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Introduction



They built this school to contain us. Now, I’m going to burn it to the ground.

The Headmaster and the Warden thought they could use the void inside me to keep us in line. They thought if they pushed me to the edge, I’d finally break and choose just one man to anchor my soul.

They were wrong.

I’m back at Havenfall, but I’m not the girl they monitored and controlled. I have Callum, Jax, and Lucien at my back. And I’ve found the final piece of our fractured soul: Rhys - the assassin sent to kill me, and the one thing the void never accounted for.

The system says our unity is impossible. The Academy says four bonds will tear me apart. But as the Warden prepares his final ritual to fracture us forever, I realize the truth they’ve been hiding for decades.

Love isn't a weakness. It’s a weapon.

To save my men and free every student trapped in these halls, I must do the one thing the void fears. I have to stop surviving - and start fighting.

The locks are breaking. The suppression is failing.

And when the smoke clears, Havenfall won’t just fall.

It will cease to exist.

Awakened Bonds is the explosive finale to the Havenfall Academy why choose trilogy - a full-length dark paranormal academy romance.

Featuring:

• High-heat protector quartet

• Revolutionary heroine

• Hard-earned HEA for all

The Academy war ends. But Mara’s secrets are just beginning…
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Chapter 1
Elara


The silence is wrong.

Not the absence of sound. That I could handle. This is the kind that presses against your eardrums from the inside, muffling everything into static.

I blink. The room shifts three inches to the left, then snaps back.

Lucien's hand is on my shoulder. I know this because I can see it. The pressure registers two seconds late, like my nerves forgot how to report back.

“Elara.”

His voice sounds underwater. I watch his mouth form my name again before the syllables reach me.

I'm not okay.

The not okay starts in the center of my chest and radiates outward until my skin feels like it’s being stitched together by cold needles. When I blink out, I don’t just lose time; I lose the architecture of my own mind. One second, I’m looking at Lucien’s frantic, brilliant eyes, and the next, I am standing in a cathedral of grey glass. The silence there doesn't just muffle sound - it erases the concept of it.

I reach for a memory of Callum, the way his laughter feels like sunlight on a winter morning, but the void is already there, peeling the edges of the thought away like burnt paper. I watch, paralyzed, as the amber of his eyes bleeds into a featureless ash. I try to shout his name, but I have no throat, no tongue, only a recursive loop of static that whispers that I am already gone. It’s a predatory kind of nothingness, a vacuum that doesn't just want my power - it wants to overwrite the very things that make me me until I am nothing but a hollow vessel for the dark.

When the world finally snaps back, three inches to the left and screaming with color, the relief is so violent it makes my teeth ache. I am Elara Vale. I am a Catalyst. I am loved. I repeat the words until the grey glass in my mind shatters, but every time I return, the cathedral feels a little more solid, and the memories feel a little more frayed.

The void backlash hit hard after Central. Harder than the collapse at Havenfall. Harder than the first time I tore reality open and pulled Rhys through.

Turns out destroying half a government facility with four-bond power has consequences.

Who knew.

Callum appears in my peripheral vision. His stillness anchors the room, stops it from sliding sideways again. The Heatline recognizes him first, reaches before I can think, desperate.

He catches my hand.

The world sharpens.

Colors slot back into place. Sound clarifies. The static in my skull drops to a hum instead of a roar.

I suck in a breath that actually fills my lungs.

“There you are,” Callum says.

His thumb traces my pulse point. Grounding. Deliberate. The bond between us thrums steady, a tether keeping me from scattering.

But it's temporary. I can feel the edges already fraying.

“How long was I out?” My voice scrapes.

“Three minutes.” Lucien moves into view, glasses catching the light. “Fourth time today.”

Jax leans against the far wall, arms crossed, watching me like I might explode. Which is fair. I might.

“You keep blinking out,” he says. “One second you're here, next you're gone. Not physically. You just stop responding. Like someone cut your strings.”

“The void is recalibrating,” Lucien says. “Your power output at Central exceeded safe parameters by a factor of seven. The backlash is predictable.”

“Feels great,” I mutter.

Rhys sits in the corner, still phase-shifted enough that shadows cling to his edges. He hasn't spoken since we got back. Just watches with eyes too dark, too vast.

The void likes him. I try not to think about what that means.

Callum's grip tightens. “Stay with us.”

I am. I'm trying.

But the room is already starting to tilt again, and his touch only buys me minutes before the static crawls back.

Mara kicks the door open. She's holding a tray with four mugs and something that might be soup.

She stops. Takes in the scene. Me gripping Callum's hand like a lifeline. Lucien hovering close. Jax pressed against the wall. Rhys in the corner like a shadow given form.

“Okay,” she says slowly, setting the tray down. “What did I miss?”

“Elara's having episodes,” Jax says.

Mara's gaze snaps to me. “Episodes like seizures or episodes like existential void crises?”

“Yes,” I say.

Her mouth presses flat. Then she pushes a mug toward me. “Drink something. You look like you're about three seconds from passing out.”

I take it. The warmth helps, even if I can't taste anything yet.

Mara's gaze lingers. Her expression shifts from concern to something sharper.

“Elara, you're vibrating.”

I glance down. My free hand is trembling, fingers twitching like they're conducting an invisible current.

“Noticed,” I say.

“When did that start?”

“Hour ago. Maybe two.” Time is slippery. “It stops when they're close.”

“Close like this?” She gestures to Callum's hand on mine. “Or close like same room?”

“Touch,” I say. “Distance doesn't help anymore.”

That's new. That's bad.

Mara's mouth presses into a line. She crouches in front of me, studying my face like she's reading a map.

“Your eyes are doing that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“The one where your pupils blow wide and then contract to pinpricks every few seconds. Like your body can't decide if you're in fight or flight.”

It’s not just fight or flight. It’s the sensation of my body trying to turn itself inside out. My pupils blow wide because they are trying to let in light that isn't there, searching for a spectrum the void has already swallowed. Every time they contract to pinpricks, it feels like a shutter slamming down on my soul. My vision doesn't just blur; it fragments, turning the room into a kaleidoscope of jagged edges.

The vibration Mara noticed is the Heatline screaming. It’s trapped behind my ribs, a wild, frantic bird beating its wings against a cage made of lead. The current is too high, the resistance too low, and my nervous system is the only ground for miles. I can feel the synapses in my brain firing in patterns that don't belong to me - strange rhythms that hum with the hunger of a thousand years of silence.

Lucien steps closer. “May I?”

I nod. He tilts my chin, examining. His touch is clinical but his bond hums with something sharper. Worry. Fascination. Both.

“Autonomic dysregulation,” he murmurs. “The void is interfering with baseline nervous function. If this continues, you'll lose voluntary control.”

“In English,” Jax says.

“She'll seize,” Lucien says flatly. “Or worse.”

The room goes quiet. Not the wrong kind. Just the kind where everyone is calculating how screwed we are.

I pull back from Callum. Immediately the static surges, and the world greys at the edges.

I grab his hand again. The color bleeds back.

“So I can't let go,” I say.

“You can,” Callum says. “Just not for long.”

Mara rocks back on her heels, arms crossing. “This is the part where I'm supposed to make a joke about clingy relationships, right?”

“Please don't,” I say.

“Too late. Already thought of three.”

Despite everything, my mouth twitches.

She sees it. Her expression shifts, something softer sliding underneath the humor.

“Okay,” she says. “Real talk. This isn't sustainable. You're running on fumes and borrowed touch. What happens when you need to sleep? Or pee? Or literally do anything alone?”

“I don't,” I say.

The weight of that settles. No privacy. No distance. No reprieve.

Jax pushes off the wall. “Then we take shifts.”

Callum nods. “Rotation. Someone stays in contact at all times.”

“I'll map optimal intervals,” Lucien says. “Minimize disruption while maximizing stabilization.”

They're talking logistics. Planning. Like this is a problem with a solution.

Rhys finally speaks, voice low and edged with something darker.

“It won't work.”

Everyone turns.

He's standing now, shadows peeling off him like smoke. His eyes lock on mine.

“The void doesn't want maintenance,” he says. “It wants resolution.”

“Meaning?” Callum's tone sharpens.

“Meaning this gets worse.” Rhys steps forward. The temperature drops. “Every hour she suppresses it, the backlash compounds. Touch will stop working. Then proximity. Then presence.”

“And then?” Mara asks.

Rhys's gaze doesn't leave mine. “Then it takes over completely.”

The Heatline recoils. Not from him. From the truth.

Lucien's jaw tightens. “How long?”

“Days. Maybe a week if she's lucky.”

I swallow. The static in my skull hums louder.

Callum's grip on my hand turns vice-tight. “We're not letting that happen.”

“You can't stop it,” Rhys says. “None of you can.”

Jax moves, fast and furious, getting in Rhys's face. “Then why the hell did you come back with us if you're just going to stand there and - ”

“Because I know how to fix it.”

The room freezes.

Rhys looks at me. The void pulses in his eyes, vast and hungry and old.

“You need to stop containing it,” he says. “You need to destroy it.”

Silence.

Then Mara laughs. It's sharp, disbelieving.

“Sorry, destroy the void? The thing that's literally part of her power signature? The thing she's been trying not to die from for months? That void?”

“Yes.”

“How?” Lucien demands.

Rhys's mouth curves. It's not a smile.

“We go back to where it started.”

Callum's stillness fractures. “Havenfall.”

“The chamber beneath it,” Rhys says. “The one they don't want you to know about. The one where they bound the first void-anchor and broke her into pieces trying to control what they couldn't understand.”

My breath catches. “There's a chamber?”

“There's always been a chamber.” Rhys's eyes are too dark, too deep. “Why do you think they built the academy over the ruins?”

Jax curses. Lucien goes rigid. Callum's field expands, protective and furious.

Mara just stares at Rhys like she's seeing him for the first time.

“You're serious,” she says.

“I'm void-touched,” Rhys says. “I don't joke about this.”

I pull my hand free from Callum. The static roars back. The room tilts. I grip the edge of the table and force the words out.

“If we go back to Havenfall, they'll kill us.”

“Probably,” Rhys says.

“And if we don't?”

His expression doesn't change. “The void kills you. Slowly. Painfully. And when it's done, it wears your face and kills everyone you're trying to protect.”

The Heatline writhes. Four bonds flare, desperate and bright.

Callum's stillness descends. Jax's kinetic hum fills the space. Lucien's lattice maps invisible vectors. And Rhys -

Rhys just waits.

Because he knows what I'm about to say.

I meet his eyes. “When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow,” he says. “Before you lose the ability to choose.”

Mara groans. “I hate everything about this plan.”

“Noted,” I say.

Callum moves back to my side. His hand finds mine again. The static dims.

“We'll need supplies,” Lucien says, already calculating. “Access routes. Contingencies.”

“And a way past Havenfall's perimeter without getting vaporized,” Jax adds.

Rhys tilts his head. Shadows curl at his feet. “Leave that to me.”

I should feel afraid. I should feel a lot of things.

But all I feel is the Heatline humming between four bonds and the void pulsing in the spaces between, counting down to something I can't stop unless I confront it.

Mara hands me a mug. “Drink. You look like death.”

“Feel like it too.”

“Yeah, well.” She drops into the chair beside me. “You're not dying on my watch. I have questions, and you're the only one weird enough to answer them.”

Despite everything, I smile.

Callum settles on my other side. Jax takes up position by the door. Lucien pulls up a chair and starts sketching routes on a tablet.

Rhys stays in the corner, watching. Waiting.

The void hums.

Tomorrow we go back.

Tonight, I hold on.
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Chapter 2
Callum


Elara falls asleep with her hand in mine.

I don’t move. I can’t. The second I let go, her breathing stutters and her fingers start twitching. The void doesn’t rest; it waits for the gap.

Lucien sits across from me, mapping data that won't save her. Jax paces the perimeter like a caged animal, his kinetic hum so loud it vibrates the floorboards. Mara crashed an hour ago, but Rhys... Rhys stands by the window, still phase-shifted, still wrong. The shadows around him pulse in rhythm with Elara’s shallow breathing.

I hate it. I hate that I’m the only thing holding her together and that I’m not enough.

“Her heart rate spikes every eleven minutes,” Lucien says, his voice a jagged edge of precision. “Even in sleep.”

“The void testing limits,” I say.

“Or she's dreaming of it.” Lucien’s eyes flick to mine, filled with a rare, naked terror. “Every touch-cycle buys less time. We’re losing ground, Callum”.

The stillness in me fractures. Just for a second, my field ripples, and the air pressure in the room drops so sharply that Elara’s breath catches. I clamp down hard, my muscles aching from the strain of being her anchor.

Jax stops pacing and looms over us. “You’re holding it together for her, but look at your hand, Cal. You’re shaking.”

I don't look. I can't look away from her face. “Someone has to.”

My arm is a pillar of stone, frozen in an arc that has become my entire world. The ache in my bicep is a dull, throbbing roar, but I welcome it. The pain is a tether. It reminds me that I am still physical, still here, still the anchor she needs. But as I watch her chest rise and fall in that jagged, uneven rhythm, the Commander in me - the man who was trained to lead, to protect, to control - is screaming in a voice I don't recognize.

I was taught at the Academy that a Catalyst is a force of nature to be channeled, a beautiful, volatile storm that requires a steady hand to guide. But they never taught me what to do when the storm starts to cry. They never told me that the hand would eventually tremble. I look at my fingers, gripped tight around hers, and realize that I am no longer guiding her. I am clutching her like a man drowning in a riptide, terrified that if I shift my weight by even a millimeter, the void will see the gap and pull her under for good. I am supposed to be her shield, but right now, I feel like her cage.

“And when the anchor snaps?” Jax’s voice is raw. “When you can't hold the line anymore, do we just watch her dissolve?”.

Rhys turns from the window. His voice sounds like it’s coming from the bottom of a grave. “Suppression accelerates void dominance”.

“We’re trying to save her life,” I snap.

“No,” Rhys steps forward, and the temperature drops so fast our breath mists in the air. “You’re teaching her body that it can’t exist without you. You aren’t saving her; you’re making the void right. You’re making the silence the only thing she knows when you pull away”.

The words hit like a physical blow. The air in the room is too thick to breathe. It’s a toxic soup of our combined resonances, clashing and grinding against each other in the small space. I can smell the sharp, metallic tang of Jax’s kinetic energy - ozone and burnt copper - and the cold, sterile scent of Lucien’s structured logic that smells like old parchment and rain.

Jax and I lock eyes over her sleeping form, and for a heartbeat, the friction between us is a physical thing. We are two sides of the same broken coin. He wants to hit something, to explode, to use his fire to burn the darkness away; I want to hold, to still, to freeze time until the danger passes. We are both failing her in different ways, and the realization is a bitter, jagged pill. The rotation we’ve been doing isn't a strategy; it’s a confession that none of us is strong enough to carry her alone.

“Unity,” Rhys says, his gaze locking on Elara’s pale face. “Not rotation. Not shifts. All four bonds active at once. No gaps. No fractures”.

Jax’s kinetic hum spikes, an electric heat that makes my skin prickle. “A convergence.”

“It's illegal,” Lucien whispers, though his fingers are already flying across his tablet, calculating the impossible. “And it's suicide if the resonance destabilizes.”

Mara stirs in the corner. Her eyes crack open, groggy but sharp.

“Are we talking about the thing where you all hold her at once?” she asks. “Because I was half-asleep and even I caught the subtext.”

Jax snorts despite himself.

“Convergence,” Lucien says. “Simultaneous bond activation to create a unified resonance field.”

“Right. That.” Mara sits up, rubbing her face. “So why haven't you done it already?”

“Because it's dangerous,” I say.

“More dangerous than watching her flicker out every three minutes?”

She's got a point.

Elara's breathing hitches. Her fingers tighten on mine. I send the stillness deeper, wrapping it around her like a blanket.

She settles.

For now.

Lucien stands. Starts pacing. “The logistics are complex. We'd need a controlled environment. Redundancy protocols. Fail-safes in case the resonance destabilizes.”

“Or,” Jax says, “we could just do it and adjust on the fly.”

“That's reckless.”

“It's efficient.”

“It's suicide.”

“Boys.” Mara's voice cuts through. “Focus. If this convergence thing is the answer, why does void-boy over there look like he wants to be anywhere else?”

We all turn to Rhys.

He's staring at Elara again. Something flickers across his face. Hunger. Grief. Both.

“Because I can't help,” he says.

“What?” Jax demands.

“I'm phase-shifted.” Rhys holds up his hand. Shadows cling to his skin, bleeding into the air. “I can't ground her. I can't touch her. Not yet.”

Lucien's eyes narrow. “How long until you stabilize?”

“Unknown.”

“Estimate.”

Rhys's jaw tightens. “Days. Maybe longer.”

“We don't have days,” I say.

“I know.”

The frustration in the room is palpable. Mara kicks at the floor, muttering something about cosmic timing. Jax looks ready to punch a wall.

Lucien pulls his tablet back up. “If Rhys can't participate, we attempt a three-bond convergence. Suboptimal, but functional.”

“Will it work?” I ask.

“Theoretically.”

“That's not an answer.”

“It's the only one I have.”

Elara stirs then, her eyes fluttering open. They aren't gold. They’re that bruised, terrifying purple, wide and unfocused. “Callum?”

“I'm here.” I squeeze her hand, trying to pour every ounce of my stillness into her.

Jax drops down on her other side. He doesn't touch her - he can't risk the surge - but he leans in close enough that his body heat radiates against her arm. “I'm here too, Trouble. I’m not going anywhere.”

Lucien crouches at her feet, his structured resonance a steady, rhythmic pulse that tries to organize the chaos of her breathing. We are a circle of men who would burn the world to keep her warm, yet we are the ones accidentally freezing her out.

She blinks. The world comes back into focus for her slowly, in pieces. “What time is it?”

“Late,” I say. “Go back to sleep.”

“Can't.” She shifts, trying to sit up. I help her, keeping contact. “The void is louder when I'm asleep. Feels like drowning.”

Mara moves closer, crouching beside us. “You need to eat something. When's the last time you had actual food?”

Elara frowns. “Yesterday?”

“That's not good enough.”

“Nothing tastes right anyway.”

“Sensory distortion,” Lucien says. “Expected.”

Elara's gaze drifts to Rhys. She goes still. “You're still phase-shifted.”

“Yes.”

Her expression falters. Just for a second. Then she rebuilds it, brick by brick.

But I felt the bond between us spike with something sharp. Disappointment. Fear. Loss.

She wanted him to be the answer. To stabilize her without the cost the rest of us carry.

He can't.

Not yet.

“Lucien has a plan,” I say, pulling her attention back.

“Convergence.” Lucien says, gently. “Three bonds simultaneously. It's not perfect, but it should provide sustained stabilization.”

“Convergence,” Elara whispers, the word catching in her throat. She looks at each of us 0 at my desperation, at Jax’s fury, at Lucien’s grief. “You want to...link everything?”.

“We have to,” I say. “This containment isn't working”.

“But Rhys...” She turns her head toward the corner. “He’s still phase-shifted. He’s still... away.”

“I can't ground you,” Rhys says, his voice breaking for the first time. “I can't touch you without pulling you into the gray with me. Not yet”.

The disappointment that rolls off Elara is a physical weight. She wanted the fourth bond to be the miracle. Instead, it’s just another fracture.

I squeeze her hand. “We'll make it work.”

She nods. But the tension in her shoulders doesn't ease.

“When?” she asks.

“Tomorrow,” Lucien says, his face set in a mask of grim determination. “I’ll map the sequence. We do it tomorrow.”

“Good,” Elara says, her voice fading as she leans her head against my shoulder. The contact is intentional now - not a medical necessity, but a desperate grab for the men she’s terrified of losing. “”Because I don't think I have much longer than that.”

I wrap my arm around her, pulling her into the space between me and Jax. Lucien’s hand rests on my knee, grounding me so I can ground her. For a moment, we are a single, breathing entity, fighting a war against a silence that wants to eat us whole

The bond between us pulses with exhaustion. Pain. The void pressing closer.

She's right.

This is failing.

Mara stands, stretching. “Alright. I'm going to see if there's anything edible in this place that doesn't taste like cardboard. Anyone else want rations?”

“I'm good,” Jax says.

“I'll take coffee,” Lucien says.

Mara looks at me. I shake my head.

She leaves. The door clicks shut.

Rhys moves closer. Stops just outside our circle, shadows still clinging to him like a second skin.

“There's something else you should know,” he says.

Lucien straightens. “What?”

“The chamber beneath Havenfall. It's not just a binding site.”

“What is it?” I ask.

Rhys's expression darkens. “A fracture point. The place where the first void-anchor broke. Her power didn't just get suppressed. It got split. Distributed.”

“To what?” Elara's voice is quiet but sharp.

“To the academy itself.” Rhys looks at her. “Havenfall was built on her bones. Every ward. Every dampener. Every piece of suppression tech. It's all feeding off what she left behind.”

As Rhys speaks, the shadows in the corner of the room don't just shift - they reach out. For a split second, I’m not in this cramped, temporary safehouse. I feel the phantom sensation of cold, damp stone against my shoulder blades. I hear the sound of a heartbeat that isn't mine, a slow, thudding rhythm that echoes from deep beneath the earth, amplified by the very foundations of Havenfall.

It’s the resonance stain of the first woman. I can feel her ghost in the way the air turns frigid, a lingering scream caught in the architecture of the wards. The Academy didn't just build over her; they wove her into the carpet, the walls, the very dampeners that once sat heavy on my own neck. We weren't just students at a school; we were guests in a mausoleum, breathing air that was being sucked out of a dead woman’s lungs.

The air in the room grows cold. “You're saying Havenfall is a parasite,” Lucien says slowly.

“I'm saying it's a monument. To control. To fear. To the belief that people like Elara are problems to be solved instead of power to be freed.”

The monument to control Rhys describes isn't a metaphor - it’s living, breathing, and I can feel its hunger reaching for Elara through the bonds we are trying so desperately to protect.

Elara's breathing quickens. The bond spikes. Her eyes - purple - flare with a sudden, violent gold. “They used her?”

I pull her closer, wrapping the stillness tighter. “Easy.”

“They killed her,” Elara whispers. “The first one. They killed her and used her to build a prison.”

“Yes.” Rhys says.”They turned her sacrifice into a system of control. You aren't just going back to stabilize, Elara. You’re going back to tear the foundation down”.

Elara straightens, her spine turning to iron even as her hands tremble. She looks at us - her anchors, her lovers, her kings - and for the first time, the hunger in her eyes isn't just the void's. It's hers.

Rhys's gaze doesn't waver. “I want you to destroy what they built.”

The silence stretches.

Then Elara straightens. Her voice is steady.

“Good,” she says. “Let's burn it to the ground.”
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Chapter 3
Elara


The silence of the safehouse is heavy, but it’s no longer empty. It’s filled with the low, electric thrum of four powerful resonances trying to find a rhythm that doesn’t exist yet. The air feels ionized, thick enough to taste, vibrating with Jax’s kinetic heat and Lucien’s cool, analytical focus. In the center of it, I am a fraying wire, sparking with a void that wants to consume the very men trying to keep me tethered.

“Take her upstairs,” Lucien says. His voice is a sharp blade cutting through the static in my skull. “Callum, your resonance is the most stable. If we’re going to attempt a sustained grounding, it has to be you.”

Jax lets out a harsh, jagged breath. I hear the snap of a kinetic spark against his knuckles. “And we just sit down here while she’s coming apart at the seams?”

“We hold the perimeter,” Callum says. His voice drops into that Commander tone that leaves no room for argument. It’s the voice that led armies, the voice that doesn't acknowledge the possibility of failure. “The void is reacting to the group. It’s hungry. If we all crowd her now, the resonance spillover will flatten this entire block.”

I can’t look at Rhys. He’s still phase-shifted, a ghost-flicker in the corner of my vision. I can feel his eyes on me - dark, vast, and filled with a terrifying understanding. He knows what this is. He knows this isn't about pleasure. It’s about survival.

Callum’s hand finds mine, and the world stops tilting for exactly three heartbeats. He doesn't wait for me to agree. He leads me up the creaking stairs, his presence a wall of solid, unmovable stone between me and the encroaching grey.

The bedroom is small, smelling of dust and the rain-damp wood of the walls. The moment the door clicks shut, the static inside my head roars. It’s a physical pressure, a vacuum behind my eyes that tries to pull the light out of the room.

“Elara.” Callum’s voice is close, vibrating against my skin. “Look at me.”

I try, but my vision is fragmenting. I see three of him, then none. “It’s getting louder, Cal. The cathedral... the grey glass... it’s starting to close in.”

He doesn't waste time with comfort. He knows the math. He reaches out, his hands framing my face. His palms are rough, calloused from years of training, and burning hot against my cold skin.

“Then we drown it out,” he murmurs.

The kiss isn't a beginning; it’s a rescue mission. He tastes like the bitter coffee he’s been drinking to stay awake and the salt of his own skin. It’s visceral and messy, his tongue sweeping into my mouth with a desperate, heavy pressure that demands I stop thinking and start feeling. I moan into him, my fingers clawing at the front of his shirt, needing to feel the solid thud of his heart against my palms.

The Heatline inside me recognizes him. It doesn't just want him; it wants to devour the stillness he carries. It’s a terrifying, parasitic need, and for a second, I’m afraid I’ll drain him dry.

But Callum doesn't flinch. He pushes me back against the door, his weight pinning me there, solid and undeniable. His hands slide down my throat, his thumbs pressing against the pulse point where the black veins are the darkest.

“Take it,” he wheezes against my lips. “I’m not going to break, Elara. Use me. Ground yourself in the heat.”

He strips me with a frantic efficiency, his hands never losing contact with my skin. It’s as if he’s afraid that if he breaks the circuit for even a second, I’ll vanish into the floorboards. When my clothes hit the floor, the cold air of the room bites at me, but then his mouth is on my shoulder, his teeth grazing the skin, grounding me with a sharp, welcome sting.

He lifts me, my legs locking around his waist by instinct, and carries me the three steps to the bed. The mattress is thin and smells of old wool, but I don’t care. I need him inside the circle.

He doesn't join me on the bed immediately. He stands at the edge, stripped bare in the dim light, his body a map of scars and muscle - reminders of every time the Academy tried to break him and failed. He looks at me, really looks at me, his amber eyes glowing with a resonance so bright it’s almost predatory.

“I'm going to take up every inch of your mind, Elara,” he says, his voice dropping into a register that makes my thighs ache. “By the time I'm done, the void won't have a single corner left to hide in. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I whisper, my breath hitching as he crawls over me.

As his mouth moves over me, my eyes drift shut, but I don’t see darkness. I see the Heatline. It’s glowing a jagged, toxic violet, but where Callum’s lips press against my skin, the color bleeds into a steady, molten gold. It’s like watching a master artisan repair shattered porcelain with expensive thread.

Every time he licks a black vein, I feel a corresponding pulse in the base of my brain, a rhythmic thrum-thrum that mimics a heartbeat. It’s not just physical pleasure; it’s the sensation of my nervous system being re-colonized. He’s pushing into the corners of my mind I thought were lost to the grey glass, reclaiming them with a ruthless, tender authority.

“You're too quiet, Elara,” he murmurs against my thigh, his hot breath making the void-shivers turn into something else entirely. “I can hear the static trying to drown me out. Don't let it. Scream if you have to, but stay in the light.”

I do scream. I scream because the sensation of his tongue against my most sensitive heat feels like a live wire hitting a pool of water. It’s an explosion of sensory data that my brain can’t categorize - is it magic or is it him? Is there even a difference anymore?

“Please, Callum,” I beg, my hips bucking against him. The blink out starts to threaten the edges of my vision - the grey glass beginning to frost over the room. “Now. I need you now.”

He pauses, his breathing a ragged, heavy sound in the small room. He’s hovering over me, his muscles trembling with the effort of holding back. I can feel the pressure of him, the sheer size of the man who has been my protector for so long, and I realize he’s terrified. Not of the void, but of himself. He’s afraid that if he lets go, his own desperate need for me will finish what the void started.

“Lucien thinks this is about calibration,” he rasps, his eyes searching mine. “Jax thinks it’s about burning through the backlash. But it’s not. It’s about me not being able to breathe if you’re not whole.”

He catches my hands, pinning them to the mattress, and for a second, the Commander is gone, replaced by a man who is utterly, hopelessly undone by the woman beneath him. He doesn't just look at me; he searches me, making sure I’m still there, making sure the purple in my eyes hasn't swallowed the gold.

“I am going to hold you so hard the darkness won't be able to find the gaps,” he vows. “I want you so far gone you forget what color the sky is. I want you to only know the sound of my name.”

When he finally enters me, it isn't a slow slide. It’s a conquest. He drives into me with a heavy, bruising thrust that forces the air from my lungs in a shattered cry.

“Focus,” he growls, his hands pinning my wrists to the pillow. “Don't look at the dark. Look at me.”

He begins to move, a relentless, punishing rhythm that demands I stay in my body. Each time he bottoms out, I feel the flare of his amber resonance striking against my darkness like flint against steel. He’s pushing his power through the bond with every stroke, forcing my nervous system to process his stability.

It’s a sensory overload. The smell of him - cedar, sweat, and raw energy - fills my senses. The sound of our bodies colliding is the only percussion I can hear. I am caught in the middle of a forge, the heat building until the black veins on my arms begin to pulse with a dull, violet light, reacting to the sheer force of him.

He let go of my wrists, his hands sliding down to cup my face, forcing me to meet his gaze. His eyes are wide, the pupils blown as his own power reaches its limit. “Tell me you're here,” he rasps. “Tell me you're mine.”

“I'm here,” I sob, my voice breaking. “I'm yours. Callum, I'm yours.”

The words are the final key. He increases the pace, his movements turning frantic, his body a blur of heat and muscle. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, wanting to be completely consumed. I want him to burn away every piece of me that the Academy had touched, every piece that the void had claimed.

As the climax begins to build, it doesn't feel like a normal release. It feels like a supernova. The resonance between us reaches a fever pitch, a high-pitched hum that vibrates in my teeth. The grey glass of the cathedral in my mind begins to crack, the shards falling away as a blinding, golden light takes over.

When it finally breaks, I don't just scream; I shatter. My body seizes, the Heatline dumping the entire pressure of the void into Callum’s grounding field. He takes it all, his back arching, a guttural roar ripping from his chest as he spills into me.

The white-out lasts for what feels like an eternity. We lie in the tangle of damp sheets, his heavy arm draped across my waist like a lead bar. For a few minutes, the silence is beautiful. It’s the kind of quiet I haven't known since before Central - a quiet filled with the smell of us and the slow cooling of the air.

But then, the first fracture appears. It’s not a sound, but a feeling - like a thread snapping deep inside my chest. I feel the cold air rush back into my lungs, but it’s not oxygen; it’s ash.

I watch the way the shadows on the ceiling begin to writhe, twisting into the shapes of the grey cathedral’s pillars. I reach for Callum’s hand, but even the contact feels different now. It’s muffled, like I’m touching him through a thick layer of wool. The high of the resonance is fading, leaving behind a hollow ache that’s twice as loud as before.

The void didn't just return; it learned. It’s mimicking the rhythm of our climax, turning the pleasure into a mocking, rhythmic throb of static.

I look at Callum. He looks hollow. The vibrant amber glow in his skin has dimmed to a dull flicker, his eyes bloodshot and weary. He’s given me everything he has, and it’s only bought us ten minutes of peace.

“It’s coming back,” I whisper, my voice cracking as the first wave of static hits my ears.

The room shifts. Five inches to the left. The dresser against the wall looks like it’s melting into the shadows.

Callum’s grip on my hands tightens, but his fingers are trembling. He can feel the fraying bonds. He can feel that the dam he built out of his own soul is already turning to sand.

“I know,” he says, his voice thick with a self-loathing that breaks my heart.

I lie there in the cooling sweat, staring at the ceiling as the grey static begins to muffle the sound of his breathing. The sex was perfect. The grounding was absolute. And it still wasn't enough.

We can’t fuck the void away. We can’t hide in a bedroom and pretend that love is a shield. It’s a weapon, and it’s time I started using it like one.
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Chapter 4
Lucien


The data doesn't lie.

I've been staring at Elara's resonance graphs for three hours, and the conclusion is unavoidable: we are watching her die in slow motion, mapped out in precise, quantifiable increments.

The tablet screen casts a blue-white glow across my face in the dark room. Jax is sprawled on the couch across from me, pretending to sleep but actually tracking my every movement with that predator's awareness he never turns off. Mara left an hour ago to scavenge supplies. Rhys is upstairs, standing vigil outside the bedroom where Callum is currently holding Elara together with nothing but his body and his willpower.

I can feel the resonance spillover from here. It's a thick, oppressive heat that makes my skin prickle, the kind of atmospheric pressure that precedes a lightning strike. Every few minutes, there's a spike - sharp enough to make my teeth ache - and I know exactly what it means. Callum is pouring his entire field into her, trying to drown out the static with his stillness, and she's burning through it like paper in a furnace.

The spike patterns are getting shorter. Eleven minutes between episodes yesterday. Nine minutes this morning. Seven minutes an hour ago.

At this rate, she'll be seizing every three minutes by dawn.

I adjust my glasses and pull up the archived Academy records I've been cross-referencing. The files are heavily redacted - entire sections blacked out with the kind of bureaucratic thoroughness that screams cover-up. But redaction leaves patterns, and patterns are my specialty.

I overlay Elara's resonance signature against the fragments I can still read, and the match makes my stomach turn to lead.

She's not the first.

There was another woman. Designation: Subject Theta. No name. No photograph. Just a clinical file number and a series of incident reports that read like a slow-motion execution.

“Theta exhibited multi-anchor capacity. Suppression protocols ineffective. Void manifestation accelerated upon isolation.”

Isolation. They didn't just fail to bond her properly - they deliberately separated her from potential anchors.

The next line is mostly redacted, but I can see the edges: “...chamber activation...resonance fracture...catastrophic structural failure...”

