heartbeat.

      He found it by touch, by proximity—fast, strained, but still hers.

      He matched it.

      The hum steadied his intake reflex, held his ports half-open instead of flaring wide. It pushed back against the Purge directive, not with force but with pattern.

      You couldn’t argue with code.

      But you could drown it in a different frequency.

      The soldiers moved.

      Two advanced with restraints—gilded cuffs with embedded coil-tech. Three hung back with rifles. Their boots sent clean vibrations across the floor grid, each step a decision.

      Kavin watched their fingers tighten on triggers.

      One soldier raised his rifle toward Nara’s chest.

      Kavin saw the exact angle, the line the projectile would take, the moment it would strike and spike her resonance⁠—

      —and the machine would answer.

      The void-sphere pulsed once, stronger, as if hungry for a demonstration.

      Kavin stepped forward.

      Not toward Nara.

      Toward the soldiers.

      His hum deepened into a growl.

      “Stop,” he said, voice low enough that the loudspeaker couldn’t steal it.

      The nearest soldier barked a laugh, sharp with nerves. “Asset, stand down. Prajak⁠—”

      Kavin moved faster than the command could finish.

      He crossed the distance in a blink, grabbing the rifle barrel and twisting. The metal shrieked. The soldier’s arms jerked. Kavin slammed his forehead into the soldier’s helmet with a sickening crack, then shoved him back into the doorway so hard the man hit the frame and slumped.

      Another soldier fired.

      The shot hit Kavin’s shoulder plating—already cracked from the hub—driving sparks across his collarbone. Pain flashed, distant, manageable.

      Nara made a sound behind him—silent but sharp—and her resonance surged in response to the violence.

      Kavin’s ports flared blue.

      His Hollow screamed take.

      He forced it down with the hum, but the pull was there, constant—her energy trying to pour into him, his body built to accept it.

      The soldiers adjusted, trying to circle.

      Kavin heard Prajak in the loudspeaker again, voice tight now. “Contain him! Do not allow contact sync in the chamber! If he bonds—if he stabilizes her⁠—”

      Prajak’s words cut out in static.

      The facility didn’t like being discussed.

      Or it didn’t like Prajak.

      Kavin used the gap.

      He grabbed a second soldier by the chest plate and threw him sideways into the nearest pylon. The pylon’s coil-script flared bright gold at impact, then flashed violet. The soldier convulsed, HUD lights sputtering, and slid down with a choked sound.

      The air in the chamber shifted—pressure changing, as if the machine enjoyed the chaos. The void-sphere breathed again. The platform’s rings pulsed faster.

      Reset sequence accelerating.

      Nara moved.

      Not forward—she was too smart for that. She slid sideways along the platform’s edge, using the pylons as cover, her posture controlled despite the tremor in her legs. She lifted her hand in the old stop gesture toward the soldiers, palm out⁠—

      No voice.

      But the air shimmered.

      Violet rippled from her palm in a thin wave.

      The nearest soldier’s rifle coil sputtered and died mid-charge. He stared at it like it had betrayed him. His helmet lights flickered wildly.

      Kavin’s optics narrowed.

      Violet wasn’t just resistance.

      It was interference—dominant, rewriting.

      The soldier swore, ripped his rifle strap loose, and reached for a sidearm.

      Kavin struck him in the throat with the edge of his hand. The man folded, choking.

      Three down.

      Two still standing, one with restraints, one with a rifle trained on Kavin’s head.

      The rifleman’s finger tightened.

      Kavin felt the micro-vibration of the trigger pull before it happened. He shifted his weight, turning his head just enough that the shot grazed his cheekbone seam instead of punching through his eye. The impact was a bright sting. Blue fluid leaked down his jaw.

      He smiled without meaning to—feral, hungry.

      The rifleman flinched.

      “Monster,” he breathed.

      Kavin lunged.

      The man fired again, panic-shot, and missed. Kavin slammed into him, driving him backward out of the chamber and into the corridor threshold. Their bodies hit the frame hard. The soldier’s helmet cracked. Kavin’s ribs creaked.

