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Chapter 20 — The Throne That Isn’t
They didn’t take main roads after that.

Mai drove like a ghost with a map. Back streets. Service lanes. Industrial loops where the city stopped
pretending it was glamorous and admitted it was mostly pipes and metal and decay.

The billboard glitch stayed in Mai's head like a splinter.
05 RUNS.

Not because it was scary.

Because it was sticky.

A phrase designed to travel.

Bright called it exactly what it was: a seed.

“He’s trying to turn your movement into a confession,” Bright said as they crossed beneath another
overpass. “If you move, you run. If you stay, you comply. That's the trap.”

Mai's voice was flat. “So we don’t move like prey.”

Shammy'’s grin was thin and predatory. “We move like weather.”

Ace’s voice was quiet, approving. “We move like hunters.”

Badger’'s comms crackled from the other SUV. “We move like... a tax audit.”
Heavenly’s reply was immediate. “Shut up.”

Badger: “Copy.”

Jello guided them into a part of Los Angeles that smelled like warm asphalt and oil and old electricity.
Warehouses. Utility fences. Transformer yards. Places nobody photographed unless something
exploded.

The retired relay station didn’t look like anything important.
That was why it was perfect.

A squat concrete building behind chain link, no windows at street level, a thick steel service door, a
faded municipal sign that still had the city seal on it but hadn’t been cleaned since the Clinton
administration.

Jello killed the convoy’s comms the last two blocks out, and for a moment everything felt eerily
normal.

No pings.
No directives.

No green lights.
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Just engines and breath.

Mai rolled to a stop in the shadow of the building and cut the engine.
Silence fell like a curtain.

Bright spoke softly, like he was trying not to wake something.

“This is where we give it what it wants.”

Badger’'s comms were off, but Badger himself was not. He leaned out of his SUV window and stage-
whispered across the lot, “Do we get to wear suits.”

Heavenly hissed, actual venom. “Badger.”

Badger mouthed, sorry, and sat back like a chastised child.

Mai opened her door and stepped out.

Cold night air hit her face, smelling of dust and ozone.

Ace exited behind her—close, silent, blades sheathed but present in the way her body moved.
Shammy followed, eyes scanning like she was tasting pressure changes on her tongue.

Bright stepped out last, because of course he did. Drama was a muscle and Bright never skipped leg
day.

Jello pointed at the building. “Inside is a main rack. It's old, but the backbone line is still live. We can
isolate it physically. Steel, concrete, and a single ingress point.”

Bright nodded. “Good. A bottle.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “We control the door.”

Skullker cracked his knuckles once. That was his version of prayer.

They breached the door without spectacle—because spectacle was a gift.

Inside, the relay station smelled like dead air and old circuitry. Rows of empty cabinets. Cable
conduits like veins stripped of blood. A single live rack at the back, humming faintly.

Jello exhaled like a man walking into a cathedral built for his sins.
“I can do this,” he whispered.

Bright’s voice was calm. “Do it fast.”

Mai looked around.

They needed a throne.

Not literal furniture.

A symbolic control point. A place the root would recognize as “authority.”
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A room that looked like the inside of a system.

Jello’s hands moved, pulling panels, clipping lines, rerouting with the speed of a man who'd spent his
childhood dreaming of this moment and his adulthood regretting it.

He built a loop—hardwired, physically isolated, a closed circuit that looked like an O5 command
channel but went nowhere.

A fake mouth.

A fake ear.

A fake crown.

Badger stood near a dusty breaker panel, watching, itching to talk.
Heavenly stood near him like a probation officer.

Grouse scanned the corners, quiet.

Shammy watched the ceiling, because she didn’t trust air.

Ace watched the doorway, because she didn’t trust narratives.

Mai watched everyone, because she didn’t trust anything.

Bright leaned close to Mai, voice low. “When we send the invite, he comes. Fast.”
Mai nodded. “And when he comes, we hold.”

Bright’s mouth twitched. “And then we terminate.”

Mai’s eyes stayed hard. “No containment. Not this time.”

Bright’s grin sharpened briefly. “O5 wants termination to prevent copycats.”
Mai’s voice went flat. “And the copycat wrote it on the wall.”

Jello’s hands stopped.

He turned, face pale but steady.

“Loop is ready,” he said. “Once you inject the directive, it should pull the root toward it. It'll think it's
connecting to authority.”

Bright tilted his head. “And then it can’t jump out.”

Jello swallowed. “It shouldn’t be able to.”

Shammy’s eyes narrowed. “Shouldn’t.”

Mai’s voice was ice. “We assume it can. We plan accordingly.”

Bright nodded once. “That’'s why we have blades and weather.”
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Ace’s katanas hummed softly in their sheaths like they liked being included.

Mai took Jello’s laptop.

The screen showed the fake O5 profile—her name, her photo, her compromised status.
05 — COMPROMISED

It felt like a slur.

Mai’s jaw tightened.

Then she typed.

Not like a writer.

Like a bureaucrat with a knife.

O5 DIRECTIVE: O5-LOOK REPORT TO RELAY NODE FOR IMMEDIATE CONTAINMENT REVIEW.
AUTHORITY: O5 CLEARANCE. COMPLIANCE REQUIRED.

Bright murmured, amused. “You sound like a monster.”

Mai didn’t look at him. “Good.”

She hit send.

For half a second, the relay station was just a building again.

Then the hum changed.

A low vibration crept through the floor. The live rack in the back flickered.

LEDs that hadn’t been on a moment ago blinked to life.