And then nothing. No follow-up reports. No closure documentation. Just a final entry, stamped in red: ASSET NEUTRALIZED.

They killed her, and they buried the evidence beneath the foundation of Havenfall Academy.

I pull up the construction schematics. The coordinates match the chamber beneath the east wing - the one Rhys mentioned. The one he said was built on the first void-anchor's bones.

The resonance signature embedded in Havenfall's suppression grid matches Subject Theta's profile perfectly.

This is who Rhys was talking about. The woman they “bound and broke into pieces trying to control what they couldn't understand.”

He wasn't being poetic. They literally fractured her resonance and wove it into the infrastructure. Every ward. Every dampener. Every piece of suppression tech.

The Academy runs on her murdered ghost.

And they're planning to do the same thing to Elara.

The realization hits me like a physical blow. My lattice-work fractures, reforms, fractures again as rage floods through me - cold, analytical, absolute. I've spent my entire life controlling my resonance with mathematical precision, but right now I want to let it tear through this entire safehouse just to have something to destroy.

They looked at Elara - brilliant, defiant, beautiful Elara - and saw a problem to solve. A resource to exploit. And when she proves too strong to break, they'll call it neutralization and grind her bones into their next suppression grid.

Over my dead body.

I don't care if I have to burn Havenfall to bedrock. I don't care if I have to tear apart every ward with my bare hands. I don't care if I have to stand between Elara and the entire Academy until my resonance gives out and my heart stops.

They are not touching her.

Not while I'm breathing.

My hands are shaking. I set the tablet down and press my palms against my thighs, trying to ground myself in something physical, something real. The lattice-work of my own resonance hums beneath my skin, a structured, organized pattern that I've spent my entire life learning to control with mathematical precision.

But math doesn't help when the woman you love is dying in the room above you, and you're looking at the blueprint for how they plan to kill her.

The door at the top of the stairs creaks open. Footsteps descend - heavy, exhausted. Callum appears in the dim light, and he looks like a man who's been to war. His shirt is inside out, his hair is a mess, and there are deep purple shadows under his eyes that weren't there this morning.

“She's asleep,” he says, his voice raw. “For now.”

“How long did the grounding last?” I ask, though I already know the answer from the data.

“Seventeen minutes.” He sinks into the chair beside me, his head falling back against the cushion. “Seventeen minutes before the static came back. Before I could feel her starting to slip away again.”

Jax sits up, no longer pretending. “That's three minutes shorter than last time.”

“I know,” Callum says.

The silence that follows is the kind that suffocates. It's the silence of men who have run out of solutions, watching the woman they love circle the drain.

I rotate the tablet so they can see it. “There was another one. Subject Theta. Multi-anchor catalyst, fifteen years ago.”

They lean in, reading. Their faces darken with every line.

“They isolated her,” Callum says, his voice flat.

But I can feel the fury beneath it. The way his stillness field is compressing, turning into something dense and dangerous. Callum doesn't explode like Jax. He goes quiet. Cold. Lethal.

“Deliberately,” I confirm. “Fractured her bonds. Then killed her in the chamber beneath Havenfall.”

“And?” Jax asks, though his kinetic field is already spiking with barely contained rage.

I pull up the architectural overlay. “They didn't just kill her. They turned her into the suppression system itself. This is who Rhys was talking about - the first void-anchor. Her resonance signature is embedded in every ward, every dampener. The entire Academy infrastructure runs on her murdered ghost.”

The air pressure in the room drops so sharply my ears pop.

Callum's control fractures. Just for a second. His field ripples outward - not wild like Jax's kinetic chaos, but precise, deliberate, the kind of force that could level buildings if he let it. The walls creak. The floor groans.

Then he clamps it back down, every muscle in his body going rigid with the effort.

“They think they're going to do that to Elara,” he says. His voice is barely above a whisper, but it carries the weight of an execution order. “Isolate her. Break her. Turn her into their next weapon.”

He looks at me, and his eyes are burning with absolute certainty. “We're going to stop them.”

“They're going to try,” Jax says, his voice too quiet, too controlled. “If we go back there, they'll attempt to contain her, fracture her bonds, and when she doesn't break the way they want - ”

“They'll call it neutralization,” I finish. “Just like they did with Theta.”

Jax stands. Kinetic energy crackles around his fists, violent and barely leashed. “I spent five years in Level Five isolation because they were afraid of what I could do. They broke me down, tried to make me controllable, and when I wouldn't bend, they locked me in a cell and threw away the key.”

He looks at us, and there's something feral in his eyes. “I know exactly what they do to people they can't control. And I am not letting them touch her.”

His field expands, sharp and electric. The light bulb overhead flickers, then explodes. Glass rains down around us, glittering in the tablet's glow. Jax doesn't even flinch.

“I don't care how many wards they have. I don't care how many Sentinels they send. I will burn through every single one of them before I let them put their hands on Elara.”

It's not bravado. It's a promise. A vow written in kinetic fire.

Callum's stillness fractures. For just a second, his field ripples outward, dangerous and uncontrolled, before he clamps it back down. When he speaks, his voice is absolutely certain. “Not if we get to the chamber first.”

“Explain,” Jax says.

I pull up Elara's resonance data overlaid with the chamber schematics. “The chamber wasn't built to contain the void. It was built to weaponize it - to fracture a catalyst's power into isolated streams. Subject Theta's resonance is still there, embedded in the infrastructure.”

“Stop,” Jax interrupts. “Lucien. No equations. No theory. What are you actually saying?”

I take a breath. Force myself to speak plainly. “Elara's void isn't random. It's resonating with Subject Theta's murdered signature. The chamber is like... a tuning fork. It's making Elara's power vibrate at the same frequency that killed Theta.”

Callum goes very still. “So the void in Elara is an echo.”

“More than an echo. It's a connection. A resonance link to a dead woman's fractured power.” I pull up the frequency analysis. “Every time Elara's void spikes, it's pulling from Theta's signature in the chamber. Like a parasite feeding on a corpse.”

“So we cut the connection,” Jax says.

“We destroy the source,” I correct. “We go into that chamber and we burn out Subject Theta's resonance completely. Sever the link. Without that anchor point, Elara's void has nothing to feed on.”

“And if cutting the link doesn't work?” Callum asks.

“Then the void consumes her anyway, and we're no worse off than we are now.” I meet his gaze. “But there's a complication.”

“Of course there is,” Jax mutters.

“The chamber's resonance is woven into Havenfall's entire suppression grid. If we destroy it, we collapse every ward, every dampener, every containment field in the Academy.”

“Good,” Callum says flatly. “Let it burn.”

“So we're walking into a death trap to destroy a ghost,” Jax says slowly. “And hoping it doesn't kill Elara in the process.”

“Yes,” I say.

“I like it,” Jax says. “Simple. Direct. Probably suicide.”

The door opens. Mara stumbles in, arms loaded with supply bags. She takes one look at our faces and freezes.

“What happened?”

“We found out how they plan to kill Elara,” Jax says.

Mara dumps the bags and sits. “Show me.”

I hand her the tablet. She reads in silence, her expression darkening. When she reaches ASSET NEUTRALIZED, her hands curl into fists.

“They murdered her,” she whispers. “Built an entire prison on top of her corpse.”

“Yes,” I say.

“My mother worked admin at Central,” Mara says quietly. “She saw files. Leaked them to the resistance. That's why they took her.” Her eyes meet mine. “Do you think she knew about this?”

“I don't know,” I say honestly. “But there are more redacted names in these files. If I can reconstruct them - ”

“Do it,” Mara says. Her voice is hard. “I want to know every person they erased. Every catalyst they turned into an asset.”

I nod, already pulling up reconstruction algorithms.

A creak from the stairs. We all turn.

Elara stands in the doorway, wrapped in one of Callum's shirts, her hair a tangled mess. Her eyes are that bruised, terrifying purple, but there's gold burning in the centers.

The three of us move at once. Callum is fastest, crossing the space in three strides. Jax flanks her left side, kinetic field already extending to cover her. I stand, positioning myself between her and the door - old instinct from Academy training, protecting the most vulnerable asset.

Except Elara isn't an asset. She's ours. And we're done letting anyone treat her like she's expendable.

“I heard,” she says quietly.

Callum's hands settle on her shoulders, grounding, protective. “How much?”

“Enough.” Her voice is steady but I can see the tremor in her hands. “Subject Theta. Multi-anchor catalyst. They killed her and turned her into the suppression system.”

“Yes,” I say.

Elara's gaze shifts to the tablet. “Show me.”

I hand it to her. She reads in silence - Subject Theta's designation, the isolation protocols, the chamber activation that killed her, the resonance signature now embedded in Havenfall's infrastructure.

When she finishes, she sets it down with careful precision.

“She had the same capacity I do,” Elara says. Not a question. “Multi-anchor. They isolated her. Fractured her bonds. And when she didn't break, they killed her.”

“Yes,” Callum says, his hands settling on her shoulders.

“And they'll do the same to me if we don't stop them.”

The certainty in her voice is absolute.

Elara looks at each of us in turn - Callum, Jax, me, Mara. Her anchors. Her friends. Her army.

“Then we go back,” she says. “We go to Havenfall. We go to that chamber. And we make sure they never use it to murder another catalyst again.”

The Heatline flares around her, a visible corona of power that makes the shadows on the walls dance. For the first time since Central, she doesn't look like she's drowning. She looks like a woman with a purpose.

“You're going to sever the connection,” she says, turning to me. “Cut the void off from whatever it's feeding on in that chamber.”

“Yes,” I say. “But you'll need to be there. Your resonance is what's linked to Theta's signature. We can't destroy it without you.”

“That's where they killed her,” Mara says carefully.

“I know.” Elara's voice doesn't waver. “That's exactly why. We're going to take back what they stole from her. End this.”

Jax's kinetic field flares, sharp and lethal. “And tear down their entire suppression grid in the process.”

“Exactly,” Elara says.

Callum pulls Elara against his chest, his field wrapping around her like armor. “We leave at dawn.”

“Before dawn,” Rhys says from the top of the stairs. We all turn. He's still phase-shifted, but less so - the shadows around him are thinner, his edges more solid. “The longer we wait, the stronger the Academy's wards will be. We go in four hours.”

“You're not stable yet,” I say.

“I will be.” His eyes - still too dark, still too vast - lock on Elara. “By the time we reach the chamber, I'll be solid enough to ground you. The fourth bond will hold.”

Elara nods. “Four hours. Get what rest you can.”

No one moves.

Because we all know what's coming. We're walking back into a murder site with a plan that's barely more than a suicide mission, that could destroy us as easily as it saves her.

But we're doing it anyway.

Because the alternative is watching Elara become Subject Theta 2.0.

And that's not an option any of us can live with.

Mara stands, rolling her shoulders. “I'll prep the gear. Lucien, I need those access codes you mentioned.”

“Already compiled,” I say, forwarding the files to her device.

Jax cracks his knuckles, kinetic sparks dancing between his fingers. “I'll scout the perimeter routes. Make sure we have an exit if this goes sideways.”

“When it goes sideways,” Callum corrects.

“Optimist,” Jax mutters, but he's already moving.

I stand, gathering my equipment. Elara's hand catches my wrist.

“Lucien,” she says quietly. “Thank you. For finding the truth. For making sure we know what we're walking into.”

I look down at her hand on my skin. The black veins are stark against her pale fingers, pulsing with that toxic purple light. But where she touches me, my lattice-work flares gold, organizing the chaos into something bearable.

The third bond hums between us - intellectual, analytical, but no less fierce than Callum's grounding or Jax's kinetic fire. She is mine to protect through knowledge, through strategy, through every calculation I can make to keep her alive.

As her fingers tighten on my arm, I don’t just feel the pressure of her grip. I feel the invasive, jagged pulse of her resonance trying to overwrite mine. To anyone else, it’s a death sentence, but to me, it’s a puzzle I refuse to lose. I envision my own resonance as a golden lattice-work, a geometric cage of logic and structure. I can see the void’s violet light trying to shred the edges of my patterns, looking for a flaw in my math.

I don't pull away. I lean into it, reinforcing every line of the lattice with the memory of the way she looked at me in the library, the way she understood my theories before I even finished the sentences. I am her logic when the world turns to chaos. I am the anchor that doesn't hold her down, but keeps her from floating away into the nothing.

“I will map every ward, break every encryption, find every weakness in their system,” I say. My voice is steady, but the promise beneath it is absolute. “I will be the ghost in their machines, Elara. When we walk into that chamber, I will make sure you walk back out. I’ll dismantle Havenfall piece by piece from the inside out before I let them touch you again.”

The lattice-work around my hands sharpens into geometric edges. “They want to turn you into a weapon. I'm going to teach you how to be a reckoning.”

She nods, and for just a moment, I see Subject Theta's defiance reflected in Elara's eyes - the same refusal to be broken, passed down not through blood but through shared resistance.

Then Callum is there, pulling her back toward the stairs, toward rest she desperately needs and won't get.

I watch them go, then return to my tablet.

Four hours until we walk into a trap.

I have work to do.
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Chapter 5
Elara


Sleep doesn't come.

I lie in the narrow bed upstairs, Callum's arm heavy across my waist, and count the minutes between void spikes. Six minutes. Five and a half. Five.

The math is simple. Brutal. By morning, I'll be seizing every three minutes, and by tomorrow night I'll be gone.

Unless we destroy the source.

Unless we walk back into Havenfall and sever the connection to a dead woman's murdered resonance.

Unless we survive.

Callum's breathing is steady against my neck, but I know he's not asleep. His stillness field pulses in time with my heartbeat, adjusting, compensating, trying to hold back the static that wants to drag me under.

I can feel every point where our bodies connect. His chest against my back. His thigh pressed along mine. His hand splayed across my stomach, fingers spread wide like he's trying to cover as much of me as possible. Like if he touches enough of me, the void can't find a way in.

It's not sexual. Not right now. It's something deeper. More desperate.

It's a man trying to hold his world together with his bare hands.

“You should rest,” I whisper.

“So should you.”

“Can't. The void is louder when I sleep. Dreams turn into that grey cathedral, and I can't tell if I'm waking up or just sinking deeper.”

His arm tightens around me, pulling me impossibly closer. I feel his lips brush the back of my neck - not a kiss, just contact. Proof that I'm here. That I'm real.

“Then I'll stay awake with you,” he says. “However long it takes.”

The bond between us thrums - grounding, protective, exhausted. He's poured everything into me for hours, and it's still not enough. The void is hungry, and touch only buys me minutes before it comes roaring back.

I turn in his arms to face him. His amber eyes are bloodshot, shadows carved deep beneath them. He looks like he's been fighting a war. He has been. Against the thing inside me that wants to eat us both.

“Callum,” I start.

“Don't,” he says.

“Don't what?”

“Don't tell me to save myself if this goes wrong. Don't ask me to leave you behind. Don't suggest I'd be safer anywhere you're not.” His hand comes up to cup my face, thumb tracing my cheekbone. “I'm not letting you go. Not to the void. Not to Havenfall. Not to anyone.”

The certainty in his voice makes my chest ache.

“What if I can't do this?” The words slip out before I can stop them. “What if we get to that chamber and the void is too strong? What if I - ”

“Then we'll find another way.”

“There isn't another way, Cal. Lucien was clear. Either we sever the connection or - ”

“Or we keep you alive long enough to find a third option.” His stillness expands, wrapping around me like a physical shield. “I've spent my entire career as a Sentinel learning how to hold the line. How to be unmovable when everything around me is chaos. You think I'm going to break now?”

“I think I'm asking too much of you.”

“You're not asking. I'm giving.” He pulls me closer, until there's no space between us, until I can feel his heartbeat against mine. “Everything. Freely. Because you're mine, Elara. And I don't abandon what's mine.”

The possessiveness in his voice makes me feel safe. Protected. Home.

I press my forehead to his chest and let myself breathe him in - cedar and clean sweat, the faint metallic tang of his stillness field when it's been active for hours. The void hisses at the edges of my mind, but for now, wrapped in his field, it's muted.

“Four hours,” I whisper. “Then we go back.”

“Four hours,” he confirms. “And when we walk out of that chamber, you're walking out whole.”

“You can't promise that.”

“Watch me.”

I almost smile. Almost. But then the void spikes again, and the grey cathedral materializes behind my eyes - vast, cold, waiting. I gasp, fingers digging into Callum's shoulders.

His field slams down harder, forcing the static back. “I've got you. Stay here. Stay with me.”

I fight my way back to the surface. To the warmth of his skin. To the steady rhythm of his breathing. To the bond that refuses to let me go.

When the spike passes, I'm shaking.

“Getting worse,” I manage.

“I know.”

A soft knock at the door. Then Jax's voice, low and rough. “El? You okay?”

“Come in,” I call.

The door opens. Jax slips inside, still dressed, his kinetic field crackling faintly around him. He hasn't slept either. None of them have.

“Heard the spike from downstairs,” he says, crossing to the bed. He sits on the edge, close enough that his field brushes mine. The contact sends a jolt through me - not painful, but electric, alive.

The Heatline recognizes him immediately. Reaches for the chaos he carries like it's oxygen.

“How bad?” Jax asks, eyes scanning my face.

“Bad,” Callum says before I can lie.

Jax's jaw tightens. “Lucien's still running scenarios. Trying to calculate the exact frequency we need to disrupt Theta's signature without killing you in the process.”

“And?”

“And he's got seven different theories and no certainty.” Jax's hand finds mine, threading our fingers together. “But he'll figure it out. He always does.”

I want to believe that. I want to believe there's a calculation that saves me, a pattern that makes this work, a solution that doesn't end with me scattered across Havenfall's foundation like Subject Theta.

But the void doesn't care about theories.

“Jax,” I say quietly. “If something goes wrong -”

“It won't.”

“But if it does - ”

“Then I'll tear that chamber apart with my bare hands until I find you.” His kinetic field flares, sharp and fierce. “You think I survived Level Five isolation just to lose you now? Not happening, Trouble.”

The nickname makes something in my chest crack.

“I'm scared,” I admit.

Jax's expression softens. Just a fraction. “Good. Means you're smart. But scared doesn't mean broken. And it sure as hell doesn't mean beaten.”

Callum's arm tightens around me. Jax's hand squeezes mine. Between them, I feel less like I'm drowning and more like I'm being held afloat.

For now.

Another knock. Softer this time.

“It's me,” Lucien's voice.

“Door's open,” Callum says.

Lucien steps inside, tablet in hand, glasses slightly askew. He looks exhausted but alert, his mind still running calculations I can't see.

“I have the frequency,” he says without preamble. “The resonance signature we need to target. It's... delicate. But possible.”

“Delicate how?” I ask.

He crosses to the bed, sitting on the other side of me so I'm bracketed by all three of them. His presence is different from Callum's solid grounding or Jax's kinetic fire - it's structure, order, the promise that chaos can be mapped and understood.

The bed isn't built for four people. We're pressed together, shoulders touching, legs tangled. It should feel crowded. Claustrophobic.

It feels like the only safe place left in the world.

The air in the room is a riot of competing energies. It’s too much for the small space to hold. Jax’s kinetic hum is a frantic, electric vibration that makes the fillings in my teeth ache, while Callum’s stillness acts like a gravitational pull, trying to smooth out the jagged edges of my panic. And then there’s Lucien. His resonance is cool and structured, like a blueprint being drawn directly onto my skin.

I am the center of their storm.

I look at them - the commander, the rebel, the scholar - and I realize that the Academy’s biggest mistake wasn't the void. It was thinking they could keep us apart. They built a system meant to isolate, but they accidentally created a circuit.

“Look at the pattern, Elara,” Lucien whispers, his hand warm over mine. I look at the tablet, but I’m really looking at the way his golden lattice-work is beginning to interweave with Jax’s sparks. “We aren't just grounding you anymore. We’re amplifying each other.”

It’s a terrifying thought. If we fail, the explosion will level half the city. But if we succeed... we won't just save me. We’ll rewrite the laws of resonance.

Lucien turns my attention back to the tablet. “The void is feeding on Theta's fractured signature,” he explains, “but her resonance isn't static. It's woven into the chamber's infrastructure in layers. We'll need to peel them back one at a time without destabilizing the entire grid prematurely.”

I focus on his touch. On the way his analytical mind translates into physical contact - precise, intentional, calculated to give me exactly what I need without overwhelming me.

“Translation?” Jax asks.

“We're defusing a bomb while standing inside it.” Lucien's eyes meet mine, and I see the fear he's trying to hide behind equations. “And Elara is the trigger.”

The weight of that settles over the room.

Callum's field expands, wrapping all of us in his stillness. Jax's kinetic hum rises to match it, creating a cocoon of overlapping resonance. Lucien's lattice sketches invisible patterns in the air between us.

For a moment, we're not four separate people. We're a circuit. A network. A whole.

“So I need to be stable enough to withstand the process,” I say.

“Yes.”

“But I'm not stable. I'm barely holding on with all three of you grounding me simultaneously.”

“Which is why we're not waiting until morning.” Lucien adjusts his glasses. “We leave in three hours. Before the degradation accelerates further.”

Three hours. The timeline tightening like a noose.

The lattice-work of his resonance pulses against my skin, organizing the chaos into something bearable. “And it's enough. Because I've mapped every variable, accounted for every contingency, and calculated exactly what we need to do to bring you home.”

The certainty in his voice is absolute. Mathematical. Unshakeable.

“You can't account for everything, Lucien.”

“Watch me.” He squeezes my hand. “I've spent three weeks studying your resonance patterns. I know the shape of your power better than I know my own. And I am not losing you to a dead woman's echo.”

The fierceness in his words makes my throat tight.

I'm surrounded by three men who refuse to let me go. Who've staked their lives on keeping me alive. Who look at me like I'm worth saving even when I'm not sure I am.

And upstairs, a fourth stands vigil - phase-shifted, unstable, but still mine. Still connected through the bond that burns cold and patient in my chest.

The void hisses, sensing weakness. Sensing doubt.

Callum's field pushes back. Jax's kinetic hum rises. Lucien's lattice sharpens. And somewhere above us, Rhys's void-touched presence pulses once - not attacking, but answering.

The grey cathedral fractures.

I breathe.

“Okay,” I say. “Three hours. We go to Havenfall. We destroy the source. We end this.”

“Together,” Callum says.

“No heroic sacrifices,” Jax adds, looking directly at me. “You don't get to go down swinging while we watch. We all walk out or none of us do.”

“Agreed,” Lucien says.

From the doorway, Rhys's voice - still carrying that void-touched echo. “Agreed.”

I nod. Because what else can I do? They've made their choice. They're not leaving. They're not backing down.

And neither am I.

The void can scream all it wants. I'm not Subject Theta. I'm not alone. I'm not going to let them turn me into a weapon.

I'm going to be a reckoning.

“Rest,” Callum says, though it's not really a command. More like a plea. “Even if you can't sleep. Just close your eyes. Let us hold the line for a bit.”

I want to argue. Want to say there's no point, that the void will just drag me under anyway.

But I'm tired. So tired.

I let my eyes drift closed. Feel Callum's stillness wrapping around me like a blanket. Feel Jax's kinetic pulse syncing with my heartbeat. Feel Lucien's lattice mapping the space between my breaths.

The void is still there. Still hungry. Still waiting.

But for now, surrounded by my anchors, it can't reach me.

For now, I'm safe.

For now, I'm theirs.

And in three hours, we're going to make sure that “now” becomes “always.”

The sound of movement pulls me back to consciousness. Not sleep - I didn't sleep - but something close. A grey space between awareness and static.

Mara's voice drifts up from downstairs, sharp and efficient. “Gear's packed. Routes mapped. Got us three exit points in case the main plan goes sideways.”

“Which it will,” Jax mutters.

“Optimism, Morgan.”

I open my eyes. Callum is still beside me, but Jax and Lucien have moved. Jax is by the window, watching the pre-dawn darkness. Lucien is at the small desk, tablet glowing, fingers flying across the screen.

Callum feels me stir. “Hey.”

“Hey.” My voice is rough. “How long?”

“Hour and a half. Rhys stabilized enough to walk about twenty minutes ago.”

“Is he - ”

“Still phase-shifted. But less. He thinks he'll be solid enough by the time we reach the chamber.” Callum's hand finds mine under the blanket. “How do you feel?”

I take stock. The black veins have spread further up my throat. The void hum is constant now, not spiking but present, like tinnitus made of darkness. My hands are trembling even when I try to still them.

“Like I'm running out of time,” I admit.

“Then let's not waste what we have left.” He sits up, pulling me with him. “Mara has clothes for you. Something that won't get you killed on sight if we run into Sentinels.”

“Stealth mission?”

“Infiltration,” Lucien corrects from the desk. “We're not announcing ourselves until we're inside the chamber.”

Jax turns from the window. “And then we announce ourselves very loudly.”

Despite everything, I almost smile.

Callum helps me stand. My legs are shaky, but they hold. The bond between us pulses, grounding me, keeping me upright.

“I need to tell you something,” I say, looking at all of them - Callum, Jax, Lucien, and Rhys in the doorway. Mara pauses her gear prep to listen. “Before we go.”

They wait.

“Thank you,” I say. “For not giving up on me. For fighting this hard. For - ” My voice cracks. “For making me feel like I'm worth saving.”

Callum's hands frame my face. “Elara. You've never needed saving. You've needed support. There's a difference.”

“You're the strongest person I know,” Jax says. “And I've met a lot of terrifying people.”

“Statistically speaking,” Lucien adds, “your survival probability increases exponentially with each bond you maintain. You're not a burden. You're an asset. Our asset.”

“Ours,” Callum confirms.

The weight of their certainty settles into my bones.

I nod. “Okay. Let's go kill a ghost.”

Jax grins. “Now that's the energy I like.”

We move downstairs. Mara has the gear laid out - dark clothing, reinforced boots, tactical vests that look civilian enough to pass but sturdy enough to take a hit. Rhys stands in the corner, more solid than before but still flickering at the edges.

His eyes meet mine. Dark. Vast. Void-touched.

“Ready?” he asks.

“No,” I say honestly. “But we're doing this anyway.”

He nods. “Good. Fear keeps you sharp.”

I pick up the tactical vest. It's heavier than I expected. Real. The weight of it grounds me in a way touch hasn't - this is happening. In less than an hour, we'll be walking into Havenfall. Into the chamber. Into the place that killed Subject Theta.

My hands shake as I try to fasten the straps.

Callum's hands cover mine. “Let me.”

He takes the vest, holding it open so I can slide my arms through. His movements are efficient, practiced - he's done this a thousand times for a thousand missions. But his hands linger on the straps, adjusting them with more care than necessary.

“Not too tight?” he asks.

“It's fine.”

“Elara.” His voice drops. “If at any point you need to pull back, if the void gets too strong, you tell me. We abort. We find another way.”

“There is no other way.”

“Then we make one.” His hands settle on my shoulders. “You don't die for this. You don't sacrifice yourself to save the rest of us. We walk out together or we don't walk out at all.”

Jax appears at my side, pressing a small device into my hand. “Emergency beacon. You hit this, and I'll tear through every wall between us to get to you.”

“Jax - “

“No arguments.” His kinetic field pulses against mine. “You're not doing this alone.”

Lucien hands me a tablet. “Chamber schematics. Frequency targets. If something happens to me, you'll need these to finish the sequence.”

They’re building an armor out of more than just Kevlar and tech. They’re weaving their resonances together, creating a cage of light to keep my darkness in check. Jax is my feet, Lucien is my mind, and Callum is my heart. And Rhys... Rhys is the shadow waiting for us at the gate. For the first time, I don’t feel like a girl being led to her execution. I feel like a weapon being loaded.

“Nothing's happening to you,” I say.

“Statistically - “

“Lucien.” I grab his wrist. “Nothing. Is. Happening. To you. Or Callum. Or Jax. We're all coming back.”

His lattice-work flares gold where I touch him. “Promise me something.”

“What?”

“If the math doesn't work. If the frequencies don't align the way I calculated. If the void proves stronger than my models...” He meets my eyes. “Promise me you'll run. That you won't stay in that chamber trying to force a solution that doesn't exist.”

“I'm not leaving you.”

“Elara - “

“No.” I step closer. “You don't get to martyr yourself for my sake. None of you do. We're in this together. All of us. That means if one of us falls, we all fall. And if we're going down, we're taking that chamber with us.”

The group gathers. Callum, Jax, Lucien, Rhys, Mara. My anchors. My army. My family.

Mara catches my eye. For a second, the sharp tactical mask slips, and I see real fear underneath.

“Bring them back,” she says quietly.

“All of them,” I promise.

“And yourself.”

“Deal.”

We're walking into a place designed to kill people like me.

We're going to tear it apart instead.

I pull on the tactical vest. Check the straps. Look at each of them in turn.

“Let's go.”

And we step out into the pre-dawn darkness, heading toward Havenfall.

Toward the chamber.

Toward the end of this, one way or another.

The void hums in approval.

I ignore it.

This time, I'm the one hunting.
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Chapter 6
Jax


The air is cold. Clean. Free. For now.

I move through the grey-dark streets with the kind of silence that doesn't come naturally to me. My resonance is a live thing, a caged beast of kinetic potential that wants to roar, to run, to put a thousand miles between us and that fucking Academy.

Three weeks. That’s all the time I’ve had to breathe without a collar. Three weeks of waking up to the sound of Elara’s breathing instead of the rhythmic thump-thump of a suppression ward.

And now we’re walking back into the mouth of the beast.

I watch her stumble ahead of me, and my heart does a jagged, painful kick against my ribs. Callum has his arm around her waist, his body a solid pillar she’s leaning into with everything she has left. I should be the one holding her. I want to be the one feeling the heat of her skin against mine, but my power is a riot of sparks and friction. Right now, I’m a match in a room full of gasoline. If I touch her while she’s this close to the edge, I might be the thing that finally sets her off.

God, I hate being the one who has to stay at a distance.

She doesn't deserve this. Elara should be somewhere warm, arguing with Lucien about some obscure theory or laughing at one of my shitty jokes. She shouldn't be some dead woman’s echo. She shouldn't be turning into a ghost before my eyes.

The black veins have reached her jaw. They look like ink spilled under her skin, spreading with every shallow breath she takes.

Two minutes, forty seconds. I’m counting the seconds now, not just the minutes. The gap is closing. The void is winning, and all I can do is watch the back of Callum’s head and the way his hand is splayed across her stomach, trying to hold her together.

I feel a surge of kinetic heat travel down my arms, a frantic, desperate need to do something. I want to level the buildings around us. I want to reach into her chest and pull the darkness out with my bare hands. Instead, I have to walk three paces behind, playing the role of the scout while my soul is being shredded.

I look at Elara, whose head is lolling against Callum’s shoulder, her eyes fluttering between that bruised purple and the gold I’d die to keep.

I’m not a scholar like Lucien. I don’t have Callum’s iron-clad discipline. But I know one thing: if they think they’re going to put her in a cage like they did to me, they’re going to find out exactly why the Academy was so afraid of my resonance signature.

I’ll burn the world down before I let them turn her into a monument.

“Stay close, Jax,” Callum grunts, his voice tight with the effort of holding her grounding field.

“I'm right here,” I growl, my knuckles snapping as I clench my fists. I let a tiny sliver of kinetic heat bleed out of my fingertips just to feel something other than the cold dread of the gates. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Control it,” Lucien says quietly from beside me. His voice is a cool splash of water against the fever of my skin. “We're two blocks from the perimeter. If a Sentinel patrol picks up your signature - “

“I know,” I snap. The words come out sounding like a snarl.

“Then stop radiating like a star about to collapse.”

I shoot him a look that would have incinerated a lesser man. “You try watching her die in slow motion and staying calm. Every time she winces, I feel like my own skin is being peeled back.”

“I am watching her die,” Lucien says, his voice flat, but I catch the slight tremor in the hand holding the tablet. “I'm also calculating the optimal approach vector and monitoring ambient resonance signatures for threats. Panic is a luxury we don't have, Jax. If you spike now, you’ll light up their scanners like a flare. You’ll kill us all before we even reach the East Wing.”

He's right. I hate that he's right.

I clench my fists tighter, my knuckles white and cracking. I can feel the kinetic energy humming in my marrow, begging to be let out. It wants to roar. It wants to flatten the Academy towers until they're nothing but dust. I feel a windowpane crack in a building to our left, the sound like a gunshot in the pre-dawn silence. Shit.

“Jax,” Callum's voice cuts through the static in my head. He doesn't look back; he can't. He’s focused on the way Elara is sagging against his side, her breathing coming in ragged, shallow hitches. “Breathe. We need you sharp, not explosive. If you can’t hold the line for yourself, do it for her.”

I nod, forcing air into my lungs even though it feels like breathing in ground glass. The chaos doesn't calm - it never does for me - but it focuses. It tightens from a wildfire into a white-hot laser, something I can aim instead of something that destroys everything in range.

I look at the back of Elara’s neck. There’s a single black vein tracing its way toward her ear, pulsing with a rhythm that isn't her own. My chest feels tight, an actual physical ache that makes it hard to move. I’d give anything to swap places with her. I’d take a hundred years in Level Five if it meant she could just be.

Mara moves ahead of us, scouting. She's good at this - the stealth, the tactical precision. She disappears into shadows like she was born to them.

Rhys flanks our right, his void-touched presence making the air feel too thin. He's more solid now than he was an hour ago, but there's still something wrong about the way light bends around him.

And in the center of our formation, Elara stumbles.

Callum catches her before she falls. “I've got you.”

“I know,” she whispers. But her hands are shaking so badly she can't even grip his jacket.

The void is eating her alive.

And we're walking her straight back into the place that's designed to finish the job.

Havenfall Academy rises from the hillside like a middle finger to everything I've ever wanted.

I've seen it a thousand times. Lived in it. Been caged in it. But seeing it now, from the outside, after three weeks of freedom - it's different.

It's not just a building. It's a fucking monument to control.

