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Chapter 4: Choir Zone

The arch didn’t feel like a doorway.
It felt like a decision.

Ace ran straight at it anyway, emerald light strobing off wet rails and old signage. The hub around
them seemed to inhale—air tightening, shadows cleaning themselves up, the three-beat rhythm
swelling until it wasn’t just something you heard, it was something your bones tried to keep time with.

Behind them, the mimic shrieked again as its false-skin field continued to collapse. Its body jerked
and re-formed in ugly fits, trying to remember what shape it was supposed to wear. But Ace didn’t
look back. Mimics were noise. The arch was structure.

Mai sprinted at Ace’s shoulder, breathing careful through bruised ribs, disruptor held low and ready so
she wouldn’t flag Ace by accident. The runes along the weapon’s barrel were bright now, not just
reacting—angry, like they could taste how much of the room was lying.

“Two seconds,” Mai muttered, eyes darting over the arch’s surface. “If that thing is a resonant gate,
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it's going to—"

“It's going to try to thread me,” Ace finished, voice calm in a way that wasn’t comfort. It was focus.
Mai didn’t argue. She just moved closer, shoulder almost touching Ace’s.

Anchor.

The arch flared.

Not light—absence of light. A brief black bloom that swallowed the emerald glow for half a heartbeat.
Ace felt Violet press against her ribs like a palm on glass.

Let me breathe, the echo whispered—not pleading, not demanding. Just offering. | can make this
clean.

Ace’s jaw tightened.

“No,” she said under her breath. Not to Mai. Not to Bright. To the thing inside her that thought “clean”
meant “easy violence.”

Then they hit the threshold.

For a split second, there was resistance—like running into deep water. The air thickened, turned
syrupy, and Ace’s shadow-pressure aura snapped tight around her body to keep her edges intact. Her
skin prickled as the arch tried to read her—tried to find the frequency of her fragment, tried to match
it, tried to hook it the way Order had hooked Mai’s disruptor.

Mai’s disruptor hummed sharply. She fired without being told, a tight pulse angled at the arch’s inner
seam.

The pulse didn’t break the gate.

It confused it.

The black bloom stuttered.

Ace pushed through.

And the world on the other side—
—was not a place.

It was a room built out of intention.

The air was warmer here, dry enough to make Ace’s tongue feel like paper. The floor beneath them
wasn't rail concrete anymore; it was dark stone, smooth, too perfect. Walls rose around them in a
wide circle, but the walls didn’t meet the ceiling. They faded upward into a darkness that breathed.

The three-beat rhythm was louder now, pulsing through the stone like a heartbeat under skin.

Mai staggered one step, catching herself, breath sharp. She lifted the disruptor and swept it across
the space, runes flaring brighter, hunting for anchors—sigils, coils, anything tangible she could kill
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with physics.
Ace didn't move at first.
Because the room wasn’t empty.

Figures stood in the shadows at the edge of the circle, half-hidden. Some human. Some not.
Some...uncertain, like reality hadn’t decided what they were allowed to be yet. Their faces were
turned inward, heads bowed, hands held in that ritual posture Order loved—palms up, offering,
begging, threatening, all at once.

But there was no chanting.

Only humming.

Soft. Layered. Almost beautiful if you ignored the fact that it was wrong.
Mai’s voice came out low, careful. “Choir.”

Ace’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah.”

Then the humming changed.

It tightened into harmony. Not melody—synchronization.

And Ace felt it: the room was trying to match her. Trying to tune itself to the river under her ribs.
Trying to make Violet’s echo resonate in the open.

Violet stirred, delighted.
They made a cradle, the echo purred in Ace’s mind. They made you a stage.

Mai took a step closer to Ace, disruptor still up. Her gaze flicked once to Ace’s face, checking for the
subtle signs—pupil dilation, breath shift, that microscopic wrongness that meant Violet was pressing
too hard.

Ace met her eyes briefly.
Still here.
Still driving.

Mai nodded once, satisfied, and turned her attention back to the room. “There’s a focal,” Mai said. “I
feel it. Like...like a speaker cone.”

Ace followed Mai's line of sight.

In the center of the circle, the stone floor bulged upward into a low pedestal that hadn’t been there a
moment ago. It rose slowly, like the room was growing it on demand. On top of it sat something small
and dark—no bigger than a fist—wrapped in thin metal bands etched with sigils.

Not Prime Ember.

Something else.
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A receiver.

Mai inhaled sharply. “That’s not bait.”

Ace’s voice went colder. “That’s a microphone.”

The figures at the edge of the room lifted their heads in perfect unison.

And then a voice spoke—not from any one mouth, but from all of them at once, layered like a chorus
speaking a single word.

“Vessel.”

Mai’s grip tightened hard enough her knuckles went white. “Oh, | hate when they do that.”
Ace didn’t answer. She took one step forward.

The room reacted instantly.

The humming spiked. Air pressure shifted. The shadows at the edge of the circle leaned inward like
they were hungry.

