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CHAPTER 29 — NOT-DONE

They replaced FALSE DONE with something even uglier.
Not on the whiteboard.

In practice.

They stopped asking people how they felt after shifts.
They asked them before.

It was Mai’s idea, and Bright hated it at first because it violated the Foundation’s sacred rhythm:
incident - response - debrief.

Mai didn’t care.
“Debrief implies closure,” Mai said. “We don’t want closure. We want continuity.”

So the new check-in happened at the start of every rotation, written into the most boring form
imaginable:

CURRENT STATE (CIRCLE ONE): — Engaged — Tired — Distracted — Finished (strike-through printed
on form)

The strike-through was intentional.

People noticed it.

People asked about it.

And the answer they got was deliberately unpoetic:

“That option is disabled.”

At first, it felt like gallows humor.

Then it started doing something interesting.

People stopped chasing the feeling of being “done.”

They didn’t stop being tired. They didn’t stop wanting rest.
But they stopped framing rest as an ending.

That mattered.

Because the phenomenon had been feeding on the shape of completion, not exhaustion itself.
Ace noticed it before anyone else.

She leaned against the wall in the ugly room one evening, arms crossed, eyes narrowed—not angry,
just focused.

“You know what changed?” Ace said.
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Mai didn’t look up. “Say it.”

“No one’s sighing like they just crossed a finish line anymore,” Ace said. “They're still wrecked. But
it's... open-ended wrecked.”

Mai nodded.

“That’s not-done,” Mai said.

Shammy, seated on the floor with her back against the wall, opened her eyes.
“Not-done isn't a feeling,” Shammy said. “It's a posture.”

Bright, nursing a coffee he didn’t want, blinked.

“Posture,” he repeated.

“Yes,” Shammy said. “You're not bracing. You're not collapsing. You're... still.”
That landed.

Stillness without relief.

Stillness without promise.

Stillness without a bow.

The move off-site happened on a Wednesday.

Not because Wednesdays were safe.

Because Wednesdays were forgettable.

No convoy. No dramatic handoff. Just containers moving along routes that didn’t intersect, handled by
people who didn’t know what they were handling beyond don’t open, don’t think.

Mai didn’t attend the final transfer.

Neither did Ace.

Neither did Shammy.

Bright tried to argue.

Mai shut it down immediately.

“We don’t witness the ending,” Mai said. “Witnessing creates a memory. Memory becomes closure.”
Bright stared at her for a long moment.

Then he nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “I'll be the boring adult.”

“Be forgettable,” Mai corrected.
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Bright smiled thinly. “I've trained my whole career for that.”
While the containers moved, nothing spiked.

No pen-scratch.

No scent.

No hospitality gestures.

No cups.

That scared Mai more than any escalation so far.

Quiet meant observation.

Quiet meant the phenomenon was watching how humans behave when they refuse to finish.
And that’s when the last shift came.

Not a new hook.

A subtraction.

The itch faded.

Not gradually.

Cleanly.

People stopped reporting Marker Zero entirely.

FALSE DONE reports dropped to zero.

Relief spikes vanished.

Even the background pressure—the sense of being leaned on—eased.
Bright brought the chart to Mai, eyes sharp.

“Look,” he said. “It’s gone.”

Mai didn’t take the chart.

She didn’t smile.

She didn’t say good.

She said the only safe thing left.

“Gone is a story,” Mai said. “Quiet is a condition.”

Ace’s jaw flexed. “You think it's pretending?”

Mai shook her head slowly.
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“No,” Mai said. “l think it learned something.”

Shammy'’s eyes narrowed. “What.”

Mai looked at both of them.

“That we won’t give it an ending,” Mai said. “So it stopped offering one.”
Bright exhaled slowly.

“So what now.”

Mai closed her notebook.

“Now,” Mai said, “we normalize not-done.”

Ace snorted. “That sounds miserable.”

Mai nodded. “It is. That's why it works.”

Shammy stood, stretching like a stabilizer releasing tension.

“It can't live in not-done,” Shammy said. “Not without being named.”
Mai felt something like relief at that thought—

—and immediately labeled it.

“Careful,” Mai said softly. “That almost sounded final.”

Shammy smiled faintly. “You're right.”

They stood there for a moment, three people in an ugly room, surrounded by systems that would
never fully sleep.

No triumph.
No closure.
No last look at a cabin in the woods.

Just the quiet understanding that the most dangerous thing they’d fought hadn’t been a place, or an
object, or even a suggestion—

—but the human desire to be finished.

And the decision, made over and over again, not to be.
Not today.

Not tomorrow.

Just—

not-done.—
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