The main stone is old. Not the clean, modern grey of new construction. This is ancient shit, quarried from something older and meaner, stained with decades of suppression and fear. The walls sweat condensation even in the cold, like the building itself is sick. Like it's rotting from the inside out.

I can smell it from here. Damp stone. Ozone from the wards. Something else underneath - fear, maybe. Or just the accumulated stench of misery.

Towers rise at each corner, each one capped with warded glass that glints like eyes. Watching. Always watching. I can see the observation posts from here - dark windows where Sentinels sit with their scanners and their dampener rifles, tracking every resonance signature in a three-block radius.

They saw us coming. They always see you coming.

The walls are twenty feet high, reinforced with suppression tech that hums even from here. That fucking hum. Low and oppressive, designed to make your power feel wrong inside your own skin. It's the same frequency they used in Level Five. The one that made me want to claw my way out of my own bones just to make it stop.

I've spent enough time in Level Five over the years. Too much time. Days here, weeks there, every time I lost control or broke something important or just looked at an instructor wrong. That hum became the soundtrack to my worst memories - listening to it vibrate through my skull until I couldn't tell where the Academy ended and I began.

And now I'm walking back into it. Voluntarily.

For her.

I'd walk into worse than this for Elara. I'd walk into the void itself if it meant keeping her alive. Three weeks ago I would have laughed if someone told me I'd willingly return to this hellhole. But that was before I knew what it felt like to have her fall asleep in my arms. Before I understood that some things are worth more than freedom.

She's worth more than freedom.

The east wing is partially collapsed. Good. I hope it hurts. I hope every stone that fell crushed something important. The ruins sprawl like broken teeth, jagged and wrong. That's where we hid after Central. Where Rhys dragged us through the rift. Where the chamber waits.

The chamber. Built on Subject Theta's bones. Powered by her murdered resonance.

My stomach turns. The Academy isn't just a prison. It's a graveyard pretending to be a school. And we're about to dig up its darkest corpse and burn the whole thing down.

My kinetic field spikes. A streetlight two blocks behind us shatters. Glass rains down on empty pavement.

“Jax,” Lucien warns.

“I'm fine.”

“You're fracturing public property.”

“Fuck public property.”

I'm not fine. I haven't been fine since I was five years old and my parents locked me in a basement because I broke too many things. But I'm functional. And functional is all we need right now.

Mara reappears from the shadows ahead, moving fast. Her face is tight. Wrong.

“Problem,” she says.

“What kind?” Callum asks, his arm tightening around Elara.

“Sentinels. North gate. Three of them, and they're not on patrol - they're dragging someone out.”

My blood goes cold. Colder than the void. Colder than anything. “Who?”

“Can't tell from here. But whoever it is, they're resisting.”

We move closer, staying low, using the buildings for cover. The Academy's north gate is a service entrance, usually unmanned at this hour. But tonight there are Sentinels. And lights. And the sound of someone screaming.

I peer around the corner.

Three Sentinels in full tactical gear. Dampener cuffs glowing on their belts. Shock batons. The kind designed to fracture resonance fields on contact. The kind that feel like they're tearing you apart from the inside.

And between them, a kid - maybe seventeen, thin, with resonance burns up both arms that look infected. Red. Swollen. The kind you get when they keep you dampened for so long your power starts eating you instead.

He's fighting them. Trying. But he's weak. Exhausted. His movements are jerky, uncoordinated. Telekinetic trying to push them back, but his power keeps misfiring. Pebbles rattle on the ground instead of launching. A trash can lid twitches but doesn't move.

One of the Sentinels laughs.

The sound makes me want to rip his throat out with my bare hands.

Then the kid turns his head, and I see his face.

Fuck.

Kael.

The floor drops out from under me. The world narrows to a pinpoint. Everything else - Elara, the mission, the chamber - it all goes static.

Level Five. Cell three. Two doors down from where they kept me. Telekinetic with a stutter and a nervous laugh and hands that wouldn't stop shaking because they kept him dampened so long his power forgot how to work right.

He used to tap messages on the walls at night. In code. Morse code he learned from some old book in the library. Stupid jokes, mostly. “Why did the catalyst cross the road? To get to the other cage.” He'd tap it out - da-da-dit, da-dit-da - and I'd tap back something equally horrible, and for five minutes we'd both remember we were people.

He was eighteen days into isolation when they dragged me out for the compression exercise. The one where I met Elara.

I never got to say goodbye. Never got to tell him I was getting out. Never got to promise I'd come back for him.

And now they're dragging him toward a transport van. Black. Unmarked. The kind that doesn't bring you back.

“Remedial compliance training,” one of the Sentinels says. His voice is cold. Bored. Like he's shipping fucking cargo instead of a person. “Subject refused suppression protocols. Transfer to Central for advanced containment.”

Central.

Where they break you. Where they grind you down piece by piece until there's nothing left but compliance or death.

Where Elara almost died.

Where Kael will die.

He's still fighting. Weakly. Desperately. His telekinesis making the Sentinels' boots scrape against the pavement, slowing them by inches. It's pathetic. It's brave. It's everything they punish you for in this goddamn place.

“Stop resisting,” the Sentinel says, and slams the shock baton into Kael's ribs.

Kael screams. A high, broken sound that makes my vision go red.

His telekinesis cuts out completely. He sags between them, gasping, his whole body shaking.

Then he sees me.

For just a second, our eyes meet across the distance.

I see the recognition. The hope that flares and dies in the same fucking heartbeat.

Because he knows. He knows I can't save him. That trying would doom all of us. That I have to choose between him and Elara and there's no universe where I don't choose her.

He mouths something. Can't tell what. Maybe “run.” Maybe “sorry.” Maybe just my name.

Then he stops fighting. Just goes completely limp. Like he knows there's no point. Like he's already dead.

The Sentinels throw him in the van like he's garbage. Like he's nothing.

The doors slam shut.

The engine starts.

And they drive away.

The kinetic pressure around me erupts.

Every window in the building beside me explodes outward in a shower of glass. The pavement cracks under my feet, spiderwebbing out in every direction. Somewhere in the distance, a car alarm starts screaming. Then another. Then five more.

“Jax - ” Callum starts.

“They took him.” My voice doesn't sound like mine. It sounds like the basement. Like the cage. Like every moment I spent in Level Five knowing I was disposable. Knowing they'd do the same to me if I gave them half a reason. “Kael. They fucking took him to die.”

“We can't save everyone,” Lucien says.

I round on him, and my kinetic field flares so hard the windows behind him shatter. “He was two cells down from me. He used to tap jokes on the wall so I wouldn't forget I was real. And now he's going to Central because we escaped and they're cracking down and it's my fucking fault.”

“That's not your fault,” Elara says. Her voice is weak, but there's steel underneath. Real steel. The kind that kept her alive when Central tried to break her. “That's the system. That's what we're here to destroy.”

“By the time we destroy it, he'll be dead.”

“Maybe,” she says. Her eyes meet mine - more purple than gold now, but still her. Still fighting. “But if we don't destroy it, everyone like him dies. Everyone like us. Forever.”

I want to argue. Want to say we should chase that van, tear it apart, get Kael out. Pull him from the wreckage and run until Havenfall is nothing but a bad memory.

But she's right.

One person versus the entire fucking machine.

I hate it. God, I hate it so much my chest feels like it's caving in.

But she's right.

Rhys's hand lands on my shoulder. The touch is cold - void-cold - but grounding in its own sick way. “Your rage is useful,” he says, his voice carrying that wrong echo. “Channel it. We're about to walk into a building full of people who need to pay for what they've done. Make them.”

I nod. Force the chaos back down into my bones where it belongs. Where I can aim it.

Mara's already scanning the perimeter, her eyes sharp. “We've got maybe two minutes before Sentinels respond to that. Every alarm in a three-block radius just went off.”

“Then we move now,” Callum says, shifting Elara's weight in his arms. “How do we get in?”

Lucien pulls up the schematics on his tablet. “East wing. The collapse created access points in the substructure. If we can get past the perimeter wards - ”

“I can get us past the wards,” I say.

Everyone looks at me.

“Kinetic disruption,” I explain, flexing my fingers. The energy crackles between them, sparking in the dark. “The wards are frequency-based. I vibrate at the right pitch, they think I'm part of the infrastructure. Academy taught me that themselves when they were trying to contain me. Ironic, right?”

“That's extremely dangerous,” Lucien says.

“Everything about this is dangerous. We're walking into a murder house to kill a ghost. Dangerous is kind of the baseline here.”

“Fair point.”

We move toward the east wing, keeping to the shadows. The ruins loom larger as we approach, jagged stone teeth against the lightening sky. Dawn is coming. We're running out of darkness. Running out of time.

Elara stumbles again. This time, I'm close enough to catch her before Callum does.

Her skin is burning. Fever-hot. The black veins pulse under my hands, and I can feel the void thrumming through her like a second heartbeat. Wrong. Invasive. Eating her from the inside out.

“Hey,” I say quietly, trying to keep the fear out of my voice. “Stay with us, Trouble.”

She looks up at me. Her eyes are more purple than gold now. The void is winning. “I'm trying.”

“Try harder. You don't get to check out before we finish this. I didn't survive Level Five just to watch you disappear.”

“Bossy.”

“Damn right.”

She almost smiles. Almost. The corners of her mouth twitch.

Then the void spikes, and she screams.

Callum's field slams down like a hammer. Lucien's lattice wraps around her, golden patterns trying to organize the chaos. But this time it's not enough. She's convulsing in my arms, the Heatline flaring so bright I can see it through her skin - gold and purple and black all tangled together like they're fighting for control.

“Rhys!” Callum barks.

Rhys moves in, his phase-shifted form solidifying just enough to touch her. The fourth bond activates, and I feel it through the network - cold, hungry, wrong in every way that matters.

But it works.

The void retreats. Just enough. Just for now.

Elara goes limp, gasping for air like she's been drowning.

“We're out of time,” Lucien says quietly.

“Then let's move,” I say. My voice comes out steadier than I feel.

We reach the perimeter ward. It's a shimmer in the air, barely visible but humming with enough power to fry anyone who crosses it without authorization. I've felt it before. Know exactly what it does to your resonance when you hit it wrong.

I place my hands against the barrier.

Focus.

My kinetic field extends, matching the ward's frequency. It's delicate work - too much force and the whole thing collapses, alerting every Sentinel in the building. Too little and I bounce off it like everyone else. Like I'm nothing.

I find the resonance. Match it. Merge with it.

The ward parts. Just wide enough.

“Go,” I say through gritted teeth. Sweat is already running down my spine. “I can hold it for maybe thirty seconds.”

They move through. Mara first, then Lucien, then Callum carrying Elara like she weighs nothing, then Rhys flickering at the edges of solid.

I'm last. I step through and release the field.

The ward snaps back into place behind us.

We're inside Havenfall's perimeter.

We're inside the cage.

The ruins of the east wing spread before us - collapsed stone, twisted metal, the skeleton of what used to be classrooms and dormitories. And beneath it all, according to Lucien's scans, the chamber.

The place where Subject Theta died.

The place where we're going to kill the void or die trying.

Elara's hand finds mine in the dark. Her grip is weak, but it's there.

“Thank you,” she whispers. “For getting us in.”

“Don't thank me yet. We still have to get out.”

“We will.”

I want to believe her. Want to believe that we're going to walk out of here together, that this plan works, that we destroy the void and save her and somehow escape before the entire Academy comes down on us like the wrath of god.

But I grew up in cages.

And I know how rarely the caged make it out alive.

Still.

I squeeze her hand. “Yeah. We will.”

Because the alternative - watching her become another ghost in Havenfall's walls - isn't something I can survive.

I survived the basement. Survived Level Five. Survived isolation and suppression and every attempt they made to break me into something useful.

I didn't survive all that just to lose her now.

We move deeper into the ruins, following Lucien's coordinates. The air gets colder. Heavier. I can feel the resonance signature of the chamber beneath us - a wrong frequency, like nails on a chalkboard translated into power.

Subject Theta's murdered ghost, woven into the foundation.

Waiting.

“There,” Lucien says, pointing to a collapsed archway half-buried in rubble. “Access tunnel. It leads down.”

We descend into the dark.

Into the chamber.

Into whatever the hell is waiting for us down there.

As we descend, the air changes. It’s not just cold; it’s hollow. Every breath feels like I’m inhaling dust and old secrets. I can feel the bonds between us stretching, straining against the interference of the chamber. Lucien is a golden thread of logic, Callum is a heavy anchor of iron, and Rhys... Rhys is starting to bleed into the shadows around us until I can't tell where he ends and the tunnel begins.

And with every step, I can feel my kinetic field building. Not wild. Not chaotic.

Focused.

Ready.

Because if this place wants a fight, I'm going to give it one it won't fucking forget.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 7
Elara


The air down here is wrong.

Too cold. Too still. Like we're descending into a place where nothing living is supposed to go.

Mara catches my arm before we go deeper. “Hey.”

I turn. She's standing at the tunnel entrance, backlit by the pre-dawn grey. She's not coming down with us. We agreed - someone needs to stay topside, watch for patrols, cover our exit.

She's terrified. I can see it in her eyes even though she's trying to hide it.

“You've got this,” she says. Her voice is steady. Fierce. “You walked out of Central. You destroyed a suppression core. You're the scariest person I know, El. So go down there and end this.”

Something in my chest loosens. Just a fraction.

“If I don't come back - “

“You're coming back,” she interrupts. “All of you. Because I didn't smuggle supplies and risk my neck just to lose my best friend to some dead bitch in a wall.”

I almost smile. Almost.

“Go,” she says, then pulls me into a quick, fierce hug. When she lets go, her eyes are burning. “And when you burn out that dead woman's signature, make it hurt. For all of us they've caged.”

I nod. Turn back to the tunnel.

I lean into Callum as we move deeper, his arm the only thing keeping me upright. Every step down sends a spike of pain through my chest where the void lives. It knows where we're going. It knows what we're planning.

And it's fighting back.

“How much further?” I manage, my voice barely a whisper.

“Fifty meters,” Lucien says from behind us, his tablet casting a blue glow on the tunnel walls. “The resonance signature is strongest directly ahead.”

Subject Theta's signature. The woman they murdered and turned into infrastructure.

The woman whose death is killing me.

Jax moves ahead, his kinetic field throwing off enough heat that I can see by it. Sparks dance between his fingers, lighting up the darkness in bursts. He's barely holding it together. I can feel his chaos through the bond - wild, desperate, looking for something to destroy.

Rhys brings up the rear. Still phase-shifted. Still flickering at the edges. But more solid than before. Solid enough that when I reach back through the fourth bond, I feel him reach back.

Cold. Patient. Waiting.

The Heatline pulses, trying to map the space around us, but it keeps hitting interference. Like static. Like the walls themselves are resonating at a frequency designed to scramble power.

“Wards,” Lucien confirms. “Built into the stone. They're old. Pre-dating modern suppression tech by at least two decades.”

“Can you break them?” Callum asks.

“I can bypass them. Give me a minute.”

We don't have a minute. The void spikes, and I gasp, my knees buckling. Callum catches me before I hit the ground, his stillness field slamming down so hard the air pressure changes.

“Breathe,” he says against my ear. “I've got you.”

I try. Force air into my lungs. The grey cathedral materializes behind my eyes - vast, infinite, waiting to swallow me whole.

Then Jax is there, his hand on my back, kinetic heat bleeding through my jacket. Not grounding like Callum. Not organizing like Lucien. Just alive. Chaotic. Real.

“Stay here,” he says. “Don't go into the grey. Stay with us.”

I focus on his voice. On the warmth of his hand. On Callum's solid presence at my front and Lucien's golden lattice sketching patterns in my peripheral vision.

The cathedral cracks.

I breathe.

“Wards are down,” Lucien says. “We're clear.”

We move forward. The tunnel opens into a chamber, and the temperature drops so fast I can see my breath.

It's massive. Circular. The ceiling disappears into darkness above us, supported by stone columns that look older than the Academy itself. The floor is smooth, polished, marked with symbols I don't recognize. Ritual marks. Binding circles. The kind you use when you're trying to contain something that shouldn't exist.

And in the center, set into the stone like a brand, is a resonance signature.

Subject Theta's.

I can feel it from here. A fractured, desperate frequency that makes my skin crawl and my Heatline recoil. It's not just embedded in the floor - it's woven into everything. The walls pulse with it. The columns hum with it. The air itself vibrates with her murdered power.

But it's not clean. Not whole.

It's shattered. Fragmented into a thousand pieces, each one screaming a different frequency. Like they tore her apart and spread the pieces across the infrastructure, making sure she could never be whole again even in death.

“Jesus,” Jax breathes.

I take a step closer, and the Heatline surges, trying to map the signature. Trying to understand what I'm seeing.

And then I feel it.

Not just Theta's power. Her pain.

The moment of her death is embedded here. Burned into the stone. I can feel how they did it - isolated her, fractured her bonds one by one, then activated this circle while her power was unstable. They didn't just kill her. They weaponized her death. Forced her resonance to explode outward into the infrastructure as she died.

She died screaming into the foundation. And her scream never stopped.

My knees buckle.

Callum catches me. “What is it?”

“She's still here,” I whisper. “Not her consciousness. But the moment of her death. It's playing on loop. Forever.”

“Christ,” Jax says, his voice tight. “They turned her into a fucking battery.”

Lucien steps forward, his tablet out, scanning. “It's worse than I thought. They didn't just kill her here. They activated her resonance during the murder. Forced her power to fracture across the entire infrastructure simultaneously. She died screaming into the foundation.”

My stomach turns.

Callum's grip on me tightens. “Can we sever it?”

“Theoretically, yes. But it requires Elara to interface directly with Theta's signature. To override it with her own resonance and burn it out.”

“No,” Callum says immediately.

“It's the only way,” Lucien continues, his voice clinical. Detached. The way he gets when he's trying not to feel. “The void is feeding on Theta's fractured power. We cut the connection, the void starves.”

“Or Elara fractures the same way Theta did,” Callum snaps.

“That's why you're all here,” I say. My voice sounds steadier than I feel. “To keep me from fracturing. To ground me while I do this.”

“Elara - “

“We don't have another option, Cal.” I meet his eyes. See the fear there. The absolute refusal to lose me. “If we don't do this now, I'm dead by tomorrow anyway. At least this way, I'm fighting.”

He doesn't want to agree. I can feel it through the bond - his instinct to grab me and run, to find some other solution, to protect me from this.

But he knows I'm right.

“Fine,” he says, his voice rough. “But we do this my way. Controlled. The second it goes wrong, we pull you out.”

“Agreed.”

Jax moves to my left, Callum to my right. Lucien positions himself behind me, already pulling up the frequency data on his tablet. And Rhys - Rhys solidifies enough to stand at the edge of the circle, his void-touched presence creating a perimeter.

Four bonds. Four anchors. Four men who refuse to let me go.

I step onto the resonance mark.

The reaction is immediate.

Theta's signature flares, and I feel her - not her consciousness, but the echo of what she was. Desperate. Terrified. Fighting until the very end.

They isolated her. Fractured her bonds one by one. And when she wouldn't break, they killed her and turned her screams into their weapon.

Rage floods through me. Hot. Absolute.

They're not doing that to me.

I reach for the Heatline. Let it expand, pushing past the interference, past the static, until I can feel the full shape of Theta's murdered power woven through the chamber.

It's everywhere. In the stone. In the air. Pulsing like a heartbeat that should have stopped fifteen years ago.

“I need your resonance,” I say to the men around me. “All of it. Pour everything into me.”

Callum's stillness hits first. Solid. Grounding. An anchor point I can build from.

Jax's chaos follows. Kinetic fire that the Heatline catches and shapes, giving me momentum.

Lucien's structure wraps around both. Golden patterns organizing the chaos into something I can aim.

And Rhys's void - cold, hungry, wrong - but mine. The fourth bond completing the circuit.

The Heatline roars to life.

I reach for Theta's signature. Try to overlay mine on top of hers. To override the frequency. To burn it out.

The contact is like touching a live wire.

Her power surges into me - not attacking, but desperate. Clinging. She's been screaming for fifteen years, and I'm the first person who's felt it. The first person who might be able to end it.

But ending it means destroying the last piece of her that exists.

I push past the guilt. Past the horror. I focus on the frequencies, matching my Heatline to hers, note for note.

She fights back.

Not consciously. But her power remembers. Remembers being trapped. Being fractured. Being murdered.

And it doesn't want to die again.

The resonance mark beneath my feet burns brighter. Hot enough that I smell my boots starting to melt. The symbols carved into the stone glow - ancient wards activating, trying to contain what's happening.

They won't. This is too big. Too raw.

Through the bonds, I feel my anchors straining. Callum's stillness cracking at the edges. Jax's chaos threatening to explode. Lucien's structure fragmenting under the pressure.

And Rhys - Rhys is being pulled toward the void in my chest. I can feel him fighting it, fighting the call to merge with the thing that's killing me.

“Don't let go!” I shout. Not sure if I'm talking to them or to myself.

The void in my chest spikes, recognizing Theta's resonance as kin. As the source it's been feeding on for weeks. It surges, trying to connect, trying to pull more power from the dead woman in the walls.

No.

I shove it back. Hard. Using everything the bonds are giving me.

Theta's signature fractures. One piece. Then another. Then ten.

The chamber shakes. Stone cracks. One of the columns splits down the middle with a sound like thunder.

“Elara!” Callum's voice cuts through the chaos. “Pull back!”

I can't. I'm locked in. The Heatline is connected to Theta's signature now, and breaking contact would shatter both of us.

I have to finish this.

I push harder. Let the bonds pour into me - stillness, chaos, structure, void - until I'm not sure where they end and I begin. Until I'm burning with power that should kill me but doesn't because they're holding me together.

The floor beneath me cracks. The resonance mark shatters, pieces of stone flying up and disintegrating mid-air.

Theta's frequency screams one last time.

Then it breaks.

Not gently. Not quietly.

It explodes outward, and I feel it ripple through the entire Academy. Every ward. Every dampener. Every piece of suppression tech connected to her murdered ghost.

All of it failing at once.

Then the chamber door explodes inward.

Sentinels flood in. Six of them. Full tactical gear. Dampener rifles aimed directly at us.

“Stand down!” one of them barks. “By order of the Academy, you are under arrest for unauthorized access and resonance manipulation!”

Callum moves instantly. His stillness field expands, creating a barrier between the Sentinels and me.

“No,” he says. His voice is cold. Absolute. Commander energy I've never heard from him before. “You stand down. Now.”

The Sentinel doesn't lower his weapon. “Captain Hayes. Step aside. We have orders to contain the catalyst and bring her in.”

“I don't take those orders anymore,” Callum says.

The words hang in the air like a death sentence.

Jax's kinetic field flares. Lucien's lattice sharpens into something that looks like a weapon. Rhys solidifies completely, stepping forward into the light, his void-touched eyes fixed on the Sentinels.

Four men. Four bonds. Standing between me and the Academy that wants me dead.

The ritual is still active. Theta's signature is still burning. The void is still screaming.

And now we have Sentinels pointing weapons at my anchors.

The chamber shakes again. Harder this time. A column cracks, stone raining down.

“Elara,” Lucien says urgently. “We need to finish this. Now. Before the whole structure collapses.”

But the Sentinels are advancing. And Callum is standing his ground. And I can feel the moment building - the one where someone makes a choice that can't be unmade.

The void surges again, sensing weakness.

The grey cathedral expands.

And somewhere above us, alarms start to scream.

We're out of time.
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Chapter 8
Callum


I've trained and served as a Sentinel for nearly ten years, learning how to hold ground.

How to be unmovable when chaos erupts around you. How to make your body a wall between civilians and threats. How to stand in the path of violence and say “no further” with nothing but your presence and your will.

I've never had to hold ground against my own.

Until now.

Six Sentinels. Full tactical gear. Dampener rifles trained on the woman I love and the men who've become my brothers in ways the Academy never understood.

Behind me, Elara is still locked in the ritual. I can feel her through the bond - burning, desperate, trying to finish what we came here to do while the chamber tears itself apart.

The lead Sentinel steps forward. I know him. Garrett. Trained with him for three years. Saved his life twice. He's looking at me like I'm a stranger.

“Captain Hayes,” he says. His voice is hard. Professional. The voice we're taught to use when emotions would compromise the mission. “Stand aside. Final warning.”

“No.”

The word comes out calm. Absolute. The same tone I've used a thousand times giving orders. Except this time, I'm refusing them.

Garrett's jaw tightens. “You're making a mistake.”

“The mistake was made fifteen years ago when they murdered Subject Theta and turned her into this Academy's power source.” I don't move. Don't shift my stance. My stillness field expands, creating a barrier between the Sentinels and my people. “The mistake was made every time they caged a catalyst instead of helping them. Every time they chose control over compassion.”

“That's not your call to make, Captain.”

“It is now.”

Behind the Sentinels, the chamber door opens again. More boots. More weapons.

And then a voice that makes my blood run cold.

“Stand down, Hayes.”

Warden Croft. Though nobody calls him that. To students, to Sentinels, to everyone who's felt his particular brand of cruelty - he's just the Warden.

He walks into the chamber like he owns it. Tall, grey-haired, with a scar running from his left temple to his jaw - pale and stark against his skin. The kind of scar that tells a story about violence he's never bothered explaining. He has the kind of presence that comes from decades of breaking people who don't fit into neat categories. He's in full Academy regalia - black uniform with silver insignia that marks him as one of the three highest-ranking officials in Havenfall.

His eyes sweep the chamber. Taking in the cracked columns. The shattered resonance mark where Elara stands. The four men positioned between her and his Sentinels.

“Interesting,” he says. A cold smile touches his lips. “When Headmaster Thorne reported finding you at Central's vault, I thought surely he was exaggerating. A young woman in a sweater, surrounded by three half-dressed bond-mates who'd just destroyed a suppression core.” His gaze moves from Callum to Lucien to Jax, then lands on Rhys. “But here we are again. Captain Hayes. Professor Ward. Mr. Morgan. And the void-touched anomaly we thought we'd lost at Central. Same formation. Same defiance. Though at least you're all dressed this time.”

Rhys doesn't respond. Just stares at Croft with those too-dark eyes.

“You've caused significant damage to Academy infrastructure,” Croft continues. His voice is conversational. Calm. The kind of calm that precedes violence. “Destroyed a resonance signature that's maintained our suppression systems for over a decade. Endangered students. Violated every protocol regarding unsanctioned catalyst manipulation.”

“That resonance signature was a murdered woman,” I say.

“Subject Theta was neutralized in accordance with Academy regulations.”

“She was a person. Not a subject. And you killed her.”

Croft's expression doesn't change. “I've killed many catalysts who posed unacceptable risks. It's part of maintaining order.”

The admission is casual. Like he's discussing paperwork.

Jax's kinetic field spikes. The floor beneath him cracks. “You fucking - ”

“Jax.” My voice cuts through his rage. “Hold.”

He does. Barely. But he listens. Because we're a unit now. And units need discipline to survive.

“Here's what's going to happen,” Croft says. “The catalyst will surrender peacefully. You four will submit to arrest and face tribunal for treason, destruction of Academy property, and conspiracy against established order.” He looks at Elara. “Or we take her by force and execute the rest of you for resisting.”

“No.”

Croft's eyebrow raises. “No?”

“You're not taking her.” I step forward, placing myself directly in his line of sight. “You're not touching her. And if you try, you'll have to go through all of us.”

“Captain Hayes.” His voice hardens. “You are a Sentinel. You swore an oath - ”

“I swore to protect the vulnerable from threats. Elara isn't the threat. You are.”

The chamber goes silent except for the sound of stone cracking and Elara's ragged breathing behind me.

“Jax,” I say without turning. “How many Sentinels at the perimeter?”

“Twelve,” he says immediately. “Another six incoming from the north wing.”

“Lucien. Structural integrity?”

“Compromised,” Lucien answers, his voice tight. “The ritual fractured the support columns. We have maybe ten minutes before catastrophic failure.”

“Rhys. Can you phase us out?”

“Not all of us,” Rhys says. “Not while the wards are still partially active.”

I process the information in half a second. Calculate odds. Tactical options. Exit strategies.

We're pinned. Outnumbered. In a collapsing chamber with a ritual that's only half-complete.

And I don't care.

Because Elara is behind me, and she needs time to finish this.

“Here's what's going to happen,” I say to Croft. My voice is steady. Commander voice. The one that ends arguments. “You're going to withdraw your Sentinels. You're going to let us finish what we started. And then we're walking out of here.”

“Or?” Croft asks.

“Or I drop my field and let Jax level this entire wing.” I glance at Jax. “How much collateral damage can you do in thirty seconds?”

Jax grins. It's feral. Dangerous. “Enough to bury everyone in this chamber under about forty tons of stone.”

Croft's expression finally shifts. Not fear. Calculation. “You'd kill yourself. Your team. The catalyst you're trying to save.”

“Maybe,” I say. “But you'd die too. And that's worth it.”

It's a bluff. Partially. I wouldn't actually let Jax bring the chamber down on Elara. But Croft doesn't need to know that.

“You've gone rogue,” Croft says.

“I've gone sane.”

A tremor runs through the chamber. Stronger than before. Dust rains from the ceiling, and one of the columns splits with a sound like a gunshot.

“Callum,” Elara gasps behind me. “I need - I need more time - “

“You have it,” I say without turning. To Croft: “Call off your Sentinels. Now.”

“I don't negotiate with traitors.”

“Then we all die here.”

The standoff holds. Seconds tick by. The chamber shakes again. I can feel Elara's desperation through the bond, the void fighting her, the ritual tearing her apart.

She needs time. And I'm going to give it to her.

Even if it costs me everything.

Garrett shifts his weight. I see it in my peripheral vision - the slight adjustment of his stance that precedes action.

“Garrett,” I say quietly. “Don't.”

“You're under arrest, Captain.”

“I'm giving you a direct order as your superior officer. Stand. Down.”

“You're not my superior anymore. You broke oath.”

He moves. Rifle coming up.

I move faster.

My stillness field slams into him like a physical blow. The air pressure drops so sharply his rifle freezes mid-motion. He's locked in place, unable to move, unable to breathe.

The other Sentinels react. Weapons up. Dampeners activating.

“Jax!” I bark. “Suppression fire! Non-lethal!”

Jax's kinetic field erupts. Not wild. Not chaotic. Focused. He targets the Sentinels' weapons with surgical precision - rifles flying from hands, dampener cuffs shattering, tactical gear coming apart at the seams.

“Lucien! Ward the perimeter!”

Lucien's lattice expands, golden geometric patterns forming a barrier between us and the chamber entrance. Sentinels trying to push through bounce off it like they've hit a wall.

“Rhys! Cover Elara!”

Rhys moves. His void-touched form solidifies completely, positioning himself directly behind Elara. If anyone gets past the rest of us, they'll have to go through him first.

And the void doesn't negotiate.

We move as one. A unit. Coordinated without needing to discuss strategy because we trust each other completely.

This is what the Academy never understood. They tried to isolate catalysts. Fragment their bonds. Control them through separation.

But we're stronger together.

Another tremor. The chamber floor cracks down the middle. I feel Elara's power spike through the bond - not the void, her. The Heatline burning brighter than I've ever felt it.

She's close. So close to finishing.

“Croft!” I shout over the noise. “Pull back or I swear to god I'll - “

A new voice cuts through the chaos. Female. Sharp.

“Warden! We've detained the other one!”

No.

Two Sentinels drag someone through the entrance. Small. Struggling.

Mara.

They've got dampener cuffs on her wrists, a shock collar around her neck. Her face is bruised, blood running from her nose.

“Found her topside,” one of the Sentinels reports. “Keeping watch.”

Croft smiles. It's a predator's smile. “Interesting. The telekinetic who's been sniffing around Central's detention records.” He walks toward Mara. “Looking for your mother, aren't you? How tragic that some searches never end well.”

Mara spits blood at his feet. “Fuck you.”

He backhands her. The sound echoes through the chamber.

Jax roars. His kinetic field flares so violently the walls crack.

“Jax!” I snap. “Hold position!”

He does. Barely. Every muscle in his body is vibrating with the need to tear Croft apart.

“New terms,” Croft says, his hand still gripping Mara's collar. “The catalyst surrenders. You four submit to execution. Or I activate the collar and this one dies screaming.”

Mara's eyes meet mine. She's terrified. But there's steel underneath. Fight.

She shakes her head minutely. Don't do it.

Behind me, I feel Elara's power reach critical mass. The ritual is almost complete. Almost.

Just need a few more seconds.

“Let her go,” I say.

“Surrender first.”

“Let. Her. Go.”

Croft's finger moves toward the collar activation.

And Elara screams.

Not pain. Not fear.

Triumph.

The ritual completes.

Theta's signature explodes. Not outward. Inward. Collapsing into itself, taking the void connection with it.

Every ward in the Academy fails simultaneously.

The suppression frequency dies.

And for the first time in fifteen years, Havenfall's catalysts can feel their full power without interference.

The chamber doesn't just shake. It detonates.

Stone erupts. Columns collapse. The ceiling cracks open like an egg.

I extend my stillness field as far as it will go, creating a bubble of calm in the center of the destruction. Protecting Elara. Protecting my team.

Protecting Mara.

The Sentinels scatter. Running for the exit. Trying to escape the collapse.

Croft is shouting orders but nobody's listening. They're too busy trying not to die.

“Rhys!” I bellow. “Get us out! Now!”

“On it!”

Rhys's void expands. Not attacking. Transporting. He tears a rift in space itself - the same way he brought us from Central.

“Everyone through! Move!”

Lucien goes first, dragging Mara with him. Jax follows, still throwing kinetic blasts to cover our exit.

I scoop Elara into my arms. She's unconscious. Burning with fever. But alive.

The bond between us is singing. Clear. Strong.

The void is quieter. Not gone. But starving. The anchor it's been feeding on for weeks - severed.

We did it.

“Go!” I shout at Rhys.

He steps through the rift. I follow.

The chamber collapses behind us, burying Croft and his Sentinels under a mountain of stone and broken wards.

