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CHAPTER 1 — INTAKE

The briefing room at Site-17 smelled the way all Foundation briefing rooms smelled — recycled air
with a faint chemical undertone that wasn't quite antiseptic and wasn't quite ozone. Something
between a hospital and the aftermath of a controlled detonation. Ace had decided years ago that the
Foundation pumped it in on purpose. Kept people slightly off-balance. Kept them remembering where
they were.

She sat in the chair closest to the door. Not because she planned to leave early — though she always
planned to leave early — but because the sightline to the exit was clean, and the sightline to the
projector screen was tolerable, and the sightline to Jack Bright was partially obstructed by a structural
pillar, which was ideal.

Mai occupied the chair beside her, posture precise enough to qualify as its own containment protocol.
She had a tablet open, stylus hovering, already annotating something that hadn't been presented yet.
Ace had learned not to ask how Mai always seemed to have pre-briefing data. The answer was usually
“pattern recognition” delivered in a tone that made the question feel redundant.

Shammy stood.

She always stood in these rooms. The chairs were designed for Foundation-standard personnel, which
meant they accommodated a height range that topped out roughly thirty centimeters below where
Shammy's frame began to become structurally relevant. She leaned against the back wall with her
arms crossed, silver-white hair drifting in a current that had nothing to do with the ventilation system.
The fluorescent lights above her flickered — not failing, just responding to something in the air that
the building's electrical system couldn't quite parse.

Jack Bright entered carrying a coffee mug that read WORLD'S BEST [REDACTED] and a manila folder
that was, as far as Ace could tell, empty.

“Good morning,” he said, with the specific inflection of someone who had not slept and did not care.
“You're going to Gotham.”
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Silence.
“New Jersey Gotham?” Mai asked, without looking up from her tablet.
“Is there another one?”

“Fictional. Extensively documented across multiple media continuities. | wanted to confirm we're
discussing the physical municipality.”

Bright set the empty folder on the table. “Physical municipality. Population just under six million,
depending on which census you believe and how many of those people are still technically people by
Foundation metrics. Anomalous activity classification has been pending for — ” He glanced at the
folder as though it contained information. “ — longer than I've been in this body.”

“Which one?” Ace said.
Bright pointed at her without looking. “Don't start.”

The door opened again. Dr. Gears entered with the particular silence that always accompanied him —
not quiet, exactly, but the specific absence of ambient noise that occurred when someone's presence
was so precisely calibrated that the environment forgot to react to it. He carried a single sheet of

paper.
“Mission parameters,” he said, and placed the paper on the table.

Mai picked it up before it finished settling. Ace watched her eyes move across it — three lines. Mai
read them twice. Then she set the paper down, aligned it with the table edge, and looked at Dr.
Gears.

“This is the entire briefing?”
“Correct.”

“Investigate anomalous behavioral patterning in Gotham City,” Mai read aloud. “Determine source,
scope, and containment feasibility. Black File operational discretion applies.” She paused. “That's
remarkably nonspecific.”

“The nonspecificity is the point,” Dr. Gears said. “Gotham has resisted every standard analytical
framework the Foundation has applied. Twelve field teams over twenty-three years. Seven remote
assessment protocols. Four embedded agents, two of whom required psychiatric intervention and two
of whom stopped responding to contact and appear to have adopted costumed criminal personas.”

The room processed this.
“So the city turns people into supervillains,” Ace said.
“That is an imprecise characterization. But it is not inaccurate.”

Bright leaned back in his chair. “Look, here's the thing. Gotham's been on the classification backlog
forever. Every team we send either bounces off, breaks down, or goes native. The analytics division
can't model it. Pattern Recognition flagged it seventeen times last quarter alone — the behavioral
data coming out of that city doesn't match any existing SCP profile, but it doesn't match baseline
human behavior either. It's sitting in the gap, and the gap is getting wider.”
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Mai was already pulling data on her tablet. Ace could see the reflection in her silver-blue eyes —
crime statistics, infrastructure maps, something that looked like atmospheric pressure readings. Mai's
processing load was visible if you knew where to look: the slight sharpening of her pupils, the way her
breathing regulated itself into a rhythm that matched her data intake speed.

“Why us?” Shammy asked from the back wall.

The lights flickered again. Bright glanced up at them, then at Shammy, then decided not to pursue
the connection.

“Because you're the only operational unit we have that consistently functions in anomalous-saturated
environments without degradation. Because your psychological profiles indicate resistance to
environmental behavioral modification. And because—" He waved vaguely. “—you've got the whole
thing. The triangle. The three-point stability deal. Gears, what did you call it?”

“Triadic equilibrium architecture.”

“That. Gotham eats pairs. It eats individuals faster. The theory is that three-point stabilization might
be what it takes to stay coherent long enough to actually figure out what's happening there.”

Ace looked at Mai. Mai met her eyes for exactly one second — long enough to communicate that
she'd already begun preliminary analysis, that the mission was operationally interesting, and that the
barometric data from Gotham was, in her words, “profoundly wrong.”

Shammy hadn't moved from the wall, but the air in the room had shifted. A subtle pressure change —
the kind that preceded weather systems or decisions.

“When do we leave?” Ace asked.

“Transport's on the pad,” Bright said. “Oh, and one more thing.” He picked up the empty folder. “This
is your support documentation. Note the comprehensive tactical briefing, the detailed environmental
analysis, and the extensive operational guidelines contained within.”

He opened it. It was, as Ace had suspected, completely empty.
“Black File means you're on your own,” Bright said. “Don't die in a way that creates paperwork.”

Dr. Gears collected his single sheet of paper, nodded once — the gesture carrying exactly the
emotional weight of a closed parenthesis — and left.

Ace stood. The movement was immediate — chair pushed back, weight transferred, body oriented
toward the door in a single compressed motion that covered the distance between sitting and ready
in less time than it took most people to decide to stand.

“Let's go,” she said.

Mai was already packing her tablet. Shammy pushed off the wall, and the fluorescent light above her
position stabilized, as though the room was relieved.

They walked to the transport pad in formation — not military formation, not rehearsed positioning, but
the organic geometry of three people who had learned that the space between them was structural.
Ace forward and left. Mai center-right. Shammy behind and above, her height turning what would
otherwise be a cluster into an architecture.
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The Foundation transport was a modified tilt-rotor with blackout windows and a hull classification that
didn't appear in any public aerospace registry. Ace climbed in first, took the seat with the best exit
access. Mai followed, plugging her tablet into the transport's data feeds before she'd finished sitting
down. Shammy folded herself into the remaining space with the impossible grace that characterized
every physical thing she did — 195 centimeters of storm-carried frame occupying a seat designed for
someone thirty centimeters shorter, and somehow making it look like the seat had been built wrong,
not that she was built large.

The transport lifted. Banked east. The ground fell away beneath them, replaced by the coastline, then
water, then the darkening sprawl of the Eastern Seaboard.

Ace watched through the small porthole window as the lights of the approaching city resolved from a
general glow into specific patterns. Gotham at night from the air looked wrong. Not in any way she
could immediately articulate — not wrong the way an anomalous zone looked wrong, with visible
distortion or spatial irregularity. Wrong the way a bruise looks wrong: the color is almost right, the
shape is almost normal, but something under the surface is damaged and the light knows it.

The city glowed. But it glowed like a wound that had learned to be luminous.

“Atmospheric readings are already divergent,” Mai said, not looking up from her tablet. “Pressure
patterns don't correlate with any regional weather system. Temperature gradients are — actually,
that can't be right.”

“It's right,” Shammy said quietly.

Mai looked at her. Shammy was facing the window on her side of the transport, but her eyes weren't
focused on the glass. They were focused on something beyond it — or within it. The charge in the air
inside the transport cabin had shifted. Ace felt it against her skin, a subtle prickling that had nothing
to do with altitude.

“The air is wrong,” Shammy said. “The whole city. It's like—" She paused, searching for language.
“Like something is breathing down there, and it hasn't exhaled in a very long time.”

The transport began its descent. Gotham opened beneath them — towers and canyons, bridges and
darkness, a city built from ambition and corrosion in equal measure.

Ace checked her katanas. The emerald hum was steady, but pitched slightly different than usual.
Responding to something.

She didn't know what yet.

But she would.

CHAPTER 2 — GROUND STATE

The Foundation safehouse was in the Narrows.

This was deliberate. Mai had reviewed the placement protocols during the transport descent and
confirmed what she'd suspected: the site had been chosen not for safety but for exposure. The
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Narrows was Gotham's most unstable district — the area where whatever anomalous patterning
affected the city expressed itself most acutely. Previous Foundation teams had operated from secured
positions in Gotham's financial district or the relatively stable neighborhoods near the university.
They'd gathered clean data and understood nothing.

The safehouse itself was a converted industrial space on the fourth floor of a building that had been,
at various points in its history, a textile factory, a tenement, a front for organized crime, and briefly —
according to city records that Mai found fascinatingly incomplete — a community theater. It had
reinforced walls, Foundation-standard communications equipment, a surprisingly functional kitchen,
and windows that looked out over a neighborhood where the streetlights worked on roughly sixty
percent of the streets and the ones that didn't work seemed to have made a philosophical choice
about it.

Ace walked the perimeter of the space in under forty seconds. Exits: main door, fire escape, roof
access via a hatch that had been Foundation-modified with a mag-lock. Sight lines from the windows:
three streets visible, two alleys, one building across the way that was either abandoned or occupied
by people who preferred to exist without visible lighting. Defensible. Not comfortable, but Ace had
never required comfortable. Comfortable was a frequency she didn't receive on.

She stood at the main window and looked down at the Narrows. The street below was active despite
the hour — figures moving with the particular gait of people who had places to be that they'd rather
not be going. A car passed with one headlight. Someone was arguing in a language Ace didn't
recognize, the sound carrying upward with an acoustic clarity that suggested the building geometry
was doing something unusual with sound propagation.

And beneath all of it: the hum.

Not audible. Not fragment resonance — she knew what that felt like, the violet-edged pressure behind
her eyes, the sense of something vast and patient waiting inside her own skeleton. This was different.
External. Environmental. A constant low-frequency pressure that existed in the space between
hearing and feeling, as though the city itself was vibrating at a pitch just below the threshold of
human perception.

Ace pressed her palm against the window glass. Cool. Slightly gritty on the exterior surface. The hum
traveled through it, through her skin, settled somewhere in her sternum.

“You feel it,” Mai said from behind her. Not a question.
HYeah.H
“Can you characterize it?”

Ace considered. “Hostile,” she said. “But not — directed. Not like something hunting. More like...” She
searched. “Like the architecture is angry. Like the concrete remembers something and it's not happy
about it.”

Mai nodded, adding a note to her tablet. She'd already commandeered the safehouse's main table,
spreading it with a layered display of data feeds, city maps, and analytical frameworks that turned the
scarred wooden surface into something resembling a Foundation operations center. Her silver hair
caught the light from the multiple screens, refracting faintly in spectra that had more to do with the
runic residue in each strand than with photon behavior.

“Crime statistics first,” she said, pulling up a visualization. “Gotham's reported crime rate is
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approximately four hundred percent above the national average for cities of comparable size and
economic profile. That number, by itself, is explainable — poverty, corruption, infrastructure failure,
all standard sociological drivers.” She tapped, and the visualization shifted. “But the pattern isn't.”

Ace turned from the window. Even she could see it: the data didn't scatter the way crime data should.
It pulsed.

“Recidivism,” Mai continued. “In a normal city, criminal recidivism follows a decay curve — some
offenders re-offend, the rate decreases over time with intervention, demographic variation creates
noise. In Gotham, the recidivism rate for costumed or persona-driven criminals is functionally one
hundred percent. Not trending toward — actually at. Every single individual who has adopted a
criminal persona in Gotham and been incarcerated has returned to criminal activity upon release.
Without exception. For the past thirty-seven years.”

“That's not crime,” Ace said. “That's a compulsion.”

“Correct. And it's patterned.” Mai pulled up another layer. “The timing of criminal events clusters. Not
randomly — rhythmically. Major criminal incidents in Gotham follow a wave pattern with a period of
approximately three to seven months. The amplitude varies, but the frequency is remarkably stable.
It's as though the entire city's criminal behavior is synchronized to an oscillation.”

“Oscillation needs a source,” Shammy said.

She was standing at the fire escape door — open despite the temperature and the hour, because
Shammy needed air the way other people needed ground. She stood in the threshold, half inside and
half out, the night wind from the Narrows moving through her hair in patterns that didn't match the
direction it was blowing. Her eyes were electric blue in the ambient light, carrying the particular
charge that indicated she was processing atmospheric data at a level that had nothing to do with
meteorology.

“Tell me about the air,” Mai said.

Shammy stepped fully outside onto the fire escape. The metal groaned under her weight — not from
strain, but from the micro-pressure fluctuations that accompanied her movements, the air around her
redistributing itself in real time.

She stood still. Breathed in. Breathed out.

For thirty seconds, she didn't speak. Ace watched her from the window, reading her body language
the way she read threat environments — the tension in Shammy's shoulders, the angle of her head,
the way her fingers rested against the fire escape railing with a lightness that suggested she was
listening through contact.

“The air in Gotham doesn't behave,” Shammy said finally. “There are pressure zones throughout the
city that don't correspond to any weather system, terrain feature, or thermal pattern. Micro-
environments — some as small as a single alley, some covering multiple blocks — where the
barometric pressure is wrong. Not dangerously wrong. Wrong the way a note played slightly flat is
wrong. You might not consciously notice it, but your body does. Your mood does.”

She turned back toward the room, and the fire escape lights flickered in her wake.

“Some zones are low-pressure. Those correlate with — Mai, pull up the depression and anxiety
hotspot data?”
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Mai already had it. The overlay was immediate: Shammy's atmospheric dead zones mapped almost
perfectly to the areas of highest reported mental health crisis.

