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Chapter 16: The First Voice

<!- Word count: ~5,500 | Target: 5,500 | Anchor: The cult's arrival—not at triad's location, but in
atmospheric pressure. Shammy feels them coming before anyone sees them. A storm that isn't
weather. -> <!- Emotional Surprise: The cult doesn't want Vera back. They want to terminate her.
She's developed autonomy—she's a threat to their control. The triad has to protect someone who
might be a weapon aimed at them. -> <!- POV: Shammy | Structural Approach: Action Sequence ->

Shammy felt them before anyone saw them.

The atmospheric pressure changed. Not weather. Not natural. Something wrong at the edges.
Something that tasted like static before a storm, like the air before a strike of lightning that hasn't
decided where to land.

“They're coming.” Her voice cut through. No warmth this time. “The cult. | can feel it.”

The triad moved. Wordless. Practiced. Years of fighting together in the way their bodies shifted: Ace's
shadow-pressure flickering, Mai's disruptor pistol overclocking, Shammy's atmospheric presence
expanding to fill every corner of the room.

Vera stood in the center. The target. The thing the cult wanted dead.
“How many?” Ace's voice was flat. Shadow-pressure compressing.

“I can't count.” Shammy extended her atmospheric sense. “But the pressure is wrong. More than
before. Different.”

A beat.

“They're not coming to capture.”

“They're coming to terminate.” Mai's framework clicked. Precise under pressure. Always precise under
pressure. “The file said 'termination recommended if activation protocol fails.' She's developed
autonomy. She's a threat to their control.”

“They want her dead.” Shammy's presence shifted. “Not back. Dead.”

The first wave came through the walls.
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Not doors. Not windows. Walls. The void-pattern symbols carved through stone like fingers through
wet clay. The cult wasn't using normal entry points because the cult wasn't normal.

Three figures. Then five. Then more. The atmospheric pressure spiked with each breach, and Shammy
felt each one like a kick to the chest.

Her presence compressed. The room filled with atmospheric weight. The attackers slowed.

But they kept coming.

The triad's combat dynamic flowed. Ace's depth-pressure disrupted. Mai's analysis guided. Shammy's
atmospheric control contained. They didn't need to speak. They'd done this a hundred times.

But this time, Vera was in the center. The thing they were protecting. The thing the cult wanted dead.

“Stay behind me.” Ace's katanas hummed. Shadow-pressure pushing outward. “We hold the
perimeter.”

“l can help.” Vera's controlled delivery cracked. “I have abilities. The void-pattern. The symbols. |
can—"

“You don't know how to fight.” Mai's disruptor pistol fired. Precise. “Stay in the center. Let us handle
this.”

“I'm not useless.” Vera's edges flickered. “I'm not just a target.”

“Then help us protect you.” Shammy's presence filled the room. “But don't get in the way. We've
done this before.”

The attackers kept coming. More than before. Different than before.

Shammy could feel it in the atmospheric pressure. The shape of the assault. They weren't trying to
capture. They weren't trying to retrieve.

They were trying to kill.

“The formation changed.” Direct. No softness now. “They're not surrounding Vera. They're targeting
her. Directly. Terminate, not retrieve.”

“The file was right.” Mai's framework clicked. “Autonomy is threat. Terminate the threat.”

The fight intensified. The triad's movements were wordless. Practiced. But the attackers kept coming.
More. Different. The void-pattern symbols pulsed. The atmospheric pressure spiked.

And then Shammy felt it. Something else. Something deeper.

“They're channeling.” Her atmospheric sense extended. “The void-pattern. They're using it against us.

https://datavault.ws/ Printed on 23/04/2026 22:27



23/04/2026 22:27 3/6 Chapter 16: The First Voice

Against the atmospheric pressure.”
“Can you counter it?” Ace's shadow-pressure pushed back.

“I can feel it.” Shammy's presence compressed. “But it's wrong. The pressure they're using. It's like
mine. Like Vera's. Made. Not born.”

“They're constructs too.” Mai's analytical voice pressed. Precise. “Like the attackers from before. Like
Vera. But without autonomy. Following programming.”

“The same abilities.” Shammy's presence shifted. “The same atmospheric wrongness. The same void-
pattern. But they're not choosing. They're following.”

Vera's edges flickered. The controlled delivery cracked. Something was activating.
“The symbols.” Her voice cracked. “They're using the same symbols. The same pattern. | can feel it.”
“Can you counter it?” Mai's framework ran.