We tumble out the other side into cold air and pre-dawn light.

Safe.

For now.

I lay Elara down gently. Check her pulse. Still strong. Still fighting.

Jax is already checking Mara, getting the collar off, his hands shaking with barely controlled rage.

Lucien is scanning for pursuit. “Clear. For the moment.”

Rhys collapses, phase-shifting hard. The rift took everything he had.

I look back at Havenfall. At the Academy that trained me. Shaped me. Made me into everything I am.

Smoke rises from the east wing. Alarms are screaming. Students are pouring out of dormitories, confused, their powers suddenly unbound.

I just destroyed the only home I've ever known.

And I don't regret it for a second.

Elara's eyes flutter open. Dark brown. Her own color. The purple void-taint is still there at the edges, faint, but it's not consuming her anymore.

“Cal?” she whispers.

“I've got you,” I say.

She smiles. “I know.”

Then she passes out again.

I hold her while the east wing collapses behind us.

And I know, with absolute certainty, that I made the right choice.

Not Sentinel.

Hers.

Always hers.
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Chapter 9
Elara


We don't make it far.

Rhys's rift dumps us in an abandoned warehouse three blocks from Havenfall. The kind of place where squatters used to camp before the Academy swept the area clean. Broken windows. Graffiti on the walls. Concrete floor cracked and littered with debris.

Safe enough. For now.

Rhys collapses the second we're through, his phase-shift failing completely. Lucien catches him before he hits the ground, easing him against the wall. Mara's already checking the perimeter, her tactical mind never stopping even when she's bleeding from a dozen cuts.

Callum sets me down carefully. Too carefully. Like I might shatter.

“I'm fine,” I say.

“You passed out.”

“For like thirty seconds.”

“Forty-seven.” His amber eyes are intense. Worried. “Your heart stopped twice during the escape.”

“But it started again. So we're good.”

He doesn't look convinced. But he doesn't argue. Just presses a quick kiss to my forehead and moves to help Lucien with Rhys.

I stand there in the middle of the warehouse, adrenaline still screaming through my veins, and try to process what just happened.

We destroyed Subject Theta's resonance. Collapsed the east wing. Freed every catalyst in Havenfall from the suppression grid. Told the Warden to fuck himself and walked out alive.

The void is quieter. Not gone. But starving. Desperate. Clawing at the inside of my chest like a caged animal.

I should feel victorious.

Instead, I feel like I'm about to crawl out of my skin.

The Heatline is a live wire. Sparking. Searching. Every nerve ending is on fire. My hands are shaking. My breath won't slow down.

Survival adrenaline with nowhere to go.

I need to move. Need to do something before I explode.

The mission is over - for now. We’re back in the warehouse, the air thick with the smell of old grease and the lingering ozone of our escape. But the quiet is worse than the sirens. The quiet lets the static back in.

“El.” Jax's voice cuts through the chaos in my head. “You good?”

I turn. He's standing by the far wall, framed by the skeletal remains of a forklift. He’s watching me with those electric blue eyes that see too much, his hands shoved deep into his pockets as if he’s trying to keep them from reaching out and shattering something. His kinetic field is crackling around him, a visible shimmer of heat that makes the air over his shoulders ripple. He looks like he's vibrating at a frequency that could liquefy bone.

“No,” I say honestly. “I’m not.”

“Yeah. Me neither.”

We stare at each other across the expanse of concrete. The bond between us doesn't just hum; it screams. It isn't the heavy, velvet grounding of Callum’s stillness, or the intricate, golden lattice of Lucien’s mind, or the vast, cold distance of Rhys.

This is chaos recognizing chaos. This is the fire looking for a place to burn.

“I need - “ I start, but the words catch on the jagged edges of my nerves.

Jax doesn't need the words. He’s been reading the frequency of my heart since the day we met. “Yeah. Me too. I’ve been needing it since the second we cleared the perimeter.”

He crosses the distance between us in three long, predatory strides. He doesn't touch me gently. He grabs my hand, and the contact is a physical jolt, a spark of static that makes the fine hairs on my arms stand up.

“Come with me,” he says, his voice a low, dangerous rumble.

“Where - “

“Anywhere that's not here. Anywhere I don't have to watch three other men pretend they aren’t imagining exactly what I’m about to do to you.”

He pulls me toward a heavy steel door at the back of the warehouse - a foreman’s office, long abandoned. Behind us, I hear Callum start to say my name, but the sound is cut off by the slamming of the door.

The office is small, cramped, and smells of dust and spent electricity. A single bare bulb hangs from a frayed wire, flickering in rhythm with the frantic pulse of Jax’s resonance. The second the bolt slides home, the rebel mask he wears in front of the others drops.

Jax doesn't ask permission. He slams me back against the door, his body a wall of white-hot heat and muscle, and captures my mouth in a kiss that tastes like desperation.

The Heatline doesn't just flare; it detonates.

For weeks, I have lived in the quiet, sterile safety of Callum’s field. I have been handled like glass, grounded by stillness, kept in a state of artificial calm while the void gnawed at my edges. But Jax... Jax is the storm.

His mouth is hot, demanding, his tongue a slick, rhythmic intrusion that I meet with a hunger of my own. His kinetic field wraps around me, and I feel it everywhere - vibrating through my bones, making my skin hypersensitive, turning every point of contact into a lightning strike.

I fist my hands in his shirt, pulling him closer, trying to crawl inside the feeling of being this alive. We survived. We’re standing in the wreckage of our lives, and I need to feel the friction of it.

Jax breaks the kiss long enough to breathe, his forehead crashing against mine. His pupils are blown wide, eclipsing the sapphire of his irises.

“Tell me to stop,” he rasps. “Tell me right now, Elara, because I’ve been starved for days. I’ve watched Callum hold you. I’ve watched him be the one allowed to touch you because his power is safe and mine is a weapon. I’ve been going out of my fucking mind standing three paces back while you were breaking.”

“I don't want safe,” I gasp, my fingers digging into the lean muscle of his shoulders. “I don't want still. I want you, Jax. All of you.”

He grins - feral, jagged, and beautiful. “Thank fuck.”

He backs me into the wall again, and this time, he doesn't hold back the resonance. It pours out of him, a localized earthquake that makes the broken shelving in the room rattle. His hands are everywhere - my waist, my hips, sliding up under my shirt to find bare skin. The contact is electric. Literally. Small arcs of blue light dance between his fingers and my skin, leaving behind a trail of honeyed, stinging heat.

“Too much?” he asks, his voice vibrating against my throat as he bites down on the sensitive cord of my neck.

“Not enough. Never enough.”

He laughs, a low, rough sound of triumph. “Greedy. I knew you were.”

He strips my shirt off in one motion, then his own. In the flickering light of the dying bulb, his chest is a map of scars and tension. I can see the kinetic energy dancing under his skin like lightning trapped in a jar. When I press my palms to his chest, the vibration is so intense it makes my own heart sync to his rhythm.

I’ve seen him shirtless before, but this is different. This is the match finally meeting the gasoline.

The void-burn on my chest, those black, ink-spill veins, are stark against my pale skin. Jax’s fingers trace the dark lines with a reverence that makes my breath hitch. He doesn't look at them with the clinical worry of Lucien or the grim duty of Callum.

He looks at them like they’re battle scars.

“I need you here,” he whispers, kissing the center of my chest, right over my heart. “Not in the grey cathedral. Not in the silence. Stay in the fire with me, Elara.”

“I'm here,” I whisper back. “I’m yours.”

The clothes fall away in a frantic blur of denim and lace. When he finally strips off his boxers and presses his naked length against me, I let out a sound that’s half-sob, half-moan. He’s hard, heavy, and pulsing with a heat that feels like it could melt the concrete floor.

He lifts me, my legs wrapping around his waist, my back hitting the wall with a thud that echoes through the warehouse. The position is raw, exposed, and perfect. I feel the head of him pressing against me, seeking the entrance the Heatline has already prepared.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I force my eyes open. His face is wrecked with the effort of restraint.

“I'm not Callum,” he says, his voice a jagged edge. “I can't give you peace. I can only give you this. I’m going to fuck the static right out of your head, Trouble. Ready?”

“Please, Jax. Now.”

He pushes in. He doesn't go slow. He sinks into me with one heavy, agonizingly perfect thrust that fills me completely. I cry out, my head falling back against the door as my body stretches to take all of him. He’s bigger than the stillness, more invasive than the lattice-work, and exactly what I’ve been starving for.

“Fuck,” he gasps, his hands hooking under my thighs to hold me steady. “You’re so tight. You feel like... like coming home.”

He begins to move, and the rhythm is a kinetic assault. He pulls almost all the way out before slamming back in, each impact sending a shockwave of power through the bond. The Heatline is singing now, a high-pitched, golden note that harmonizes with his electric blue chaos.

Every thrust makes the lightbulb above us glow brighter. The air in the room begins to ionize, the smell of ozone becoming thick enough to taste. I’m not just feeling him; I’m feeling the years of isolation he endured, the rage of being caged, and the absolute, terrifying devotion he has for the girl who saw the man behind the monster.

“That's it,” he groans, his pace becoming frantic, his skin slick with sweat against mine. “Take it all. Everything they tried to dampen, Elara. It’s all yours.”

The pressure in my core coils tighter and tighter, a spring being wound past its breaking point. I can feel him nearing his own edge, his muscles cording, his kinetic field beginning to fracture into wild sparks that sting my shoulders and breasts.

“Jax, I’m - I’m close -”

“Stay with me,” he growls, his hand sliding between our bodies to find the spark-point of my pleasure. He rubs hard, rhythmic circles, his thumb a lightning rod for the energy building between us. “Don't go to the grey. Stay in the light. Look at me!”

I meet his eyes, and the world disappears. There is no Academy. No Subject Theta. No dying. There is only this man, this fire, and the way he’s looking at me like I’m the only thing in the universe that matters.

“You're mine,” he says, the words a vow.

“Yours,” I scream as the climax hits.

It isn't a normal release. It’s a detonation. The orgasm rips through me at the same moment Jax loses his grip on his resonance. A wave of golden and blue light explodes outward, a literal shockwave that shatters the lightbulb above us and sends a hairline fracture spiderwebbing across the foreman’s office window.

Jax follows me over the edge with a guttural roar, his body locking as he pours every ounce of his kinetic fire into me. For a moment, we aren't two people. We are a supernova, a brilliant, blinding collision of forces that drowns out the void, the cathedral, and the world outside.

We collapse together in the sudden dark, the only light coming from the faint, dying embers of our combined resonance on our skin. He keeps me pinned to the door, his weight a comfort, his heart drumming a frantic tempo against my chest.

For a long, silent minute, we just breathe.

Then Jax lets out a shaky, breathless laugh. “Holy shit, Elara.”

“Yeah.” My voice is a wreck. “I think you broke the room.”

“Worth it,” he mutters, kissing my forehead, his lips lingering on my skin. “I’d break the whole world if it meant I got to feel that again.”

He lowers me gently to my feet, though my knees buckle immediately. He catches me, his arm a solid band around my waist, his thumb tracing the line of my hip with a possessive, lingering touch. The desperate, jagged edge of his hunger is gone, replaced by a quiet, fierce contentment.

“Feel better?” he asks, his eyes still glowing faintly in the dark.

I take stock. The void is still there, but it’s muted, pushed back into the shadows by the sheer volume of Jax’s light. I feel grounded, not by stillness, but by the fire.

“Yeah,” I say, leaning into him. “I feel alive.”

We dress in the shadows, the silence between us now comfortable, weighted with a new understanding. We walk back to the group together, hand in hand, the smell of ozone and sex clinging to us like a second skin. Completely shameless.

Callum, Lucien, and Rhys are standing by the map table. Callum looks up, his amber eyes scanning us - taking in my flushed skin and the way Jax is looking at me like he just conquered a kingdom. He doesn't look angry. He just looks relieved. We walk back to the group together. Hand in hand. Completely shameless.

“Feel better?” Callum asks, his voice low, but here's a smile tugging at his mouth.

“Much,” Jax says, flashing a grin that is 100% trouble and 0% regret.

Lucien adjusts his glasses. “The structural damage to the building suggests a kinetic surge of approximately - “

“Don't,” Mara interrupts, laughing, holding up her palm. “Just...don't.”

She's checking her gear, her movements sharp and focused. Then she stops. Looks at Lucien.

“Wait. You said destroying the resonance would end this.” Her eyes flick to me, then back to him. “So why does it still feel like she's slipping?”

The warehouse goes quiet.

Lucien's expression doesn't change, but something shutters behind his eyes. “Because we didn't destroy the void. We destroyed what was feeding it.”

Mara's jaw tightens. “That's not comforting.”

“It shouldn't be.” He looks at me. “The void was drawing power from Theta's fractured signature. Using it to stabilize. To grow without consuming Elara completely. Now that source is gone.”

“So she's better,” Mara says. It's not a question. It's a demand.

“So it's worse,” Jax cuts in, his voice flat. “We didn't kill it. We pissed it off. Now it's trapped with nowhere left to bleed power except her.”

The words land like stones.

I feel it. The truth of it. The void is quieter, yes. But it's also desperate. Hungry. And I'm the only food source left.

“How long?” Mara asks.

Lucien doesn't answer immediately. Just adjusts his glasses. Calculating.

“Lucien,” I say. “How long?”

“Unknown variables make precise prediction difficult, but based on current degradation rates...” He pauses. “Days. Maybe a week. Less if you use significant power.”

Mara curses. Low and vicious.

Callum's stillness field wraps tighter around me. Protective. “Then we have days to find another solution.”

“The ritual already bound us,” Lucien says quietly. “But the void adapted. It learned to exist inside the network. Now we need to go deeper.” His eyes meet mine. “Full resonance merge. Not just synchronized - unified. All four bonds channeling through you simultaneously while you rewrite the void's frequency from the inside.”

“That sounds like it'll kill her,” Mara says.

“It might,” Lucien admits. “But doing nothing definitely will.”

Rhys, still slumped against the wall, opens one eye. “Congratulations on the sex.”

I burst out laughing. Can't help it.

And for a moment, in this broken warehouse with my bonds around me, I feel something I haven't felt in weeks.

Hope.

The void is still there. The Academy is still hunting us. Central will be coming.

But we're together. And that means we have a chance.

“Alright,” Callum says. “We need to move. Find somewhere more secure. Figure out our next step.”

“Agreed,” Lucien says. “We can't stay here.”

Mara turns. Her expression is serious. Determined.

“I know a place,” she says. “Old rebel safe house in the industrial district. Three blocks south of the river. Abandoned textile factory with a red door. You'll know it when you see it.” She checks her gear. “But first, I need to do something. And I need to do it alone.”

“Mara - “ I start.

“Trust me,” she says. “There's something I've been looking for. Something I need to find. And now that Havenfall's suppression grid is down, I might actually have a chance.”

She meets my eyes. And I understand.

Her mother.

She's going after information about her mother.

“Be careful,” I say.

“Always.” She grabs a pack, checks her weapons. “I'll meet you at the safe house in six hours. Don't do anything stupid while I'm gone.”

“No promises,” Jax says.

She rolls her eyes. Then she's gone. Disappearing into the grey morning light.

The rest of us stand in the ruins of the warehouse. Exhausted. Battered. But alive.

“Six hours,” Callum says. “We rest. Then we move.”

I lean against Jax. Let Callum's stillness wrap around me. Feel Lucien's lattice sketching patterns of safety. Feel Rhys's void-touched presence grounding me in a different way.

Four bonds. Four anchors. Four men who refuse to let me go.

The void might be quieter. But the fight isn't over.

Not even close.
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Chapter 10
Lucien


The safe house smells like rust and old cotton. It is a sterile, decaying environment - logical, predictable, and entirely insufficient to distract me from the data on my screen.

The void should be dead.

I stare at the monitors until the lines of code begin to blur. According to every law of resonance I have taught for over a decade, the destruction of Subject Theta’s signature should have induced a terminal collapse of the parasitic link. I had accounted for the variables. I had mapped the decay rates. I was certain.

And yet, Elara’s vitals are a mess of evolving static. The void hasn't vanished; it has integrated. It has turned inward, feeding on her own lifeforce now that the external tap has been cut. Which means I failed.

The thought is a cold stone in my gut. I have spent my life being the smartest man in any room, but in the only room that matters, I am a rogue variable. My hands shake as I adjust my glasses. Forty-one hours without sleep. My brain is misfiring, neurons sparking like a short-circuiting grid.

“Lucien.”

I don't need to turn to know it’s her. I know the frequency of her footsteps, the specific rhythm of her heart when she’s exhausted.

“You should be resting,” I say, my voice sounding like it’s coming from the bottom of a well.

“So should you.” She moves into the light. The tank top she’s wearing is thin, showing the black, fractal-like veins of the void spreading across her collarbone. They look like a map of my own incompetence.

“I’m trying to save you, Elara.”

“You’re trying to solve me,” she counters, stepping into my space. “There’s a difference.”

She’s right. I treat her like an equation because if she’s an equation, I can find the answer. If she’s just a woman - a woman I am irrevocably bound to - then her death isn't a failure of data. It’s the end of my world.

“Feeling is irrational,” I tell her, even as my lattice-work begins to flare gold under my skin, reacting to her proximity. “It leads to errors in judgment.”

“Then make an error,” she whispers. She reaches out, her fingers grazing my jaw, and the firewall I’ve spent years building doesn't just flicker - it dissolves.

I’ve had her before. In the heat of the Academy’s fall, we let the pressure break us. But that felt like a localized event, a release of tension that I could later categorize and file away as a necessary outlet. This is different. This is a systemic collapse.

I grab her wrist, not with the gentle precision of a professor, but with the bruising grip of a man who is starving.

“You want irrational?” I rasp. I stand up, looming over her, the chair skidding back across the concrete floor. “You want to know what I’m feeling? I’m feeling the exact moment my logic died. I’m feeling the way my pulse spikes every time Jax looks at you, because I know he touched you in that warehouse. I know what his resonance did to yours. And I’ve spent the last four hours calculating exactly how I’m going to overwrite every trace of him.”

Her breath hitches. Her eyes go wide, the purple tint at the edges of her irises glowing with the surge of her own resonance.

“Lucien...”

“Don't,” I command. I back her up against the workstation, my hands sliding into her hair, fisting the dark strands to tilt her head back. “In the Academy, I was the one who taught you about boundaries. I was the one who told you to stay focused. But right now, Elara, I am the only variable that matters. I’m going to take everything I know about your body - every nerve, every pulse-point, every hidden frequency - and I’m going to use it to keep you here.”

I don’t just kiss her; I map her. My mouth traces the erratic pulse at the base of her throat, counting the beats - 110, 120, rising with every shallow gasp she draws. I pull back, my hands framing her face, my thumbs swiping over her bottom lip. It is swollen, bitten red from her own anxiety.

I let my lattice-work bleed from my fingertips onto her cheeks. The gold light doesn't just illuminate her; it searches her. It sinks into her pores, seeking out the violet static of the void and smoothing it over.

“I’ve spent hundreds of hours staring at your scans on a cold glass screen,” I whisper, my hands moving lower, grazing the undersides of her breasts. “I’ve memorized the density of your bone, the path of your nerves, the way your power carries a specific, jagged frequency. But the data never told me how soft you are. It never told me that you smell like cedar and ozone and the coming storm.”

I lift her onto the desk, knocking a stack of papers to the concrete. I don't wait for her to answer. I strip her remaining clothes with a frantic, focused energy. When she is bare before me, I don't look at her like a scientist. I look at her like an addict.

My mouth finds her breast, and I groan as my tongue sweeps over the peak. I take the entire weight of her into my mouth, sucking hard, my teeth grazing the nipple until she cries out and arches her back. I move to the other side, devouring her, marking her skin with the heat of my mouth. I want her covered in the proof that I was here. I want her smelling of my saliva and my hunger.

“Lucien... please...”

“Not yet,” I mutter, my hand sliding down her belly. “I’ve mapped your anatomy, Elara, but the data never captured the way you feel when you’re desperate.”

I reach the junction of her thighs and find her completely soaked. I slide two fingers into her, and she lets out a strangled gasp. I use my thumb to find her clit, pinning the sensitive bud and rubbing in a sharp, rhythmic frequency.

“You’re so fucking wet for me,” I growl, leaning in to whisper against her ear. “I can feel your pussy clenching around my fingers already. It’s a perfect pulse. Tell me. Tell me how much you want the 'professor' to fuck the logic right out of your cunt.”

“I want it... I want you... please...”

I carry her to the cot in the corner, laying her down and stripping off my own clothes. My lattice-work is wild now, bleeding out of my skin in jagged, gold patterns that illuminate the dark factory. I settlement between her thighs, my knees forcing them wide until she is completely open to me.

“Look at me, Elara,” I say, my voice a low, dark promise. “I’m going to fuck the data right out of your head. I’m going to make you remember only the way I feel inside you.”

As I drive into her, the world of numbers finally begins to splinter. It is a systemic overwrite. My head falls back as my nervous system misfires. She is a perfect fit, a biological lock for my specific key. I begin to move, and it isn't measured. It is a driving, rhythmic assault. I pull nearly all the way out before slamming back in, my hips hitting hers with a heavy, wet thud.

“God,” I choke out, my hands catching hers and pinning them to the mattress. “The pressure... the friction... it’s perfect. Your cunt feels like heaven, Elara. It's so tight, so hot. I can feel every muscle inside you trying to wrap around my cock.”

Every time I sink deep into her, my lattice-work doesn't just glow; it screams. It shatters against the walls of her Heatline, gold shards of light raining down on us. I watch the way her eyes blow wide, her pupils eclipsing the iris until there is nothing left but hunger.

“I feel the way your internal temperature is rising,” I whisper into her ear, my teeth grazing the lobe. “I feel your walls twitching around me. I’m in your blood now, Elara. I’m the only variable that matters. I'm going to fill your pussy with so much of my light that the void won't have anywhere left to hide.”

I increase the friction, my movements becoming a blur of focused intent. I wasn't just taking her; I was reclaiming her. Erasing the fingerprints of the Academy and the heavy, silent mark of the other men.

“Lucien, I’m - I’m going to - “

“I know,” I say, my voice thick with my own approaching collapse. “I can feel the build-up. Don't fight it. Give it to me. Break for me, Elara. Show me the beautiful, chaotic mess you are. Let me feel you come on my cock.”

I slide my hand down between us, my thumb finding her clit again, adding that final, agonizing layer of stimulation. My lattice-work flares, gold light pulsing in time with the rhythmic, wet thud of my body hitting hers.

“That's it,” I whisper, watching her eyes blow wide. “Your resonance is spiking. The frequency is hitting the ceiling. Give me that pussy, Elara. Shatter for me.”

She shatters.

The scream she lets out is the most perfect sound I’ve ever heard. Her Heatline explodes, a wave of violet and gold that slams into my lattice-work, shattering my remaining control into a million glittering shards. I follow her a heartbeat later, my own climax hitting with the force of a systemic reset. I groan into her neck, my body locking as I pour everything I am into her.

The lattice-work on my skin shatters completely, filling the room with a brilliance that makes the industrial decay look like a palace. For one perfect moment, there are no equations. Just her. Just this. Just us.

We collapse together. Both of us shaking. Both of us gasping for air. I stay inside her, not ready to break the connection. I stay in the heat of her pussy, feeling her muscles pulse in the aftermath.

“Irrational,” I whisper, my eyes still closed.

“Shut up, Lucien,” she breathes, a small, exhausted smile on her lips.

“In a moment.” I kiss her deeply, my heart finally finding a rhythm that doesn't require an equation to understand. “But for the record... my calculations were wrong. This doesn't just save you. It saves me too.”

She kisses me. Soft. Tender.

“I love you,” she whispers.

“I love you too.”

And for the first time in my life, I mean something I can't prove.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 11
Elara


The void is screaming.

Not loud. Not violent. Just a constant, low-frequency hum that vibrates through my bones and makes my teeth ache. It's been eighteen hours since we destroyed Theta's resonance. Eighteen hours since we cut off its food source.

The safe house windows show nothing but darkness outside. Late night. Maybe midnight. We escaped before dawn, and now a full day has bled away while the void gnaws at me from the inside.

And it's starving.

I can feel it clawing at the inside of my chest. Searching for something to feed on. Finding nothing but my own power.

Callum's hand is warm on my shoulder. His stillness wraps around me like a weighted blanket, pressing the static down. It helps. But only for a moment before the void surges back.

“Breathe,” he says quietly.

I try. Force air into lungs that feel too small.

Jax is pacing on my other side, his kinetic field crackling with barely contained energy. Every few seconds, he reaches toward me, then pulls back. Like he wants to touch but knows his chaos will only make it worse right now.

“This is bullshit,” he mutters. “We destroyed the source. It should be dying.”

“It is dying,” Lucien says from across the room. He's been monitoring my vitals on and off since we arrived, his tablet glowing in the dim light. “Just not fast enough.”

The safe house Mara found is bigger than the warehouse. Three floors of abandoned textile machinery and worker dormitories. We've claimed the top floor. Far enough from the street that nobody notices. Close enough to exits that we can run if we need to.

Mara still hasn't returned.

She was supposed to be back six hours ago. Said she'd meet us here after searching the archives. But it's been twelve hours now, and there's no sign of her. No message. Nothing.

My chest tightens. Not the void this time. Fear.

“We should look for her,” I say.

Callum's hand tightens on my shoulder. “We will. But you're not stable enough to leave yet.”

“She could be hurt. Captured - ”

“Or she found something,” Lucien interrupts. “Something big enough to keep her digging. Mara's smart. She knows how to stay hidden.”

“That doesn't mean she's safe.”

“No,” Callum agrees quietly. “It doesn't. But going after her while you're like this puts both of you at risk.”

I want to argue. Want to demand we search every corner of Havenfall until we find her.

But the void surges, and I have to grip Callum's arm to stay upright.

He's right. I'm a liability right now.

And I hate it.

Rhys is still in the office downstairs. Still phase-shifted. Still recovering from tearing a rift while the chamber collapsed around us.

I can feel him through the fourth bond. Distant. Flickering. Like a radio station that keeps fading in and out.

Cold. Hungry. Wrong.

But there.

“How long?” I ask Lucien.

He doesn't pretend not to understand. “At current degradation rates? Four days. Maybe five.”

Four days until the void consumes me completely.

Four days to figure out how to integrate something that was never meant to exist inside a living person.

“The resonance merge,” Callum says. “When can we attempt it?”

“Not yet.” Lucien adjusts his glasses. “Elara's too unstable. If we try to channel all four bonds simultaneously right now, the strain will rupture her core before we can rewrite the void's frequency.”

“So we wait for her to get stronger?” Jax's voice is sharp. Angry. “While the void gets worse?”

“We wait for the right moment,” Lucien says. “When she's grounded enough to withstand the merge but the void is weak enough to overwrite.”

“And if that moment doesn't come?”

Lucien doesn't answer.

The void surges. I gasp, my hands clutching at Callum's arm. The grey cathedral materializes behind my eyes - vast, cold, infinite.

Callum's stillness slams down harder. Jax stops pacing, his field reaching for me even though he doesn't touch. Lucien moves closer, his power wrapping around mine, trying to hold the fractures together.

Three bonds. Three anchors. All of them pouring everything into keeping me alive.

And it's still not enough.

Because the fourth bond is missing.

The thought comes from nowhere. From the Heatline itself. Like it's trying to tell me something I already know but haven't admitted yet.

Three bonds can ground me. Can keep me stable. Can hold the void at bay.

But four bonds can do something else.

I push away from Callum. Stand on shaking legs.

“El?” Jax moves toward me. “What are you - ”

“I need to see Rhys.”

“He's still phase-shifted,” Lucien says. “Still unstable. It's not safe.”

“I don't care about safe.” My voice comes out steadier than I feel. “I need to see him. Now.”

Callum's amber eyes scan my face. Reading something there. “Why?”

“Because the void is quieter when I think about him.”

The room goes silent.

“What?” Lucien's head snaps up from his tablet.

“When I focus on the fourth bond. On Rhys. The void... stops.” I press my hand to my chest. Over the black veins spreading like cracks. “Just for a second. But it stops.”

Jax and Lucien exchange a look.

“That's not possible,” Lucien says. But he's already pulling up data. Running calculations. “Rhys's resonance is void-touched. It should agitate yours, not calm it.”

“Unless,” Callum says slowly, “the void recognizes its own.”

I feel it then. Through the fourth bond. A flicker of cold that's different from the void inside me. Colder. Older. Patient.

Rhys's void isn't parasitic. It's integrated. Part of him. Woven into his power instead of fighting it.

And my void wants that.

Wants to stop being a wound and become something else.

“I'm going downstairs,” I say.

“Not alone,” Callum says immediately.

“Then come with me.”

We descend the stairs in silence. Callum in front, one hand on his weapon. Jax behind me, his kinetic field humming. Lucien brings up the rear, still running calculations on his tablet.

The office is on the ground floor. Door closed. No light visible underneath.

I reach for the handle. My hand is shaking.

“Elara.” Callum's voice is low. Warning. “If he's unstable - ”

“He won't hurt me.”

“You don't know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

Because I can feel him through the bond. Feel the desperation. The guilt. The absolute refusal to let the void inside him touch me even though it's screaming to.

I open the door.

The office is dark except for the faint glow of Rhys's phase-shifted form. He's sitting against the far wall, knees drawn up, head tilted back. His edges flicker between solid and transparent. Like he's not entirely here.

He finally looks at me. Even in the shadows, his eyes are wrong - two pits of absolute darkness where the pupils should be. When he speaks, the air in the room seems to drop ten degrees, but it’s not a winter chill. It’s the cold of deep space - an empty, silent vacuum that doesn't just freeze my skin, it silences the screaming static in my brain.

I take a step closer, and the Heatline in my chest - still glowing a faint, bruised gold from Lucien - shivers. It’s the contact of a sun meeting a black hole.

“You shouldn't be here,” he says. His voice echoes. Layered. Like it's coming from somewhere far away and very close at the same time.

“Neither should you.” I step into the room. “But here we are.”

“Elara - ”

“You disappeared. After the chamber. The rift closed and you were just... gone.”

“I had to.” He doesn't move. Doesn't look at me. “The void was pulling too hard. I thought if I separated from you, it would stop.”

“Did it?”

“No.” His laugh is bitter. Broken. “It just got worse. For both of us.”

I can feel it. The fourth bond stretching between us. Thin. Frayed. But there.

“Come back,” I say.

“I can't.”

“Why?”

“Because I'm dangerous.” He finally looks at me. “I'm void-touched, Elara. The thing inside me is the same thing that's killing you. If I get too close - ”

“You'll what? Make it worse?” I take another step. “It's already killing me, Rhys. At least with you here, I have a chance.”

“You don't understand - ”

“Then explain it to me.”

He's quiet for a long moment. Then he stands. Slowly. Like it costs him.

Even phase-shifted, he's tall. Broader than Lucien but leaner than Callum. His hair is dark. Longer than I remember. His face is all sharp angles and exhaustion.

“The void inside me isn't parasitic,” he says. “It's part of my power. Has been since I manifested. Central tried to use it. Tried to turn me into a weapon against catalysts like you.”

“I know.”

“But what they didn't account for was that the void isn't just destruction. It's potential. It's the space between frequencies where anything can exist.”

I don't understand. But I feel it. Through the bond. The way his void is different from mine.

Mine is hungry. Desperate. A wound that won't heal.

His is patient. Vast. A darkness that learned to hold light without consuming it.

“When I ground you,” he continues, “the void inside you recognizes mine. And for a second, it stops fighting. Because it thinks it's found what it's looking for.”

“What is it looking for?”

“Integration. Unity. A way to exist without destroying its host.”

The words land like stones.

“You can teach it,” I say.

“I don't know how. I've been living with this thing my whole life and I barely understand it myself.”

“But you survive it. Every day. You hold the void inside you without letting it consume you.”

“That's different - ”

“How?”

He doesn't have an answer.

I close the distance between us. He tenses. Like he wants to run.

“Don't,” he says. “If I touch you while I'm like this - ”

“Then touch me.”

“Elara - ”

“I need you, Rhys. Not the theory. Not the distance. You. Here. With me.”

I reach for him, but he flinches back, his shoulder hitting the wall with a hollow thud.

“Elara, don't,” he croaks. “Look at my hands.”

He holds them out, and for a second, they aren't hands at all. They are wisps of smoke, edges fraying into the dark as if the world is slowly erasing him. “I’m not a man anymore. I’m a leak in the universe. If I touch you, I’m not grounding you - I’m inviting the darkness inside you to join the darkness inside me. I’ll pull you into the grey and we’ll both just... vanish.”

“Then let us vanish together,” I say, stepping into his space until our chests are inches apart. “Because the silence you carry is the only thing that stops the pain.”

The fourth bond flares. Cold floods through me. Not painful. Not violent.

Just vast.

Like standing at the edge of an ocean and realizing how small you are.

His hand catches mine before I can touch his chest. His fingers are cold. Solid for the first time in hours.

“You're grounding,” I whisper.

“Because you're here.” His grip tightens. “When you're close, it's easier to stay. To be real instead of scattered.”

Behind me, I hear Callum shift. Jax's kinetic field pulses. Lucien's tablet chimes softly.

But I don't look away from Rhys.

“Come upstairs,” I say. “Be with us. All of us.”

“They don't want me - “

“They do. We do. You're part of this. Part of me.”

The void inside my chest is quiet. Not gone. But listening.

Like it's waiting to see what he does.

Rhys looks at me. At the black veins spreading across my skin. At the desperation I'm not bothering to hide.

“I'll try,” he says.

“That's all I'm asking.”

He lets me pull him toward the door. Toward the others. Toward the bonds that are supposed to keep me alive.

And for the first time since we destroyed Theta's resonance, the void doesn't surge.

It just waits.

Patient.

Cold.

Still hungry.

But willing to listen.

We make it back upstairs. Rhys is more solid now. Not completely stable, but present. Real.