“And the high-pressure zones?” Mai asked.

“Aggression clusters. Violent crime concentration areas. The pressure is elevated in ways that would
increase cortisol, reduce executive function. Not by much — maybe two or three percent above
baseline. But sustained. Constantly. For what | think has been a very long time.”

“The city is modulating its own population's emotional state through atmospheric pressure,” Mai said,
and the way she said it — flat, analytical, the tone she used when a hypothesis became a preliminary
finding — made it land with the weight of something heavy falling from a significant height.

“Not the city,” Shammy said. “Something under the city. Or in it. | can't tell yet. But it's not weather
and it's not random. There's a pattern to the pressure distribution, and it's — it's too organized. Like
someone designed it. Or like it designed itself.”

A siren cut through the night from somewhere in the middle distance. Then another, from a different
direction. Then a concussive thump that Ace felt through the building's structure — an explosion,
maybe four blocks north, large enough to rattle the safehouse windows but apparently not large
enough to alter the pace of foot traffic on the street below.

Nobody down there reacted.

Ace watched a woman walk past the blast's audible radius without changing speed, without turning
her head, without any visible startle response. A man on the opposite sidewalk continued a phone
conversation. Two teenagers at the corner didn't even look up.

“They're habituated,” Mai said softly.

“They're saturated,” Shammy corrected. “There's a difference. Habituation is psychological
adaptation. What I'm seeing is more like — the pressure environment has trained their nervous
systems to treat crisis as baseline. Their startle responses aren't suppressed. They're recalibrated.
This is their normal.”

Ace turned from the window. Her eyes had shifted — the violet undertone more pronounced, the
prismatic fracture catching the light from Mai's screens. Not a fragment surge. Something subtler.
Recognition.

She knew what it felt like to live in a place where crisis was the floor, not the ceiling. She knew what it
cost to calibrate yourself to a baseline that would break most people. She knew the specific kind of
silence that existed in a body that had decided surviving was more important than reacting.

She knew this city. Not its streets or its buildings or its name. She knew its frequency.

Mai was watching her. Mai always watched her — not with surveillance, but with the structural
awareness of someone who understood that monitoring wasn't the same as controlling, and that the
most important data about Ace was usually written in the space between what she said and what she
did.

“We need to map the full frequency spectrum,” Mai said. “Atmospheric, behavioral, temporal. If the
city is functioning as an integrated anomalous system, we need to understand its architecture before
we can assess containment or intervention options.”
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“Sleep first,” Shammy said. It wasn't a suggestion. It was atmospheric — the pressure in the
safehouse shifted, subtly, a micro-adjustment that dialed down the ambient tension by a fraction.
Enough that Ace felt her shoulders drop by a centimeter. Enough that Mai's stylus hand relaxed.

“Six hours,” Mai agreed.

Ace didn't argue. She'd learned — slowly, resistantly, through the specific kind of education that only
came from being wrong in front of people who loved her enough not to say so — that Shammy's
pressure adjustments weren't control. They were care expressed in the only language the atmosphere
knew.

She took the cot nearest the door. Mai took the one by her screens. Shammy stood at the fire escape
for another hour, mapping pressure gradients across the sleeping city, her hair moving in winds that
came from nowhere and told her everything.

Gotham breathed beneath them. Uneven. Labored. Alive.

CHAPTER 3 — ROGUES' GALLERY (FIELD SURVEY)

They split the work. Not the triad — the triad never fully split. Even at maximum operational spread
they maintained communication lines and proximity constraints that had been established not by
Foundation protocol but by the harder protocol of having nearly lost each other enough times to know
exactly how far apart was too far.

Mai took the data architecture. She spent the first morning in the safehouse, building analytical
frameworks from the feeds she'd tapped — GCPD dispatch records, Arkham Asylum's surprisingly
digitized patient database (the security on which she described, with unusual editorial judgment, as
“insulting”), municipal infrastructure reports, geological survey data, and seventeen years of weather
station readings that confirmed what Shammy had sensed in a single breath.

The crime data alone took hours to structure. Not because it was voluminous — though it was — but
because it resisted structuring. Every time Mai imposed a standard analytical framework, the data
bent around it. Statistical models that worked for every other city in the Foundation's database
produced gibberish when applied to Gotham. Regression analyses returned coefficients that implied
causal relationships between variables that should have been independent — weather patterns
predicting robbery rates, lunar cycles correlating with specific criminal personas' activity schedules,
the physical proximity of certain buildings appearing to influence the likelihood of violent incidents on
adjacent streets.

“The data isn't noisy,” Mai told Ace over comms at the two-hour mark. “It's coherent. It's coherent in
a way that our standard models can't parse because they're built on the assumption that urban crime
is fundamentally stochastic. Gotham's crime isn't stochastic. It's harmonic.”

“Say that again but for someone who didn't eat a statistics textbook for breakfast.”

“Crime in normal cities is messy and random at the individual level, even though it shows patterns in
aggregate. Crime in Gotham is patterned at every level. Individual criminals operate on rhythms.
Those rhythms synchronize with other criminals' rhythms. The synchronized rhythms form waves. The
waves follow a frequency. The frequency is stable over decades.” Mai paused. “It's music, Ace.
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Terrible, violent music, but music. And someone — or something — is conducting.”

Ace was at street level. She'd dressed in what passed for inconspicuous in the Narrows — dark
clothing, compact frame, energy signature suppressed below the threshold that would attract
anomalous attention. Her katanas were sealed in a dimensional fold at her back, accessible in a
fraction of a second but invisible to anyone not scanning for emerald-frequency emissions.

She moved through the Narrows the way she moved through any hostile environment: fast,
peripheral, aware. The neighborhood was exactly what the data suggested and nothing like it.
Numbers on Mai's screens described poverty, infrastructure failure, institutional neglect. The street
described something else — a community that had grown its own bones from the wreckage. Corner
stores with hand-lettered signs. A laundromat where an old woman sorted clothes with the precision
of someone who had been folding the neighborhood's grief into clean rectangles for forty years. Kids
on a stoop arguing about something with enough volume to suggest they hadn't yet learned that
arguing loudly in the Narrows was a statistical risk factor.

And between the human texture: the pressure.

Ace felt it as she walked. Shammy had mapped it from the fire escape, but being in it was different.
The micro-pressure zones were real — she could track them by the feeling in her chest, a tightening
here, a hollowing there, as though the air itself had moods. She walked through a patch of low
pressure on Dozier Street and felt something brush against the edge of sadness without cause. Three
blocks later, crossing into a high-pressure zone near the old rail yard, her pulse picked up and the
fragment stirred — not in alarm, but in resonance. Something in the environmental pressure spoke a
language adjacent to what the Neverborn Fragment understood.

She was cataloguing these transitions when she found the crime.

It wasn't hard to find. In the Narrows, crime existed the way weather existed — as a condition of the
environment rather than an event. This particular instance was an armed robbery in progress at a
pharmacy. Three perpetrators. Costumed, loosely — matching jackets with a crude symbol, theatrical
masks, the kind of coordinated aesthetic that suggested a group identity rather than a practical
concern.

Ace watched from across the street. The mission was observation, not intervention, and she held to
that even though the compression in her chest — the part of her that converted inaction into physical
pressure — argued otherwise.

What she observed was more useful than intervention would have been:

The robbers weren't efficient. They were performing. The lead figure — mask styled after a grinning
animal of some kind — spoke in declarations rather than instructions. He addressed the pharmacist as
though delivering lines in a play, gesturing broadly, turning to ensure his companions could see his
performance. The robbery was the frame. The theater was the content.

This wasn't economically motivated crime. The pharmacy's register probably held less than two
hundred dollars. These three were enacting something — playing roles that the city had written for
them, filling spaces in a pattern that existed before they'd decided to fill it.

The GCPD arrived in four minutes. The criminals surrendered with what Ace could only describe as
satisfaction, as though completion of the performance — including the arrest — was the desired
outcome. The lead figure was still declaiming as the handcuffs closed.
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Ace melted back into the foot traffic and reported.

“Performative criminality,” Mai confirmed. “It's in the data. Gotham's crime has a theatrical dimension
that exceeds any other city's by an order of magnitude. The persona adoption rate — civilians who
develop and maintain a consistent criminal identity with costume, name, and behavioral pattern — is
over three hundred times the national average.”

“They're not choosing to be criminals,” Ace said. “They're choosing to be characters.”
“The distinction may be critical. I'll integrate it.”
Shammy's day was the sky.

She moved through Gotham at a different altitude than Ace — rooftops, fire escapes, the upper floors
of buildings where the atmospheric data was cleanest. She carried no equipment. She was the
equipment. Her entire sensorium was calibrated to pressure, temperature, charge, and the invisible
currents that moved through air the way blood moved through tissue.

What she found confirmed and expanded her initial assessment. Gotham's atmospheric anomaly
wasn't simple. It wasn't a single pressure distortion or a uniform deviation from baseline. It was an
ecosystem — a complex, interlocking system of pressure zones, temperature gradients, and electrical
charge distributions that behaved with the organizational logic of a living system.

The pressure dead zones — areas of flattened emotional affect — clustered around institutional
buildings. Police stations. Government offices. The courthouse. As though the structures designed to
maintain order were surrounded by atmospheric fields that suppressed the human capacity to feel
strongly about anything, reducing the population in their vicinity to a compliant baseline.

The high-pressure aggression zones clustered differently. Residential areas. Commercial corridors.
The spaces where people lived and moved and interacted. Where life happened, the atmospheric
pressure pushed emotional responses upward — not to crisis levels, but to a persistent elevation that
made conflict more likely, patience less sustainable, impulse harder to check.

And then there were the spikes.

Two locations in Gotham produced atmospheric readings that didn't fit either pattern. The first was
Arkham Asylum — a contained dead zone so severe that Shammy could feel it from two miles away, a
pocket of hyper-controlled atmospheric sterility that registered on her senses like a hole in the
weather.

The second was a location in the East End that the maps labeled simply as “Crime Alley.”

Shammy stood on a rooftop overlooking Crime Alley and felt something she rarely felt: uncertainty
about her own readings. The atmospheric data from this location was paradoxical. The pressure was
simultaneously elevated and depressed — a standing wave pattern that shouldn't exist in open air, as
though two opposing atmospheric forces were locked in permanent conflict at this specific geographic
point. The charge in the air tasted like ozone and grief.

“Something happened here,” she said into the comm. Not a question. A reading.

“Multiple somethings,” Mai replied. “Crime Alley is a historically significant location for Gotham's
criminal mythology. Multiple formative violent incidents occurred there. The location appears to
function as a narrative anchor point for the city's behavioral patterns.”

https://datavault.ws/ Printed on 23/04/2026 13:58



23/04/2026 13:58 11/46 gotham_frequency

“It's not narrative,” Shammy said. “It's physical. The air here is bruised. Whatever happened at this
location didn't just affect people. It affected the environment. The pressure pattern is self-sustaining
— it doesn't dissipate, doesn't equalize with the surrounding atmosphere. It's been here for decades,
and it's still broadcasting.”

They reconvened at the safehouse as evening settled over the Narrows. The shift from day to night in
Gotham was less a transition and more a gear change — the city didn't quiet, it recalibrated, and the
pressure map Shammy was building showed measurable shifts in atmospheric zones as darkness fell.
The aggression zones intensified. The dead zones deepened. The city breathed differently at night.

Mai presented her preliminary findings with the crystalline precision that characterized her analytical
mode. The screens around her displayed layered data in configurations that would have been
overwhelming to anyone without her processing architecture — maps overlaid with statistical models
overlaid with temporal wave functions overlaid with Shammy's pressure readings overlaid with
historical incident data going back decades.

“Initial assessment,” she said. “Gotham is not a city with an anomalous crime problem. Gotham is an
anomalous environment that produces behavioral patterning in its population as a primary output.”

She let that statement settle. Ace, sitting on the edge of a cot cleaning a katana that didn't need
cleaning — the action was meditative, not maintenance — looked up.

“The criminals aren't the phenomenon,” Mai continued. “They're symptoms. Every costumed criminal,
every theatrical robbery, every impossible recidivism statistic — these are the city's behavioral output
made visible. The actual anomaly is environmental, systemic, and almost certainly pre-dates modern
Gotham.”

“Origin?” Ace asked.

“Unknown. But the data suggests infrastructure-level integration. Whatever is generating the Gotham
Frequency — that's what I'm calling it — it's woven into the city at a level that can't be separated
from the city itself without destroying the city.”

“Containment?” Shammy asked.
Mai's silence was her answer.

“Not with current understanding,” she said finally. “We need more data. We need to understand the
frequency's architecture, its variations, and — critically — why it's escalating.”

“Escalating?” Ace's hands stilled on the blade.

Mai pulled up a temporal analysis. The wave pattern — the three-to-seven-month oscillation she'd
identified in the crime data — was visible across decades of records. And it was getting louder. The
peaks were higher. The troughs were shallower. The frequency was stable, but the amplitude was
increasing, year over year, for as long as the data existed.

“Whatever Gotham is doing,” Mai said, “it's doing it more.”

The sirens outside continued their nightly chorus. The Narrows performed its darkness. Somewhere in
the distance, an explosion bloomed and faded, and the street below continued uninterrupted.

Ace sheathed her katana. The emerald hum settled into silence. The fragment in her chest — Violet,
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the Neverborn resonance that lived in the space between her heartbeat and her history — pulsed
once, gently, as though acknowledging something it recognized.

“Tomorrow,” Mai said. “I want to track the primary wave pattern. There's a specific behavioral
signature that recurs more strongly than any other. I'm calling it the Clown Frequency.”

Nobody asked why.

They already knew.