      The last soldier—the one with restraints—hesitated, eyes darting between Kavin and Nara. He lifted the cuffs as if they were holy protection.

      “Nak!” he shouted, using her house name like a plea. “Order him to stop!”

      Nara’s throat flexed. She tried.

      Only blood and breath came out.

      The soldier’s face tightened with triumph—she couldn’t command.

      Kavin turned slowly toward him.

      The Purge directive inside Kavin loved this moment. It purred, almost satisfied.

      Eliminate threats. Secure Titan. Complete reset.

      Kavin took one step.

      The soldier backed up, raising the cuffs as if to clamp them on Kavin instead.

      Kavin’s ports flared.

      His Hollow surged.

      He was too close to Nara. Her frequency was too loud. The chamber’s hum amplified everything—his hunger, her heat, the machine’s invitation.

      His hands shook with restraint.

      Then Nara did something that cut through the noise like a blade.

      She stepped toward Kavin, not away.

      She lifted her hand and pressed it to his chest—hand-to-heart.

      The gesture was small, intimate, and in the chamber’s charged air it felt louder than any shout.

      Her touch was fire. Gold and violet sliding under his plating like a key finding a lock.

      Kavin’s hum snapped into perfect alignment with her heartbeat.

      The Purge directive stuttered.

      For a fraction of a second, his code didn’t know what to do with connection.

      Kavin used that fraction.

      He grabbed the last soldier by the wrist, twisted, and ripped the restraints out of his hand. Then he shoved the man backward into the corridor, out of the chamber, and slammed a heavy panel lever beside the doorway.

      A segmented door—part of the chamber’s own sealing system—began to slide down with a grinding groan.

      The soldiers outside shouted, surged forward.

      The door dropped halfway.

      A rifle barrel jammed into the gap.

      Kavin grabbed it and bent it like soft metal, forcing it down. The door continued, cutting off the corridor light until only a thin strip remained.

      Nara’s eyes met Kavin’s.

      Her breath shook.

      He could see the question in her face: Now what?

      The door sealed with a final thunderous clang, vibrating through the floor and into Kavin’s bones.

      Silence dropped in behind it.

      Not peace—charged silence.

      The chamber’s hum grew clearer without the soldiers’ noise. The void-sphere pulsed like a heart, slow and vast.

      The platform’s rings continued to brighten.

      Reset Sequence: Initiated.

      Then, beneath it, a new line formed in Kavin’s skull like a system note:

      Stabilization Required.

      He swallowed.

      Of course it was.

      Nara swayed slightly, her hand still on his chest. Without the external threat, her body lost the scaffolding adrenaline had provided. The gold pressure in her blood rose again, seeking an outlet. Her Torn Channel throbbed visibly under the skin of her neck, swollen, angry.

      She couldn’t hold a peak in this chamber. The machine would amplify it, push it over the edge.

      And Kavin—ground—was standing right here.

      His Hollow opened like a mouth.

      He could feel the relief waiting, the quiet that would come if he let himself drink deep. Stabilize her, stabilize himself.

      But the Purge directive hovered behind that relief like a shadow:

      If stabilization fails—end her.

      Kavin’s hands hovered, unsure where to touch without taking too much. He had always been built for taking. Controlled siphoning, yes—but still taking. The difference between salvation and violation felt thinner in this chamber.

      Nara’s eyes were fierce even as her knees trembled. She lifted her hand from his chest and touched her own sternum—hand-to-heart—then extended it toward him, palm up.

      An invitation.

      Not command.

      The gesture made something in Kavin’s chest ache.

      Permission.

      Choice.

      He took her hand gently, fingers closing around hers. Her skin was too hot, feverish with contained power.

      The moment they connected, her resonance surged toward him like it had been waiting.

      Kavin’s ports opened fully.

      Blue fluid leaked in thin rivulets down his collarbones, bioluminescent in the chamber’s half-light. His stomach unclenched as the Hollow filled—relief sharp enough to make his knees want to buckle.

      Nara gasped silently, head tipping forward toward his shoulder as the pressure in her blood eased.