The others are watching him. Wary. Ready to act if he loses control.

But he doesn't.

He just stands there. Uncertain. Like he's not sure where he fits.

“Sit,” Callum says. It's not quite an order. Not quite a suggestion.

Rhys sits on the edge of the cot I've been using. Hands between his knees. Head down.

I sit beside him. Close enough that our shoulders touch.

The fourth bond hums. Quiet. Steady.

The void in my chest goes still.

Not dead. Not gone.

Just... waiting.

“It's quieter,” Lucien says. He's staring at his tablet like it just told him something impossible. “The void activity in your Heatline just dropped by thirty percent.”

“Because he's here,” I say.

Jax is looking at Rhys like he's trying to solve a puzzle. “How?”

Rhys doesn't answer. Just keeps his head down.

“Because his void is different,” I say. “It's not fighting him. It's part of him. And mine recognizes that. Wants that.”

Callum moves closer. Studying Rhys with those sharp amber eyes. “Can you ground her?”

“I don't know.”

“Try.”

Rhys finally looks up. At me. At the desperation in my face.

Then he reaches for my hand.

The contact is cold. But not painful. Not consuming.

Just vast. Empty. Infinite.

The void inside me surges toward him. Not attacking. Seeking.

And his void answers.

Not with hunger. With space.

Like it's offering mine a place to exist without fighting.

The grey cathedral in my mind flickers. The walls crack. Light spills through.

I gasp.

“Elara?” Callum's hand is on my shoulder. Grounding.

“I'm okay.” I squeeze Rhys's hand. “Don't let go.”

He doesn't.

And for the first time in weeks, I can breathe without counting the seconds until the next spike.

The void is still there. Still hungry.

But it's not screaming anymore.

It's listening.

To the man who learned to hold darkness without being consumed by it.

To the fourth bond I didn't know I needed until now.

“This changes things,” Lucien says quietly.

“Yeah,” Jax agrees. “It does.”

Callum just looks at Rhys. Then at me. Then back to Rhys.

“Welcome back,” he says.

The room is quiet, but it’s a charged, heavy silence. Jax is leaning against the doorframe, his kinetic field flickering in sharp, agitated sparks of blue. He’s the fire, and Rhys is the absolute zero; the two frequencies are clashing in the air, making my skin tingle. Jax doesn't like the cold. He doesn't like anything he can't fight with his fists.

Across the room, the blue light of the tablet illuminates Lucien’s face. His glasses reflect the scrolling data, but for the first time today, he isn't frowning.

“Lucien?” Callum prompts, his voice like gravel.

“The instability in her core is leveling out,” Lucien murmurs, his fingers flying across the screen. “With Rhys acting as a negative-pressure anchor, the theoretical success rate for the resonance merge just jumped. We were at forty-three percent.”

He looks up, and his eyes meet mine - still dark with the memory of what we did just hours ago.

“We’re at sixty-one percent now,” he says. “He’s the stabilizer we didn't know we were missing.”

Rhys doesn't look proud. He just tightens his grip on my hand, his thumb tracing the black veins on my wrist as if he's trying to apologize for being the only thing that can save me.

And for the first time since the chamber collapsed, the void isn't the loudest thing in my head.

It's him. Cold. Steady. Real.

The fourth bond I didn't know how to use until now.
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Chapter 12
Rhys


I've been dying for three days.

Not physically. The body still works. Heart beats. Lungs breathe. But the void inside me has been tearing itself apart trying to stay away from her.

Central trained me to suppress catalysts. To absorb their power until there's nothing left. To be the fail-safe that activates when multi-bond anomalies become too dangerous to contain.

They engineered me to kill her.

And I chose her anyway.

The void didn't like that.

For three days, it's been screaming. Clawing. Trying to force me to do what I was designed for. Every time I've gotten close to Elara, the hunger spikes. The need to drain her. To consume the Heatline that's keeping her alive.

My teeth ache with the phantom taste of her power. To a void-wielder, a catalyst like Elara isn't just a person; she’s a sun. My conditioning - the cold, hard-coded logic the Academy carved into my brain - sees that gold light and demands I swallow it. One deep pull, one moment of letting the vacuum inside me open up, and the screaming in my head would finally stop.

But I’d be left holding a corpse. And I’ve spent twenty-six years making corpses for men who didn't even know my name.

I’m done.

So I stayed phase-shifted. Kept my distance. Let the void tear me apart rather than risk touching her.

But she found me anyway.

And now I'm sitting on a cot in a safe house, holding her hand, and the void is... quiet.

Not gone. Not tamed.

Just listening.

“How long can you hold it?” Callum asks.

He's standing against the far wall, arms crossed, amber eyes fixed on me. Evaluating. Deciding if I'm a threat.

Smart man.

“I don't know,” I say honestly.

“That's not reassuring.”

“Nothing about me is reassuring.”

Jax snorts from his position by the window. “At least you're honest about it.”

I look at them - really look at them through the lens of my resonance.

Callum is a mountain, a heavy, tectonic stillness that smells like rain-damp earth; he’s a solid wall I could never hope to climb. Jax is a headache of blue static, his kinetic field pricking at the back of my brain like a thousand needles.

And Lucien... Lucien is a clockwork machine of light. His lattice-work doesn't just hum; it ticks. To my void-sight, he looks like a complex, golden web of logic and lines, constantly trying to map me, to measure the depth of the darkness I carry. He smells like old parchment and the sharp, clean scent of a sterilized lab - a reminder of every man in a white coat who ever looked at me and saw a project instead of a person.

They are her anchors. They provide her with a floor to stand on. I’m just the hole in the world they’re trying to keep her from falling into.

Lucien is pacing. His tablet forgotten on the table. He keeps looking at Elara, then at me, then at his hands like they might have the answer written on them.

“The void activity in her Heatline has dropped by forty-two percent,” he says. “That's not statistically possible. Your resonance should agitate hers, not stabilize it.”

“Maybe it recognizes its own,” I say.

“That's what she said.” Lucien stops pacing. Looks at me. “Explain.”

I look down at Elara. She's leaning against me, her head on my shoulder, her breathing finally steady. The black veins on her chest are still there. Still spreading. But they're not pulsing anymore.

Just waiting.

“My void isn't parasitic,” I say. “It's structural. Part of my power since I manifested. Central tried to weaponize it. Turn it into a tool for suppressing catalysts. But they didn't understand what it actually was.”

“Which is?” Callum's voice is sharp. Demanding.

“Potential. Space. The frequency between all other frequencies.” I flex my free hand, watch it phase in and out. “The void isn't destruction. It's possibility. It's where things go when they stop being one thing and haven't become another yet.”

“That's abstract,” Jax says.

“That's accurate.”

Lucien's eyes narrow. “So when Elara's void encounters yours - ”

“It stops fighting. Because mine isn't trying to consume anything. It's just... holding space. And hers wants that. Wants to stop being a weapon and become something integrated.”

“Can you teach it?” Callum asks.

“I don't know.”

“That's the second time you've said that.”

“Because I don't have answers. I barely understand my own void. I've spent twenty-six years living with this thing and I still don't know what it wants.”

“But you control it,” Elara says quietly. Her voice is rough. Tired. “You don't let it consume you.”

“That's different.”

“How?”

I look at her. At the woman who should have been my fourth kill. Who I was engineered to terminate. Who I chose instead.

“Because I was designed for it,” I say. “Central didn't find me. They made me. Engineered from birth to be a void-wielder. A fail-safe for catalysts who bonded to multiple anchors.”

Her hand tightens on mine.

“They took genetic material. Forced resonance exposure in utero. Created something that could suppress other catalysts. That could drain their power until there was nothing left.” My laugh is bitter. “I didn't have parents. I had handlers. I didn't have a childhood. I had conditioning.”

“How many?” Callum's voice is flat.

I meet his eyes. “Three.”

The room goes cold.

“Three multi-bond catalysts. All of them flagged as threats. All of them scheduled for termination. I was the one who executed the order.”

Jax's kinetic field spikes. “And you expect us to trust you?”

“No.” I don't look away from Callum. “I expect you to use me. Because right now, I'm the only thing keeping her alive.”

“Rhys -” Elara starts.

“It's true. The void inside you is hungry. Parasitic. It's going to consume you unless something changes. And my void is the only frequency yours will listen to.”

“Why?” Lucien demands.

“Because mine knows how to exist without destroying its host. It's had twenty-six years to learn. Hers is three weeks old and starving.”

Silence.

Then Callum pushes off the wall. Walks over to me. Stops close enough that I'd have to look up to meet his eyes.

I don't look up.

“If you hurt her,” he says quietly, “I will end you. Slowly.”

“I know.”

“If the void takes control and you try to drain her - ”

“I'll fight it. And if I lose, you have my permission to put me down.”

His stillness presses down on me. Testing. Evaluating.

Then he steps back.

“Lucien. Monitor them both. If his void spikes -”

“I'll know,” Lucien says. He's already pulling up data on his tablet. “And I'll intervene.”

Jax hasn't moved from the window. His eyes are electric blue. Burning.

“You killed three people,” he says.

“Yes.”

“Why should the fourth be different?”

I look at Elara. At the way she's leaning into me. Trusting me. Choosing me even though I'm the thing Central designed to kill her.

“Because she made me choose,” I say. “And I chose her.”

The words hang in the air.

Jax stares at me for a long moment. Then he turns back to the window. “If you're lying, I'll rip you apart with kinetic force. Slowly.”

“Get in line,” I mutter.

Elara shifts against me. Her hand comes up, touches my face. Turns me toward her.

“Thank you,” she says.

“For what?”

“For choosing me. For fighting your conditioning. For being here even though it hurts.”

“It doesn't hurt anymore.”

“Liar.”

She's right. The void is still there. Still pulling. Still hungry.

But when I'm touching her, it's manageable. Like the frequency inside her is teaching mine something new.

Or maybe it's the other way around.

“Can you ground me?” she asks. “Really ground me. Not just hold my hand.”

Callum tenses. “Elara - ”

“I need to see if it works. If Rhys can stabilize me the way you do.”

“My stillness is controlled,” Callum says. “His void is - ”

“The only thing that's worked in days.” She sits up. Looks at me. “Will you try?”

The void inside me surges. Hungry. Eager.

This is what it was designed for. To drain her. To consume the Heatline until there's nothing left.

But I push it down. Wrap it in cold. In patience. In the twenty-six years I've spent learning not to let it win.

“I'll try,” I say.

Callum moves closer. Ready to intervene.

Jax's field crackles.

Lucien's fingers hover over his tablet, ready to sound the alarm.

And I pull Elara closer.

She’s smaller than I remember. Or maybe I’m just more aware of how easily I could delete her from existence. As I wrap my arms around her, I feel the Heatline under her skin - that beautiful, terrifying golden fire.

Consume. Neutralize. Terminate. The directive flashes in the back of my mind, a red-pulse of Academy training. I ignore it. I bury my face in the crook of her neck, breathing in the scent of cedar and the ozone of Jax’s kinetic sparks. I open the gates. I don’t let the void rush out like a flood; I let it flow like a slow, freezing tide. It’s the cold of absolute zero - not the kind that stings, but the kind that makes the noise of the universe simply... stop.

The void inside me reaches for hers. Not attacking. Not consuming.

Just touching.

Cold meeting cold. Darkness recognizing darkness.

For a second, nothing happens.

Then her void responds.

It doesn't fight. Doesn't surge. Just... opens.

Like it's been waiting for this. For something that understands what it is instead of trying to destroy it.

I feel the moment it shifts. The moment her void stops being a wound and becomes something else.

Not integrated. Not tamed.

Just willing to learn.

Elara gasps. Her back arches. Her hands fist in my shirt.

“Rhys - ”

“I've got you.” I wrap my arms around her. Let my void expand. Not consuming. Just holding space.

I feel the moment it shifts through the fourth bond. Her void changes frequency. Stops screaming. Stops clawing.

And for the first time since Central bound us together, the void inside her goes completely silent.

Not dead. Not gone.

Just waiting.

Patient.

Cold.

Like mine.

“Holy shit,” Jax breathes.

Lucien's staring at his tablet like it just showed him proof that gravity runs backwards. “The void signature is still present. But it's not active. It's just... there. Like it's part of her resonance instead of fighting it.”

I can feel it through the fourth bond. The golden lattice of her power, which has been frayed and jagged for days, is starting to smooth out against the black velvet of my void. It’s not a battle anymore. It’s a calibration.

My darkness is acting as the negative space that allows her light to have shape. For the first time, she’s not just a vessel being filled to bursting; she’s a star that has finally found an orbit.

“How long will it last?” Callum asks.

“I don't know,” I say. “As long as I can hold it, I guess.”

Elara's breathing is steady now. Her heartbeat slow. I can feel the void inside her through the fourth bond - no longer clawing, just listening.

Learning from mine.

She looks up at me. Her eyes are dark brown. Clear.

“It's not screaming,” she whispers.

“No.”

“How?”

“Because my void knows how to exist without destroying everything around it. And yours wants to learn.”

She presses her forehead to mine. The contact sends a pulse through the fourth bond. Cold. Vast. Patient.

“Don't let go,” she says.

“I won't.”

And I mean it.

Because for the first time since Central engineered me to be a weapon, I'm choosing to be something else.

Not a fail-safe. Not a suppressor. Not a killer.

Just a man who refuses to let the woman he chose slip into the grey.

Even if it costs me everything.
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Chapter 13
Elara


The void is quiet for the first time since it started screaming.

It isn’t gone; I can still feel the frost-black veins spiderwebbing across my chest, tracing the architecture of my lungs. But the clawing has stopped. The desperate, animal panic that has been shredding my nervous system for days has smoothed out into a low, thrumming hum.

It’s listening to Rhys.

His arms are a heavy, freezing weight around me. His chin rests on the crown of my head, and his void is doing something mine never learned: it’s simply existing. It’s a vast, silent vacuum that doesn't ask for permission and doesn't offer apologies. It just holds space in the darkness, and for the first time, the thing inside me feels like it belongs somewhere.

“How do you feel?” Lucien’s voice cuts through the chill.

I open my eyes. He’s a few feet away, the blue light of his tablet casting sharp shadows across his face. His golden lattice-work is frantic under his skin, ticking like a clock nearing midnight. He’s trying to map us, to quantify a miracle.

“Steady,” I say. My voice sounds foreign - clean, like a bell ringing after a week of static. “The void isn't gone. But it’s stopped trying to eat me.”

“The resonance signatures are calibrating,” Lucien mutters, his fingers flying over the screen. “Your Heatline is using his void as a negative-pressure anchor. It’s... statistically beautiful. You’re finding equilibrium.”

“For how long?” Callum’s voice is like grinding stone. He’s a silhouette against the door, his stillness so thick it feels like a physical wall. He hasn't looked away from Rhys since we sat down. He’s waiting for the “fail-safe” to fail.

“I don't know,” Lucien admits. “By all models, his resonance should be agitating hers. Two voids in one circuit should be a detonation.”

“Maybe that’s the point.” Jax stops throwing kinetic sparks at the far wall. He stands by the window, his blue eyes burning with a restless, electric light. “Maybe the void isn't looking for a fight. Maybe it’s just looking for the other half of the dark.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. Jax is right. The void isn't evil. It’s not a monster. It’s just an orphan. It’s been isolated, fractured, and starving because it had no template for how to live. It was a wound that didn't know how to scar.

Until it touched Rhys.

I pull back slightly, looking up at him. His eyes are still that too-dark grey - the color of a storm that never breaks - but the tension in his jaw has eased.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

“For what?”

“For choosing this. For being the bridge.”

“It doesn't hurt when I’m holding you,” he says, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. His skin is cold, but the connection is a wire-tight hum. “When I'm touching you, the void doesn't scream. It just... waits. Like it finally found the frequency it was meant to harmonize with.”

The fourth bond pulses, a heartbeat made of ice. But beneath the cold, there is a rising heat. A different kind of hunger. Not the parasitic craving of the void, but the ancient, undeniable need to be unified.

I have spent days dying. I have let these four men hold my pieces together, each of them tethering a different corner of my soul. But the center is still hollow.

“I need all of you,” I say.

The room goes dead silent. Even the buzzing of the industrial lights seems to die.

Callum’s amber eyes sharpen, his posture going predatory. “Elara - ”

“Not separately. Not in shifts.” I stand up, my legs trembling, but I force my spine into a line of steel. I look at each of them. The Shield. The Fire. The Mind. The Shadow. “Together. All four bonds. All at once.”

“That’s dangerous,” Lucien says, his voice cracking. “The sheer volume of resonance - “

“Is already killing me, Lucien!” I step toward him, closing the gap. “Separately, you’re just slowing down the clock. But together? You’re the answer. When Rhys grounds me, I don’t fear the dark. When Callum steadies me, I can breathe. When Jax moves me, I remember I’m made of blood and fire. When you structure me, I can see the path.”

I look at the black veins on my arms. “The void is starving because it’s alone. It wants to be part of the network. It wants to stop being a parasite and start being a part of the whole.”

“Full resonance synchronization,” Lucien breathes. He looks at his tablet, then tosses it onto the cot. The data doesn't matter anymore. “The void doesn't want to be suppressed. It wants to be integrated.”

“But synchronization of this magnitude requires...” Callum trails off, his jaw tight enough to break.

“It requires us to stop pretending,” I say, my voice dropping into something raw and absolute. “It requires intimacy. Physical. Emotional. Power to power. Skin to skin. All of you. On me. Now.”

Jax’s kinetic field detonates in a shower of blue sparks. He let out a low, rough laugh. “You’re asking for the storm, Elara. You’re asking for all of us to let go at the same time.”

“I’m asking for my life,” I say, meeting his gaze. “And I’m asking for what I want. I’m done apologizing for needing more than one anchor. I am the multi-bond anomaly the Academy was terrified of. So let’s give them something to be terrified of.”

Callum moves first. He doesn't hesitate. He crosses the room, his hand cupping the back of my neck, his thumb pressing into the pulse point there. He’s the mountain, and I am the earth.

“If we do this,” he whispers, “there is no going back. We will be tied to each other until the end.”

“Good,” I say. “I don't want a way back.”

Jax is next, crowding into my space, his heat radiating off him in waves. “I’ve been waiting to see you like this. Claiming what’s yours. If you want the fire, Trouble, you’ve got it.”

Lucien steps in, his hand finding my waist. His lattice-work is glowing so bright it’s visible through his shirt, a golden map of desire. “I choose you,” he murmurs. “Even the parts of you that defy my logic.”

I turn to Rhys. He’s still on the edge of the cot, the dark silhouette in a room full of light.

“Rhys?”

“I was engineered to end you,” he says, standing up, his eyes fixed on mine. “But I’ll spend every second of the life I have left making sure you never feel the dark alone again.”

The fourth bond snaps into place. Cold and gold, blue and amber. The air in the safe house begins to vibrate. The metal floorplates hum. The windows rattle in their frames.

Four bonds. Four anchors. One woman who is done being a victim.

“How do we do this?” Jax’s voice, raw with anticipation, is a match striking in a powder keg.

“Together,” I say, and I reach out, taking Callum’s hand, then Rhys’s. My hands are shaking, but my voice is steady. “We do it together.”

We form a circle in the center of the decaying factory, but I am the nexus. The Heatline is already thrumming, vibrating with a desperate, animal need to connect. “Skin to skin,” I whisper, my voice rough. “No hiding.”

They strip with a focused, primal intensity. Callum is a mountain of scarred, sculpted muscle; Jax is a wire-tight landscape of kinetic blue sparks; Lucien is a map of glowing golden lattice-work; and Rhys is a shadow made flesh, his skin the color of moonlight and cold as ice.

“I need all of you,” I say, as I strip myself too. “Together. The way it’s supposed to be.”

Callum moves first. He doesn't hesitate. He sits on the worn rug, pulling me onto his lap. I am facing him, my legs wrapped around his waist. He’s my rock, my unmovable foundation. He angles me, his hands steadying my hips, while his massive, heavy erection presses against my front.

Jax doesn't wait for permission. He’s never been good at waiting. He grips my hips, his fingers bruising my skin, and angles himself. I feel the blunt, hot head of his cock probe the tight entrance of my ass, and I let out a strangled cry.

“Relax for me, baby,” he grunts, his voice dropping into a dark, demanding register. “I know it’s tight. I know you’re not used to being stretched like this. But I want to be so deep inside you that you can’t tell where my kinetic energy ends and your blood begins.”

I feel him push, a slow, relentless invasion. I’m sitting on Callum’s thighs, my legs spread wide, and the sensation of being opened up from behind while Callum’s massive chest is pressed against my front is overwhelming.

“Easy, Elara,” Callum rumbles. He reaches down, his large hand sliding between my legs to find my clit, his thumb working in a slow, grounding circle to help me take the size of Jax. “Breathe through it. Let him in.”

With one final, heavy thrust, Jax seats himself to the hilt.

I scream into Callum’s neck, my internal muscles spasming around the intrusion. Jax is hot. He’s a burning brand, filling my ass completely, his kinetic sparks jumping from his skin into mine. It feels like I’ve swallowed a star.

“That’s it, El,” Jax breathes, his breath hitching as he feels my tight heat. “That’s my fire. Take all of it. Let it burn the void right out of you.”

He starts to move, and it’s not gentle. It’s a primal, driving rhythm. His hips slam against my ass with a wet, heavy thud that echoes in the quiet factory. Every thrust sends a jolt of blue electricity through my spine. I am being anchored by Callum’s stillness in front and shattered by Jax’s violence from behind.

“God, you’re so fucking tight,” Jax growls, his hands moving from my hips to my waist, pulling me back onto him even harder. “I can feel your pulse inside there. You’re clenching around me like you’re trying to keep me forever. Do you like being filled like this? Do you like having my cock where it doesn't belong while the Professor and the Commander watch?”

“Yes,” I sob, my head tossing back. “Jax, please... more.”

Callum’s arms tighten around me, his own desire finally breaking through his stoic mask. He doesn't just hold me; he claims me. He tilts my head back, his mouth devouring mine in a kiss that tastes like salt and desperation, while behind me, Jax continues his relentless assault.

The dual sensation is too much. My nervous system is screaming. The Heatline is flaring, the gold light spilling out of my skin and illuminating the sweat on Jax’s chest. I am the bridge between the mountain and the storm, and I am melting.

Callum’s stillness finally snaps. I feel it in the way his hands tighten on my waist. “I can't just watch anymore,” he rasps. He shifts me on his lap, lifting my hips just enough. I am already stretched to the limit by Jax behind me, and the thought of taking Callum too makes my Heatline scream.

“Lucien,” Callum grunts. “Balance her. Now.”

Lucien moves in, his golden lattice-work glowing with high-frequency light. He places his palms flat against my stomach and lower back, sending a surge of structured resonance through my core. It’s like a local anesthetic made of pure energy. “Your pelvic floor is relaxing, Elara,” Lucien whispers, his dark eyes clinical and hungry. “The void is absorbing the displacement. You can take him. You were built to take all of us.”

Then, Callum thrusts upward.

My head snaps back, a silent scream dying in my throat as he fills my vagina while Jax is still buried in my ass. I am completely claimed. Stretched to the absolute breaking point. There is no part of my internal anatomy that isn't occupied by one of them.

“God... oh god...” I finally choke out.

“I’ve got you,” Callum groans, his forehead dropping to mine. He begins a slow, punishingly deep grind - a direct counter-rhythm to Jax’s fast, electric thrusts behind me. It is a symphony of friction. The heavy, earthy thud of Callum in front and the sharp, kinetic fire of Jax behind. The black veins of the void on my chest begin to glow, not with decay, but with a brilliant, shimmering violet.

“Switch,” Lucien commands suddenly. His voice is a directive. “The Heatline is peaking. We need to rotate the frequencies.”

The transition is a blur of heat and sweat. Callum pulls out with a heavy, wet slide, and Jax follows, his sparks popping against the air. I am lifted, turned, and pinned against the cold metal of an abandoned textile loom.

Now, it’s Lucien’s turn.

He doesn't have Callum’s bulk or Jax’s wildness. He has precision. He pushes me forward, bending me over the loom so my ass is high in the air, my chest pressed against the cold steel.

“I’ve spent weeks calculating the exact depth of your pussy, Elara,” Lucien whispers, his hands sliding over my hips. His golden lattice-work is so bright now it’s casting shadows of his fingers against my skin. “I know the exact angle needed to trigger a systemic collapse of your defenses. I’m not just going to fuck you; I’m going to recalibrate you.”

He enters me from behind - not the anal path Jax took, but a deep, vaginal thrust that hits a spot so specific I see stars.

“Oh... Lucien...”

“There it is,” he groans, his forehead pressing into my shoulder blade. He begins a rhythmic, calculated grind. Every thrust is designed to hit my G-spot with mathematical accuracy. He’s using his lattice-work to send tiny pulses of golden light directly into my nerves. “I can feel your resonance shifting to match mine. You’re opening up for me, just like I predicted.”

While Lucien claims me from behind, Rhys moves to the front.

He’s the only one left who hasn't been inside me, and the void is reaching for him like a drowning person reaches for air. He kneels between my arms, his face level with mine. His eyes are pits of absolute grey.

“The Shadow and the Mind,” Rhys rasps, his cold hands catching my face. “The final stabilization.”

He doesn't use the vaginal path. He sees that Lucien is already occupying it, mapping my pleasure with gold. Instead, Rhys guides himself into my mouth, his cock cold and thick. But he also guides his fingers down, sliding them into the space Jax just vacated.

I am filled once again. Lucien’s hot, golden precision from behind. Rhys’s vast, cold void from the front and the back.

“Take it all, Elara,” Rhys commands, his voice echoing in my head through the fourth bond. “Don't fight the cold. Let it wrap around Lucien’s heat. Let the two frequencies cancel out the pain.”

I am being dismantled. Lucien is a rhythmic, driving force, his hips hitting mine with a clinical intensity that makes my toes curl. Rhys is a silent, overwhelming presence, his fingers working inside me, stretching me, while his mouth devours my moans.

Behind them, Callum and Jax aren't idle. They are the Guardians. Callum stands behind Lucien, his large hands on Lucien’s shoulders, pouring his stillness into the Professor so Lucien doesn't burn out. Jax is behind Rhys, his hands on Rhys’s back, feeding his kinetic fire into the void to keep the energy moving.

We are a single, five-person engine.

“The threshold... it’s here!” Lucien’s voice is no longer the controlled barrette of a professor; it’s a jagged, desperate rasp.

He isn't just thrusting anymore; he’s hammering into me, his hips slamming against my backside with a bruising, mindless violence. Every time he hits my cervix, a shock of golden lattice-light detonates behind my eyes. He reaches around, his fingers fumbling for my clit, finding it and rubbing with a frantic, punishing pressure that makes me sob.

“Look at me, Elara!” he snarls, his sweat dripping onto my spine. He yanks my hair back, forcing my spine to arch at an impossible angle so my throat is wide open for Rhys. “I want to see the exact second your mind breaks. I want to feel your pussy clench around me until I can't move. Give me the precision failure! Shatter for me, you beautiful girl! Shatter!”

Rhys doesn't say a word, but his response is absolute. He grips my jaw, holding me steady as he drives deep into my mouth, his cold, thick length sliding past my teeth until I’m gagging on the void itself. At the same time, his fingers are buried deep in my ass, curling and pulling, stretching me until I feel like I’m being unmade.

“Now!” Lucien roars.

It happens. The systemic collapse.

My internal muscles don't just twitch; they seize. I clamp down on Lucien so hard he lets out a strangled, high-pitched shout. My vision goes white as the Heatline finally, mercifully, explodes.

It feels like being struck by lightning from the inside out.

Lucien’s climax is a flood of boiling gold. I feel him pulse inside me, his seed hitting the back of my womb like a physical weight, over and over, as he pours every bit of his structured logic into the dark. He’s shaking, his teeth buried in my shoulder to keep from screaming, his lattice-work flaring so bright it burns the silhouettes of our bodies into the walls.

Rhys hits his limit a second later. I feel the icy, thick rush of him filling my throat, a freezing tide. His fingers inside my ass jerk, his own void-resonance slamming into Lucien’s gold.

The collision is cataclysmic.

The two seeds - the hot and the cold - meet in the center of my body and ignite. The black veins on my chest don't just glow; they rip open with light. A violet-white shockwave screams out of my lungs, a soundless blast of pure synchronization that levels the air in the room.

I don't just come; I evaporate.

I’m no longer a woman. I’m a star. I’m a frequency. I’m the wet, desperate grip of Lucien’s cock and the vast, silent vacuum of Rhys’s mouth. I am the earth-shaking stillness of Callum’s hands on my waist and the electric, kinetic fire of Jax’s breath on my neck.

Everything goes black.

When the world finally bleeds back in, I’m face-down on the rug, my skin humming, my body a map of fluid and cooling light. Lucien is collapsed on top of my back, still twitching, his cock still buried deep and throbbing inside me. Rhys is curled at my head, his fingers still tangled in my hair, his chest heaving.

I can feel them. All of them. Not as ghosts, but as parts of my own heart. The static is gone. The screaming is dead.

“Fuck,” Jax’s voice cracks the silence, sounding like he just ran a marathon through a war zone. “I think... I think we just rewrote the universe.”

Lucien lets out a weak, broken laugh against my skin, his hot breath blooming against my shoulder. “Data... inconclusive,” he whispers, his voice thick with a post-orgasmic daze. “Because I can't... I can't feel my own hands. I only feel her.”

His body a heavy, vibrating weight of spent gold. Rhys is gasping for air by my head, his mouth wet and his eyes glazed. They are done, emptied into me, their frequencies finally settling into the silence of the merge.

But the air in the factory hasn't cooled. If anything, the ionization is getting worse.

I feel a hand - huge, calloused, and trembling with restrained force - wrap around my ankle and pull. I slide across the rug, away from the safety of Rhys and the warmth of Lucien, until I’m staring up at the two men who are still burning.

Jax and Callum.

Jax looks like a demon. His kinetic field isn't just sparking anymore; it’s a localized storm, blue arcs of electricity jumping from his knuckles to his throat. His chest is heaving, his sweat-slicked skin reflecting the violet glow of my new, integrated veins.

“They’re finished,” Jax rasps, his voice a low, dangerous vibration. “But I’m not. I’m vibrating so hard I’m going to put a hole through the floor if I don’t get back inside you.”

“We’re not leaving you like this, Elara,” Callum adds. His voice is deep, tectonic, and utterly possessive. He doesn't look like the stoic Commander anymore. He looks like a man who has watched his woman be taken by two others and has reached the absolute limit of his patience.

He grabs my waist and flips me over. I’m raw, sensitive, and dripping with Lucien and Rhys, but as soon as Callum’s amber eyes lock onto mine, my body ignites all over again.

“You’re so wide for us now,” Callum whispers, his voice thick. He kneels between my legs, his massive thighs forcing mine apart until I’m completely exposed to the harsh industrial lights. He looks down at the mess on my thighs - the gold-tinted fluid from Lucien and the shimmering, silver-grey void-seed from Rhys. “Look at what they did to you.”

“My turn,” Jax growls. He doesn't wait for a seat. He crawls over me, his knees pinning my arms to the rug. He’s hovering over my face, his cock - thick, angry, and leaking - brushing against my lips. “I want you to taste what the fire feels like, baby. I want you to swallow every spark.”

He pushes into my mouth, and the kinetic heat is a violent shock after Rhys’s cold. It’s like swallowing live wires. Every time he thrusts, my tongue sparks, my throat constricts, and my brain turns into a cloud of blue static.

While Jax claims my mouth, Callum moves for the main event.

He doesn't use any finesse. He’s the foundation, and he’s coming home. He grips my knees, pushing them back toward my shoulders until I’m folded in half, and then he drives in.

He is so much bigger than the others. I let out a muffled scream against Jax’s cock as Callum’s width stretches me further than I thought possible. He’s a solid, unyielding pillar of earth, filling the hollow ache Lucien left with something much more substantial.

“God, Elara,” Callum groans, his hips hitting mine with a thud that vibrates through the floor. “You’re so hot. So wet. I can feel your resonance trying to ground itself in me.”

He begins to hammer. It’s not the mathematical precision of Lucien; it’s the relentless, crushing rhythm of a man who knows exactly how to break a woman and put her back together. Behind me, I can hear Lucien’s ragged breathing as he watches, his golden eyes wide with a mix of exhaustion and lust.

Jax is frantic above me, his hips snapping forward, his hands tangled in my hair. “Take it!” he commands, his voice a muffled roar. “Drink the fire, El! Give me everything!”

I am a playground of friction and force. Callum’s deep, earth-shaking thrusts are meeting Jax’s electric, kinetic pulses in the center of my gut. The void-veins on my skin are pulsing in time with them, turning a deep, royal purple. I can feel the merge reaching its true peak- not just a synchronization of power, but a total biological union.

“She’s hitting the threshold again,” Lucien’s voice comes from the shadows, sounding dazed. “The kinetic charge is... it’s off the charts. Callum, Jax... now!”

Callum’s pace turns brutal. He’s not just fucking me; he’s trying to merge his very atoms with mine. He grabs my waist, his fingers digging into my flesh, and delivers three long, soul-shattering thrusts that hit my cervix so hard the world turns to white noise.

“I’m - I’m coming!” Jax shouts, his body stiffening.

He erupts. I feel the boiling, electric heat of his climax flood my mouth, a deluge of blue-tinted fire that makes my vision swim. I swallow it all, every drop of his restless energy, anchoring his chaos into my own Heatline.

At the same exact moment, Callum let out a roar that sounds like a mountain collapsing. He slams into me one last time, burying himself as deep as he can go, and unloads. It’s a heavy, rhythmic pulse, a flood of grounded, golden heat that fills me until I feel like I’m overflowing.

The final surge hit.

The four bonds - Stillness, Fire, Mind, and Void - don't just synchronize. They fuse.