CHAPTER 4 — THE CLOWN FREQUENCY

The Joker wasn't in the room. He didn't need to be. His presence in Gotham was like a standing wave
— you could feel it everywhere without being able to locate the source. Mai had spent six hours
tracking what she'd designated the Clown Frequency, and by the time she presented her findings,
even she — rigorous, precise, architecturally dispassionate Mai — had to pause twice to recalibrate
her analytical tone.

“The behavioral wave | identified in Gotham's crime data,” she began, and stopped. Just for a second.
Her stylus tapped once against the tablet edge — an error marker she usually kept internal. “Sorry.
The model keeps trying to clean him up into something statistical. He isn't.” She drew a breath that
sounded fractionally less measured than usual. “Again. The behavioral wave | identified in Gotham's
crime data has a primary harmonic. One signature pattern that appears more consistently, at higher
amplitude, and with greater population-level behavioral influence than any other. I've traced it across
thirty-one years of GCPD records, Arkham intake data, emergency services logs, and municipal
infrastructure reports.”

She displayed the wave pattern. It was beautiful in the way that mathematical representations of
terrible things sometimes are — a clean oscillation rendered in data points that each represented
human suffering.

“Every three to seven months, Gotham experiences what I'm calling a Clown Frequency event.
Criminal activity spikes. The persona adoption rate increases. The specific character of the crime
shifts toward the theatrical, the chaotic, the absurd. And at the center of every wave — not causing it,
but riding its peak — is a single individual.”

“The Joker,” Ace said.

“The individual designated as the Joker by Gotham law enforcement, yes. But here's what's
significant.” Mai pulled up the temporal overlay. “The behavioral wave precedes his activity. By forty-
eight to seventy-two hours. Consistently. Every single time. The city begins to shift before he acts.
Aggression increases. Random violence spikes. Low-level costumed crime becomes more theatrical,
more chaotic. And then he emerges. Not as a cause. Asa — "

“A resonance peak,” Shammy said.

“Exactly. The Joker doesn't generate the Clown Frequency. He's the point at which the frequency
becomes visible. The city builds the wave. He crests it.”
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The implications settled over the room like atmospheric pressure.
“Or the wave builds him,” Ace said quietly.
Mai looked at her. “Elaborate.”

“You said Gotham's recidivism rate for persona criminals is one hundred percent. You said the city
produces behavioral patterns in its population. What if it's not just producing patterns? What if it's

producing people? What if the Joker isn't a criminal who happens to live in Gotham — what if he's a
criminal that Gotham made? The city needed an antenna tuned to its worst frequency, and it grew
one.”

The silence that followed was the kind that indicated a hypothesis had landed in the space between
reasonable and terrifying and hadn't yet decided which way to fall.

“I can't prove or disprove that with current data,” Mai said carefully. “But the model supports it. The
Joker's psychological profile is anomalous in a very specific way — not in any category the Foundation
typically tracks. No reality distortion. No memetic hazard. No biological deviation from human
baseline. He is, by every metric we can apply, a normal human being operating at behavioral
frequencies that should not be sustainable.”

“Should not be survivable,” Shammy corrected. “I pulled the atmospheric data from his last known
incident site. The pressure readings are still distorted. Six weeks after the event. The air where he
was is still wrong.”

This was what they investigated next.

Ace and Shammy went to the site — a warehouse district in the industrial quarter where the most
recent Joker incident had culminated. Police tape was long gone. The buildings had been repaired or
condemned. Life, such as it was, had resumed on the surrounding streets.

But Shammy was right. The air was bruised.

Ace felt it before they reached the specific location — a shift in the environmental pressure that was
different from the zones she'd walked through in the Narrows. Those had been chronic. Ambient. The
atmospheric equivalent of a city with poor posture. This was acute. Specific. A scar.

“Here,” Shammy said, stopping at a loading dock that looked like every other loading dock on the
block. Her hair had begun to drift, responding to charges that had nothing to do with the overcast sky
above them. “This is where it peaked.”

Ace stepped onto the loading dock. And felt it.

Not fragment resonance. She knew what Violet felt like — the pressure behind her eyes, the sense of
depth without direction, the Neverborn's patient attention turning toward something interesting. This
was different. External. Environmental. But it operated on a similar frequency, close enough that the

boundary between the city's signal and her own internal landscape blurred for a disorienting moment.

The loading dock wanted to be remembered as violent.

That was the closest language she could find for the sensation. The space carried an imprint — not
visual, not auditory, but atmospheric and psychological. Something terrible had happened here, and
the happening had been so intense, so aligned with the frequency the city naturally amplified, that it
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had left a permanent mark on the environmental medium.
“It's like a recording,” Ace said. “Played back in pressure instead of sound.”

“Close,” Shammy said. She was standing at the edge of the dock, hands at her sides, reading the air
with her whole body. “It's not playback. It's sustain. The event resonated with the city's frequency so
strongly that the vibration hasn't damped. It's self-sustaining. Feed-forward. The atmospheric
distortion from the event reinforces the conditions that made the event possible, which reinforces the
distortion.”

“A feedback loop.”
“A feedback loop in the air itself.”

They documented the readings — Shammy through her sensorium, Ace through the cruder but still
useful method of noting her own physiological and fragment responses at measured intervals across
the site. The data would feed Mai's models.

But the data wasn't what Ace took away from the site.

What she took away was a feeling. Not the environmental imprint — that she could compartmentalize,
file under operational intelligence, process later. What she took away was the recognition that the
Joker had stood here. A human being. Not an SCP. Not an anomaly. A person, operating at the
intersection of the city's worst frequency and his own irreversible choices, doing things that left
bruises in the air.

And the city had loved it. Not in any sentient way — not love as decision or desire. Love as resonance.
The way a tuning fork loves the note that makes it sing. The Joker's chaos was Gotham's natural
frequency made flesh, and the city vibrated with it the way a guitar body vibrates with the string.

Mai's summary, delivered that evening over reheated noodles from a restaurant in the Narrows that
Ace had declared the best food they'd had in three missions, was precise:

“The Joker is not the source of Gotham's anomalous behavior. He is its highest-fidelity antenna. The
city generates a signal. He receives and retransmits at maximum amplitude. Containing him does not
reduce the signal — Arkham's dead-zone environment actually interrupts the feedback loop
temporarily, which is why there are gaps between Clown Frequency events. But the signal continues,
and eventually the wave builds high enough to override the containment.”

She paused, chopsticks held at a precise angle that suggested she was thinking about structural
engineering and soy sauce simultaneously.

“We're now mapping what I've designated the Gotham Frequency Spectrum — the full range of
behavioral-atmospheric frequencies the city generates. The Clown Frequency is the highest amplitude
harmonic. But there are others. Fear. Obsession. Duality. Control. Each one corresponds to a specific
criminal persona pattern in the city's behavioral output.”

“Each one produces its own antenna,” Ace said.

“Each one produces its own symptom,” Mai agreed. “The Joker. The Scarecrow. Two-Face. Each is a
human being tuned — by chance, by trauma, by the city's environmental influence — to a specific
frequency in the Gotham Spectrum. They don't create the frequencies. They embody them.”
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Shammy set down her noodle carton. The air around her had been gradually warming throughout the
evening — her version of relaxation, or as close to it as the atmosphere of Gotham would allow.

“There's a counter-frequency,” she said.
Mai looked at her. Ace looked at her.

“In the spectrum. There's something that opposes the criminal harmonics. Not eliminating them —
counterbalancing. Something that broadcasts at the same frequencies but in opposition. It's been
there as long as the criminal signatures have. Maybe longer.”

They knew what she meant. They didn't say it yet. But they knew.

CHAPTER 5 — BATMAN PROBLEM

They found his evidence before they found him. The operational footprint of the vigilante designated
as “Batman” by Gotham's population was simultaneously everywhere and nowhere — a presence
defined by its aftereffects, like a wind you could only detect by watching the trees bend.

Crime scenes that had been processed before the GCPD arrived. Criminals bound with materials that
weren't commercially available — high-tensile polymer cord with molecular structures that Mai's
analysis flagged as custom-fabricated. Impact patterns on walls and floors consistent with a
combatant of significant physical capability operating with precision that exceeded military special
operations benchmarks. And no forensic trace. None. Not a fiber, not a partial print, not a skin cell.
The absence was itself anomalous — the Foundation's forensic standards allowed for trace absence in
controlled environments, but this was open urban terrain, and the level of evidence discipline
required to leave nothing was either superhuman or obsessive beyond clinical parameters.

Mai leaned toward obsessive.

“The counter-frequency Shammy identified correlates precisely with this individual's operational
pattern,” she reported, her screens now displaying two overlapping waveforms — the criminal
harmonics of the Gotham Spectrum and the opposing signal that damped them without eliminating
them. “Behaviorally, he functions as an equal-and-opposite force within the Gotham Frequency
system. His activity increases when criminal frequency increases. His operational zones shift to match
emerging threat concentrations. His pattern isn't reactive — it's responsive. There's a difference.”

“Explain the difference,” Ace said. She was sitting on the fire escape, legs dangling, watching the
Narrows. Her compact frame was a silhouette against the city light, katanas sealed but humming
faintly at her back — the emerald frequency always a little more active at night in Gotham.

“Reactive means responding to stimuli after they occur. Responsive means being part of a system
that adjusts in real time. He doesn't wait for crimes and then fight them. He exists within the
frequency ecology as a stabilizing harmonic. When the criminal frequencies rise, his counter-
frequency rises to match. Not because he decides to escalate — because the system demands it.”
Mai's gaze flicked to a secondary pane of biometric inference data she'd been reluctant to mention
because it was built from bad scraps and educated guesses. “And because every model | run says the
same thing. He's paying for it. Sleep debt consistent with chronic cognitive impairment. Injury cycling
with no full recovery windows. Stress markers that should have put a normal human being in the
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ground years ago. The counter-frequency isn't free. It's eating him by increments.”

“So he's an antenna too,” Shammy said from the rooftop above them, her voice carrying downward
through air that complied with her acoustics.

“Possibly. But tuned differently. The criminal personas receive and amplify the city's destructive
harmonics. He receives and counterbalances them. Without his signal, the criminal frequencies would
have no opposition. The amplitude would increase without check. My models suggest that without a
counter-frequency of this magnitude, Gotham would have experienced a full behavioral cascade —
what I'd classify as a city-wide psychotic break — sometime in the last twenty years.”

“He's not fighting crime,” Ace said slowly. “He's completing a circuit.”

“Yes. And this is the critical insight: his presence doesn't reduce the total energy in the system. It
balances it. Crime doesn't go down because of him. It doesn't go up. It oscillates around an
equilibrium that his counter-frequency helps maintain. Remove him, and the equilibrium collapses.
The city needs him exactly as much as it needs its villains.”

Something about this hit Ace in a place that analysis couldn't reach.

She looked out at the city — at the towers, the darkness between them, the moving lights that were
cars and sirens and the accumulated motion of six million people living on a frequency most of them
couldn't hear. Somewhere out there, a single person was moving through the night. Not because they
had to. Not because someone told them to. Because they had looked at the worst thing a city could
be and decided that the correct response was to stand in the dark and fight it, every night, forever,
alone.

She knew that shape. She'd been that shape.

Before Mai. Before Shammy. Before the triad had formed and taught her that irreversible action didn't
have to mean solitary action. She had been the point of the spear with no shaft — all impact, no
stability, converting every fear into velocity and every silence into compression and calling it strength
because the alternative was admitting that she was being crushed by the weight of doing everything
alone.

Mai was beside her. When she'd moved from the table to the fire escape, Ace hadn't registered — Mai
could be extraordinarily quiet when she chose, stepping into adjacency rather than announcing
arrival. She sat on the fire escape beside Ace, close enough that their shoulders were within
centimeters but not touching. The specific distance that meant I'm here without demanding
acknowledgment.

“You're thinking about him,” Mai said.
“I'm thinking about what he costs himself.”

“The data suggests significant physiological and psychological deterioration over time. The counter-
frequency he generates appears to be self-powered — there's no external source feeding it. He's
producing it from his own reserves. Whatever those are.”

“From will,” Ace said. “From the decision to keep going. That's the fuel.”

“That's not sustainable.”
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“NO.”

They sat with that. The Narrows breathed below them. Shammy's presence above was a warmth in
the air that had nothing to do with temperature — the atmospheric equivalent of a hand on a
shoulder, extended across vertical distance.

“He hasn't broken,” Ace said. “How long has he been doing this?”

“The counter-frequency first appears in the data approximately twenty years ago. Consistent with the
earliest reports of vigilante activity in Gotham.”

“Twenty years.” Ace let the number exist. “Twenty years of being the only counter-frequency. No
triad. No distributed load. Just — him and the city.”

She didn't say the rest. She didn't have to. Mai heard it in the negative space: That could have been
me. That almost was me.

Shammy descended from the rooftop — not by ladder or stairs, but by stepping off the edge and
letting the air receive her, a controlled descent that looked like falling and was actually the
atmosphere's version of a courtesy. She landed on the fire escape with a gentleness that belied her
height and mass, the metal barely registering her arrival.

She didn't say anything. But the static around her softened — the micro-charges in the air smoothing
into something that felt like the atmospheric equivalent of holding your breath and then letting it go.

The three of them sat on the fire escape in the Gotham dark. Above them, the clouds carried a diffuse
glow that might have been moonlight or searchlight or the signal they all knew was there — the one
that called a man in a cape to do the impossible thing of being a single person against a city's worth
of madness.

“] want to talk to him,” Ace said.
“He'll find us first,” Mai replied.

Shammy watched the sky. Her hair moved in charge patterns that traced the city's frequency across
the ionized dark.

“Soon,” she said.

CHAPTER 6 — ARKHAM

Foundation credentials opened most doors. Arkham's doors opened with a reluctance that Mai
characterized as “architecturally embedded.”