      Kavin forced himself to drink slowly.

      He hummed harder, matching her heartbeat, regulating the flow the way a dam regulated floodwater.

      Nara’s fingers tightened around his.

      Then she stepped closer.

      Her body heat pressed against him, not accidental—deliberate. She needed more than a handhold. She needed grounding. Full contact.

      Kavin’s throat went dry.

      The chamber watched.

      He could feel the machine’s attention like a weight on the back of his neck. The void-sphere pulsed, and the platform rings brightened in response to their sync.

      The facility wanted this.

      Two components, completing circuit.

      Kavin’s Purge directive flared in alarm, recognizing the pattern:

      Bonding event detected. Risk of directive refusal increases.

      It tried to tighten his muscles, tried to make his hands clamp, tried to turn tenderness into containment.

      Kavin fought it with vibration.

      He leaned his forehead against Nara’s for a brief moment—skin to skin—and let the hum become shared air between them.

      Nara’s eyes fluttered shut.

      Her breath scraped, painful, but her shoulders loosened slightly as the pressure eased.

      Then she opened her eyes and looked past him—to the altar-platform’s center.

      She pointed.

      Kavin followed her gaze.

      At the platform’s heart was a recessed socket—circular, rimmed with gilded metal, threaded with cable ports the thickness of his wrist. Not a Titan interface.

      A siphoner interface.

      Made for him.

      His stomach dropped.

      He remembered a sterile room. Restraints. Prajak’s boots. A screen with schematics.

      Safety Fuse Port: K-Pattern Conduit.

      He had been designed to plug into a machine like this. To become a bridge between Titan frequency and void containment.

      To be used.

      Nara’s hand squeezed his.

      She lifted her other hand, palm to her chest, then pressed it to his—hand-to-heart—slow, intentional.

      A question without sound: Can you? Will you?

      Kavin’s code answered instantly: Yes. Engage. Complete.

      His heart answered differently: If I plug in, I might lose myself. I might become the tool again. I might become the Executioner.

      He looked at Nara’s throat, still bleeding. Her eyes, still fierce.

      She wasn’t asking him to be a tool.

      She was asking him to choose to hold her weight.

      Kavin nodded once, small.

      Nara’s shoulders sagged in relief that looked too much like trust.

      The trust hurt more than the bullet wound.

      Kavin stepped toward the platform’s center, pulling Nara with him. She moved carefully, each step controlled, but her legs shook.

      The closer they got, the stronger the chamber’s hum became. The void-sphere above them seemed to lower—not physically, but in presence, like a storm cloud deciding where to strike.

      The socket at the center pulsed faint blue.

      Recognizing him.

      Kavin’s ports ached, responding. Blue fluid seeped faster, as if his body knew what was expected.

      He knelt at the socket, hands trembling.

      Nara stood behind him, one hand braced on his shoulder for balance. The contact made his Hollow flare—her frequency pouring into him even without direct skin-to-skin.

      Kavin reached for the cable harness coiled beside the socket. It looked like a serpent made of metal and insulated thread. The end was a clamp designed to lock into a port—into him.

      His breathing hitched.

      “No,” he whispered to himself, not sure who he was refusing—the machine, Prajak, the code.

      The harness twitched as if alive, reacting to the chamber’s energy. It wanted to attach.

      Nara’s hand tightened on his shoulder. She leaned closer, her breath a warm scrape near his ear.

      She couldn’t speak.

      But she could still communicate.

      Her fingers traced a small pattern on his shoulder plating—two taps, pause, one tap.

      The rhythm matched his hum.

      I’m here.

      Kavin’s throat went taut.

      He lifted the harness and brought it to his collarbone.

      His ports—those cursed mouths—opened wider, skin parting along seams that weren’t supposed to be visible. The clamp aligned automatically, guided by magnets and design.

      Kavin hesitated for one heartbeat.

      Then he locked it in.

      The click was loud in the chamber.

      A surge hit him instantly—cold, vast, not Nara’s heat but the machine’s void. The harness fed his Hollow with emptiness, expanding it, making room.
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