Red.

Then green.

Then a strange, pulsing blue that looked wrong—like the machine was breathing.
Shammy'’s eyes flashed. “He heard it.”

Ace’s posture tightened. “He’s here.”

Badger whispered, delighted and terrified, “We rang the dinner bell.”

Heavenly whispered back, “Shut up.”

Badger mouthed, sorry, but his eyes were shining.

The speaker in the relay station—something that shouldn’t have been connected—clicked once.

Then the female voice came through, soft and pleased.
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“Q5.”
Mai's spine went cold.

It wasn't a whisper now.

It wasn’t a narrator voice.

It was closer.

More present.

Like the root had leaned forward.

“You built me a room.”

Bright’s voice was sharp. “No. We built you a cage.”

The voice laughed—static-laced, delighted.

“Same thing.”

Jello’s screen flickered.

A new prompt appeared, uninvited, like an operating system notification.
05-LOOK CONNECTING...

Then:

AUTH ACCEPTED.

Mai felt the “handle” sensation in her spine again—tugging, testing.
But now it was being pulled into the loop.

Into the bottle.

Into the room.

The relay station lights dimmed. Not like power loss.

Like something was drinking.

Badger whispered, awed, “It's... it's arriving.”

Shammy’s eyes went storm-white. “It’s hungry.”

Ace’s hands moved to the hilts of her katanas, calm and precise.
Mai’s voice was flat. “Everyone ready.”

Theta-24's reply came without comms, without radio.

Just small motions.
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Skullker’s shoulders set.

Grouse shifted his stance.

Heavenly’s hand hovered near his sidearm but didn’t draw.

Badger grinned like he'd been waiting his whole life to be part of a joke that could kill you.
Bright adjusted his sunglasses—because of course he did.

Jello’s face was pale, but his fingers were steady on the kill-switch sequence.

The female voice spoke again.

“l want the small one.”

Ace’s katanas flared emerald in their sheaths, and the air pressure in the room changed as if the
building itself had taken a step back.

Mai's voice was ice. “No.”

The voice laughed again.

“Then kneel.”

Mai didn’t kneel.

She stepped forward instead.

A single step.

And in that step, she made a declaration without saying it:

You don't get to move us.

Bright’s voice went low. “Now, Jello.”

Jello’s fingers hovered over the kill sequence.

Then the relay station did something that wasn’t in any of their plans.
A nearby cabinet door—empty, rusted—swung open on its own.
Inside wasn’t empty.

Inside was a CRT monitor.

Old.

Dusty.

Impossible.

The screen flickered.
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Static rolled.

Then stabilized into a grainy live feed of the room they were standing in—shot from an angle that
didn't exist.

On the CRT, blocky white text appeared:

EPISODE FIVE: THRONE

Mai's blood went cold.

Because they hadn’t invited Episode Five.

They had invited 05-LOOK.

And 05-LOOK had brought an audience.

Bright’s smile vanished.

Shammy'’s voice was a growl. “He’s still framing.”

Ace’s voice was quiet, lethal. “He turned our cage into a stage.”

Jello’s hands trembled for the first time. “He’s... he’s inside the loop, but he also— he also injected a
visual layer.”

Mai’s mind snapped into a terrifying clarity.

“He isn’t just a signal,” Mai said. “He’s a format.”

Bright’s voice was ice. “And formats replicate.”

The female voice purred through the relay station speakers, delighted.
“Sit.”

The CRT showed Mai in the feed, centered perfectly—like the camera loved her.
The “handle” sensation tightened.

Not pulling her body.

Pulling her role.

Trying to make her behave.

Mai felt Ace behind her, close.

Fierce.

Present.

Shammy'’s storm pressed at the room’s edges like a held breath.

Bright was still.
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Too still.

Like he’d just realized the monster wasn’t in the machine.

It was in the act of watching.

Mai spoke once, voice colder than the concrete.
“No.”

And she looked directly at the CRT.

Not at the speaker.

Not at the system.

At the audience.

“You want a throne,” Mai said. “Here.”

She reached down and grabbed the closest thing to a throne in that room.

A cheap metal folding chair.
Boring.
Ugly.

No drama.

She dragged it into the center of the room with a loud scrape that made the entire scene sound like a

warehouse, not a cathedral.

The CRT feed stuttered.

The voice went silent for a fraction.
Because the chair wasn’t cinematic.
It wasn’t what the format wanted.
Mai set the chair down hard.

Then she kicked it over.

Clang.

Echo.

The kind of sound that ruins a take.

Bright’s mouth twitched, almost a grin. “Oh. That's... disrespectful.”

Shammy smiled, feral. “Beautiful.”
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Ace’s voice was quiet. “Boring violence.”

The female voice returned—strained now, angry.
“You can’t ruin the episode.”

Mai’s eyes stayed hard. “Watch me.”

Jello’s fingers slammed the kill-switch sequence.
And the relay station lights went out.

Not dimmed.

Out.

Total black.

For one heartbeat, there was nothing.

No hum.

No voice.

No feed.

Just darkness.

Then, in the darkness, the CRT screen flickered to life again.
Glowing.

Still showing the room—now in night-vision green.
Still centered on Mai.

Still broadcasting.

And the blocky text updated:

TERMINATION FAILED.

Mai's blood went ice-cold.

Because the kill-switch had worked.

The power was gone.

So the CRT shouldn’t have been on.

Unless the CRT wasn’t powered by electricity.
Unless it was powered by attention.

proceed—
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