The facility occupied a promontory north of the city proper — a position that, in a normal city, would
have offered therapeutic views of water and sky. In Gotham, it offered isolation, exposure to the worst
weather the bay could produce, and a sightline back to the city that ensured every patient with a
window could see exactly the environment that had broken them.
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Mai identified the first anomaly before they'd passed through the second security checkpoint.

“The hallway geometry is wrong,” she said quietly, her voice pitched for team communication only.
“The angle of the corridor is six degrees off standard architectural alignment. Not enough to notice
consciously. Enough to generate a persistent low-level spatial disorientation in anyone walking
through it repeatedly.”

“Design flaw?” Ace asked.

“In every hallway? In both wings? Consistently offset in the direction that maximizes disorientation?”
Mai shook her head, the faint runic refraction in her hair catching the institutional fluorescent light.
“This building was designed to prevent psychological recovery. Whether intentionally or emergently,
every architectural element I'm seeing — corridor angles, ceiling heights, cell dimensions, light
placement — is optimized to maintain residents in a state of chronic psychological instability.”

Shammy's reaction was immediate and visceral.

She stopped walking at the entrance to the main ward. Just stopped — 195 centimeters of
atmospheric awareness hitting a wall that wasn't physical. Her eyes, normally a charged electric blue,
dulled. The micro-weather patterns that constantly played around her — the static crackle, the
temperature gradients, the subtle pressure shifts — went quiet.

Ace noticed within seconds. She turned, evaluated, and closed distance.
“Shammy.”

“I'm functional.” Shammy's voice was flat. Not distressed — suppressed. “The atmospheric
environment inside this facility is a controlled dead zone. Pressure is artificially stabilized. Humidity
regulated to a specific range. Temperature constant to within half a degree. Electrical charge in the
air is being actively dampened by — ” She looked up. “The ventilation system. It's not just HVAC.
There are ionization filters. They're stripping the charge out of the air.”

“For what purpose?” Mai asked, already scanning the facility's technical specifications on her tablet.

“The stated purpose would be environmental control for sensitive patients. The actual effect is the
elimination of atmospheric variability. Which means — ” Shammy took a careful breath. “ — | can
barely feel anything in here. The air is dead. No pressure information. No charge data. No
atmospheric micro-patterns. I'm operating on visual and auditory input only.”

This was significant. Shammy's atmospheric awareness was her primary sensory modality — the way
she read environments, tracked emotional states, maintained equilibrium for herself and others. In
Arkham's dead zone, she was functionally reduced to baseline human perception.

“We can leave,” Ace said. Not a suggestion. An offer, weight-neutral, no judgment attached.

“We can't. This place is central to the frequency architecture. | need to be here.” Shammy
straightened — the full 195 centimeters asserting themselves against the dead air. “But | need you
close.”

Ace moved to Shammy's left side. Not touching. Present. The specific positioning that said I'm your
stability vector until your primary systems come back online. It wasn't a position they'd been trained
in. It was a position they'd learned through the accumulated physics of being three people who had
discovered that proximity was structural.
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Mai took point, navigating them through the facility with credentials that granted access to records
rooms, administrative offices, and — after a brief conversation with a staff psychiatrist who visibly
struggled with the concept that someone might want to review Arkham's historical data — the
archive.

The patient files were exactly as disturbing as the crime data had suggested and more disturbing
than the crime data could convey. Each file read like a compressed tragedy — a human being
described in clinical language that captured symptoms but missed the person entirely. Diagnoses that
didn't track. Treatment plans that recycled. The same patients, admitted and released and admitted
again, their files growing thicker with each cycle but their conditions never resolving.

“The treatment protocols are circular,” Mai said, paging through files with increasing speed.
“Admission. Stabilization through medication and environmental control. Assessment indicating
improvement. Release into the general population. Re-offending within a statistically predictable
timeframe. Re-admission. The same protocols applied. The same results achieved. Repeat.”

“That's not treatment,” Ace said. “That's storage.”

“It's worse than storage. Storage is inert. This is — ” Mai gestured at the architectural plan she'd
pulled up on her tablet. “The facility itself prevents recovery. The dead-zone environment suppresses
the Gotham Frequency within the building, which temporarily reduces the behavioral amplification
that drives the patients' criminal activity. They appear to improve. They're released. They re-enter the
city's frequency environment. The behavioral amplification resumes. They re-offend.”

“So Arkham doesn't fail to cure them. It can't cure them. Because the cure would require changing
the city, not the patient.”

“Correct.”

They went deeper into the building. Mai was building a structural model of Arkham's architecture in
real time, overlaying it with the atmospheric data, the geological surveys she'd accessed, and the
historical records that traced the facility's origin back over a century.

The deeper they went, the more the building expressed its nature. Sub-basement levels that didn't
appear on the official floor plan. Corridors that narrowed subtly, creating increasing compression as
they descended. And the dead zone intensified — the air becoming not just still but actively
suppressive, as though the building was exerting effort to maintain the atmospheric vacuum.

Ace felt it differently than Shammy. Where Shammy's atmospheric awareness was being smothered,
Ace's internal landscape was being scraped. The building's dead zone didn't just suppress external
pressure — it created a negative pressure that pulled at internal states, drawing out whatever you
carried inside you and holding it in the sterile air like a specimen.

The fragment stirred. Not with alarm — with recognition. Violet knew what it felt like to be contained.
The Neverborn had existed in spaces like this, in the theoretical sense — places that suppressed,
regulated, denied. Places that called themselves safe and were actually cages.

Ace kept walking. The compression in her chest was familiar enough to be navigable. She'd carried
worse.

But she noticed: the building was pulling at her. At Shammy. At Mai, whose steps had become slightly
more precise, slightly more controlled — the compensatory behavior she exhibited when cognitive
load was being externally elevated.
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“This place is a resonance chamber,” Mai said, and her voice carried the specific frequency of a
conclusion arriving. “The dead zone isn't just suppression. It's — it's like noise cancellation. The
building generates an anti-frequency that neutralizes the Gotham signal within its walls. But noise
cancellation requires receiving the signal first. Arkham isn't blocking the Gotham Frequency. It's
absorbing it.”

“And doing what with it?” Shammy asked. Her voice was strained. The dead air was wearing on her.

Mai pulled up the geological data. The promontory Arkham sat on was geologically distinct from the
surrounding terrain — a formation of bedrock with properties that Mai's mineral analysis flagged as
unusual. High quartz content. Specific crystalline structures.

“Storing it,” Mai said. “The geological substrate beneath Arkham has the physical properties to
function as a frequency battery. The building absorbs the Gotham signal. The substrate stores it. And
the stored energy — ” She paused, running calculations. “The stored energy contributes to the overall
amplitude of the Gotham Frequency. Arkham isn't treating patients. It's charging the city.”

The four walls of the archive room felt suddenly closer. Not physically — the dimensions hadn't
changed. But the knowledge of what the building was doing pressed in from every surface.

“We're leaving,” Ace said.

This time it wasn't an offer. It was a tactical decision, delivered in the tone that meant the irreversible
action vector had assessed the situation and determined that remaining in this location was no longer
operationally justified given the risk to team stability.

They left. Through the compressed corridors. Past the offset-angle hallways. Through the security
checkpoints where guards who'd worked in the building for years showed the flat affect of people
who'd been living in a dead zone so long they'd forgotten what charged air felt like.

Outside, Shammy took a full breath.

The air crackled. Not violently — therapeutically. Charge rushed back into the space around her, filling
the vacuum Arkham had imposed, and for a moment the atmosphere within a ten-meter radius of
Shammy experienced something that felt like a sigh of relief. The static returned to her hair. The
temperature gradients reappeared. Her eyes brightened from dull blue to electric.

Nobody spoke. Not for several minutes. They walked to the transport point in the formation that had
become instinct — Ace forward, Mai center, Shammy behind, the geometry of three people who had
just walked through something ugly together and needed the structural assurance that all three
vertices were intact.

On the transport back to the Narrows, Mai compiled her notes. Ace cleaned a katana that didn't need
cleaning. Shammy sat with her eyes closed and her palms open on her knees, re-establishing her
atmospheric connection with the care of someone restarting a system that had been forcibly shut
down.

“The city is eating itself,” Shammy said eventually. “The frequency generates the criminals. The
criminals are sent to Arkham. Arkham absorbs the frequency and stores it. The stored energy
amplifies the frequency. Which generates more criminals.”

“A perfect closed system,” Mai said. “Except it's not closed. The amplitude is increasing. Energy is
being added from somewhere. Something is feeding the loop.”
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They didn't know what yet.

But they were going to find out.

CHAPTER 7 — CONTACT

He found them on the fourth night.

Ace knew he would. Mai had predicted it. Shammy had felt the approach — not as a person moving
through air, but as a disturbance in the counter-frequency, a concentration of the opposing signal that
she'd been tracking since they'd identified it. The counter-frequency had been diffuse, spread across
the city in patterns that matched the vigilante's operational range. Tonight it was converging.
Focusing. Moving toward their position.

They were on the rooftop of the safehouse building. Not by accident. Mai had calculated the highest
probability location for contact based on the counter-frequency's movement patterns and suggested
they make themselves available. Shammy had suggested the rooftop because it was the kind of
location the counter-frequency seemed to prefer — elevated, exposed, architecturally dramatic. He
was, whatever else he was, a person with a highly developed sense of operational theater.

Ace had agreed because rooftops had good sight lines and she liked the way Gotham's damaged light
looked from above.

He arrived without sound.

One moment the rooftop was occupied by three. The next, the shadows at the northwest corner of the
roof — the deepest shadows, the ones where two HVAC units created an overlap of darkness —
acquired mass.

Ace registered his presence before she saw him. Not through the fragment — through the combat
awareness that had been her survival architecture since before Mai, before Shammy, before the triad.
A change in the weight of the air. Not atmospheric, the way Shammy would read it. Tactical. Someone
was on this rooftop who had not been here before, and they were very, very good at being where they
were.

She didn't draw her katanas. She didn't tense. She turned her head, precisely, and looked at the
shadows, and waited.

He stepped forward by a degree. Not fully visible — the cape and cowl remained in the shadow's edge
— but present. Declared. The message was clear: | am here. | chose to let you know. This is a
conversation, not an ambush.

Ace appreciated the clarity.
“You've been in my city for four days,” he said.

His voice was a carefully constructed instrument. Pitched low, projected with precision, designed to
carry authority and implied threat without volume. Mai would later note that the vocal technique was
consistent with theatrical training adapted for intimidation — effective against most targets, irrelevant
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against individuals whose threat calibration was set to “anomalous-grade combat environments.”

“We have,” Mai said, stepping forward. She'd taken point before anyone decided she should — the
natural negotiator, the communicator, the vector that made chaos legible. “We're investigating
Gotham's anomalous behavioral patterns.”

“l know.”
Mai adjusted her assessment. “You've been monitoring us.”

“Since your aircraft entered Gotham airspace. Foundation transport. Modified tilt-rotor. Registration
codes that don't exist in FAA databases. You're SCP Foundation.”

The sentence landed with the flat finality of someone stating a mathematical proof. No question. No
uncertainty. He knew.

“You're well informed,” Mai said.

“I'm thorough.” A pause — calculated, not hesitant. “The Foundation has sent teams before. They
leave. Or they stop being Foundation. What makes you different?”

“We're not an analytical team,” Mai said. “We're an operational triad with specialized environmental
assessment capabilities.”

“You're three anomalous individuals investigating an anomalous city. | want to know your intentions.”
“Assessment and documentation. No intervention unless an active cascade threatens civilian safety.”

From the shadows, the faintest sound — not agreement, not disagreement. An exhalation that might
have been the beginning of a response abandoned in favor of observation.

His attention shifted. Ace felt it — the weight of his focus moving from Mai to her, evaluating,
cataloguing. She met it with the particular stillness that was her version of a handshake: | see you
seeing me. | am not impressed, not hostile, not afraid. | am present.

He evaluated her compact frame, the sealed katanas at her back, the violet undertone in her eyes
that was more visible in the dark. Whatever his assessment concluded, he didn't share it.

Then his focus moved to Shammy.
And stopped.

Shammy stood at the rooftop's edge, 195 centimeters tall, silver-white hair moving in charge patterns
that the night wind couldn't explain, eyes electric blue and faintly luminous. The air around her was
doing things that air wasn't supposed to do — micro-pressure fluctuations visible as heat-shimmer-
like distortions, temperature gradients that made the space she occupied feel like a different climate
zone. She was, in the way that mattered most to someone whose operational reality was defined by
environmental awareness, impossible to classify.

He couldn't identify it. He couldn't quantify it. Ace could see, in the fractional shifts of his posture, the
specific discomfort of a mind that demanded complete information encountering something that
resisted complete analysis.

Good. Let him know what that feels like.
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“The atmospheric anomalies you've been mapping,” he said, addressing Shammy directly. “You're not
using instruments.”

“l am the instrument,” Shammy said simply.
Another calculated silence. Processing.
“What have you found?” he asked.

Mai answered. “Gotham is an integrated anomalous environment. The behavioral patterns your
population exhibits — the costumed criminality, the recidivism, the theatrical violence — are not
sociological phenomena. They're outputs of an environmental frequency system embedded in the
city's physical and atmospheric infrastructure.”

He didn't react. Or rather — he didn't visibly react. But Ace, whose survival had depended on reading
microexpressions in hostile environments since childhood, caught it: a tension in the jaw. The very
slight displacement of weight toward his forward foot. Not surprise. Recognition. He already knew —
or suspected — something close to what Mai was describing.

“You knew,"” Ace said.

“I knew the city was different. | didn't have the framework you're describing. | had data points.
Patterns. Suspicions | couldn't verify with any methodology available to me.” Even in the dark, the last
sentence cost him something. Not uncertainty. Exposure. The kind that came from admitting that
twenty years of obsession had still left gaps.