And somewhere behind Ace’s eyes, Violet laughed.
They know your name now, Violet whispered. They're proud.
Ace bared her teeth slightly. “They don’t get to be proud.”

Mai’s disruptor lifted a fraction. “Ace—if that receiver is tuned to you, you getting closer might make
it_”

“I know,” Ace said, already moving. “So we kill it fast.”

Mai swore under her breath, then matched Ace’s pace, dragging her ribs along by sheer spite. “Fine.
Fast.”

They advanced toward the pedestal.

The figures around the circle moved too, not stepping forward, but tightening the formation—closing
the invisible ring.

One of them lifted its hands higher, palms turning outward. The air between its fingers shimmered,
and a thin sheet of distortion unfurled like a curtain. A barrier. Not solid, but thick enough to slow.

Mai fired.

The pulse hit the distortion sheet and rippled through it, making the barrier wobble like jelly. It didn't
collapse, but it weakened.

Ace stepped into it.

Her shadow-pressure aura surged, dense and silent, and the barrier split around her like water around
a rock. Ace felt the drag at her skin—Order’s field trying to read her, trying to tag her.

Ace pushed back harder.
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The barrier tore.
A hiss went through the room as several figures flinched, their harmony briefly breaking.
Mai used the gap. She darted forward, slid on one knee, and fired at the pedestal’s base.

The disruptor pulse struck the stone and made the pedestal’s surface crawl with pale cracks—not
physical fractures, but structural failure in the “this shouldn’t exist” logic that held it up.

The receiver on top wobbled.
Ace lunged.

Her hand reached—not to grab the receiver, but to pin it with shadow-pressure from inches away. She
didn’t want skin contact. She didn’t want a hook.

The receiver vibrated under her aura, angry and eager, trying to match her frequency. The metal
bands around it glowed faintly, sigils igniting like embers.

Violet surged.

Not taking her hands. Not seizing her mouth. But pushing warmth into her ribs, offering speed,
offering certainty.

Let me—

Ace slammed the internal lock shut.

The surge hit the boundary and stopped. Violet snarled silently, trapped behind the contract.
Ace’s eyes stayed hers.

“Mai,” Ace said, voice clipped. “Now.”

Mai had already moved.

She wasn’t aiming at the receiver.

She aimed at the space around it.

A triangulation shot, like in the warehouse chamber—precision over force.
The disruptor fired.

Reality took a step backward.

The air around the receiver collapsed inward like lungs exhaling.

The receiver made a sound—thin, metallic, furious—and then its metal bands snapped outward,
flinging sigil-shards like razor confetti.

Ace jerked back instinctively. Shadow-pressure flared around her like a shield. Several shards pinged
off the aura and skittered across the floor, smoking faintly.

The receiver dropped off the pedestal.
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Ace caught it with her aura before it hit the ground.

For a heartbeat, it hung suspended between them, vibrating violently.
Then it broke.

Not with a bang.

With a silence.

The humming stopped.

Every figure at the edge of the circle froze, as if someone had unplugged a puppet network mid-step.
Their mouths opened, then shut.

The three-beat rhythm faltered.

Mai exhaled hard. “Good.”

Ace didn't relax.

Because silence in a place like this wasn’t peace.
It was the breath before the bite.

The shadows at the top of the room—where there should’ve been a ceiling—swelled. The darkness
thickened, congealing into something that looked like a curtain being pulled aside by unseen hands.

And from that darkness, something began to descend.
Not a person.
Not even a creature in the normal sense.

A shape made of layered shadow and geometry, angles folding into each other like a broken
kaleidoscope. It moved with slow certainty, and the air around it tasted like burnt copper and old
hymns.

Mai’s disruptor buzzed angrily in her grip, runes flashing warnings so fast they blurred.

Ace’s katanas slid free in one smooth motion, emerald light returning to the room like a defiant
heartbeat.

The descending shape paused, as if considering them.

Then a voice spoke—only one voice this time, smooth and controlled, the voice of something that
didn't need a chaoir.

“You broke my instrument,” it said.
Mai’s lips pulled back. “You built it. That was the mistake.”
The shape tilted, almost amused. “I don’t build for you.”

Its attention slid to Ace like a knife finding a gap.
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“I build for the vessel,” it said softly. “I build for Violet.”
Ace felt the river under ice move.

Not pressing.

Listening.

Ace lifted her chin. “Then you built wrong.”

The shape’s shadow edges sharpened.

“Prove it,” it whispered.

And the room’s stone floor—smooth, perfect—began to ripple like water, reforming itself under their
feet into a new circle.

A ritual circle.

Fresh.

Adaptive.

Order wasn't offended.

Order was learning.

Mai’s gaze flicked to Ace for the briefest moment.
Ace met it.

No panic.

No surrender.

Ace’s voice came out low, almost casual.

“Same plan,” she said.

Mai’'s mouth twitched, feral. “Break the pattern.”
Ace’s eyes flashed violet. “Break the pattern.”

And then the circle snapped shut around them, and the choir zone woke up again—without the choir.
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