A blinding, multi-colored light erupts from the center of our group, a pillar of resonance that shoots upward through the ceiling of the factory and into the night sky. The black veins on my body turn a permanent, shimmering violet-gold. The void is no longer a dark spot; it is the velvet backdrop for the four stars that are my men.

I collapse into the rug, my lungs burning, my body a ruin of pleasure and power.

Callum falls forward, his head resting on my chest, his heart thudding against mine like a war drum. Jax rolls to the side, his chest heaving, his blue sparks finally fading into a soft, contented hum. Lucien and Rhys crawl closer, completing the circle, their hands finding mine, finding each other.

We are silent. The factory is silent. The world is silent.

For the first time since I manifested, I am not afraid. I am not a weapon. I am not a specimen.

I am the center of the universe.

“Well,” Jax pants, wiping his mouth and looking at the glowing violet veins on my skin. “I guess that answers the why choose question.”

Callum lifts his head, his amber eyes clear and fiercely protective. “We don't choose,” he says, his voice a low, final vow. “We just are.”

The air in the factory is heavy, smelling of ozone, salt, and the spent, metallic tang of raw power. The pillar of light has faded, leaving only the dim, amber glow of the emergency lights and the shimmering violet-gold of the veins on my skin.

I can’t move. My muscles have turned to water, my nervous system humming with a low-frequency bliss that makes even breathing feel like a luxury. I am a wet, tangled mess of four different men, my body a map of where they’ve been.

“Easy,” Callum whispers. He’s the first to find his feet, though even the Commander is unsteady, his knees buckling slightly before he catches his weight. He doesn't go for his clothes. He goes for me.

He lifts me from the rug with a tenderness that aches. I am dripping - gold from Lucien, blue-tinted heat from Jax, and the silver-cold void from Rhys - but Callum doesn't care. He carries me to the industrial sink in the corner of the workroom, the others trailing behind like disciples.

“Lucien, the water,” Callum commands.

Lucien, his hair a wild mess and his glasses long gone, turns the heavy iron crank. The water is cold at first, then tepid, but as it hits my skin, Lucien uses his lattice-work to warm it, his golden light humming against the stream.

They don't just wash me. They worship me.

Jax finds a thick, grey towel, but he doesn't use it yet. He kneels at my feet while Callum holds me upright against the sink. Jax’s hands are finally quiet, the blue sparks replaced by a soft, steady warmth. He takes a cloth and begins to wipe my thighs, his touch meticulous.

“Look at this,” Jax mutters, his voice thick as he cleans the drying fluid from the junction of my legs. “Your pussy is so swollen. We really worked you over, Elara.”

“We integrated her,” Lucien corrects, though there’s no clinical distance left in his eyes. He’s washing my back, his fingers tracing the spine where his hips were hammering just minutes ago. “The tissue is inflamed due to the resonance displacement, but the void-cells are healing the micro-tears as fast as we can make them.”

Rhys stands back for a moment, his dark grey eyes watching the three of them claim pieces of me. He looks like a man who has just been given a soul and doesn't know where to put it.

“Rhys,” I breathe, reaching out a shaking hand.

He moves in instantly. He takes the cloth from Jax and begins to wash my chest, his cold fingers moving over the violet veins that now glow with a permanent, healthy light. He stops over my heart, his palm flat against my skin.

“It's quiet,” Rhys whispers, his voice trembling. “The bond... it’s not pulling anymore. It’s just... there. Like a bridge that finally reached the other side.”

Callum turns me around in the spray, the water sluicing over my skin. He takes a bar of harsh, lye-scented soap and lathers his massive hands, rubbing them over my breasts and stomach. He’s thorough, his touch possessive but incredibly gentle. He cleans the traces of Rhys from my mouth and the traces of Jax and Lucien from my body.

“We’re tethered now,” Callum says, his eyes meeting each of theirs in turn. “The merge didn't just stabilize the void. It fused our Heatlines. If one of us falls, we all feel it. If Elara hurts, we all bleed.”

“I'm okay with that,” Jax says, his thumb tracing the bruise he left on my hip. He leans in and kisses the mark, his lips hot. “Better to bleed together than to starve alone.”

Once I’m clean, they carry me back to the cot. It’s too small for all of us, so they drag the heavy rug and the cushions from the office into a massive nest on the floor.

Lucien helps me into a clean, oversized shirt - one of his, smelling of parchment and cedar. He buttons it slowly, his fingers grazing my skin with a lingering, soft touch. Jax brings me a cup of water, holding it to my lips while I drink.

Finally, we settle.

Callum is the outer wall, his back against the machinery, his arm a heavy weight over my waist. Jax is curled at my front, his head on my stomach, his breathing finally synchronized with mine. Lucien is behind me, his chest pressed to my back, his lattice-work providing a soft, night-light glow.

And Rhys... Rhys is at my feet, his hand wrapped around my ankle, the cold of his touch now a comforting, necessary anchor.

“Go to sleep, Elara,” Callum whispers into the dark. “We’ve got the watch.”

“Mara?” I ask, my eyes drifting shut. The thought of her jolts me back to reality. She's been gone for over twelve hours. Searching the archives for proof her mother is alive.

And we've been here. Doing this.

Guilt twists in my chest.

“She'll understand,” Callum says, reading my expression. “This wasn't a choice. This was survival.”

“Still.”

“Still nothing.” Jax says, stroking my hair. “You stayed alive. That's what matters. Mara would kick your ass if you died while she was gone. Besides, I know she can take of herself.”

He's right. And I’m too tired to argue.

The void doesn't scream. It doesn't even hum. It just rests, cradled by the four men who chose to jump into the dark with me.
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Chapter 14
Jax


Ican still feel her on my skin.

Not metaphorically. Literally. The Heatline is humming under my ribs, gold light threading through my kinetic field like a live wire, and I can feel the ghost of her everywhere. I feel the phantom pressure of her hands on my neck, the taste of her mouth, the way her body bucked when Callum was deep inside her and the sensation flooded through all four of our bonds at once.

We synchronized. All of us. Together. And it was the most perfect thing I’ve ever felt.

So why does my chest feel like someone is trying to rip it open from the inside?

I’m pacing the second floor of the safe house, my boots echoing like gunshots on the concrete. Below me, the house is a tomb of quiet efficiency. Callum is checking the perimeter with the cold focus of a soldier. Lucien is buried in data, his fingers flying across a tablet as he tries to map a miracle. Rhys is phase-shifted in the corner, a silent ghost recovering from the strain of holding space for all of us.

And Elara is sleeping. Finally. Peacefully.

I should be relieved. We did it. We integrated the void. She’s not dying anymore. But all I can think about is the way she looked at Callum during the merge. How she trusted his stillness to be her foundation. How she leaned into Lucien’s structure and Rhys’s depth.

And what am I?

I’m the chaos. I’m the volatile variable that could liquefy a man’s organs if I lose my rhythm. I’ve been that my whole life - the kinetic freak who spent months in the damp, soundproofed cells of Level 5 because the Academy couldn’t figure out how to suppress me without breaking my mind. I still remember the smell of that cell - burnt ozone and wet stone. I remember the weight of the dampening collar that made my blood feel like sludge.

Elara pulled me out of that. She looked at my chaos and called it beautiful. But during the synchronization, I wasn't enough alone. It took all of them to keep her from shattering. I’m terrified that once she’s whole, she won’t need the fire anymore. That I’m just the jagged tool she uses to fight the dark, not the man she wants when the sun comes up.

“Jax.”

I spin around, my kinetic field flaring in a halo of blue sparks that makes the overhead lightbulb pop and hiss. Elara is standing in the doorway. She looks like a vision of everything I don't deserve. But she’s wearing a shirt, and it isn't mine. It’s a crisp, white button-down, oversized on her frame, smelling of cedar and expensive parchment.

Lucien’s shirt.

The sight of it is a brand. A reminder that even when she’s with me, she’s wrapped in the rest of them. The air in the hallway begins to vibrate, a low-frequency hum that makes the floorboards rattle under my boots.

“You’re supposed to be sleeping,” I rasped, my hands fisting at my sides to keep from reaching out and shredding that white fabric.

“The bond was pulling. It felt like... like a wire being plucked.” She walks toward me, her bare feet silent on the cold concrete. She stops inches from me, looking up with eyes that see way too much. “You’re vibrating, Jax. Your field is pushing against the walls.”

“I’m fine.”

“Liar.” She reaches out, her palm hovering just over my chest. She doesn't touch me yet, but I can feel her Heatline reaching for mine. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Jax. Tell me before you vibrate this house off its foundation.”

I look away, my jaw tight. “You needed all four of us to survive, Elara. I get it. The math makes sense. But what if I’m just the chaos you need when you’re breaking? What if I’m the adrenaline shot you needed to jumpstart your heart, but Callum is the one you need to keep it beating?”

Silence. Heavy and thick. Then her hands find my face, her skin cool against my burning cheeks.

“You think I don't need you?”

“I think you need a foundation. You need Callum’s stillness and Lucien’s brain. I’m just... I’m the volatile one you keep around because the Academy couldn't tame me, and you’re too kind to let me burn out alone.”

Her eyes flash with a sudden, sharp heat. “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve ever said. And you've said some real gems, Jax.”

“Is it? Look at you. You’re wearing his shirt. You’re stabilized. You’re ‘fixed.’ The void isn't screaming anymore, so why do you need the fire?”

“I’m not fixed, Jax. I’m integrated.” She grabs my hand and presses it to the center of her chest, right over her heart. The Heatline there isn't gold anymore; it's a shimmering, royal violet. “The void isn't gone. It’s part of me now. And it’s not fragile. Look at me.”

She stands on her tiptoes, her nose brushing mine. “I’m recovered. The merge didn't just save me; it made me stronger. I can handle you, Jax. All of you. Even the version of you that thinks he’s too much for the world to hold.”

She reaches for the buttons. One by one, she pops them open. The sound of the plastic hitting the floor is like a countdown. When the shirt finally slides off her shoulders, hitting the floor in a heap of white linen, I stop breathing. She stands there, bare and defiant, the violet veins on her skin glowing in the dark.

“Better?” she whispers.

The kinetic field under my skin explodes. Blue light crackles across the ceiling, ionizing the air until it tastes like a summer storm.

“Trouble, you’ve no idea what you’re asking for.”

“I’m asking for the man who refused to let me disappear into the grey,” she says, her voice a low, steady anchor. “I’m asking for my fire.”

I don’t take my time. My restraint - the years of Academy conditioning telling me to stay quiet, stay still, stay controlled - shatters.

I grab her, my mouth crashing into hers with a force that draws blood. I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist, and slam her back against the concrete wall. A picture frame nearby shatters as my field spikes, but I don't care.

“You want the chaos?” I growl against the sensitive skin of her neck, my teeth grazing her pulse point. “The version they couldn't cage?”

“Yes,” she gasps, her nails raking down my back, carving lines of her own into my skin.

I drive into her, a single, deep thrust that pins her to the wall. She lets out a raw, beautiful cry that fills the empty hallway. She isn't fragile. She doesn't break. Her internal muscles clamp around me, her Heatline surging to meet my kinetic energy in a blinding flash of violet and blue.

I fuck her like I’m trying to reclaim every square inch of her soul. It’s fast, it’s primal, and it’s loud. I want the others to hear. I want them to know that while they might be her foundation and her structure, I am her heart. I am the thing that makes her blood move.

Every thrust sends a shockwave through the house. The windows in the room rattle. A lamp on the bedside table falls and shatters. I’m pouring everything into her - the fear of being temporary, the memory of the Level 5 cells, the desperate, clawing love I have for the only woman who ever looked at my power and didn't flinch.

“Jax... please...”

“Say it,” I demand, my hands shaking as I hold her against the wall. “Say you’re mine.”

“I'm yours,” she sobs, her head tossing back as she nears the edge. “Always yours. You’re the fire, Jax. Don't you ever stop burning for me.”

The words are the final trigger. My kinetic field detonates in a massive, shimmering pulse of blue energy. The door to the room is blown off its hinges, hitting the opposite wall with a deafening crack.

I come with a roar, emptying myself into her while my resonance slams into hers. She follows a heartbeat later, her body convulsing in my arms as her Heatline hits a frequency that makes the very air turn to gold.

We stay like that for a long time, pinned to the wall, breathing each other’s air while the blue sparks settle around us like falling stars. The room is a wreck - broken glass, a ruined door, and scorch marks on the ceiling.

Eventually, I lower her to her feet. My legs are shaking. I feel... quiet. For the first time in years, the vibration under my skin is a hum instead of a scream.

“I broke the door,” I mutter, looking at the wreckage.

Elara leans against me, her forehead resting on my chest, a tired, beautiful smile on her lips. “You did. And the window. And probably half of Lucien’s equipment.”

“Sorry.”

“Don't be.”

She pulls my face down to hers. Kisses me soft. Gentle. “That was perfect.”

“I lost control.”

“No. You chose to let go. There's a difference.” Her fingers trace the line of my jaw. “You could have pulled back. Could have suppressed the kinetic field. But you trusted me to handle it. To take everything you are without breaking.”

“You're not scared?”

“Of you? Never.” She kisses me again. “I'm scared of losing you. I'm scared of you thinking you're temporary when you're the reason I remember how to fight. But I'm never scared of your power.”

The kinetic field under my skin settles. Not gone. Just... calm.

“I love you, Trouble” I say. The words come out before I can stop them.

She smiles. “I know.”

“That's it? I finally say it and you just - “

“I've known for weeks, Jax. You vibrate at a different frequency when I'm around. Like your chaos syncs to my resonance.” She presses her forehead to mine. “I love you too. And I need you. Not just during synchronizations. Not just when the void is screaming. Always.”

The fear that's been eating me since the synchronization finally loosens its grip.

I'm not temporary. I'm not just the chaos she needs to manage.

I'm hers. And she's mine. And the fact that she has three other bonds doesn't make mine any less real.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 15
Elara


The void is quiet in a way it never has been before. It isn’t just integrated. It isn't just calm. It’s absent. Like someone cut a live wire and the hum I’ve been living with for weeks - the static that defined the very edges of my soul - has just... stopped.

I press my hand to my chest, my fingers digging into the skin over the void-burn that has finally gone still. The black veins are still there, stark and jagged against my pale skin, but they aren't pulsing. They aren't spreading. They aren't doing anything.

They’re waiting.

I can feel it in my bones. In the Heatline that has been gold and chaotic and desperate for so long, there is something underneath everything now. A frequency so low I can barely register it, but it’s there. Patient. Old. Watching. The void isn't gone; it’s listening. To what, I don’t know yet.

I’m standing in the safe house common area, watching the dawn light filter through the jagged, broken windows. I slept through most of yesterday and all of last night - the synchronization took more out of me than I realized. It felt like my atoms had been rearranged and then stitched back together with cooling iron. When I finally woke an hour ago, the safe house was quiet. Too quiet.

Callum is doing a perimeter check, his heavy boots crunching on the gravel outside. Jax is upstairs, and even through the floorboards, I can feel his kinetic field crackling, a frantic, rhythmic snap-hiss that tells me he hasn't slept a wink. Lucien is at his makeshift workstation, the blue glow of his tablet casting deep, tired shadows into the hollows of his cheeks. Rhys is phase-shifted in the corner, more solid than yesterday but still hauntingly translucent, his dark eyes fixed on nothing.

And Mara hasn't come back.

I blink, trying to clear the last fog of exhaustion from my brain. “Where’s Mara?”

Lucien doesn't look up immediately. He adjusts his glasses, his fingers trembling slightly. I realize then that he’s been avoiding this conversation - praying I’d sleep another hour, another day, just so he wouldn't have to be the one to break the silence.

“She left yesterday,” he says, his voice carefully controlled. “After the synchronization stabilized you. She... she felt she could finally go.”

“Yesterday? While I was unconscious?” I step closer, the coldness of the floorboards seeping into my feet. “Where did she go, Lucien?”

“She followed a lead,” he says, finally meeting my eyes. There is a clinical detachment in his gaze that he only uses when he’s trying not to scream. “She accessed restricted Academy files while the grid was down and went to verify the location of a specific detention signature.”

“One tied to her mother,” I whisper.

The words land like stones in a pool. Mara’s mother. The woman who disappeared five years ago, leaving a daughter looking for ghosts in the Academy’s archives.

“You let her go alone?” I ask, my voice rising.

“She insisted.” Callum’s voice comes from the doorway. He’s back from patrol, filling the room with his massive, grounding presence. But his stillness is different today - it’s brittle, like ice about to crack. He looks at me with an intensity that makes my breath hitch. “You were stable, Elara. The void was integrated. She said she’d be fast. In and out. She knew we wouldn't leave your side while your resonance was still recalibrating.”

“How long?” I demand.

Callum’s jaw tightens so hard I hear the bone click. “Eighteen hours.”

The number hits me like a physical punch. Eighteen hours. She should have been back by midnight.

“She found something,” I say, my heart beginning to hammer against my ribs. “And it kept her there.”

The void in my chest pulses once. A single, cold flicker that feels like recognition. Like a key turning in a rusted lock.

“Did you feel that?” I whisper.

Callum’s amber eyes sharpen instantly. “Through the bond. Yes. It felt like... a tether snapping taut.”

Lucien turns his tablet toward me. His lattice-work is flickering under his skin, gold patterns forming and dissolving in a frantic dance. “The void responded to a specific frequency, Elara. Look.”

On the screen is a sigil Mara found in the archives. It’s old, pre-Academy, pre-suppression. The lines are precise but organic, looking less like a drawing and more like a map of a nervous system.

“Part of Havenfall’s original containment architecture,” Lucien explains, his voice hitching with the sheer weight of the discovery. “Before this was an Academy, it was a control spine. A system built to prove that multi-bond catalysts would always fracture. This sigil is an anchor point for the sublevel chambers.”

He pulls up a file. A list of names. My breath stops when I see it. Ellis, Victoria. Status: Detained - Sublevel Containment.

“She’s still there,” I breathe. “In the dark. For five years.”

“And Mara went to find her,” Jax says, his voice jagged as he descends the stairs. He looks wrecked - his hair wild, his kinetic sparks jumping to the metal railings. He stops at the bottom, his eyes fixed on me with a raw, desperate hunger. “The Academy’s doing something, Elara. The wards are shifting. Not the grid we broke, but something underneath the stone. It’s waking up.”

“The containment system,” Rhys speaks quietly from the shadows, his voice a cold draft. “It’s responding to a trigger. It’s been waiting for a multi-bond catalyst to walk back into its heart.”

“Mara isn't a multi-bond,” I argue.

“But she carries her mother’s resonance,” Lucien counters. “The system detected a familial match and locked her in. It’s using her as bait to pull the real target in.”

He looks at me, his eyes full of a terrifying realization.

“The system is autonomous. It doesn't just contain; it forces fracture. It creates a scenario where the catalyst believes they are dying, then offers them one single anchor to survive. It forces them to choose one bond and shatter the rest.”

The void is screaming now. Not with hunger, but with a terrifying, absolute certainty. It knows this place. It was born from the fear of this place.

“The void responds to Havenfall,” I say, my voice sounding distant, even to me. “We thought the void was the problem, but it was just the reaction. The Academy is the poison; the void is the fever.”

I look at them. My four anchors.

Callum is a mountain of silent agony, his hand reaching out for me as if he can physically hold me back from the truth. Jax is vibrating with a kinetic storm he can’t contain, his eyes begging me not to say what he knows is coming. Lucien is lost in his data, his brilliant mind trying to find a mathematical way to keep me safe. And Rhys - Rhys looks at me like he’s seeing my ghost.

“I have to go,” I say.

“Not alone,” Callum growls, stepping in front of the door. “I am not letting you walk into a machine designed to rip your soul apart.”

“If you come with me, you give it exactly what it wants,” I say, stepping up to him. I place my hand on his chest, feeling the frantic thrum of his heart. “It wants four bonds to play with. It wants to show me your faces while it tells me I have to pick one of you to live and the rest to die. It will use your love for me as the blade.”

“Let it try,” Jax snarls, moving to my other side. “I’ll level the whole goddamn building before I let it touch you.”

“You can't fight a resonance frequency with lightning, Jax,” I say softly. I look at each of them. “If I go in alone, the system has nothing to leverage. I will register as an anomaly - an integrated void that doesn't need external anchors to stay stable. I will be the one thing the machine wasn't programmed to break.”

“Elara, the risk is... it’s total,” Lucien whispers. He looks at his tablet, then back at me. “If the void hasn't fully integrated, if there is even one crack in your unity, the chamber will find it. And it will tear you open.”

“There are no cracks,” I say, and for the first time in my life, I know it’s true. “I am not choosing. Not one of you over the others. Not the bonds over my own life. I am going to prove that we are more than the sum of our parts.”

Rhys steps out of the shadows. He takes my hand, his fingers cold and steady. “The void wants this. It has been waiting for someone to walk back into the darkness and show it that the light isn't an enemy. Go, Elara. We will hold the line here.”

Callum looks like I’ve stabbed him. He lets out a ragged breath, his forehead dropping to mine for one brief, devastating second. “Two hours,” he chokes out. “Once you enter those sublevels, you have two hours. If we don't feel you through the bond... if it goes quiet...”

“It won't,” I promise.

I pull away before their collective love can become a cage. I look at Jax, whose sparks are weeping from his skin; at Lucien, who looks like he’s committing my face to memory; at Callum, who looks like he’s watching the sun go out.

“I'm going in alone,” I say.

The walk to Havenfall feels longer than it should, every step heavy with the weight of the four bonds pulling at the back of my skull.

The Academy is unrecognizable in the raw, unfiltered daylight. Before, the air here has tasted like copper and ozone, a constant, low-grade metallic tang that sat on the back of the tongue. Now, with the suppression grid shattered, the atmosphere has changed. The suffocating pressure that made everyone feel small, as if we were all living under miles of deep water, has evaporated.

Students are drifting through the courtyards like ghosts waking from a long sleep. Some are weeping openly, their hands glowing with unfiltered light as they test the new reach of their power. Others are huddled in the shadows of the stone arches, their eyes wide and glassy with the terror of a bird that’s forgotten how to fly. Freedom isn't a gift for everyone; for some, it’s a vast, terrifying void where the walls used to be.

I slip through the administrative wing, my hood pulled low. The chaos is my shield. Sentinels are sprinting through the corridors, their boots echoing like gunshots against the marble. Wards are flickering like dying lightbulbs, casting erratic, strobe-like shadows across the walls. Nobody notices one more girl moving through the wreckage of a dying system.

The archives are tucked away in a separate stone building, a relic of an era before the Academy became a fortress. The air inside is thick and stagnant, smelling of rotting parchment, dust, and the peculiar, sharp scent of old ink. The silence here is broken only by the frantic thrum of my own heart against my ribs.

I find the false wall panel at the back of the room. It’s been left slightly ajar, a jagged line of black shadow cutting through the dust. I press my hand to the void-burn on my chest. Beneath my palm, the violet veins don’t scream with hunger or lash out with chaos. They respond with a deep, tectonic hum.

Recognition.

Whatever is waiting in the dark, the void knows it. Has been waiting for it.

I descend.

The stairs aren't made of concrete. They are carved directly into the bedrock of Havenfall, the stone damp and slick with a film of mineral sweat. I go deeper than the maintenance tunnels, deeper than the detention cells where Jax was kept. I go past the official maps and the known boundaries of the world.

This is the foundation. This is the rot beneath the rose.

As I go down, the air grows colder, a wet, bone-deep chill that makes my breath bloom in front of me in ragged plumes of white. The walls change from smooth stone to jagged, primeval basalt. There is no electricity here. Instead, veins of bioluminescent moss cling to the rock like glowing sores, and resonance crystals are embedded in the walls, their faint blue light pulsing with a slow, rhythmic beat - like a heart that only beats once an hour.

At the bottom of the stairs, a corridor stretches into the gloom. It is lined with heavy, reinforced metal doors, each one etched with the same sigil I saw on Lucien’s tablet. These aren't rooms; they are canisters.

I walk slowly, the sound of my own footsteps muffled by the thick, heavy air. The void is pulling me forward, a steady, magnetic tug that makes my bones vibrate. Halfway down the hall, I hear it - a sound that makes the hair on my arms stand up.

Humming.

It’s a low, mechanical drone, a sound that feels less like noise and more like a physical vibration in my teeth.

I reach the door at the end of the hall. It is massive, covered in sigils that glow with a feverish, sickly yellow light as I approach. I place my hand on the metal.

It is freezing, so cold it feels like it’s trying to fuse my skin to the iron. And underneath that ice, I feel the resonance. It’s a jagged, splintered mess. It’s the feeling of a glass mirror being crushed into dust. It’s the sound of a thousand people crying out in a language I can’t speak, their voices thin and reedy with a desperation that has been ignored for too long.

The void in my chest pulses, a sharp, urgent command. Go.

The door doesn't just open; it gives way with a sound like a heavy intake of breath.

I step across the threshold into a nightmare.

The chamber is a massive, circular cathedral of stone. The walls are covered from floor to ceiling in glowing sigils, their light reflecting off the pools of dark, standing water on the floor. In the center, a raised platform is surrounded by seven vertical stasis fields - columns of shimmering, translucent amber energy.

And inside those columns are the lost.

They are suspended in the air, their bodies held upright by threads of resonance that look like spiderwebs. Their eyes are open, fixed on the ceiling, but there is nothing behind them - no thought, no soul, just the vacant stare of a mind that has been hollowed out. Their chests rise and fall in a synchronized, mechanical rhythm, kept alive by the very system that is drinking their power.

Seven catalysts. Seven multi-bond errors that the Academy didn't know how to kill, so they simply stored them here, hidden away like broken tools in a basement.

At the far side of the chamber, standing in the shadow of the central pedestal, is Mara.

“El,” she says. She doesn't turn around. Her voice is hollow, a dry rattle that sounds like it’s coming from the bottom of a well. “You shouldn't be here.”

“Neither should you.” My voice echoes against the basalt walls, sounding thin and fragile in the presence of so much suffering.

“I had to see.” She finally turns, and the sight of her face makes my blood turn to slush. Her skin is sallow, her eyes bloodshot, and her hands are shaking so violently she has to grip her own elbows to keep from falling. “My mother. She’s -”

She gestures to the stasis field directly behind her. A woman is inside, her dark hair floating in the amber fluid as if she were underwater. She has Mara’s eyes, Mara’s stubborn chin, and a face that hasn't aged a day while her daughter grew up without her.

“She’s been here the whole time,” Mara whispers, a tear carving a clean line through the dust on her cheek. “Not dead. Not free. Just... held. Like a specimen in a jar. I tried to touch the field, El. I tried to break her out.”

“Mara, don't - “

“I already did.” She looks at her hands, which are charred at the fingertips. “The moment I touched the resonance, the system screamed. It didn't want me. I’m just a basic telekinetic. I was a flea on the skin of the machine. It didn't even bother to kill me. It just... locked the doors. And it started the countdown.”

The void in my chest flares, a cold, violet heat flooding my veins. The sigils on the walls are changing. The yellow light is turning into a bruised, angry purple.

“It wasn't waiting for me, was it?” Mara asks, her voice cracking. “It was waiting for the real thing.”

The room begins to vibrate, the humming sound rising in pitch until it’s a scream that I can feel in my soul.

“Sovereign Catalyst detected,” the stones whisper. “Fracture Protocol: Initiated.”

The void in my chest pulses in agreement. Recognition.

The system was waiting for me. And I realize I’ve just walked into the center of the trap.

This isn't just a room. It’s a mechanism. A test I was always meant to face, not to see if I could survive the pressure, but to prove the pressure shouldn't exist in the first place.

The wards around the seven suspended catalysts pulse with a heavy, rhythmic throb that I can feel in my teeth. Their resonances are jagged and raw, reaching out for me with a blind, frantic hunger. They’ve been trapped in this stasis for so long that they’ve become part of the machine, their power stripped down to a desperate instinct to connect to anything that feels alive.

But I don’t reach back. I can’t. If I give them a thread to pull on, the system will use it to drag me down with them.

“Run, Mara,” I say. My voice sounds like it's coming from a long way off, vibrating with a metallic edge I don't recognize.

“No!” Mara shouts, her voice echoing off the basalt walls. She lunges forward, grabbing my arm. Her fingers are ice-cold, shaking so hard I can feel the bone-deep tremor. “I’m not leaving you here, El. Look at this place - it’s a meat grinder. We get my mom and we leave. Together.”

“You can't,” I rasp. The air is starting to thicken, turning into a heavy, invisible sludge that makes every movement feel like I'm pushing through wet cement. “The system is scanning for resonance. You’re a match for your mother, but you’re stable. It’s using you as an anchor point to steady the field while it focuses the pressure on me.”

“I don't care!” Mara screams. She’s crying now, the tears leaving streaks through the grime on her face. She looks between me and the suspended figure of her mother, her loyalty tearing her in two. “I am not letting you be another body in a tube! We just got you back! We just fixed the merge!”

“Mara, listen to me.” I grab her shoulders, forcing her to look at me. The violet light under my skin is beginning to burn, a fierce, stinging heat that makes the air between us shimmer. “As long as you’re in this room, the system has a hostage. It has a way to hurt me. If you stay, you're the leverage it uses to make me fracture. Do you understand? You’re the crack in my armor.”

Her eyes go wide. She looks at the glowing sigils on the walls, then back at the dark, weeping veins on my arms. The realization hits her like a physical blow - that her love for me is the very thing the machine is trying to exploit.

“It'll kill you,” she whispers, her voice breaking.

“It'll try,” I say, and for the first time, I let a flicker of the void's cold arrogance leak into my voice. “But it's just a machine, Mara. And I'm the one who broke the grid. Now go. Please.”

A panel in the stone wall grinds open behind her. It’s a smooth, clinical slit in the rock - a safety release for anyone the system deems stable.

“ Elara - “

“Go!” I shove her toward the opening.

She stumbles back, her eyes fixed on mine with a look of raw, bleeding agony. She looks at her mother one last time, then at me, and I see the moment she chooses to trust me over her fear. She turns and dives through the gap just as the stones begin to groan.

The panel slams shut with a heavy, bone-jarring thud that echoes through the chamber like a gavel hitting a block.

I am alone.

The silence that follows is deafening. It’s just me, seven frozen catalysts, and the low, predatory hum of the system.

“Multi-bond configuration detected,” the room says. The voice doesn't come from speakers; it vibrates out of the floor, a low-frequency hum that makes my vision blur. “Four active anchors. Redundancy error. Initiating Fracture Protocol. Choose one anchor or face termination.”

I look at the sigils carved into the basalt walls. They’re glowing a toxic, bruised purple now. I don’t feel the panic I expected. I just feel a cold, focused anger.

“No,” I say to the empty air. To the machine. To the ghosts of the men who built this place because they were terrified of what a person like me could do. “I’m not choosing. I’m not fracturing. And you aren't going to kill me.”

The void in my chest doesn't lash out. It doesn't scream. It expands inward, wrapping around my core and the four bonds like a layer of cold, flexible armor. I can feel Callum, Jax, Lucien, and Rhys - not as weights, but as a solid foundation.

The system hits me with a wave of resonance pressure. It’s a physical weight, like being submerged in deep water. It tries to force a wedge into the gaps between my bonds. It tries to make me believe that the only way to breathe is to let go of the fire, or the shadow, or the mind. It wants me to pick a favorite. It wants me to be small.

But the gaps it’s looking for aren't there anymore.

“You're running obsolete code,” I whisper, my boots cracking the stone floor as I stand my ground. “You were built to break people who were already falling apart. But I’m already whole.”

The wards pulse - faster, brighter, a frantic, high-pitched whine that sets my nerves on fire. The system is overclocking, trying to find a fracture point that doesn't exist. It’s looking for desperation. It’s looking for the moment I snap and grab for a single lifeline.

But I don't need a lifeline. I am the anchor.

Slowly, the blinding light starts to flicker. The humming sound begins to skip and stall, like a motor that’s been jammed with a metal rod. The system is failing because it’s hitting a paradox. It’s designed to exploit weakness, and it doesn't know what to do with a catalyst who isn't afraid of the dark.

I stand in the center of the chamber, my breathing steady. I can feel the stories of the seven people in the stasis fields now. The void is acting as a bridge, showing me the memories the machine tried to erase.

I see the woman who refused to let them suppress her bonds to her children. I see the man who was told he had to be a single-anchor soldier and chose the cage instead. Seven people who were told they were errors.

The system didn't prove they were weak by trapping them. It proved they were so strong that the only way to handle them was to put them in a box and pretend they didn't exist.

“You’re done,” I tell the walls.

The voice is glitching now, a rhythmic, mechanical stutter. “Bond... error. No fracture... detected. Protocol... cannot... execute.”

The wards around the chamber flash one last time - a bright, violent violet - and then they go dark. The heavy, pressurized atmosphere vanishes instantly. The air is suddenly cold and thin.

The emergency red lights flicker on, casting long, distorted shadows across the floor. The stasis fields around the seven catalysts begin to dissolve, the amber light fading into nothing.

The heavy iron door at the end of the hall is kicked open with a sound like a small explosion.

Callum is the first through, his face a mask of raw terror. Jax, Lucien, and Rhys are right behind him, their resonances hitting me all at once - a flood of heat, structure, and shadow.

“You said two hours,” Callum says, his voice a jagged rasp. He grabs my shoulders, his hands shaking so hard I can feel it through my coat. “It’s been eight minutes, Elara. The bond went silent. We thought the chamber took you.”

“It couldn't,” I say, my voice surprising me with its strength. I lean into him, letting his solidness ground me. “It tried to force the choice. It tried to make me fracture. But there was nothing to break.”

Lucien is already moving, his tablet out as he scans the figures slumped on the floor. “They’re breathing. All of them. The system didn't just shut down; it purged the containment logs. They’re free.”

Mara is on the floor, clutching her mother, both of them sobbing in the dim red light. It’s a messy, loud, human sound - the exact opposite of the cold, mechanical silence that has ruled this room for decades.