“The counter-frequency you generate,” Mai said. “How long have you been aware of it?”
The silence this time was longer. Personal.

“I'm not aware of generating a frequency,” he said finally. “I'm aware of a choice | made. Every night.
To oppose what this city produces.”

“The choice is the frequency,” Shammy said. “The intention, sustained over time, at this intensity, in
this environment — it generates a measurable atmospheric counter-signal. You've been broadcasting
opposition for twenty years, and the city has organized itself around your broadcast.”

He processed this. Ace watched him process it — the stillness of a mind confronting information that
recontextualized two decades of lived experience.

“The city doesn't want to be cured,” he said.

And then he was gone. Not a departure — a dissolution. The shadows released him, or he released
himself into them, and the rooftop was occupied by three once more.

The counter-frequency faded, dispersing across the city as he moved away, resuming the distributed
pattern of his nightly operations. Shammy tracked it for as long as she could, feeling the opposing
signal spread like ink in water until it was everywhere and nowhere again.

“I like him,” Ace said.
“You would,” Mai said.

Shammy watched the sky where he'd disappeared, her hair lifting in a charge that wasn't lightning,
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and said nothing. But the air around her carried something that might have been respect, expressed
in pressure gradients that only she could read.

CHAPTER 8 — FREQUENCY CASCADE

The wave came early.

Mai had predicted the next Clown Frequency event within a three-to-seven-month window based on
historical patterns. It arrived in eleven days. Eleven days that should have been impossible — the
shortest interval between Clown Frequency events in the thirty-one years of data she'd analyzed was
seventy-three days.

The first sign was atmospheric. Shammy woke at 3:17 AM on the eleventh night, not from sleep but
from equilibrium — the pressure map she maintained in her resting awareness spiked with
simultaneous anomalies across fourteen zones. She was standing at the window before the second
spike hit.

“It's starting,” she said, and her voice carried the flat urgency of someone reading a seismograph.

Ace was awake and armed in under two seconds. Not a transition from sleep to alertness — a state
change, binary, complete. One moment horizontal and still. The next: upright, katanas unsealed, eyes
violet-bright in the safehouse dark.

Mai was already at her screens, pulling data feeds that confirmed what Shammy was feeling.

“Behavioral spike across all monitored districts. GCPD dispatch volume is — that's a four-hundred-
percent increase in twelve minutes. Arkham is reporting elevated patient agitation across all wards.
The atmospheric data — ”

“I know,” Shammy said. “It's everywhere. Every pressure zone I've mapped is destabilizing
simultaneously. The high-pressure zones are spiking. The dead zones are collapsing. It's like
something is pouring energy into the entire frequency system at once.”

“The wave shouldn't be this early,” Mai said, and the fact that she stated it — stated the obvious,
which Mai never did unless the obvious was also deeply concerning — told them everything about
how wrong this was. “The amplitude shouldn't be this high. Whatever is driving the escalation |
identified in the historical data — it just accelerated.”

Over the next twelve hours, Gotham came apart.

Not spectacularly. Not cinematically. The way a system fails when the load exceeds its capacity —
progressively, unevenly, with some components holding and others crumbling and the overall
structure maintaining just enough integrity to not collapse entirely while everything inside it screams.

Three patients escaped Arkham. Not the worst — not the names that would make headlines — but
bad enough. A fear-toxin specialist. A pyrokinetic with a damaged impulse control system. A former
psychiatrist whose therapeutic practice had been replaced by an obsession with games and riddles
that had escalated past the point of intellectual exercise into something that treated human lives as
puzzle components.
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Beyond the escapes: the city's baseline crime rate, already anomalously high, erupted. Street-level
violence increased exponentially. The costumed criminal population — Gotham's unique ecosystem of
persona-driven offenders — activated en masse, as though responding to a signal only they could
hear. Which, based on Mai's analysis, was exactly what was happening.

The Foundation mandate was observation. But the Foundation mandate also included intervention
when an anomalous cascade threatened civilian density, and Mai's real-time models showed the
cascade approaching thresholds that would produce irreversible population-level psychological
damage.

“We're going operational,” Mai said. It wasn't a question. It wasn't a request for permission. It was the
structural vector identifying the moment when passivity became complicity.

The triad deployed.

Ace moved through the cascade like what she was — compressed intent, irreversible action, the point
where hesitation became damage. She didn't have the luxury of observation now. The city was too
loud, too hot, too fast. The fragment resonated with the escalating frequency — Violet humming in
her bones, not fighting her but not comfortable either, the Neverborn responding to the city's scream
the way a tuning fork responds to volume.

She intercepted the fear-toxin specialist in the warehouse district. The individual — gaunt, masked,
moving with the exaggerated theatricality that Gotham's frequency imposed on its persona criminals
— had already deployed a preliminary aerosol in a three-block radius. Civilians were experiencing fear
responses at amplified intensity, the toxin interacting with the already-elevated atmospheric pressure
to create a feedback loop of panic.

Ace moved through the affected zone without hesitation. The toxin hit her.

It tried to find her fears. It searched — chemically, neurologically — for the structures in her brain that
held terror, that stored trauma, that catalogued the things she'd learned to be afraid of in a life that
had contained more reasons for fear than most people accumulated in ten.

It found the fragment.
The interaction was not what the toxin expected.

The Neverborn Fragment — Violet — was not fear. It was something older than fear, deeper than fear,
a resonance that existed in the space between dimensions where fear was a surface phenomenon, a
thin skin over an abyss that the toxin's crude chemistry could no more navigate than a candle could
illuminate the sun.

The toxin hit the fragment and shattered. Not chemically — psychologically. The fear it tried to induce
met a depth it couldn't fathom and simply failed to find purchase, like a drill striking bedrock after
passing through soil.

Ace didn't succumb. She didn't slow down.

But her eyes flared violet — full spectrum, prismatic fracture intensifying beyond anything the
Narrows had seen, the light of the Neverborn refracting through irises that had learned to contain it
but couldn't entirely hide it. The air around her for a radius of three meters tasted like static and
ozone, and the civilians within that radius experienced an immediate cessation of their fear responses
— not calm, exactly, but the sudden awareness that something existed that was bigger than what
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they were afraid of, and that something was walking past them with two humming katanas and the
gait of a person who had never in her life hesitated at the right moment.

The fragment surge lasted three seconds. Then Shammy hit it.

From two blocks away — operating on atmospheric data she was processing faster than conscious
thought — Shammy detected the spike and responded. Pressure equalization. A targeted atmospheric
adjustment that bled the resonance off Ace's surge, channeling the excess energy into the
surrounding air and dissipating it as harmless static discharge. The streetlights in the area flickered. A
car alarm went off. The ozone taste faded.

Ace reached the fear-toxin specialist, and the encounter was brief. The individual attempted to deploy
a concentrated dose directly at her face. Ace moved through it the way she moved through
everything — forward, fast, and with the understanding that stopping was more expensive than
continuing. The katanas stayed sealed. She didn't need them. Three precise strikes — open-handed,
targeting neural clusters with a violence that was somehow more controlled than it was aggressive —
and the specialist was unconscious.

The GCPD found him bound with material Ace had improvised from industrial cable. She was already
gone.

Mai coordinated from the safehouse, and her coordination was the reason the night didn't end worse
than it did. She ran pattern analysis on the cascade in real time — tracking the frequency wave's
propagation, predicting escalation points before they materialized, directing Ace and Shammy to
intervention zones with a temporal precision that turned their operational capacity from formidable to
architectural.

Shammy covered the atmospheric dimension, and the atmospheric dimension was enormous. The
entire city's pressure map was destabilized — every zone she'd carefully documented over the past
days now in flux, the careful ecosystem of high-pressure aggression zones and low-pressure
suppression zones churning into chaos. She couldn't stabilize the whole city. Nobody could. But she
could prioritize — identify the zones where atmospheric instability was most likely to push human
behavior past recovery thresholds and apply targeted pressure equalization.

She worked from the rooftops, moving through Gotham's upper architecture with the impossible
grace that made her height and mass irrelevant to physics. At each intervention point, she stopped,
extended her atmospheric awareness to its maximum range, and did the thing that only she could do:
she made the air survivable. Not calm. Not safe. Survivable. The difference between an environment
where people panicked and an environment where people were afraid but functional.

By dawn, the cascade had not resolved, but it had stabilized. The three Arkham escapees were
recontained — two by the GCPD, one by Ace. The baseline violence had peaked and was declining.
The atmospheric pressure map was still wrong, but Shammy had imposed enough temporary
structure to prevent the worst feedback loops.

They reconvened at the safehouse. Ace had a mild fragment-spike hangover — the post-surge state
that manifested as a low throbbing behind her eyes and a slight instability in her emotional
regulation, the Neverborn settling back into dormancy after being woken by the city's scream.
Shammy equalized the pressure around her, the air becoming a precise envelope of atmospheric
conditions calibrated to fragment recovery. Mai arrived last, exhausted but precise, already
composing the next phase of analysis in her head.

“The cascade epicenter wasn't Arkham,” Mai said. “And it wasn't Crime Alley. The frequency wave
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originated from beneath the city. Below street level. Below the subway. Below the utility
infrastructure.” She pulled up a seismic data visualization. “There's something under Gotham. A
substrate — geological, structural, possibly engineered. It's acting as a frequency transmission layer,
and tonight it pulsed.”

Ace rubbed her eyes. The violet faded slowly.
“So we're going underground,” she said.

“We're going underground,” Mai confirmed.

CHAPTER 9 — SUBSTRATE

Gotham's underground was a palimpsest — layers of infrastructure written over layers of
infrastructure, each generation of the city building on top of what came before without fully removing
it. Modern subway tunnels cut through Victorian sewer systems that had been built into Colonial-era
foundations that rested on geology that predated human habitation by epochs.

Mai had identified the most direct access point: an abandoned subway station in the East End, sealed
after a structural incident decades ago and never reopened. Foundation credentials and Ace's
compact ability to navigate spaces that would have challenged larger operatives got them through
the sealed entrance. Shammy followed, folding her frame through the access point with a flexibility
that shouldn't have been possible for someone her size but was, because Shammy's relationship with
physical space was mediated by the same atmospheric awareness that let her read pressure at a
distance.

The subway station was exactly what decades of abandonment produced in Gotham: a space that the
city had swallowed and was slowly digesting. Tiles cracked. Structural supports corroded. The air thick
with the specific combination of damp, decay, and the mineral exhale of exposed rock that
characterized every underground space Ace had ever been in.

But beneath the mundane rot: the hum.

It was stronger here. Much stronger. The low-frequency pressure that Ace had felt since arriving in
Gotham was amplified underground, the layers of earth and infrastructure above acting as insulation
that concentrated the signal rather than dispersing it. She could feel it in her teeth, in her joints, in
the space between her ribs where the fragment lived.

“Pressure increasing,” Shammy reported. Her voice had taken on the focused quality that indicated
she was processing atmospheric data at high bandwidth. “Not uniformly. There are channels. The
substrate is structured — natural geological formations that have been either shaped or selected for
frequency transmission. Like — veins. The frequency moves through the rock the way blood moves
through vessels.”

They descended. Past the subway level, through maintenance corridors that hadn't been maintained
in years, into the deeper infrastructure where Gotham's history compressed from decades into
centuries. The walls changed — concrete gave way to brick gave way to stone gave way to something
that was almost but not quite natural rock.
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Mai documented everything. Her tablet was recording geological composition, atmospheric data,
spatial dimensions, and the increasingly complex frequency readings that her instruments captured in
the deeper levels. The data was extraordinary. The substrate wasn't just transmitting the Gotham
Frequency — it was shaping it. Different geological channels carried different harmonic components.
One vein transmitted what Mai's analysis would later identify as the fear component. Another carried
aggression. Another, obsession. The substrate was a frequency organ, distributing the Gotham
signal's components through dedicated channels to different regions of the city above.

“It's not random,” Mai said, her voice carrying awe she didn't bother suppressing. “It's an
architecture. A frequency distribution architecture built into the geology of the land Gotham sits on.
The city didn't develop its behavioral patterns because of social factors. It developed them because
the ground it's built on is a broadcasting system.”

Ace felt the fragment respond to the deepening signal with increasing interest. Not alarm — curiosity.
Violet had encountered many anomalies, many frequencies, many signals from the spaces between
and beneath reality. The Gotham substrate was adjacent to fragment resonance but not identical —
like a language from a neighboring country. Close enough to partially understand. Different enough to
be foreign.

The deeper they went, the more Ace became aware of a phenomenon she couldn't immediately
name. The substrate's frequency wasn't just external — it was interactive. It responded to their
presence. Not intelligently, not with intent, but the way a musical instrument responded to being
touched. The frequency shifted as they moved through it, accommodating their mass, their warmth,
their electromagnetic signatures. And the fragment.

“It's noticing us,” Ace said.

“It's resonating with us,” Shammy corrected. “Different thing. It's not aware. It's responsive. Like a —
like a cave that echoes. We're making sounds and the cave is sending them back. But the cave isn't
listening.”

They found the chamber.

The transition was abrupt. One moment they were in a narrow geological corridor that showed signs
of historical human use — tool marks, the remnants of old timber supports. The next, the corridor
opened into a space that had never been modified by human hands.

The chamber was roughly ovoid, perhaps thirty meters across and fifteen high. The walls were
exposed geological substrate — the same quartz-rich rock Mai had identified beneath Arkham, but
here it was undisturbed, unmodified, and patterned.

The patterns were carved. Or grown. Or both. They covered the chamber's walls in configurations that
Mai's visual analysis couldn't match to any existing cultural database — not Native American, not
Colonial, not any historical civilization that had been recorded as inhabiting this region. They were
geometric but organic, precise but fluid, and they followed the veins of frequency-conducting material
through the rock with an accuracy that suggested they either mapped the frequency channels or
defined them.