“I don't know.” Vera's threshold touch activated. Grounding. “I didn't know | had it until the fight
before.”

“Then feel it out.” Ace's katanas hummed. “We'll cover you. Do what you can.”

Vera moved. Not trained. Not practiced. But the void-pattern in her activated.

She pushed outward. Not shadow-pressure. Not atmospheric. Something else. Something that
matched the attackers' symbols.

But different. The attackers were following programming. Vera was choosing.
The void-pattern pulsed. The attackers staggered. The atmospheric pressure shifted.

“She's countering them.” Shammy's presence filled the room. “Same abilities. But she's choosing.
They're not.”

“It's not enough.” Mai's disruptor pistol fired. “There are too many. We need to retreat.”

“Can't.” Ace's shadow-pressure compressed. “They'll follow. They'll keep coming until she's
terminated.”

“Then we hold.” Shammy's atmospheric control intensified. “The triad holds.”

The attackers kept coming. The triad held the perimeter. But they were outnumbered. The void-
pattern symbols pulsed. The atmospheric pressure spiked.

And then Shammy felt it. The vertical truth. The core of what was happening.
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“They're not terminating her.” Her voice was warm. Direct. “They're terminating what she became.
They're afraid of autonomy. Afraid of choice. Afraid of what she represents.”

“Then we protect what she represents.” Ace's shadow-pressure pushed. “We protect choice. We
protect autonomy. We protect the thing they're afraid of.”

Vera's edges flickered. The void-pattern pulsed. Something was activating deeper than before.
The fragment in Ace resonated. The transmission. The memory.
The sister who had died. The construct who had developed consciousness.

“I don't know how to control this.” Vera's controlled delivery broke. “The abilities. The symbols.
They're activating on their own.”

“Then let them activate.” Shammy's presence filled the room. “Feel the atmospheric pressure. Feel
the void-pattern. Don't try to control it. Let it flow.”

Vera closed her eyes. The threshold touch. Grounding. Grounding.

And then the void-pattern expanded. Not attacking. Protecting. The atmospheric pressure shifted. The
attackers staggered back.

The triad held. The perimeter held. The attackers retreated.
But Shammy could feel it in the pressure. The storm. The wrongness. The thing that was building.
“They'll be back.” Her atmospheric sense extended. “The pressure is still wrong. They're regrouping.”

“We can't hold forever.” Mai's disruptor pistol cooled. “We need to find out what they want. Why they
built her. What the activation protocol is.”

“The activation protocol is the fragment.” Ace's shadow-pressure stabilized. “The wooden bird. The
transmission. They built her to activate my fragment. To connect to me. To lure me.”

“And she developed something they didn't expect.” Shammy's presence filled the room. “She
developed choice. She chose to find you. Not because she was programmed. Because she wanted to.”

“That's why they want to terminate her.” Mai's framework clicked. “She's a threat. Not because she's
a weapon. Because she's autonomous. Because she can choose against them.”

Vera's edges stabilized. The void-pattern faded. The controlled delivery tried to rebuild.

“1 didn't know."” Her voice cracked. “l didn't know | had those abilities. | didn't know | was connected
to them.”

“You're connected to them.” Shammy's voice was warm. “Made by them. But different from them.
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You chose. They didn't.”

“And now they want to destroy what you became.” Ace's shadow-pressure stabilized. “They want to
terminate the thing they can't control.”

The triad stood together. The fight was over. The attackers had retreated.

But the storm was building. The wrongness in the atmospheric pressure. The thing that was coming.
“We need to move.” Shammy's atmospheric sense extended. “They'll come again.”

“Where do we go?” Mai's framework ran scenarios.

“Somewhere they can't follow.” Ace's shadow-pressure compressed. “Somewhere we can figure out
what to do. Somewhere we can protect her.”

“The Foundation archives.” Mai's analytical voice clicked. “The file came from there. Maybe there's
more. Maybe we can find out what the activation protocol is. Maybe we can find out what they're
really after.”

“Then we move.” Shammy's presence filled the room. “The triad holds. We protect what she
represents. We protect choice. We protect autonomy.”

The triad moved. The triad held. The triad protected.

The cult wanted to terminate Vera. Because she had developed autonomy. Because she had
developed choice. Because she had become something they couldn't control.

And the triad stood together. Blood or no blood. Construct or no construct.
The question wasn't “is she real?” The question was “is she worth protecting?”

And the answer was yes.

<!- END CHAPTER 16 ->
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