I look at the four men standing around me. My bonds. My choice.

The void in my chest is quiet. It isn't a hungry quiet anymore. It’s a finished one. It found the space it needed to exist, and it realized the world was big enough to hold it.

“I went in alone,” I say, looking at Callum. “But I didn't stay that way.”

“Never again,” Jax mutters, his hand finding mine and squeezing until it hurts.

I look at the seven catalysts starting to stir on the platform. They’re waking up in a world without a suppression grid. A world where someone finally proved that being different isn't the same as being broken.

The system is dead. And for the first time in my life, I can see the horizon.
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Chapter 16
Elara


The void is gone.

It isn't quiet. It isn't integrated. It’s just... gone. I test the absence of it the way you test a broken bone after the cast comes off - carefully, bracing for the jagged pain that has been my constant companion for weeks.

Nothing.

I’m sitting on the edge of the cot in the safe house, watching the dawn light filter through the broken windows in dusty, golden slats. We got back three hours ago. Mara and her mother are in the infirmary - a converted storage room where Lucien has spent the last few hours obsessing over medical monitors. The seven freed catalysts are scattered across the building, most of them still submerged in a deep, restorative sleep, their bodies finally remembering how to breathe without the hum of a stasis field.

And I’m just here. Whole. Alone with my thoughts for the first time since I manifested.

The door is open. Callum insisted on it. “So you know you can leave whenever you want,” he’d said. It wasn't about a lack of trust; it was about the fact that after I faced down a system designed to cage me, he wanted me to feel the difference between a choice and a cell.

I stand up, my legs feeling strangely light. I walk to the doorway and look down the hall.

Callum is there, leaning against the peeling wallpaper, arms crossed over his broad chest. He’s watching, but he isn't hovering. He’s just... present. When our eyes meet, he doesn't move or speak. He just holds my gaze with those steady amber eyes that have grounded me since the first day I felt like I was shattering.

I could walk away right now. I could go out the front door, down the street, and disappear into the chaos of a post-grid Havenfall. He wouldn’t stop me. The realization settles warm and heavy in my chest.

This isn’t a bond holding me here. It’s a choice.

I walk down the hall toward him. He straightens as I approach, his muscles tensing, but he doesn't reach for me. He lets me close the distance on my own terms. When I’m close enough to feel the heat radiating from him, I stop.

“The void is gone, Callum.”

“I know. I felt it through the bond around midnight. It just... evaporated.”

“Are you worried?” I ask, stepping into his space. “That without the void to manage, the bonds might - “

“No.” His voice is a low, certain rumble. “The void was never what connected us, Elara. It was just the storm you had to survive. The bonds exist because we chose them. Because you chose us.”

I press my palm against his chest, right over his heart. I can feel the steady, powerful thud of it against my skin. “I chose you in that chamber. When the system told me to pick one, I chose all four of you by refusing to break.”

“I know.”

“I didn't need you to survive it,” I say, looking up at him.

Something flickers in his eyes - not hurt, but a profound, raw understanding. “I know that too.”

“But I wanted you there anyway.” I slide my hand up to the back of his neck, my fingers tangling in the hair at his nape. I can feel his pulse jumping under my fingertips. “Not because I was dying. Because I wanted to share what came after.”

His hand comes up, cupping my jaw, his thumb tracing the line of my lip. “And what comes after?”

“This.” I pull him down and kiss him.

It’s different this time. There’s no urgency, no void screaming in my chest demanding to be grounded, no frantic fear that this might be the last time I feel his touch. This is just want. Pure. Simple. Sovereign.

He makes a sound low in his throat and pulls me flush against him. His other hand finds the small of my back, his palm hot through my shirt. His stillness wraps around us both, but it isn’t a cage; it’s a foundation. It reminds me I’m here. Alive. Free.

When I pull back, we’re both breathing hard, the air between us thick with a new kind of tension.

“I want you,” I say, my voice steady. “Not because the Heatline is burning me. Not because I’m desperate for an anchor. Because I’m finally living and I want you in it.”

His eyes go dark, the amber turning to molten gold. “Elara - “

“Is that okay? Can I just want you without needing you?”

“Yes.” The word is rough, a desperate exhale. “God, yes.”

I take his hand and lead him back to my room. I close the door, and the click of the lock sounds like the final page of an old book turning.

This time, it isn't about survival.

Callum’s hands are shaking as he reaches for the hem of my shirt. I can see the restraint in the set of his jaw - the way he’s holding himself back even though I’ve given him permission.

“You don't have to be careful with me,” I tell him, stepping closer until our chests touch.

“I know. But after everything you just went through...”

“I went through it. It’s over.” I reach for his belt, my fingers sure. “And now I’m here. With you. By choice.”

That breaks the last of his hesitation. His hands find my waist, his fingers digging into my skin as he pulls me against him. “Say it again.”

“I choose you.”

“Again.”

“I choose this. You. All of you. Because I want to.”

He kisses me - hard, desperate, like he’s been holding his breath for weeks and I’m the only oxygen left in the world. Maybe he has been. Every touch before this was colored by necessity, by the shadow of the void. This is the first time it’s just us.

We fumble with the clothes, the movements awkward and frantic in a way they haven't been before because this isn't a practiced grounding session. This is new.

When my shirt finally hits the floor, I look down. The black veins that have been clawing across my chest for days - the mark of my slow death - are gone. Completely. My skin is clear, pale and unmarked except for the faint, fading bruises from the chamber floor. I press my hand to my sternum, right where the worst of the scarring used to be. Nothing. Just skin, bone, and the steady, healthy beat of my heart.

“It's gone,” I whisper.

Callum’s hand covers mine, his palm massive and warm. “All of it?”

“All of it.”

He looks at me like I’m a miracle. Then he lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles, then my wrist, then the inside of my elbow. He kisses every place the void-burn used to spread, as if he’s reclaiming the territory for himself.

“You're beautiful,” he says against my skin.

“I was beautiful before.”

“I know. But now you get to see it too.”

When we’re both bare, he lifts me easily, his strength familiar and grounding. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he carries me to the cot, laying me down as if I’m something precious and unbreakable all at once.

“I've wanted this,” he says, his voice vibrating against my throat. “Just you. Not the catalyst. Just Elara.”

“Then take me.”

He moves over me, his weight a welcome pressure. He enters me slowly, deliberately, giving me time to feel every inch of the connection. There’s no urgency, no desperation to stabilize. Just the slide of skin on skin and the way his stillness wraps around my mind like a warm blanket.

I gasp, but it isn’t from pain. It’s relief. This is what it feels like to be touched when you aren't a battlefield. When pleasure is just pleasure and not a weapon against the dark.

“Okay?” he asks, his arms corded with muscle as he holds himself over me.

“Perfect.”

He starts to move. Long, slow strokes that make my toes curl into the sheets. His mouth finds mine, kissing me deep while his hips work in that steady, measured rhythm that is so completely him. This is what I almost lost - not the power, but the way he looks at me like I’m the only thing that matters in the world.

“Elara.” My name sounds like a prayer on his lips.

“I’m right here. I’m staying.”

His hand slides between us, finding the center of me with a precision that makes me arch off the cot. He moves in time with his thrusts, and I can feel the pressure building. It isn't the violent explosion of survival sex; it’s a slow, inevitable swell.

“Come for me,” he murmurs against my ear. “Let me feel all of you.”

I do. The orgasm rolls through me in deep, rhythmic waves. It’s softer, deeper - the kind of pleasure that makes you feel whole instead of shattered. He follows a moment later, his stillness fracturing just enough to let me feel the full, staggering weight of his love.

When he collapses beside me, pulling the thin sheet over us, we’re both shaking.

“That was...” I start, but I can't find the word.

“Different,” he finishes for me, pulling me into the crook of his arm.

“The best kind of different.”

“I love you,” he says, his voice thick with sleep and satisfaction. “Not the Heatline. You.”

“I love you too.”

We lie there for a long time, just breathing the same air. For the first time in weeks, there’s no ticking clock. No void waiting to tear me apart. Just the future we get to build.

I wake hours later to voices in the hall.

Jax and Lucien are arguing quietly - probably about whether to wake me or let me sleep another decade. Callum’s arm tightens around my waist. “Ignore them.”

“They’ll just get louder,” I say, smiling against his shoulder.

“Then I’ll go out there and make them be quiet.”

But he’s smiling too. I can hear it in his voice.

I sit up, the sheet falling away. I’m immediately aware of how different my body feels. There’s no ache, no void-burn pulsing under my ribs. Just the pleasant soreness of the morning and the staggering knowledge that I’m alive.

“I should check on Mara,” I say.

“Lucien checked an hour ago. She and her mother are both sleeping. Stable.” He pauses, his eyes softening. “You don't have to take care of everyone today, Elara. You’re allowed to just be.”

“I know. But I want to see them.”

He sits up and kisses my shoulder. “Then I’m coming with you.”

We dress, and I’m pulling on my boots when Jax pushes the door open without knocking. He stops, seeing Callum, seeing the rumpled bed, and a slow, shameless grin spreads across his face.

“About damn time,” he says. “You look... less haunted. It’s a good look on you.”

“Thanks, Jax.”

He steps into the room, his kinetic field calmer than I’ve ever seen it. “I can tell the difference, you know. Between the bonds. When you're with Callum, the connection feels settled. When it's me, it’s all spark. Lucien’s all structure.” He tilts his head. “Just making sure you know you get to have all of it. Not just the quiet parts.”

I cross the room and take his face in my hands. “I know. And I want the chaos too.”

His eyes light up, and he kisses me - fast, hard, a promise of what's to come.

When we head downstairs, the safe house feels like a home instead of a hideout.

Mara is leaning against the kitchen counter, a chipped ceramic mug held between her trembling hands. She looks like she’s been put through a thresher - hair matted, skin sallow - but the frantic, hunted look that has defined her has vanished. In its place is a terrifying, beautiful clarity.

“How’s your mother?” I ask, stepping over a loose floorboard.

“Awake. Confused. Angry as hell that she missed five years of my life.” Mara lets out a watery laugh that hitches in her chest. “But she’s alive, El. Really alive. She kept touching my face, tracing my jawline with her thumb like she couldn’t believe I was made of skin and bone instead of a memory.”

“You are real,” I say, and the words feel solid in my mouth.

“I know. I just... I thought I’d lost her to the stone, El. I thought Havenfall had finally digested her.” She sets the mug down, her knuckles white. “She’s here. In a bed upstairs. And it’s because of you. Because you walked into a room that should have killed you and you told it no.”

“It’s because you didn’t stop looking, Mara. You were the map. I was just the fire.”

“And you didn't stop fighting.” She lunges forward then, catching me in a hug so fierce it knocks the breath from my lungs. She smells like the sterile ozone of the infirmary and the salt of her own tears. I wrap my arms around her, feeling the frantic thrum of her heart against mine. We aren't just two catalysts anymore; we’re two survivors standing on the wreckage of the system that tried to eat us.

“Thank you,” she whispers into my shoulder. “For not choosing. For staying whole.”

“You’re welcome,” I whisper back.

When she pulls away, her face is a mess of happy tears and exhaustion. She wipes her eyes with the back of her hand, leaving a smear of grime, and looks past me at the men standing in the doorway.

I turn to follow her gaze, and for the first time, I see them without the static of the void blurring the edges.

Callum is leaning against the counter, his massive frame casting a long, protective shadow across the floor. He isn't watching for threats anymore; he’s watching me, his amber eyes soft with a pride that makes my skin hum. Jax is mid-heist, half-buried in the pantry as he scavenges for whatever stale rations Lucien managed to hoard. His kinetic field is a low, lazy shimmer - no longer a frantic storm, but a warm hearth. Lucien is at the stove, measuring coffee grounds with the focused intensity of a man performing open-heart surgery, his golden lattice-work glowing with a steady, peaceful light. And Rhys... Rhys is a shadow in the corner, but he’s solid. The grey translucent edge of him has sharpened into cold, dark reality. He isn’t fading out anymore. He’s choosing to stay in the light.

This is what I fought for. Not a cure. Not a fix for a power that the Academy deemed an error.

I chose the messy, complicated, beautiful reality of this room. I chose the weight of Callum’s stillness and the jagged spark of Jax’s energy. I chose Lucien’s structure and Rhys’s haunting depth. I chose them not because I was a drowning woman reaching for a life raft, but because I am a sovereign woman who wants a kingdom.

The kitchen is loud. There’s the clatter of Lucien’s kettle, the sound of Jax arguing with a bag of pretzels, and the low murmur of Mara’s mother coughing in the room above us. It should be overwhelming. It should be too much.

But it feels like a home.

The void is gone, but the space it left behind isn't empty. It’s filled with the four bonds that hum in the back of my mind like a perfect chord. They aren't anchors holding me down; they are the wind in my sails.

I reach out, my hand finding the small of Callum's back as I pass him. He doesn't just steady me; he leans into the touch, a silent acknowledgment that the world has shifted.

“So,” Jax says, finally emerging from the pantry with a box of crackers. He looks at me, his eyes dancing with that familiar, reckless spark. “The grid is down. The Control Spine is a pile of scrap metal. And we’ve got a house full of catalysts who probably haven't seen the sun in a decade.” He tilts his head, a grin spreading across his face. “What are we doing today, Elara? Besides the obvious?”

I look at the four of them. At Mara. At the sunlight hitting the floor.

“We’re living,” I say. “And then, we’re going to make sure no one ever has to choose between their soul and their survival again.”
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Chapter 17
Elara


Iwake up wrapped in Callum's stillness and the smell of coffee.

Real coffee. Not the burnt, bitter stuff we've been surviving on. Someone found actual beans.

I sit up slowly, and immediately notice Callum's already awake, leaning against the wall with a mug in his hand. He's shirtless, wearing only the low-slung pants he pulled on after we fell asleep last night. The afternoon light cuts across his chest, highlighting the muscles he's earned from years of Sentinel training. His hair is mussed from sleep - from my hands in it - and there's a faint mark on his collarbone where I bit down when he made me come.

He's watching me with those steady amber eyes. The ones that see everything. The ones that have been grounding me since the first day.

“Morning,” I say.

A smile tugs at his mouth - rare, small, devastating. “Afternoon, actually. You slept for twelve hours.”

I blink. Look at the window. The light is wrong for morning. Warm. Golden. Late afternoon sun streaming through the broken glass.

“Why didn't you wake me?”

“Because you needed rest. Real rest. Not survival sleep.” He pushes off the wall, crosses to the cot. Every movement is deliberate. Controlled. Pure Callum. He hands me a mug, and when our fingers brush, I feel the familiar hum of his stillness wrapping around me. Protective. Grounding. “Lucien made it. He's been experimenting with ratios for the past hour.”

I take a sip. It's perfect. Rich and dark and exactly what I needed. Of course it is.

Callum sits on the edge of the cot, close enough that our thighs touch. His hand finds the small of my back, a warm, steady weight. “How do you feel?”

“Good. Better than good.” I lean into him, pressing my forehead to his bare shoulder. His skin is warm, and he smells like soap and cedar and clean sweat. “Last night was...”

“Different,” he finishes quietly.

“The best different.”

His hand slides up my spine, slow and deliberate. “You're not wearing a shirt.”

I look down. I'm not. I'm wearing his shirt from yesterday - the one he stripped off before we had sex. It's huge on me, falling off one shoulder, barely covering my thighs.

“I like you in my clothes,” he says. His voice has gone low. Rough.

“I like being in your clothes.”

His thumb traces the bare skin of my shoulder. “We should get you dressed. Feed you. Make sure you're actually functional before we - ”

“Before we what?”

His eyes meet mine. Amber and intent and full of promises. “Before I let the others know you're awake. Because once they know, they're going to want you too. And I'm selfish enough to want a few more minutes alone first.”

I smile against his shoulder. But even as I savor this moment with him, I feel a small ache in my chest. The bonds. Not pulling. Not demanding. Just... present. Reminding me that there are three others I want too.

“I miss them,” I admit quietly. “Is that weird? You're right here and I already miss them.”

“That's the bond working the way it's supposed to.” His hand tightens on my back. “Not controlling you. Just reminding you they exist. That you chose them.” He presses a kiss to my hair. “That's a good thing.”

“Where are they, anyway?” I ask.

“Jax is outside running drills with some of the freed catalysts. Teaching them how to use their power without the suppression grid fighting them. Lucien's been working on medical assessments for the catalysts we freed. And Rhys is...” He pauses. “Actually, I'm not sure where Rhys is. But I can feel him through the bond. He's close.”

I test the bonds. All four of them. Callum's stillness. Jax's chaos. Lucien's structure. Rhys's cold.

They're all there. Steady. But different now. Not pulling at me. Not demanding. Just... present. Like background music instead of an alarm.

“It's quieter,” I say. “The bonds. They're not controlling me anymore.”

“Because the void isn't amplifying them anymore.” Callum sets his mug down. Moves to sit beside me on the cot. “The bonds were always meant to be a choice. The void made them feel like a compulsion.”

I lean into him. Let his stillness wrap around me. “I choose you.”

“I know.”

“I mean it. Not because of the bond. Because I want to.”

He kisses the top of my head. “I know that too.”

We sit in comfortable silence for a while. Then I ask the question that's been sitting in my chest since I woke up.

“What happens now?”

“Whatever you want.”

“That's not helpful.”

“It's honest.” He pulls back enough to look at me. “The void is gone. The chamber is destroyed. The suppression grid is offline. For the first time since I've known you, there's no immediate crisis. So what do you want, Elara? Not what you need to survive. What you want.”

I think about it. Really think about it.

“I want breakfast. Even though it's afternoon. I want to see Mara's mom awake and talking. I want to figure out what we're going to do about Havenfall.” I pause. “And I want all four of you. Not one at a time. Not in rotation. Together. Because I'm done pretending I have to choose.”

Something flashes in his eyes. Heat. Understanding. “Together.”

“Is that... okay? I know the synchronization was about survival. About integrating the void. But this isn't about that. This is about me wanting all of you and not apologizing for it.”

“Elara.” He cups my face. “You never have to apologize for wanting us. Any of us. All of us. That's the whole point of this.”

“So that's a yes?”

“That's a hell yes.” He stands. Holds out his hand. “But first, you're eating. Then we'll figure out the rest.”

The kitchen is full.

Mara and her mother are at the table. The woman - Victoria - looks exhausted but alert. She's holding Mara's hand like she's afraid to let go. When she sees me, she stands.

“You're Elara,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Mara told me what you did. How you walked into that chamber alone.” Her voice cracks. “Thank you. Thank you for freeing us. For freeing her.”

“You don't have to thank me.”

“Yes, I do.” She crosses to me. Pulls me into a hug that smells like antiseptic and tears. “You gave me my daughter back. You gave me my life back. I owe you everything.”

I hug her back. “You don't owe me anything. You survived. That's enough.”

When she pulls away, Mara's crying again. Happy tears.

Jax appears in the doorway, sweaty and shirtless from training outside. His kinetic field is humming just under his skin, making the air around him shimmer. He's grinning, wild-eyed and beautiful.

“You're awake. Good.” His eyes drag down my body, lingering on the way Callum's shirt barely covers my thighs. “I was about to come drag you outside. Some of the catalysts want to meet the girl who broke the grid.”

The bond between us pulses. Want. Heat. I feel it in my chest, in my thighs, everywhere.

“I didn't break it alone.”

“Yeah, but you're the one who walked into the murder chamber and walked back out. That's the story they're telling.” He grabs an apple from the counter. Takes a bite, his eyes never leaving mine. “You're a legend now. Might as well own it.”

“I don't want to be a legend. I just want to be normal.”

“Too late.” Lucien enters through the other door, tablet in hand. He's put together as always - crisp shirt, wire-rimmed glasses - but there's something in his eyes when he sees me sitting there in Callum's oversized shirt. Hunger. Carefully controlled but unmistakable. “You integrated a void, synchronized four bonds, and destroyed a containment system that's been operating for decades. Normal is no longer an option.”

“Thanks. That's comforting.”

“It's accurate.” He adjusts his glasses, but his gaze drops to where the shirt has slipped off my shoulder. His lattice-work flickers gold under his skin. “But if it helps, you're our normal. And that's what matters.”

Rhys materializes in the corner. Fully solid this time. His void-touched eyes are clearer than they've been in days, and when he looks at me, I feel the cold wrap around my chest. Not threatening. Possessive.

“All four of you in one room,” Mara observes from the doorway. “Should I be worried?”

“Only if you're planning to get between us and breakfast,” Jax says. But he's not looking at Mara. He's looking at me.

They all are.

Four men. Four bonds. And I want every single one of them.

The air in the kitchen feels too thick. Too warm. Callum's hand is still on my back, a steady pressure. Jax's kinetic field is crackling in the air between us. Lucien's lattice-work is sketching invisible patterns on my skin. Rhys's void is a cold promise wrapping around my ribs.

I need them. Not because I'm dying. Not because the Heatline demands it.

Because I'm alive and they're mine and I'm done waiting.

Callum catches my eye. Raises an eyebrow. Asking without words if I'm ready.

I am. But he's not going to let me skip eating. I can see it in his face.

“After breakfast,” he says firmly.

“Callum - ”

“You haven't eaten in over twelve hours. You're eating first.” His hand tightens on my back. “Then we'll talk. Upstairs.”

Jax laughs. “He's right. You look like you're about to pass out. Sit. Eat. Then we'll give you exactly what you want.”

The promise in his voice makes heat pool low in my belly. But I'm also starving, so I don't argue.

Lucien pulls together a plate. Bread. Cheese. Some dried fruit someone scavenged. It's not fancy, but it's real food. He sets it in front of me, his fingers brushing mine as he pulls away.

“Eat,” he says quietly. “We're not going anywhere.”

I eat. Quickly. Aware of four sets of eyes watching me. The tension in the room is thick enough to cut.

Mara grins. “Oh, this is happening.”

“What's happening?” Victoria asks.

“Nothing you want details about, Mom.” Mara steers her mother toward the door. “Let's go check on the others. Give them some space.”

When the kitchen empties, I'm left with four men and the weight of what I'm about to ask for.

“So,” Jax says. “This is about the bond thing, isn't it?”

“The bond thing?”

“The all-of-us-at-once thing. The why-choose thing.” He's grinning, and blue sparks are jumping between his fingers, little arcs of kinetic energy that betray exactly how excited he is. “I'm in, by the way. In case that wasn't clear.”

“I haven't asked yet.”

“You don't have to. I can feel it through the bond. You want all of us. Together.” His eyes darken, and the air around him crackles. “And I'm saying yes before you even finish the question. Hell, I've been thinking about this since the synchronization. All of us. You in the middle. Fuck, Elara - ”

He cuts himself off, running a hand through his hair. More sparks. The light fixtures flicker.

“Easy,” Callum says.

“I am being easy.” Jax's grin turns wicked. “You haven't seen me not easy yet.”

Lucien clears his throat. “While Jax's enthusiasm is noted, perhaps we should let Elara actually speak.”

I take a breath. “I want all four of you. Not because the void demands it. Not because I'm dying. Because I'm finally alive and I don't want to choose between you. I don't want a hierarchy. I don't want to pretend I love one of you more than the others.” I look at each of them. “I want all of you. Equally. Completely. Is that... possible?”

“Yes,” Callum says immediately.

“Absolutely,” Jax adds.

“Theoretically sound,” Lucien says. Then, softer: “And emotionally necessary. For all of us.”

Rhys steps forward. His hand finds mine. Cold but steady. “I was designed to be a weapon. You made me choose to be a man. If you want all of us, you have all of us. No conditions. No competition.”

Something in my chest loosens. Relief. Anticipation. Want.

“So we're doing this,” I say.

“We're doing this,” Callum confirms. His hand slides from my back to my hip, possessive.

Jax's grin turns predatory. “Your room or mine?”

“Mine,” I say. “I want you in my space. In my bed.”

“Fuck,” Jax breathes. More sparks.

“Lead the way,” Lucien says quietly. But his eyes are hot behind those wire-rimmed glasses.

The tiny room feels charged, electric, like the air itself is humming with anticipation. Five bodies in a space meant for one. Yet somehow we fit. We always do.

I’m perched on the edge of the narrow cot, thighs pressed together, heart hammering against my ribs. Callum sits beside me, solid as ever, his thigh a warm, steady anchor against mine. Jax paces the short length of the room like a caged storm, kinetic energy crackling off him in faint blue sparks. Lucien leans against the far wall, arms crossed, gray eyes sharp and hungry as he catalogs every breath, every shift in my posture. Rhys hovers near the window, half-phase-shifted - present but giving me space, his void a cool, intangible caress along my spine.

“I don’t know how to do this,” I confess, voice barely above a whisper.

Callum’s hand finds my knee, thumb stroking slow circles. “Neither do we. But we’ll figure it out.”

“Together,” Lucien adds, voice low and deliberate.

I stand. Slowly. Look at each of them - four men who’ve become my foundation, my spark, my structure, my space. Four men I’ve chosen.

“I need you to understand something.” My words come out steadier than I feel. “This isn’t about the bonds. Not about resonance or survival or the Heatline keeping me from shattering. This is about me. Wanting you. All of you. Because I crave you. Because I ache for you. Is that enough?”

“Yes,” they say in unison - four voices, four truths.

I laugh, soft and breathless. “You didn’t even hesitate.”

Callum rises. Crosses to me in two strides. Cups my face with both hands. “Elara, we’ve been dying for this. For you to want us - not because the world is ending, but because you can’t stop thinking about our hands on you. Our mouths. Our cocks. That’s all we’ve ever wanted.”

“All of you?” I whisper.

“All of us,” Lucien confirms, pushing off the wall, closing the distance.

Jax stops pacing. Grins, wicked and bright. “So are we talking about it all night, or are we finally going to fuck?”

Heat floods my core. I reach for Callum first - because he’s always been my beginning. My mountain. The one who quiets the storm inside me.

“You first,” I tell him. “But not alone. I want them here. Watching. Touching. Feeling everything through the bond while you’re inside me.”

His amber eyes darken to molten gold. “You’re sure?”

“Completely.”

He kisses me - slow, deep, possessive. His tongue strokes mine like he’s memorizing every inch, and that familiar stillness wraps around us both, heavy and grounding. But this time it doesn’t exclude. I feel Jax’s kinetic hum vibrating along my skin like static electricity. Lucien’s lattice sketches invisible patterns across my breasts, teasing my nipples to hard peaks even through my shirt. Rhys’s void coils low in my belly, cool and patient, holding space for the heat building between us all.

Callum breaks the kiss. “Jax. Your turn.”

Jax is on me in a heartbeat - hands gripping my hips, yanking me flush against him. His mouth crashes into mine, fast and filthy, teeth nipping my lower lip until I gasp. “I’ve wanted this so fucking bad,” he growls against my ear. “Wanted to bury myself inside you without worrying I’d shatter everything. Wanted to feel you clench around my cock while I make you scream my name.”

“You never shattered me,” I breathe. “You set me on fire.”

He groans, hands sliding under my shirt, rough palms skating up my ribs to cup my breasts. His thumbs flick my nipples, sending jolts straight to my clit. I arch into him, already wet, aching.

Lucien steps closer. His fingers brush my shoulder - gentle, precise. “May I?”

I turn to him, breathless. “You never have to ask.”

“Yes, I do.” He cups my face, thumb tracing my swollen bottom lip. “Consent matters. Especially now. Especially when it’s just us wanting each other.” His voice drops. “I choose you, Elara. Not because the equations say it’s logical. Because every time I look at you, my cock hardens and my heart fucking races.”

I pull him down. His kiss is careful at first - deliberate, exploratory - then deeper, tongue sliding against mine like he’s mapping every response. When he pulls back, his eyes are wild. “Both my head and my heart want to fuck you senseless.”

Rhys is last. He’s still by the window, watching, waiting. I feel his gaze like a physical touch - cold, intense, reverent.

“Rhys,” I say softly.

He solidifies completely. Crosses to me in silence. Stops close enough that I can feel the chill radiating off him, but he doesn’t reach.

“You don’t have to include me,” he murmurs. “The three of them are - ”

“You’re mine.” I cut him off. Take his hand - cold, steady. “Just as much as they are. I want four. I want you inside me, filling me, while they watch and touch and feel it all.”

His eyes flare. “Why?”

“Because you chose me when you were built to end me. Because you taught the void how to cradle instead of consume. Because I love you.” I rise on my toes. “Do you choose me?”

“Yes.” The word is raw, broken. “Always yes.”

I kiss him - cold lips, deep tongue, tasting frost and patience and endless hunger. When I pull back, all four surround me. Waiting. Hard. Ready.

“All of you,” I say. “Together. Now.”

Callum sits on the cot, pulls me into his lap so I’m straddling him. Jax drops to his knees in front of us, hands shoving my skirt up my thighs. Lucien moves to my right, fingers threading into my hair. Rhys stands to my left, void wrapping around my chest like cool silk.

Clothes come off slowly. Deliberately. My shirt first - Callum’s big hands peeling it over my head, exposing my lace bra. Jax yanks my panties down, growls at the sight of me bare and slick for them. Lucien unhooks my bra with precise fingers, letting my breasts spill free. Rhys’s chill brushes my nipples, making them tighten painfully.

Callum’s pants open next. His cock springs free - heavy, thick, already leaking at the tip. He lifts me, notches himself at my entrance. Waits.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I do. His eyes burn.

“Say it.”

“I choose you.” My voice trembles with need. “All of you.”

He lowers me slowly. The stretch is exquisite - inch by inch, filling me until I’m seated fully, clit grinding against his base. I moan, head falling back.

Jax’s mouth is on my thigh - hot, open-mouthed kisses trailing higher. His tongue flicks my clit once, twice, then circles slow and filthy while Callum starts to thrust - deep, measured rolls of his hips.

Lucien’s mouth finds my neck - teeth grazing, sucking marks I’ll wear tomorrow. His hand cups my breast, rolling the nipple between thumb and finger. “Say my name,” he demands.

“Lucien.” I gasp as Callum hits that spot inside me. “Lucien - I choose you.”

“Again.”

“Lucien - fuck - ”

Rhys’s void coils tighter around my ribs, cool pressure on my heart. His hand - solid now - slides between me and Callum, fingers finding my clit, circling in time with Jax’s tongue.

“Rhys,” he growls low. “Say mine.”

“Rhys.” I’m shaking. “Rhys - I choose you. I choose all of you.”

Callum’s thrusts turn harder - faster. Jax sucks my clit into his mouth. Lucien bites my shoulder. Rhys’s fingers press just right.

The orgasm builds like a tidal wave - slow, inevitable, devastating. It crashes through me, pulsing around Callum’s cock, rippling out through the bonds. They feel it - all of them. Groans and curses fill the room as my pleasure echoes into their bodies.

Callum follows with a guttural sound, hips slamming up as he spills deep inside me, hot and thick.

We collapse - sweaty, trembling, tangled. Jax presses kisses to my thigh. Lucien strokes my hair. Rhys’s void softens to a gentle embrace. Callum holds me against his chest.

“That was - ” Jax starts, voice wrecked.

“Perfect,” I finish.

We lie there, breathing each other in. Skin on skin. Bonds humming in quiet harmony.

No survival. No crisis.

Just us.

Chosen. Loved. Completely.

And for the first time, the future feels like something we get to build - together.
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Chapter 18
Lucien


The data uploads at 4:47 AM.

Twenty years of containment records. Detention logs. Suppression protocols. Internal memos discussing “acceptable catalyst mortality rates” like they're talking about quarterly earnings instead of human lives.

And the chamber. The sublevel containment system. The proof that Havenfall wasn't built to protect catalysts - it was built to break them.

I watch the progress bar tick toward completion. My tablet screen casts blue light across the dark room. My lattice-work is flickering under my skin - gold patterns forming and dissolving as I process what I'm about to do.

This isn't just whistleblowing. This is burning the institution to the ground.

The files go to every major supernatural network. Every catalyst rights organization. Every Council oversight committee that's supposed to regulate places like Havenfall.

By morning, the supernatural world will know what this Academy really is.

Upload complete.

I set the tablet down. Lean back in the chair. Wait for the panic. The regret. The fear that I've just made myself a target.

Nothing comes. Just a cold, fierce satisfaction.

They tortured Elara. Engineered her like a weapon. Trapped seven catalysts in stasis for decades. Forced bonds. Suppressed power. Killed anyone who didn't fit their parameters.

And I just exposed every single crime.

The door opens behind me. I don't need to turn around to know who it is. I can feel her through the bond. Elara's presence wraps around me - warm, alive, free.

“You did it,” she says.

“Yes.”

“How do you feel?”

I consider the question. Really consider it. “Dangerous.”

She laughs. Soft. Surprised. “Dangerous?”

“I just destroyed an institution that's existed for over a century. I exposed crimes that implicate some of the most powerful people in three districts. I made myself an enemy of the state.” I finally turn to look at her. She's standing in the doorway, wearing one of Jax's shirts and nothing else. It's too big on her, the sleeves falling past her elbows, the hem barely covering her thighs. Her dark hair is mussed from sleep. “I should be terrified. But I just feel... powerful.”

She crosses to me. Slowly. Her eyes are dark. Intent. “You are powerful. You always have been.”

“Not like this. Before, my power was theoretical. Abstract. Equations and resonance patterns.” I stand. “But this? This is real. This changes everything.”

“Good.” She stops in front of me. Close enough to touch. “The old system deserved to burn.”

I reach for her. Can't help it. My hands find her waist, pulling her against me. “I keep thinking about what they did to you. How they engineered you. Suppressed you. Tried to break you.” My voice drops. Goes rough. “And it makes me want to destroy everything they built.”

“You just did.”

“Not enough.” I slide my hands under the shirt. Feel bare skin. Warm. Alive. “I want to erase every trace of what they tried to make you. I want to replace every memory of suppression with something real.”

Her breath hitches. “Lucien - ”

“I want you.” The words come out raw. Desperate. “Right now. Right here. I need to feel you. Need to know you're real and free and mine.”