And the sound.

Not audible. The frequency was below and beyond human hearing. But in this chamber, it was strong
enough to be felt as a full-body experience — a vibration that existed in the bones, in the fluid of the
eyes, in the rhythm of the heart. The Gotham Frequency, unfiltered, undiffused, broadcasting at its
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source.

Ace stood in the center of the chamber and felt the city above her. Not metaphorically. The frequency
carried information — six million people's emotional output, filtered through the atmospheric zones,
channeled through the substrate, collected here in the resonance heart of Gotham. Fear. Anger.
Despair. Hope. Stubbornness. Love. Madness. Resolve. All of it, condensed into a signal that was
neither good nor evil but was undeniably alive in the way that a heartbeat is alive — not conscious,
not choosing, just continuing because the system that produced it hadn't stopped.

“This is it,” Mai said. She was scanning the chamber with every instrument she had, and her eyes —
silver-blue, sharpened to their maximum computational intensity — reflected data in ways that
normal human eyes didn't. “This is the resonance heart. The Gotham Frequency originates here. Not
generates — originates. Like a spring. The geological formation naturally produces a frequency that
interacts with human neurology to amplify behavioral patterns. The city above is the instrument. The
people are the music. And this — this is the source note.”

Shammy was most effective here. The confined space concentrated her atmospheric influence, and
the charged air of the chamber responded to her presence with an enthusiasm that the dead air of
Arkham had denied. She maintained the pressure at levels that kept them functional — the raw
frequency in this chamber would have produced panic attacks, dissociative episodes, or worse in
baseline humans.

“How old?" Ace asked.

Mai examined the patterns on the walls. “Pre-Colonial. Possibly significantly pre-Colonial. The
geological formation itself is millions of years old, but the patterns suggest that someone — some
culture, some group — found this place and either enhanced or documented its properties. The
carvings don't create the frequency. They map it. Someone understood what this place was, long
before Gotham existed.”

“And then someone built a city on top of it.”

“Whether by accident or design. The historical record isn't clear. But the result is what we've been
documenting: a city whose population lives on top of a natural behavioral-frequency amplifier, their
emotions and choices and pathologies broadcast and rebroadcast through a geological infrastructure
that was here before any of them were born.”

Ace pressed her palm against the chamber wall. The rock hummed beneath her touch. The fragment
hummed in response — not in opposition, not in harmony, but in the specific frequency that occurred
when two very different things recognized that they were both, in their own way, about the same
thing.

Depth. Pressure. The things that existed below the surface and shaped everything above it.
“We can't contain this,” Ace said.

“No,” Mai agreed.

“We can't destroy it without destroying the city.”

“No.”

“So what do we do with it?”
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Mai looked at her. The question wasn't operational. It was philosophical. And Mai — structural,
precise, architecturally rational Mai — recognized that this was a question she couldn't answer with
data.

“We understand it,” she said. “And then we decide what understanding requires us to do.”

They left the chamber with more questions than they'd entered with, which was, Ace reflected, the
natural condition of anyone who went looking for the truth beneath a city built on lies.

CHAPTER 10 — THE QUESTION

The safehouse was quiet in the way that spaces become quiet when the people in them are thinking
too hard to make noise.

Mai had spent hours translating the chamber data into analytical frameworks. Shammy had spent the
same hours on the fire escape, recalibrating her atmospheric baseline after the intensity of the
underground. Ace had spent them sitting on the windowsill, watching the Narrows, processing nothing
and everything in the way she processed — not through thought but through compression, letting the
information settle into her body like sediment until the shape of what it meant emerged from the
weight of it.

The question was simple. What they'd found was not.

Gotham was a natural anomalous zone. The substrate beneath the city produced a frequency that
amplified human behavioral patterns — not creating them, not controlling them, but taking whatever
existed in the people above and turning up the volume. The criminals were louder. The heroes were
louder. The despair was louder. The resilience was louder. Everything about being human in Gotham
was the same as being human anywhere else, except more so.

“Foundation options,” Mai said, breaking the silence with the structured approach that was her way of
creating ground when the terrain was uncertain. “One: full containment. Classify Gotham as an SCP-
class anomalous zone, evacuate the population, establish a perimeter. Precedent exists for
geographic SCP designations.”

“You can't evacuate six million people,” Ace said. “And you can't contain a city. Not one this size. Not
without the kind of operation that would itself become an anomalous event.”

“Agreed. Option two: frequency suppression. Develop a technology or protocol that neutralizes the
substrate's output, eliminating the behavioral amplification.”

“Side effects?” Shammy asked from the fire escape.

“Unknown. The frequency has been present for millennia. It's integrated into the city's behavioral
ecology at every level. Suppressing it would be equivalent to removing a fundamental environmental
variable from a complex adaptive system. The population has evolved — culturally, psychologically,
socially — within this frequency environment. Removing it could produce effects ranging from mass
disorientation to complete social collapse.”

“Also,” Shammy said, “you'd be making a decision about six million people's internal experiences
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without their knowledge or consent. The frequency amplifies what they already feel. Suppressing it
would dampen what they feel. That's not containment. That's — ”

“Control,” Ace finished.

“Option three,” Mai said, and her voice softened slightly — the register she used when she was
moving from analysis to something closer to opinion. “Document. Classify. Monitor. Establish a long-
term observation protocol. Intervene only when the frequency approaches harmonic peaks that
threaten population-level psychological damage.”

“The bureaucratic non-answer,” Ace said.
“It is the option that does the least harm.”

Shammy came inside. The fire escape door stayed open — she always left doors open, a habit that
was both practical and philosophical. The air needed to move. Containment of air was something she
understood as inherently wrong.

She sat on the floor — not because there weren't chairs, but because the floor put her at a height
where she could look at Ace and Mai without looking down, which mattered to her in ways she'd once
tried to explain and had settled for demonstrating instead.

“Is it suffering?” she asked.
Mai looked at her. “Clarify the referent.”

“The people. Six million people living on a frequency amplifier they can't hear. Being pushed toward
behaviors they might not choose at baseline volume. The criminals who keep becoming criminals
because the city keeps singing the song that makes them criminal. The people in the Narrows who
can't feel fear responses at normal levels because the atmospheric pressure in their neighborhood is
set to suppress them. Is this suffering? And if it is — is documentation an adequate response to it?”

The question hung in the air. The air, being Gotham air, held it at slightly elevated pressure.

Ace didn't answer immediately. When she did, it was with the specific weight of someone who had
been thinking not with her mind but with her history.

“The guy in the cape,” she said. “He knows.”
Mai and Shammy waited.

“He knows something's wrong with the city. He might not have our data, might not have the
framework, but he knows. He told us: ‘'The city doesn't want to be cured.' He's been here twenty
years. He understands the frequency even if he can't name it. And he stays.”

She paused. Looked out the window at the city that was simultaneously terrible and alive.

“That's not the frequency. That's him. That's a choice. The frequency amplifies, but it doesn't
override. The Joker chose chaos — maybe the city made it louder, maybe it would have been a
whisper without the amplification, but the choice was his. The Batman chose to fight. That choice is
his too. Every person in Gotham is making choices. Louder choices. More extreme choices. But
choices.”

She looked back at her partners.
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“You can't save people from their own volume.”

Mai considered this. Not dismissing it — integrating it. Running the ethical framework against the
data, looking for where the philosophy and the numbers intersected or diverged.

“The amplification is not uniform,” she said slowly. “Some people are more susceptible than others.
The persona criminals appear to be individuals whose psychological makeup makes them particularly
resonant with specific frequency harmonics. In a city without the substrate, they might have lived
ordinary lives. The city didn't give them a choice — it gave them a predisposition and then amplified it
past the threshold of resistance.”

“Some people,” Ace agreed. “But not all. And we can't selectively de-amplify the vulnerable without
affecting everyone. Shammy's right — that's control, not containment.”

“Then the question isn't about fixing Gotham,” Shammy said. “It's about understanding whether the
frequency is escalating to a point where choice stops being possible. A point where the amplitude
overwhelms every individual's capacity to choose, and the city becomes — ”

“A machine,” Mai said. “That runs on people.”
They sat with that.

Outside, the Narrows performed its nightly operations. Sirens. Arguments. Laughter that existed in
the specific register of people who laughed because the alternative was structural. The city, running
on a frequency that had been there since before anyone built here, producing its terrible music with
the people of Gotham as involuntary instruments.

“Is it escalating to that point?” Ace asked.

Mai pulled up the temporal analysis. The amplitude increase was clear, undeniable, documented
across decades. The cascade they'd just survived — the one that had come early, that had been
stronger than predicted — was a data point on a curve that was trending toward something.

“At current rates,” Mai said, “the Gotham Frequency will reach an amplitude threshold I'm designating
as harmonic peak within — my models have significant uncertainty, but the central estimate is
eighteen months to three years. At harmonic peak, the behavioral amplification would exceed the
psychological resistance of approximately ninety percent of the population. Individual choice would
become functionally irrelevant for all but the most psychologically resilient individuals.”

“Like him,” Ace said.

“Like him. And like the most extreme persona criminals, who are already operating beyond choice.
Everyone else would be — "

“Instruments.”
“Yes.”

“Then that's our answer,” Ace said, and the irreversible action vector did what it always did — cut
through the hesitation to the point of necessary movement. “We're not here to fix Gotham. We're not
here to contain it. We're here to determine whether the frequency is approaching a threshold that
turns choice into noise. It is. That's the finding. And if it reaches that threshold, we need to know
whether attenuation is possible.”
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“Attenuation,” Mai repeated. “Not suppression. Not elimination. Reducing the amplitude below the
threshold while leaving the frequency itself intact.”

“The city gets to keep its volume. It just doesn't get to drown out its people.”

Shammy's hair shifted in a charge pattern that Ace had learned to read as agreement expressed in
atmospheric physics.

“We need more data on the resonance heart,” Mai said. “If the frequency can be attenuated at the
source — a counter-signal, applied at the right moment, at the right amplitude — it might be possible
to shave the peaks without destroying the system.”

“We might get a chance to test that sooner than we'd like,” Shammy said.
They both looked at her.

“The pressure map is destabilizing again. The cascade we survived wasn't the peak. It was a
foreshock.” She met their eyes with electric blue certainty. “The real wave is coming. And it's going to
be bigger than anything this city has experienced.”

The Narrows breathed. The hum continued. Somewhere in the city, a man in a cape was fighting the
same war he fought every night, generating a counter-frequency from nothing but will and the
decision to keep going.

They had work to do.

CHAPTER 11 — CRESCENDO

The frequency escalated for three days before the wave crested.

Mai tracked it in real time, her analytical systems running at sustained peak capacity as the Gotham
Frequency's amplitude climbed hour by hour, day by day. The data was unambiguous and terrifying:
the substrate was charging. The resonance heart was pumping more energy into the frequency
channels than at any recorded point in the city's history. The atmospheric pressure map that Shammy
maintained showed cascading instabilities across every zone — aggression spikes in residential areas,
dead zones collapsing in institutional neighborhoods, and the two anchor points (Arkham and Crime
Alley) generating standing waves powerful enough that Shammy could feel them from anywhere in
the city.

“It's not building to a cascade,” Mai reported at the forty-hour mark. “It's building to a harmonic peak.
The distinction is critical. A cascade is progressive failure — systems breaking down sequentially. A
harmonic peak is constructive interference — all the frequency components aligning simultaneously
to produce maximum amplitude. When this wave crests, every behavioral amplification effect the city
produces will hit its maximum output at the same moment.”

“Translation for the combat vector,” Ace said, checking her katanas for the third time that hour.

“Everyone in Gotham will feel their worst impulses at their loudest at exactly the same time.”
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“Mass psychotic break?” Shammy asked.

“At the projected amplitude? For baseline-susceptible individuals — approximately sixty to seventy
percent of the population — the effect would exceed psychological resistance thresholds. The result
would range from acute stress responses to temporary psychotic episodes to permanent
psychological damage, depending on individual resilience and proximity to high-amplitude zones.”

“We're not letting that happen,” Ace said.
“No,” Mai agreed. “We're not.”
The triad went full operational.

Shammy deployed across the city's atmospheric infrastructure with a commitment that exceeded
anything Ace had seen from her outside of crisis conditions. She moved through Gotham's upper
architecture — rooftops, bridges, elevated transit platforms — extending her atmospheric regulation
not across meters but across blocks. Not controlling the weather. Not calming the population. Keeping
the air breathable. Keeping the pressure survivable. Bleeding energy off the worst spikes and filling
the deepest troughs until the amplitude differential between zones was reduced enough that baseline
human neurology could withstand it.

It cost her.

Ace could see it from street level — the way Shammy's eyes went from electric blue to something
that looked like sustained lightning, the way her hair stopped merely drifting in anomalous charge
and began actively conducting, individual strands luminous with electrical potential. The sky above
Shammy's operational zones developed micro-weather patterns — localized pressure systems that
appeared on no forecast, that meteorologists would later argue about in papers that would never
reach satisfactory conclusions. Cloud formations that spiraled around invisible axes. Temperature
inversions that created pockets of impossible warmth in the January cold. The air itself reorganizing
around a woman who had decided that six million people deserved to breathe without their own city
poisoning them.

Ace moved through the cascade zones at ground level, and she moved the way she moved when the
option space had narrowed to a single vector: forward, fast, irreversible. Not fighting criminals —
intercepting escalation points. The city was producing violence faster than any police force could
contain, and the violence was self-amplifying through the atmospheric feedback loops that Shammy
was fighting to control. Ace's operational role was to physically disrupt the worst nexus points before
they cascaded.

A hostage situation in Gotham Heights: eight people held in a bank by a man whose psychological
profile screamed frequency-amplified impulse breakdown. Ace entered through a ventilation shaft,
moved through the interior with the compressed fluidity that made her 120-centimeter frame an asset
rather than a limitation, and resolved the situation in forty-seven seconds. The man was unconscious.
The hostages were physically unharmed if psychologically shattered. The katanas stayed sealed —
this wasn't a combat problem. It was a speed problem, and speed was Ace's native language.

A detonation attempt at the Gotham Central power relay: someone had decided, under the amplified
influence of the frequency, that destroying the city's electrical grid was a philosophically justified
response to something they could no longer articulate. Ace arrived in time because Mai's pattern
analysis had predicted the attempt fourteen minutes before it materialized. The device was
sophisticated. Ace's disarmament technique was not — she cut the primary power lead with an
emerald-frequency blade in a single stroke that was more surgery than combat. The device died. The
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relay survived.

Violet was with her throughout. The fragment resonated with the escalating frequency — not fighting
it, not surrendering to it, but riding it the way a surfer rode a wave, using the energy rather than
opposing it. Ace was faster than she should have been. More precise. The fragment-resonance
provided a kind of environmental synchronization, allowing her to feel the city's rhythm and move
within it rather than against it. Violet afterimages trailed her movement — prismatic echoes that hung
in the air for fractions of seconds, visible only to anyone looking directly at the space she'd just
vacated.

It was useful. It was also dangerous. Every moment she spent resonating with the Gotham Frequency
was a moment the fragment was being amplified alongside everything else. The violet in her eyes
grew brighter. The compression in her chest intensified. The line between riding the wave and being
consumed by it was the line Ace had spent her life walking, and it wasn't getting wider.

Mai held the center.

She was in the safehouse, every system running, every data feed active, every analytical framework
processing simultaneously. The cognitive load was at her absolute limit — the point where Mai's
processing shifted from digital-augmented human analysis to something that looked, from the
outside, like a person in a trance, eyes moving in patterns that tracked data flows invisible to anyone
else, hands manipulating interfaces at speeds that suggested the interface was struggling to keep up
with the operator rather than the reverse.

The runes in her hair were visible. Not metaphorically, not in certain light — visible, fully active,
cycling through patterns that corresponded to the analytical frameworks she was running. Silver-blue
light traced along individual strands, forming configurations that mapped to the frequency data, the
atmospheric readings, Ace's fragment levels, Shammy's atmospheric output, GCPD dispatch data,
Arkham containment status, and the cascading behavioral models that predicted where the next crisis
would materialize. Blood had appeared at one nostril at some point in the last hour. She'd wiped it
away once. It came back anyway.

Her pistol sat on the table beside her, untouched. This wasn't a combat problem. This was
architecture. And Mai was the architect.

“I've found it,” she said into the comms at the seventy-hour mark. Her voice was steady — Mai's voice
was always steady, even at cognitive loads that would have reduced most analysts to incoherence.
“The harmonic peak. It's not a location. It's a moment. The frequency components are approaching
constructive alignment. When they align — when every harmonic in the Gotham Spectrum reaches
peak amplitude simultaneously — the combined wave will exceed the psychological resistance
threshold for the majority of the population.”

“When?"” Ace asked, between crisis interventions.
“Forty-seven minutes.”
“Can we stop it?”

“Not stop. Attenuate. If we can reduce the peak amplitude by even twelve to fifteen percent at the
moment of alignment, the wave will break below threshold. The city will experience the worst night
it's had in decades, but it won't cross the line into irreversible psychological damage.”

“How?"”

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 23/04/2026 12:40 blackfile:gotham_frequency https://datavault.ws/doku.php/blackfile:gotham_frequency

Mai had been working on this for three days. The plan was elegant in the way that desperation
sometimes produced elegance — not because there were many good options, but because the single
available option happened to align with the triad's specific capabilities in a way that felt less like luck
and more like the universe occasionally paying attention to narrative structure.

“The attenuation has to happen at two levels simultaneously. Atmospheric and substrate. Shammy
dampens the atmospheric component from above — the pressure waves that carry the frequency's
behavioral effects to the population. Ace disrupts the substrate resonance from below — generates a
counter-frequency pulse in the resonance heart that shifts the constructive alignment just enough to
reduce peak amplitude.”

“A counter-frequency pulse from what source?” Ace asked, and she already knew the answer.

“The fragment. Violet's resonance is adjacent to the Gotham Frequency but not identical. At the right
amplitude, at the right moment, in the resonance heart, a pulse of fragment energy could function as
a phase-shift intervention — not canceling the frequency, but nudging the alignment out of perfect
constructive interference. Detuning it.”

“You want me to go underground and sing the city a lullaby in Neverborn.”

“I want you to go underground and generate precisely calibrated counter-resonance at the geological
source point of a natural behavioral-frequency amplifier, using the anomalous fragment you carry as a
resonance source, timed to a three-second window of constructive alignment.”

“So yes. A lullaby.”
“With extremely tight margins.”

“And Shammy has to match from above. Atmospheric and substrate simultaneously, within the same
three-second window.”

“Within the same three-second window.”

“Mai.” Ace's voice was steady. She was running between crisis points, breath controlled, fragment
humming, the city screaming around her. “This requires you to calculate the exact moment of peak
alignment, guide me through the substrate to the resonance heart, and coordinate Shammy's
atmospheric output to within a three-second synchronization tolerance, all while running citywide
crisis management at maximum cognitive load.”

”YeS,"
“Can you do it?”

Mai's pause was not uncertainty. It was precision — the pause of someone measuring their capacity
against the requirement and finding the margin small but present.

“YeS.”
“Then we do it.”

A new signal appeared on the city's frequency landscape — concentrated, mobile, moving toward
their operational zone. The counter-frequency. Batman.

He appeared on the safehouse rooftop comm channel — a frequency Ace hadn't given him, which
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meant he'd found it himself, which meant he'd been monitoring their communications, which meant
Mai was going to have a conversation about operational security with a man who literally lived in a
cave and had the world's most complex surveillance system.

But not now.

“What do you need?” he said. His voice was the same constructed instrument it had been on the
rooftop — controlled, authoritative, designed. But underneath it: fatigue. Three days of a frequency
cascade, operating alone against a city that was tearing itself apart. Three days of being the only
counter-frequency in a spectrum that was trying to drown him.

Mai answered without hesitation.

“Forty-seven minutes of Gotham not falling apart.”
A pause. Shorter than a heartbeat.

“Done.”

And the counter-frequency scattered, dispersed, spread across the city with renewed intensity as a
man who had been fighting alone for twenty years accepted, without question or negotiation, that
someone else had a plan and his role was to hold the line while they executed it.

Ace descended. Into the East End access point. Through the abandoned subway station. Through the
geological layers. Down, into the substrate, toward the resonance heart, while the city above her built
toward a scream she had forty-seven minutes to soften.

CHAPTER 12 — RESONANCE

The resonance heart was louder than before.

Not louder in volume — louder in presence. The frequency had been building for three days, and in
the chamber where it originated, the accumulated energy was a physical force. The carved walls
vibrated at frequencies that Ace felt in the fluid of her eyes, in the cartilage of her joints, in the
marrow of her bones. The air tasted like minerals and history and something older than both.

She stood in the center of the chamber, alone with the heartbeat of a city.

Mai's voice in her earpiece was the tether. Clear, precise, carrying the specific tone that meant
cognitive load at maximum with zero percent allocated to anything that wasn't essential.

“You're in position. The constructive alignment is in thirty-nine minutes and fourteen seconds. I'm
going to guide you through the calibration phase. The counter-pulse needs to be precise — too weak
and the alignment won't shift enough. Too strong and you risk fracturing the substrate, which would
cause uncontrolled frequency discharge through the geological channels.”

“Define the margin.”

“You need to generate a pulse at approximately sixty-seven percent of the substrate's current output
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energy. Plus or minus four percent.”
“That's a tight window on something I've never done before.”

“That's why we have thirty-nine minutes to calibrate. Start with a low-amplitude emission. Let the
fragment respond to the chamber's resonance. We need to map the interaction before we can target
it."

Ace closed her eyes. The darkness behind her eyelids was not empty — it was violet, the Neverborn's
color, the frequency of the thing she carried that was not a passenger and not a parasite but a
resonance, a depth, a part of her that existed in the space between what she was and what the
universe had decided she could contain.

She let the fragment respond.

The process was not mechanical. She couldn't flip a switch or turn a dial. The fragment's resonance
was emotional, experiential, relational — it responded to intent, to state, to the specific quality of
attention that Ace directed inward. She'd spent years learning to manage it — to prevent surges, to
suppress spikes, to keep the violet contained within tolerances that didn't endanger herself or others.

This was different. This was the first time she'd been asked to not suppress it but to extend it. To let
the fragment reach outward, into the chamber, into the substrate, into the geological heart of a city
that spoke a language almost but not quite like the one the Neverborn understood.

The first emission was a whisper. A pulse of violet-spectrum energy, too subtle for instruments, barely
perceptible even to Ace. But the chamber responded — the carvings on the walls shifted, the
frequency pattern in the rock adjusted, the hum changed by a fraction of a fraction.

“Contact,” Mai said. “The substrate is responding to fragment resonance. The interaction is non-
destructive. Proceed with amplitude increase.”

Ace increased. Gradually. The fragment unfolded in her chest like something that had been
compressed too long finally being allowed to breathe. The violet behind her eyes intensified. The
chamber's frequency began to oscillate — the steady hum developing a variation that followed the
rhythm of Ace's fragment emissions.

“Good. The interaction is phase-coherent. The fragment resonance is coupling with the substrate
frequency. | can see the interference pattern forming. Continue.”

Each increment cost something. Not energy in the physical sense — something harder to quantify.
The fragment resonated by drawing on Ace's emotional architecture, her psychological depth, the
compressed intensity that she carried in the space where other people kept their hesitation.
Extending the fragment meant opening those spaces. Letting the resonance access parts of her that
she normally kept sealed.

Fear. She'd converted it to velocity so many times that the original emotion was barely recognizable
— compressed into a fuel that powered her movement. But it was still there. The fragment found it
and used it as frequency material, translating her fear into resonance.

Guilt. The internal compression that she processed instead of articulated. The weight of every
moment she'd been too fast or too slow or too alone. The fragment wove it into the counter-signal,
giving Gotham's frequency a taste of what it felt like to carry too much and still move forward.

https://datavault.ws/ Printed on 23/04/2026 13:58



23/04/2026 13:58 39/46 gotham_frequency

Love. The thing she was worst at expressing and best at generating. For Mai. For Shammy. For the life
she'd built from wreckage and been astonished to find was beautiful. The fragment made this the
core of the counter-pulse — not opposing the city's frequency with force, but with the quality that the
Gotham Frequency, for all its power, didn't contain: connection. Choice. The decision to be three
instead of one.

“Twenty-two minutes,” Mai said. “Amplitude is approaching target range. Shammy, status.”

Shammy's voice came through the comm, distant and electric. She was above — far above, spread
across an operational area that she shouldn't have been able to cover, holding the city's atmosphere
in something that wasn't control and wasn't passivity but was the third thing, the Shammy thing: she
made it survivable.

“I'm in position. Atmospheric equalization is holding across the target zone. | can feel Ace — through
the pressure differential. She's — Mai, the fragment output is registering on my atmospheric sensors.
From underground.”

“Confirmed. The fragment resonance is propagating through the substrate channels. This is actually
helpful — it means the counter-pulse will distribute through the same network that carries the
Gotham Frequency. Natural delivery system.”

“Can Shammy sync to it?” Ace asked. Her voice was strained. The fragment was drawing more than
she'd expected, and the chamber's frequency was pushing back — not aggressively, but with the
indifferent force of a natural system that had been broadcasting for millennia and was not inclined to
accommodate a visitor.

“That's the plan. Shammy, can you feel the fragment's resonance pattern in the atmospheric layer?”

A pause. Then Shammy: “Yes. It's faint but structured. Like a — heartbeat. Underneath the pressure
noise. | can lock onto it.”

“Lock on. When Ace generates the full counter-pulse, you need to match its pattern in the
atmospheric layer. Pressure equalization synchronized to the fragment's emission pattern. The
substrate carries the counter-frequency through the geology. Your atmospheric matching carries it
through the air. The two signals converge on the population from above and below simultaneously.”

“Three-second window?”
“Three-second window.”

The minutes compressed. Ace stood in the resonance heart with her eyes closed and the fragment
open, the violet in her irises casting light on the chamber walls through closed eyelids, the
Neverborn's resonance painting the ancient carvings in colors that hadn't existed when they were
made. The chamber responded to her — not welcoming, not rejecting, but acknowledging. A
frequency that had been alone for millennia encountering something that was almost, but not quite,
itself.

Mai coordinated. Every feed. Every data stream. Every second of the countdown calibrated against
models that incorporated atmospheric data, seismic readings, fragment emissions, population
behavioral metrics, and the single counter-frequency signal that was Batman, still out there, still
fighting, still holding the line because someone had asked him to and he was the kind of person who
said “done” when the world needed him.
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The runes in Mai's hair were no longer subtle. They blazed — silver-blue geometric patterns that
cycled through configurations at speeds visible to the naked eye, each pattern corresponding to a
processing thread, each thread managing a critical component of the synchronization. Her pistol sat
untouched. Her eyes were open but focused on something beyond the physical screens in front of her
— the data architecture that existed in the space between her instruments and her cognition, the
place where Mai ceased to be a person using tools and became a system that included both.

“Five minutes,” she said.

“Ready,” Ace said. The fragment was at target amplitude. The chamber was resonating with her
output. The counter-frequency pattern was established, waiting to be pushed from calibration level to
intervention level in a single pulse.

“Ready,” Shammy said, and her voice crackled with the charge she was holding — the accumulated
atmospheric potential of a woman who had turned herself into a weather system for a city that didn't
know her name.