“I'm yours.” Her hands find my chest. “I've always been yours.”

I kiss her. Hard. Possessive. Not the careful, measured kiss I usually give her. This is need. This is hunger. This is years of watching people suffer and finally being able to do something about it.

She makes a sound - surprise or pleasure, I can't tell - and opens for me. Her tongue slides against mine and I taste coffee and want and freedom.

I walk her backward. Her spine hits the wall with a soft thud. I'm pressed against her, my hips pinning hers, and I can feel how ready she is. How much she wants this.

“Tell me you want this,” I demand against her mouth.

“I want this.”

“Say my name.”

“Lucien.” Her voice is breathless. Wrecked. “Lucien, please - “

“Please what?” I slide my hand up her thigh. Under the shirt. Find her bare and wet and perfect. “Tell me exactly what you want. Use your words.”

“I want you inside me. I want you to fuck me until I forget everything except your name.”

The crude language from her mouth breaks something in me. Some last piece of control I've been holding onto.

“Turn around,” I growl.

She does. Hands braced against the wall. I push the shirt up over her hips. Run my hand over the curve of her ass. She's beautiful. Perfect. Mine.

I open my pants. My cock is already hard, aching, desperate for her. I notch myself at her entrance. Feel how slick she is. How ready.

“Look at you,” I murmur. “So wet for me. So ready to take my cock. Do you know how fucking beautiful you are like this?”

“Lucien - “

“Answer me.”

“No. I don't know. Tell me.”

I push inside. Slow. Deliberate. Inch by inch until I'm fully seated and she's gasping. “You're perfect. Absolutely fucking perfect. The way you take me. The way you clench around me like your body was made for this.”

I start to move. Long, deep strokes that make her whimper. My lattice-work is going wild - gold patterns sketching across her back, her hips, everywhere we're connected. I can see her nervous system lighting up. Every nerve ending firing with pleasure.

“I can see you,” I tell her. “Through the lattice. I can see exactly what makes you feel good. Exactly where to touch. Where to thrust. Where to - “ I angle my hips, hit that spot inside her that makes her cry out. “There. Right there.”

“Fuck - Lucien - “

“That's it. Say my name. Let everyone in this building know who's fucking you. Who's making you feel this good.”

I reach around. Find her clit. Circle it in time with my thrusts. The lattice shows me exactly how close she is. Exactly what she needs.

“You're going to come for me,” I tell her. “You're going to come on my cock while I fill you up. And then you're going to remember that you're free. That you're mine. That no system will ever control you again.”

“Yes- God, yes - “

“Not God. Me. Say it.”

“You - Lucien - you -”

Her orgasm hits. I feel it through the bond and through the lattice. Every muscle clenching. Every nerve firing. She's beautiful when she comes - absolutely devastating.

I follow a moment later. Thrusting hard and deep as I spill inside her. Marking her. Claiming her.

When we're both shaking and spent, I pull out slowly. She turns around, leaning against the wall for support.

“That was - “ she starts.

“Necessary,” I finish.

She laughs. Breathless. “I was going to say unexpected. You're usually so controlled.”

“I'm done being controlled.” I tuck myself back in. Help her straighten the shirt. “I just exposed Havenfall's darkest secrets. I'm allowed to lose control with the woman I love.”

“I'm not complaining.” She kisses me. Soft. Sweet. “I like you filthy.”

“Good. Because I plan to be filthy with you frequently.”

Her eyes light up. “Promises, promises.”

By noon, the world is on fire.

Not literally. But close.

I'm standing in the safe house common area, watching news feeds on my tablet. Every major supernatural network is running the story. The leaked files. The containment records. The proof that Havenfall Academy has been systematically abusing catalysts for decades.

Elara's beside me. Callum's behind us, arms crossed, watching over our shoulders. Jax is pacing. Rhys is standing by the window, fully solid, his void-touched eyes clear and focused.

“They're calling for Headmaster Thorne's arrest,” I say.

“Good,” Callum replies. His voice is cold. Satisfied. “He should have been arrested years ago.”

“The Supernatural Council is demanding his immediate removal and criminal investigation. The resistance networks are coordinating with Council oversight. They're not just asking anymore - they're forcing it.”

“And Havenfall's Board?”

“Dissolved. The Council's installing an interim governance structure until a proper election can be held.” I scroll through the updates. “They're calling it the Havenfall Reformation Council. Mixed representation - catalysts, Sentinels, shifters, elemental mages, educators, and resistance liaisons. No more single authority. No more unchecked power.”

Elara touches my arm. “So Thorne's actually gone?”

“As of two hours ago. Removed from the premises under Council guard. He's facing charges for unlawful containment, forced experimentation, and about forty other violations.” I look at her. “You did this. You're the proof that made it impossible for them to deny what was happening here.”

“We did this.” She looks at Callum, then at me. “All of us.”

“And the Supernatural Rights Commission just issued a statement condemning Havenfall's practices and calling for immediate oversight,” I continue. “They're sending monitors. Independent auditors. Making sure the changes are real and lasting.”

On the screen, a reporter is interviewing a catalyst who escaped Havenfall two years ago. She's crying. Talking about the suppression. The forced bonds. The containment cells.

“This is just the beginning,” I say. “It's going to get worse before it gets better. There will be investigations. Trials. People will try to cover up what they did.”

“Let them try,” Jax says. “The evidence is out there now. They can't hide it.”

My tablet pings. Another alert. I glance down.

“The new Council just issued their first mandate. They're suspending all forced bonding protocols effective immediately. They're opening the containment cells. They're allowing students to leave if they choose.”

“That fast?” Elara asks.

“They don't have a choice. The resistance made it clear - reform or face complete shutdown.” I scroll through the statement. “They're also establishing a victim support program. Counseling. Medical care. Financial assistance for anyone who wants to leave but has nowhere to go. And for those who were forced into unwanted bonds...” I pause. “They're researching bond dissolution. Safe methods. Voluntary only.”

“That's possible?” Elara's eyes widen.

“It should be. If bonds can be forced, they can be undone. It's just that no one bothered to study it before because the system didn't care about consent.” I keep reading. “They're also announcing that Havenfall will remain open as a voluntary training facility. No more suppression. No more forced bonds. Students can choose to attend. Choose to train. Choose to leave.”

“What kind of training?” Jax asks. “If they're not suppressing power anymore, what's the point?”

“Control. Refinement. Understanding.” I pull up another section. “The new model is about teaching people how to use their power safely. How to live with it. Not how to lock it away. They're bringing in instructors from different supernatural communities. Shifter mentors. Elemental masters. Healers. Making it a real academy instead of a prison.”

“Will anyone stay?” Elara asks.

“Some will. Not everyone was abused. Some catalysts genuinely benefited from the training.” I look up from the tablet. “But it's their choice now. That's the difference. And from what I'm seeing...” I scroll through the incoming reports. “Word is spreading. Other supernaturals are already asking about enrollment. Shifters who never had formal training. Elemental mages looking for community. Havenfall's becoming what it should have been from the start - a real sanctuary.”

Rhys steps forward, fully present. “What about the containment chamber? The sublevel system?”

“Being dismantled. The catalysts we freed are being relocated to proper medical facilities. Mara's mother included.”

“And the rest of Thorne's administration?”

“Under investigation. Anyone complicit in the containment protocols is being removed pending trial.” I pause. “The Council's cleaning house. This isn't just about Thorne. It's about dismantling the entire corrupt structure he built.”

The room goes quiet.

Then Jax laughs. Sharp. Disbelieving. “We actually did it. We actually brought them down.”

“Not just them,” I say. “We changed the entire system. Every Academy in every district is going to have to reevaluate their protocols now. Because if Havenfall can fall, so can they.”

Elara leans into me. “What happens to us now?”

“Whatever we want.” I wrap my arm around her. “We're free. All of us.”

Three days later, I'm standing in Havenfall's main courtyard, watching the transformation.

The suppression grid is still offline. Permanently. The wards that kept everyone's power dampened are gone. And the result is... chaos. Beautiful, messy, magical chaos.

A girl - maybe sixteen, brown skin, nervous eyes - is standing in the center of the quad with her hands raised. Fire dances between her fingers. Real fire. Not the weak, flickering flames the suppression grid would have allowed. This is power. Raw and unfiltered.

She's laughing. Crying. Staring at her own hands like she's seeing them for the first time.

Near the fountain, a boy is shifting. Not fully - just his hands. Claws extend. Fur ripples across his skin. Then it recedes. He shifts again. Testing. Learning. His friends are watching with wide eyes.

“He's a shifter,” Elara says beside me. “I didn't know Havenfall had shifters.”

“They did. They just couldn't shift while the grid was active.” I watch the boy's transformation with fascination. “The suppression wasn't just for catalysts. It affected all supernatural abilities. Shape-shifting. Elemental magic. Anything that didn't fit Havenfall's narrow definition of acceptable power.”

“And now they're free.”

“Now they're free.”

We walk through the courtyard. Students are everywhere. Some are testing their power. Others are just sitting in the sun, looking dazed. A few are packing bags, preparing to leave.

No one stops them. No Sentinels block the gates. No containment protocols activate.

If they want to leave, they can.

Jax stops abruptly. I follow his gaze to a boy sitting on a bench near the fountain. Maybe fourteen. Dark hair. Thin frame. His hands are glowing with faint blue light - kinetic energy, carefully controlled.

“That's him,” Jax says quietly. “Kael.”

“Who?”

“The kid. The one they hurt and dragged away.” His voice is tight. Raw.

I remember. The way Jax came back to the safe house shaking with rage. The way he couldn't sleep for days.

“Go,” I tell him, as we trail behind him.

He crosses the courtyard in long strides. The boy looks up when Jax approaches. His eyes go wide. Wary.

“Hey,” Jax says. He sits on the bench beside the kid. Not too close. Giving him space. “You remember me?”

The boy nods slowly. “You were there. When they - “ His voice breaks.

“Yeah. I was there. And I'm sorry. I'm sorry I couldn't stop them. I'm sorry I just stood there like a useless piece of shit while they hurt you.”

The boy stares at him. “You wanted to help?”

“Of course I wanted to help. I just... couldn't. I’m so sorry, man.” Jax's hands curl into fists. “But that system's gone now. You know that, right? They can't suppress you anymore. They can't lock you up for losing control.”

“They said I was dangerous.”

“You're not dangerous. You're just learning. And now you get to learn without someone punishing you every time you make a mistake.” Jax gestures to the boy's glowing hands. “That's good control, by the way. Really good. Who's been working with you?”

“One of the new instructors. She's a kinetic too. She said...” The boy's voice gets quieter. “She said it's okay to feel things. That power doesn't have to be locked away.”

“She's right.” Jax reaches out slowly. Carefully. His hand hovers near the boy's shoulder. “Can I?”

The boy nods.

Jax pulls him into a hug. The kid makes a sound, half sob, half gasp, and clings to him. Blue sparks jump between them. Kinetic energy recognizing kinetic energy.

“You're safe now,” Jax says into the kid's hair. “I promise. You're safe.”

When they pull apart, the boy is crying. But he's smiling too.

“Thank you,” he whispers.

“Don't thank me. You survived. That's all you.” Jax ruffles his hair. “You need anything, you find me. Yeah? I'm staying for a while. Making sure the transition doesn't get messy.”

The boy nods. Wipes his eyes. Then goes back to practicing with his power - more confident now.

Jax returns to us. His eyes are bright. Wet.

“You okay?” Elara asks softly.

“Better than okay.” He looks back at the kid. “That's what we did this for. Not the politics or the exposure. For him. For kids like him who deserve to learn without being terrified.”

I watch the boy's kinetic energy dance across his fingers. Controlled. Beautiful.

“One saved life at a time,” I murmur.

“Yeah,” Jax agrees. “One at a time.”

Near the east gate, I see a woman I recognize from the containment chamber. One of the seven we freed. She's standing with two younger catalysts - students, maybe - showing them something. Her hands glow with soft golden light. Healing magic.

“She's teaching,” Elara observes.

“She's choosing to stay.” I watch the woman guide one of the students through a technique. “Havenfall isn't ending. It's evolving. Becoming what it should have been from the beginning. A place where people can learn. Where they can be safe. But only if they choose it.”

Mara appears beside us with Victoria. The woman looks stronger than she did three days ago. Color in her cheeks. Life in her eyes.

“We're staying,” Mara says.

I look at her. Surprised. “Staying?”

“Mom needs medical monitoring. Real treatment, not just emergency care. And...” Mara's jaw sets. Determined. “There's more. I found something in the archives. Something about the containment network. Havenfall wasn't operating alone. There are other facilities. Other nodes in the system.”

Victoria touches her daughter's arm. “Mara wants to investigate. To find the others who might still be trapped.”

“It's not just about exposure anymore,” Mara continues. “It's about making sure every single person in every single facility gets freed. And I can't do that from somewhere else. I need to be here. In the archives. With access to the new Council.” She looks at me. “Thank you. For the files. For exposing them. For making sure my mother's story mattered. But the work isn't done.”

“You're sure?” Elara asks. “You don't owe Havenfall anything.”

“I don't owe Havenfall. I owe the people still trapped in places like it.” Mara's eyes are fierce. “Someone has to follow the threads. Someone has to make sure this never happens again. Might as well be me.”

Victoria smiles. Proud. “My daughter, the resistance fighter.”

“Resistance liaison, actually.” Mara grins. “The new Council offered me a position. Connecting with underground networks. Tracking down other facilities. Making sure the reformation doesn't stop at Havenfall's gates.”

“That's dangerous work,” I point out.

“Good thing I'm good at dangerous.” She looks at Elara. “You showed me what's possible. Now I'm going to make sure it spreads.”

Elara's watching a group of students heading toward the main gates with bags over their shoulders. “Some are still leaving.”

“And some are staying,” I say, glancing at Mara. “The ones who leave get to start fresh. The ones who stay get to build something better. Both are valid choices.”

“Havenfall's going to be different now,” Elara says.

“Good. It should be. Smaller, maybe. But the ones who stay will be here because they want to be. Because they believe in what this place could become.” I turn to look at the Academy. The old stone walls. The towers. The history. “It's not about the building. It's about the choice.”

Callum joins us. He's been doing patrols - old habits die hard - but his face is different now. Lighter. Less burdened.

“The Sentinels are reorganizing,” he says. “About half resigned. The ones who stay are signing new contracts. No more forced duty. No more suppression enforcement. They'll be protection only. Defense. Not control.”

“And you?” Elara asks.

“I'm staying. For now. Someone needs to make sure the transition doesn't turn violent.” He looks at her. “But not forever. Once things stabilize, I'm done. We're done.”

Jax appears on the other side of Elara. Rhys materializes beside me.

All five of us. Standing in the courtyard of the Academy that tried to break us.

And it's beautiful.

“What happens now?” Jax asks.

I look at Elara. At the woman who walked into a death chamber and walked out free. Who proved that unity was possible. Who changed everything just by refusing to break.

“Now?” I say. “Now we live.”

“Where?”

“Anywhere we want. That's the point.”

Rhys's void wraps around all of us. Cool. Steady. Grounding. “The Academy still stands.”

“Yes,” I agree. “But it doesn't own us anymore.”

And for the first time since I started studying this place, analyzing its systems, trying to understand its logic - I realize that was the goal all along.

Not to destroy Havenfall. To free it.

To let it become what it always should have been.

A choice.

Not a cage.
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Chapter 19
Elara


The night is quiet in a way I've never known before.

Not the brittle silence that used to follow danger, when I'd lie awake listening for the hum beneath my skin, waiting for the void to remind me it was still there. This quiet is warm. Settled. The kind that doesn't ask anything of me.

I'm in our room - not mine, not theirs, ours-and they're all here. Callum's by the window, watching the last of the sunset fade over Havenfall. Jax is sprawled across the bed, his kinetic field barely a whisper instead of the usual storm. Lucien's reading something on his tablet, glasses perched on his nose. Rhys is sitting in the chair near the bed, fully solid, his dark eyes warm and focused. He's close. Present. Not hovering in shadows anymore.

We're not doing anything. We're just... existing. Together.

And it's perfect.

I'm aware of my body - not as something fragile or volatile, but as something whole. Steady. When I breathe, nothing pulls back. No void screaming in my chest. No Heatline demanding I choose or fracture or survive.

Just me. And them. And the future stretching out before us like an open road.

They're watching me now. Not with the sharp edge of vigilance they used to carry, not like they're bracing for impact. Just attention. Presence. Four different kinds of it, braided together in a way that feels inevitable.

I move first.

I don't ask permission. Don't need to. I cross to Callum and let my hand find his chest, feel the solid heat of him beneath my palm. His breath shifts immediately - a small, controlled hitch he doesn't bother hiding from me anymore.

“Stay,” I murmur, though it's not really a request.

His hands come up slowly, deliberately, as if he's giving me time to change my mind. I don't. When his touch settles at my waist, it's steady - not protective, not restraining. Just there.

And that's when it hits me, sharp and sweet all at once.

He's not guarding me.

He's choosing me.

Callum

She's calm.

That's the first thing I register, the thing that knocks the breath from my lungs harder than her touch. Not braced. Not flickering with barely-contained power. No undercurrent I need to track or contain or anchor before it explodes.

She's just... here. Present. Whole.

I don't feel the need to stand between her and the world anymore.

And somehow, she's come to me anyway.

The pride that rises in my chest is quieter than it used to be - deeper. I let my hands rest where she put them, resisting the old instinct to pull her closer, shield her, lock her down in my stillness until nothing can touch her.

She doesn't need that anymore.

She just wants me here.

And that's enough. More than enough.

Elara

Jax is watching from the bed, and when I turn toward him, his smile isn't sharp or feral. It's soft around the edges in a way that still surprises me sometimes.

He doesn't rush me. Doesn't spark or crackle or demand. He just waits, like he knows I'll come.

I do.

His hands slide into my hair when I reach him, gentle for once, his forehead resting against mine. “You okay?” he asks, low enough that it's just for me.

“I'm more than okay.”

Something eases in his expression. Relief. Like he's been holding his breath for weeks and can finally let it out.

Jax

There's no spike in the bond. No surge of panic or need or desperation.

She's here. She's choosing us. And no one's about to tear it away.

For the first time in my life, I don't feel like the chaos they're managing. The wild card they're not sure they can handle. The electricity that might blow the circuit if they're not careful.

I feel... kept.

Like I belong here. Like she wants me here not because I'm useful or necessary, but because she wants me.

That's fucking everything.

Elara

Lucien is sitting at the small desk in the corner, tablet in hand. But I feel his attention like a held breath - precise, focused, waiting.

When I finally look at him, his gaze doesn't flicker away. There's no calculation there tonight. No lattice - work sketching patterns to analyze my responses. No equations running behind his eyes.

Just intent.

He sets the tablet aside and steps close enough that his voice brushes my ear when he speaks.

“You're steady,” he murmurs, so quietly it feels like a secret. “Do you know how rare that is? How beautiful?”

My pulse jumps anyway.

His fingers trace the line of my spine - not claiming, not testing. Reverent. Like he's memorizing something he no longer needs to quantify.

“You don't belong to the system anymore,” he continues softly. “You never really did. But now... now you belong only where you choose to be.”

His mouth curves just slightly. “Here.”

Heat pools low in my body, slow and heavy.

Lucien

I'm not measuring anymore. Not cataloguing her responses or anticipating outcomes or running probability matrices in the back of my mind.

I'm just feeling.

And what I feel is this: she doesn't need structure. She doesn't need containment or control or someone to organize the chaos into something manageable.

She doesn't even need us.

And that's what makes this exquisite.

That she wants us anyway. That she chooses us not out of necessity but out of desire.

That she lets me see her like this - unguarded and certain - is more intimate than any equation I've ever solved.

Elara

Rhys is the only one still holding back. Not withdrawn, just... careful. Like he's waiting for permission even though I've given it a hundred times.

I cross to him and take his hand, lacing our fingers together. His breath stutters like he didn't expect that. Like part of him still doesn't quite believe he's allowed.

“Don't disappear on me,” I say softly.

“I wouldn't.” His voice is rough. Then, quieter: “I don't want to.”

Something in his shoulders loosens when I draw him closer. When I show him with my body what my words already have - that he's not a weapon I'm tolerating. He's a man I'm choosing.

Rhys

I've been useful for most of my life.

A blade. A contingency. A last resort. The thing you pull out when everything else has failed and you need something cold enough to do what needs doing.

This is different.

She doesn't pull me in like she's claiming a resource or deploying an asset.

She invites me like she's making space. Like there's room for me here not because I earned it or proved I was worth it, but because she wants me.

The difference is everything.

Elara

We move together after that, slow and unhurried, the night stretching around us like we have all the time in the world.

Because we do.

There's no countdown. No crisis waiting around the corner. No void ticking down toward detonation. Just us and this room and the future we're building together.

Callum's hands are steady on my hips as he lowers me onto the bed. Jax's mouth finds my neck, kissing slow and deep. Lucien's fingers thread through my hair. Rhys's cool presence wraps around all of us, holding space.

This isn't the desperate synchronization from before. This isn't survival sex or grounding or crisis management.

This is just us. Wanting each other. Choosing each other.

Again.

Clothes come off slowly. There's no urgency. No frantic need to get skin on skin before something explodes.

Jax kisses me like we have forever. Deep and hungry but not desperate. His kinetic field wraps around me but it's not chaos anymore - it's excitement. Energy without destruction.

When he finally pushes inside me, it's slow. Deliberate. Every inch felt and savored. I gasp against his mouth and his eyes light up with satisfaction.

“That's it,” he breathes. “Just feel me. Feel us.”

I do. I feel all of them through the bonds. Callum's steady presence. Jax's kinetic hum. Lucien's precise attention. Rhys's cool certainty.

They're all here. All present. All mine.

Callum's hand finds my breast, thumb circling my nipple until I arch into the touch. “Fuck, you're beautiful like this,” he murmurs. “So perfect. So ours.”

“Yours,” I agree. “All of you. Equally.”

Lucien's mouth is on my throat now, sucking marks I'll wear tomorrow. His voice is low and filthy in my ear. “Say our names. Tell us who you belong to.”

“Jax.” My voice breaks on a moan as he thrusts deeper. “Callum. Lucien. Rhys. I belong to all of you.”

“And we belong to you,” Jax says. His hands tighten on my hips. “Not because we have to. Because we choose to.”

Rhys's fingers find my clit, circling in perfect rhythm with Jax's thrusts. His void wraps tighter, a cool pressure that makes everything else feel sharper, hotter, more.

“Come for us,” he says quietly. “Let us feel it.”

The orgasm builds slow. Not explosive or desperate. Just inevitable. Rolling through me in waves that pulse through all four bonds at once.

They feel it. All of them. I hear their groans, their curses, their gasps as my pleasure echoes into their bodies through the network we've built.

Jax follows a moment later, his kinetic field sparking bright as he comes deep inside me.

When we collapse together, tangled and breathless, the quiet returns.

But it doesn't feel empty.

It feels full.

We lie there for a long time. No one speaks. We don't need to.

Callum's arm is heavy across my waist. Jax's head is on my shoulder. Lucien's hand is in my hair. Rhys's void is wrapped around all of us like a blanket.

This isn't fragile. This isn't something I have to protect or maintain or fight for.

This is just... ours.

“What happens now?” Jax asks eventually.

I think about it. Really think about it. Not in terms of survival or strategy or crisis management. Just in terms of what I want.

“Now we live,” I say. “We figure out where to go. What to build. Who we want to be when there's no one trying to kill us.”

“Any ideas?” Lucien asks.

“Not yet. But we have time to figure it out.” I look at each of them. “Together.”

“Together,” they echo.

Callum presses a kiss to my shoulder. “We could stay here. Help rebuild Havenfall. Make sure the reforms stick.”

“Or we could leave,” Jax counters. “Go somewhere no one knows us. Start fresh.”

“Both are valid,” Lucien points out. “We don't have to decide tonight.”

“No,” I agree. “We don't.”

But even as I say it, I realize something.

It doesn't matter where we go. What we do. How we build our lives from here.

As long as we're together, we're home.

Rhys's void pulses once. Agreement. “This isn't ending tomorrow.”

“No,” I say. “It's not.”

And for the first time in my life, I believe it.

Not because I have to. Not because I'm trying to convince myself or survive one more day.

Because it's true.

We made it through the fire. Through the void. Through the system that tried to break us.

And we came out the other side whole.

Not perfect. Not undamaged. But whole.

Together.

And that's enough.

More than enough.

That's everything.
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Chapter 20
Elara


We’re leaving tomorrow.

Not forever. Not running. Not escaping.

Just… choosing.

That difference matters more than I knew it could.

Tonight, the Academy is quiet in a way it’s never been quiet before. Not the hush of enforced curfew. Not the silence of fear. This is the soft, ordinary calm that comes after a storm when everyone is too tired to pretend they aren’t relieved to still be breathing.

I sit on the edge of my bed and watch the candle flame tremble as if it’s unsure whether it’s allowed to exist without permission.

No wards press at the edges of my skin. No grid hums beneath the floorboards. No invisible hands try to steer me back into line.

Just air.

Just space.

Just me.

Callum leans in the doorway, shoulder against the frame like he belongs there - which he does, now. His gaze moves over me in that slow, steady way that used to make my chest tighten with the fear of being seen too clearly.

Now it makes me exhale.

“Can’t sleep?” he asks.

“I can.” I tilt my head. “I’m just… not sure I want to.”

His mouth curves, subtle and warm. “Because it’s the last night?”

I swallow. “Because it’s the first.”

He pushes off the frame and crosses the room, unhurried. His hand finds my jaw - not claiming, not demanding. Just grounding. A touch that says: you’re here. I’m here. We’re real.

“You don’t have to hold the whole world together anymore,” he murmurs.

I laugh once, breathless. “That’s funny. Because I feel like I’m finally learning how.”

His thumb brushes over my cheekbone. “Same thing.”

The bond between us doesn’t flare. It doesn’t snap bright with urgency. It settles - quiet and steady, like a door closing softly instead of slamming.

A knock sounds at the door, then the sound of someone opening it without waiting.

“Of course you’re in here,” Jax announces, voice pitched with that familiar irreverence. “I leave you alone for five minutes and - ”

He stops when he sees Callum’s hand on my face. His grin doesn’t fade, but his eyes go sharper, softer beneath it.

“I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“You’re always interrupting,” Lucien says from the hallway, drifting in like smoke.

Rhys follows him - silent, shadowed, eyes watchful. He pauses just inside the threshold like he’s checking the room for threats that aren’t there anymore.

But I know what he’s really checking.

Me.

Us.

Whether this peace can be trusted.

I pat the bed. “Get in here.”

Jax’s brows lift. “Bossy.”

“Final night at Havenfall,” I say. “I’m allowed.”

Jax gives a low laugh and sprawls across the foot of the bed like he owns it. Lucien takes his time, leaning a shoulder against the dresser as if he’s choosing the angle he wants to view me from.

Rhys doesn’t move until I hold out my hand.

When his fingers slide into mine, the bond doesn’t bite. It doesn’t claw.

It… warms.

He exhales through his nose like he didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath for the last year of his life.

Callum sits beside me, close enough that our thighs press. His hand drifts to my wrist, thumb resting over my pulse.

“Is this what you wanted?” he asks quietly.

I look at them - four men who should never have been mine in a world built on containment and control. Four men who fought beside me, bled with me, held the line when I didn’t think there was any line left to hold.

Four bonds the system said would tear me apart.

Instead, they held.

“It’s not the place,” I say. “It never was.”

Jax’s grin fades into something real. “It’s not the fight,” he says, like he’s repeating the words back to himself.

“It’s what stays,” Lucien murmurs, eyes on mine. His voice is velvet and steel - danger made beautiful. “Even when everything else burns.”

Rhys’s fingers tighten on mine. “And what doesn’t.”

My throat constricts.

I thought freedom would feel like a door slamming open.

I didn’t expect it to feel like hands at my back - steady, patient - letting me walk through on my own.

“I keep thinking,” I admit, “that I’ll wake up and it’ll be gone. That the grid will be back. That I’ll feel the walls press in again. That someone will tell me I imagined all of it.”

Callum’s hand slides to the back of my neck, anchoring me. “Then we’ll remind you,” he says. “Every day.”

Jax tilts his head. “We could start right now.”

Lucien’s gaze flicks over me, slow. “We could.”

Heat curls low in my belly - not sharp, not frantic. Just alive. Just mine.

Rhys watches me like he’s waiting for me to decide what I want. Like he’ll follow my lead even if it drags him straight into the light.

I swallow, then shake my head, a laugh escaping.

“Not like that,” I say. “Not tonight.”

Jax groans dramatically. “Tragic.”

Lucien’s mouth curves. “Our poor timing.”

But Callum doesn’t look disappointed. He looks… proud. Like he’s watching me choose for myself in a way I never could before.

“What do you want?” he asks.

I close my eyes for a second. Listen inward.

The void is still there - faint now, like a scar under the skin instead of a living hunger. It doesn’t pulse with pressure. It doesn’t whisper threats.

It’s quiet.

And in that quiet, my bonds hum - not demanding, not consuming.

Present.

“I want to remember this,” I say softly. “I want to carry it with me. The peace. The fact that the world didn’t end when I stopped fighting for one night.”

Rhys’s expression shifts - something unguarded flickering through. “It feels wrong,” he says, honest. “To rest.”

“It feels unfamiliar,” I correct gently.

Lucien reaches out, one finger brushing the inside of my wrist - an intimate touch that doesn’t ask for permission because I’ve already given it, a hundred times over, in every way that matters.

“Then we’ll make it familiar,” he says. “Slowly.”

Jax leans back on his hands, gaze angled toward the ceiling. “We should make a list,” he declares. “Places. Things. Normal stuff.”

Callum’s brow lifts. “A list.”

“Yeah,” Jax says. “Like… what do people do when they aren’t being hunted and contained and emotionally brutalized by evil institutions?”

“Eat,” Lucien offers, deadpan. “Sleep.”

“Touch grass,” Jax says.

Rhys huffs something that might be a laugh.

I smile, real, unforced. It shocks me how easy it is now, when the fear isn’t living in my bones.

“I want the coast,” I say suddenly. “I want to stand where the land ends and the water keeps going. I want to feel small without feeling powerless.”

Callum’s hand tightens at my neck. “Then we’ll take you.”

“And mountains,” I add. “Because I want to see how far the sky goes.”

Jax’s grin returns. “Okay, Trouble. I’ll allow it.”

Lucien’s eyes catch mine. “And I want to watch you discover what you like,” he says, voice low. “When no one is telling you what you’re allowed to want.”

Heat flares in my chest at that, not just desire, but something deeper. Something fierce and tender.

Rhys’s gaze drops to our linked hands. “I want…” He pauses like the words are foreign. “I want to stop waiting for the punishment.”

Silence settles.

Not heavy. Not grim.

Honest.

I squeeze his fingers. “Then we stop waiting,” I say. “Together.”

The bonds pulse, soft as a heartbeat. Not a chain. Not a cage.

A promise.

The next morning, the courtyard is full.

Students move through the space that used to feel like a controlled environment, like a monitored cell. They talk in clusters. They laugh - cautious at first, then louder. Some of them still look over their shoulders out of habit, like fear has muscle memory.

But no one is stopping them.

No suppression buzzes at the edge of the air. No protocols flash warnings. No wardens watch from the balconies like gods.

Havenfall stands the way it always has - stone and history and scars.

But the energy is different.

It’s… theirs.

I stand in the center of the courtyard, breathing it in like I’m trying to memorize the taste of a world that finally belongs to the people living in it.

“You ready?” Callum asks behind me.

I turn.

They’re all there - Callum steady and solid, Jax restless with that barely-contained urge to run, Lucien watching me like a secret he never plans to share, Rhys quiet and lethal and finally not alone.

My bonds. My choices. My future.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m ready.”

“We’re not running,” Jax says, like he needs to hear it out loud.

“We’re not hiding,” Rhys adds.

“We’re just going,” Lucien says, voice like a promise with teeth.

“To see what exists beyond Havenfall’s walls,” Callum finishes softly. “To build a life that isn’t shaped by crisis.”

Mara steps out of the administrative building with a stack of files in her arms. She’s been working like the world depends on her - because in some ways, it does.

She looks steadier now. Sharper. Like she found her purpose in the wreckage and decided to turn it into something useful.

“You’re really leaving,” she says, stopping in front of us.

“For now,” I say. “We’ll be back to visit.”

“You’d better.” She drops the files onto a bench with a huff. “Someone has to stop me from turning into an archive goblin.”

I laugh. “You love the archives.”

“I do,” she admits, then steps in and hugs me - quick and fierce. “Thank you. For breaking the system. For showing us what was possible.”

“You did that,” I say into her shoulder.

“We did it together.” She pulls back, eyes bright but not sad. “Now go. Be free. Be happy. Be everything they tried to stop you from being.”

I look at her. “You sure you want to stay?”

Her smile turns sharp. “Positive. There’s work to do. Threads to pull. And besides…” She glances toward the building, then back at me. “I might’ve found something.”

“Something?” Jax echoes, instantly interested.

Mara’s eyes flicker with that familiar spark - curiosity mixed with danger.

“Later,” she says, and squeezes my hand. “Today is yours.”

I hug her one last time. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“No promises.”

We leave through the main gate.

No one stops us.

No wards activate.

No protocols snap to attention and try to drag me back inside.

We just… walk out.

And it feels like flying.

Behind us, Havenfall stands - solid, ancient, evolving.

But it doesn’t own us anymore.

And that’s the difference.
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Want One More Scene?

Elara’s story doesn’t end here.

If you’d like a bonus scene - one last, intimate moment with Elara and her bonds, set after the events of this book, you can get it free by joining my reader list.

Download HERE
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Coming Next in This World

Havenfall has fallen.

But the systems built to contain power did not disappear.

Mara’s story continues in The Black Veil Order, a new dark paranormal why-choose trilogy set in the aftermath of Havenfall’s collapse.

Coming soon…
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