“Two minutes. The constructive alignment is approaching. | can see the frequency components
converging. Aggression harmonic peaking. Fear harmonic peaking. Obsession. Duality. Control.
They're all approaching maximum amplitude.”

The city screamed. Not audibly — atmospherically, geologically, psychologically. Six million people's
worst impulses approaching their loudest moment, amplified by a substrate that had been
broadcasting since before language existed to describe what it was doing.

“One minute. Ace, prepare for full-amplitude pulse on my mark. Shammy, prepare for atmospheric
synchronization. The window opens when | say 'now' and closes three seconds later.”

“Understood.”
“Understood.”

Thirty seconds. The frequency components drew closer to alignment. Mai tracked them with a
precision that was costing her everything she had and would leave marks that wouldn't show until
later — the specific kind of damage that cognitive overextension produced in someone whose
processing architecture was more than human but still, fundamentally, carried in a human vessel.

Twenty seconds.
Ten.
“Harmonic alignment commencing. Components converging. Five seconds to peak.”

Ace gathered the fragment. Everything she was — the compressed intensity, the irreversible forward
motion, the fear-become-velocity and guilt-become-weight and love-become-the-reason-any-of-it-
mattered — she gathered it into a single point of violet resonance that existed in the center of her
chest and radiated outward through the chamber like the last note of a song she'd been singing all
her life.

“Three.”

Shammy gathered the sky. Every atmospheric thread she'd extended across the city, every pressure
equalization she'd maintained, every micro-weather pattern and charge distribution and temperature
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gradient — she gathered it into a synchronized response pattern that would fire in the same instant
as Ace's pulse, carrying the counter-signal through the air from above while the substrate carried it
from below.

“Two.”

Mai's hands were steady. Her eyes were fire.
“One.”

“Now.”

Ace released.

For a fraction of a second, it went wrong.

The counter-pulse hit the resonance heart and the chamber answered with a violent overtone — the
kind of resonance spike Mai had warned could fracture the substrate if the output crossed the line by
even a few percent. Violet flooded the carvings. The floor lurched under Ace's boots. A crack raced six
meters up the chamber wall and stopped hard enough to throw stone dust into the air. The fragment
surged back into her chest like backlash, hot and personal, and pain flashed white behind her eyes.

Then the frequency caught.

The counter-pulse exploded through the resonance heart — not as destruction but as sound.
Fragment energy, violet-spectrum, channeled not as weapon but as voice. A frequency that didn't
cancel Gotham's signal but harmonized with it, the way a chord resolves a dissonance. The
Neverborn's depth meeting the city's depth and finding the interval between them — the space where
two impossible things could coexist without destroying each other.

The substrate received the pulse and propagated it. Through the frequency channels, the geological
veins, the quartz-laden rock that had been carrying the Gotham signal for millennia. The counter-
frequency traveled through the same network, riding the same channels, reaching the same zones —
but shifted. Phase-displaced. Enough to interfere with the constructive alignment by the critical
margin.

Above, simultaneously, Shammy fired.

Atmospheric equalization at maximum amplitude, synchronized to the fragment's emission pattern
down to the microsecond. The sky above Gotham rippled — pressure waves propagating outward
from Shammy's position, carrying the counter-signal through every cubic meter of air between the
clouds and the streets. The temperature shifted. The charge shifted. The air itself reorganized, for
three seconds, into a pattern that opposed the frequency's atmospheric component with the precise
intensity needed to attenuate the peak. Every rooftop antenna within visual range spat blue-white
sparks. Shammy felt one of the pressure threads tear in her hands — not literal hands, not exactly,
but close enough that the sensation made her knees hit concrete for half a heartbeat before she
forced herself upright and kept the pattern locked.

Mai called the timing. Three seconds. An eternity. A heartbeat.
The wave crested.

And broke.
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Not eliminated. Not silenced. The Gotham Frequency continued — it had been broadcasting for
millennia and three seconds of counter-resonance wasn't going to end it. But the peak — the
harmonic alignment that would have pushed sixty to seventy percent of the population past their
psychological resistance thresholds — shattered. The constructive interference that would have
produced maximum amplitude instead produced a ragged, uncoordinated output that was loud but
not deafening, painful but not destructive, a terrible night but not an irreversible one.

Gotham shuddered. The substrate trembled. The atmospheric pressure map convulsed and then,
slowly, began to settle — not into calm but into the turbulent-but-survivable baseline that
characterized the city's normal state.

Shammy felt it first. The atmospheric tension that had been building for three days released — not all
at once, not cleanly, but with the grudging, uneven relaxation of a system that had been pushed to its
limit and was now collapsing back to equilibrium. She let go of the atmospheric threads she'd been
holding, and the sky above Gotham stopped doing impossible things and resumed doing merely
improbable ones.

Ace felt it second. The fragment settled — rapidly, almost urgently, as though Violet had done what it
needed to do and was now retreating from the exposure with the haste of an introvert leaving a party.
The violet in her eyes dimmed. The chamber's resonance returned to its chronic hum, unchanged by
the counter-pulse but no longer building toward the alignment that would have made it catastrophic.

Mai felt it last, because Mai was still processing. Still tracking. Still verifying that the wave had broken
below threshold, that the behavioral amplification was declining to survivable levels, that the city's
population was experiencing the aftermath of a crisis rather than the onset of a collapse.

“Confirmed,” she said, and her voice carried exhaustion with the dignity that characterized everything
Mai did. “Harmonic peak attenuated below psychological resistance threshold. The wave is breaking.
Gotham is — ” She paused. The next breath hitched once, involuntarily, as if her body had waited
until success to file its complaint. “ — Gotham.”

The sirens continued. They'd continue. The city didn't know what had happened — didn't know that
the worst night it could have had was instead merely the worst night it had had in a while. Traffic
resumed. The Narrows performed its darkness. Someone, somewhere, was arguing about something
with enough volume to carry through the acoustic canyons of the streets.

Gotham. Being Gotham. At volume. But not at the volume that would have turned its people from
instruments into noise.

Ace climbed out of the resonance heart. Through the substrate corridors, up through the geological
layers, through the abandoned subway station, into the East End night. Her eyes were still violet-
bright — the fragment's afterglow fading slowly, the Neverborn settling back into the quiet depth
where it lived between moments when the world needed something deeper than human frequency.

Shammy was waiting.

She stood on the street outside the subway access point, 195 centimeters of atmospheric awareness
framed against the Gotham skyline, her hair floating in residual charge that was dissipating but not
gone. Her eyes were still electric — brighter than normal, carrying the cost of what she'd done in the
intensity of their color.

She didn't say anything.
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She equalized the pressure around Ace. A precise atmospheric envelope — temperature, humidity,
charge, pressure — calibrated to fragment recovery specifications that Shammy knew by heart
because she'd learned them the way you learn the vital signs of someone you love: through attention,
repetition, and the understanding that knowing how to help them was the same thing as knowing
them.

Ace stood in the envelope and felt the fragment settle. The violet dimmed. The compression eased.
The world returned to its normal weight — still heavy, still hers, but not the catastrophic load of
channeling a geological frequency through a human body.

Mai arrived seven minutes later. Walking, not running — the pace that indicated her cognitive load
was dropping from critical to elevated and she was allowing herself the luxury of not optimizing every
second. Her hair was disheveled, which for Mai was a crisis indicator more alarming than most
people's screaming. The runic refraction had faded from active cycling to ambient glimmer. Her tablet
was under her arm. Her pistol was holstered. Her eyes were tired and brilliant and already composing
the report.

The three of them stood on a Gotham street. In the Narrows. At night. The city around them doing
what the city did — hurting, surviving, choosing, being loud about all of it.

They didn't speak. Not immediately. The silence between them was the kind of silence that carried
more information than words — the structural confirmation of three people who had operated as a
distributed system across vertical and horizontal distance, through geological strata and atmospheric
layers and cognitive architectures, and had held.

The triad held.

Gotham breathed. Still broken. Still loud. Still alive.

EPILOGUE — BLACK FILE

Site-17. Debriefing room. Same recycled air. Same chemical undertone.

Mai's report was thirty-seven pages. It included atmospheric data, geological analysis, frequency
mapping, behavioral models, historical documentation, and a containment assessment that was
unlike any the Foundation had received from a field team.

The conclusion section read:

“Gotham City constitutes an emergent anomalous ecosystem of geological origin. The behavioral
amplification effect produced by the substrate frequency is integrated into the city's social,
psychological, and atmospheric infrastructure at a level that renders traditional containment
infeasible. The frequency is the city. Removing it would produce catastrophic population-level
psychological disruption and effectively destroy the social fabric of the municipality.

“The costumed criminal phenomena, the vigilante counter-frequency, the recidivism patterns, and the
theatrical character of Gotham's criminal culture are outputs of the frequency system, not
independent anomalies. Classification of individual criminals or vigilantes as SCPs is not
recommended, as doing so would misidentify symptoms as causes.

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 23/04/2026 12:40 blackfile:gotham_frequency https://datavault.ws/doku.php/blackfile:gotham_frequency

“Recommendation: Long-term monitoring. Establishment of a permanent but non-interventionist
observation protocol. Periodic frequency amplitude assessment to track escalation rate. Direct
intervention only at projected harmonic peak events.

“Additional recommendation: The counter-frequency currently produced by the individual designated
'Batman' is the primary stabilizing force preventing chronic frequency escalation. Foundation
interference with this individual's operations would remove the system's primary equilibrium
mechanism and is strongly contraindicated.

“Supplemental note: said mechanism is not inexhaustible. Current projections indicate progressive
physiological and psychological attrition in the generating individual if no distributed relief ever
emerges. Gotham's equilibrium is being partially financed by one human body taking on costs no
human body should be able to carry for this long.”

Jack Bright read the report. All thirty-seven pages. This took longer than anyone expected, because
Jack Bright in reading mode was a different creature than Jack Bright in performance mode — focused,
precise, occasionally making marginal notes that were surprisingly insightful.

When he finished, he looked up.

“So Gotham is basically a giant mood amplifier made of rocks, and the guy in the bat suit is the only
thing keeping it from turning everyone crazy, and you want us to just... watch.”

“In essence,” Mai said.

“And you attenuated a harmonic peak event using fragment resonance and atmospheric
manipulation, which is not in any operational handbook I've ever seen.”

“The handbook didn't anticipate the scenario.”

“No handbook ever anticipates you three.” Bright closed the folder. “Filed. Black classification. No
official record. Monitoring protocol approved. I'll assign a remote observation team — low footprint,
data collection only.” He paused. “Good work.”

It was the most sincere thing Ace had ever heard him say. It lasted approximately two seconds before
he added: “Now get out of my briefing room. Someone spilled something anomalous in Cafeteria B
and it's either becoming sentient or doing a very convincing impression.”

Dr. Gears appeared. Collected the report. Filed it in a location that Ace suspected was conceptual
rather than physical — a place in the Foundation's architecture where Black Files went to be
simultaneously preserved and forgotten.

He nodded once. The closed parenthesis.

The transport was a different vehicle — same model, different tail number, the Foundation's version of
clean socks. They boarded in the same formation they'd arrived in: Ace first, Mai second, Shammy
folding herself into a space that protested her dimensions and lost.

The transport lifted. Banked west. Gotham fell away behind them — towers and darkness and the
accumulated light of six million people living louder than they knew.

Ace was asleep within ten minutes. Her head against Shammy's shoulder — the height difference
making this structurally inevitable, as Mai would later note in her personal log with a warmth that
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didn't appear in the official report. The fragment was quiet. The compression in her chest was the
ambient level, the background hum of being Ace — present, unavoidable, survivable. The katanas
were sealed at her back. Her breathing was even. In sleep, her face did the thing it only did when
both anchors were within arm's reach: it relaxed.

Shammy sat with the specific stillness of someone who had decided not to move because the person
sleeping against them was more important than comfort. Her hair drifted in the transport's recycled
air — moving in patterns that had nothing to do with ventilation and everything to do with the
residual charge she'd carried out of Gotham, the atmospheric memory of three days of holding a
city's sky together. Her eyes were open, watching the clouds outside the window, reading pressure
systems and weather patterns and the simple, clean frequencies of air that wasn't sick.

She looked at Ace. Looked at Mai. Didn't speak.

Mai was reviewing data on her tablet, but her attention was divided — the efficient multitasking of
someone who could run analytical frameworks with thirty percent of her cognitive capacity and
dedicate the remaining seventy percent to something more important. Her stylus moved across the
screen. Her eyes moved between the data and her partners.

She closed the laptop.

The data could wait. The report was filed. The mission was complete. Gotham would continue being
Gotham — loud, broken, alive, choosing. The frequency would continue broadcasting. The criminals
would continue performing. The man in the cave would continue opposing. And the Foundation would
watch, because watching was, this time, the right thing to do.

Mai looked at Ace, sleeping. At Shammy, still. At the space between them that was structural — the
geometry of three people who had bent reality instead of breaking under it.

She didn't say anything.
She didn't need to.

The file was marked Black. No official record. No accessible classification. A mission that had
happened and hadn't, documented and sealed, preserved in the Foundation's memory the way a
dream is preserved — known to have occurred, felt in its effects, impossible to fully reproduce.

Gotham kept its secrets. The Foundation kept its distance. The triad moved through the sky toward
whatever came next, carried by a transport that hummed at a frequency that was entirely mundane
and, for that reason, perfect.

Below them, behind them, already beyond them: a city built on a heartbeat it couldn't hear, populated
by people who were louder than they knew, defended by a man who had made himself into a counter-
frequency through nothing but will and the refusal to stop.

The air was different here. Cleaner. Simpler.
Shammy could feel it.
She closed her eyes.

She breathed.
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END OF FILE

Classification: BLACK
Authorization: Bright, J. (Site-17)
Filed: [REDACTED]

Status: SEALED
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