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The city never really slept; it stalled.

Neon didn’t glow so much as it bled—thin colors smeared across wet asphalt, the kind of light that
made faces look like bad decisions. Rain came down in patient sheets, not dramatic enough to be a
storm, not kind enough to stop. Above it all, the skyline leaned forward, hungry, as if it wanted to
eavesdrop.

Ace stood on the edge of a rooftop with her hood down and her hair already ruined by water. She
didn’t shake it out. She didn’t care. When you lived the way she lived, you learned fast what was
worth protecting.

Her katanas hung at her sides—twin emerald lines in the dark, sheathed and still humming faintly, the
way a power line hums even when you pretend you’re not listening. She watched the street far below
and listened for the little mistakes reality made when something non-human tried to fit into it.

Tonight, the air felt…coiled. Wrong.

Not “I forgot my umbrella” wrong. Not “someone’s about to get mugged” wrong.
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The deep kind of wrong. The kind that came with geometry that didn’t add up and corners of alleys
that looked too clean, like somebody had wiped them down with a cloth soaked in intention.

Ace’s violet eyes narrowed, catching something that wasn’t movement so much as a delay in
movement. A smear of afterimage, like a person had been there and decided retroactively not to be.

She breathed in.

There. A parasite of static clinging to a streetlamp, wrapped around the metal like a black ribbon. It
didn’t belong to this city’s usual menu of ghosts and glitches. It tasted…organized.

Order.

Ace dropped from the roof without a sound. For a heartbeat, her body didn’t quite obey gravity—semi-
shadow folding around her like a second skin—then she landed on the fire escape with a soft metallic
sigh. She moved fast but not frantic, compact and precise, a tight pressure-point cutting through
space rather than a person running through it.

The parasite twitched when she got close, as if it could smell her.

It tried to flee, which was adorable.

Ace’s hand flashed. The left katana came free with a muted emerald flare. The air around the blade
bent—not much, not enough for a normal person to notice, but enough for the parasite to realize it
had made a terrible mistake.

She pinned it against the lamp with the flat of her blade, not cutting it yet, just holding it there as it
writhed and spat static like an angry radio.

“You’re not from here,” she murmured.

The parasite hissed in a frequency that wasn’t sound so much as irritation.

Ace tilted her head, listening deeper. Under the hiss was a pattern. A pulse. A rhythm.

Three beats.

A pause.

Three beats.

A calling card.

Order didn’t just kill. It signed.

Ace’s phone vibrated.

She didn’t look at it right away. The world gave you two kinds of calls at night: the ones you could
ignore and the ones you couldn’t.

This vibration was the second kind.

She answered.



02/04/2026 11:05 3/41 chapter1

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/

“—Ace,” Mai said, and it wasn’t a greeting. It was a warning with teeth. “Three of them. All—” There
was a brief sound of breath being forced through clenched teeth, like she’d just taken a hit. “Not the
usual. They’re…built.”

Ace’s grip on the parasite tightened. “Where?”

“Dockside. Old—” Mai’s words clipped, fast, controlled, but there was an edge under it. Something in
the background—a scrape, a thud, a voice that didn’t belong in any human throat. “—storage. I’m
tracking a—”

The line disintegrated into a squeal of static and glass.

Ace stared at the phone for half a second, just long enough for most people to break.

Then she put it away.

“Stay alive,” she said to the rain, as if the city itself could carry the message. As if the water could
write it on Mai’s skin.

She turned back to the parasite.

It was still writhing, still trying to escape, still pretending it had options.

Ace’s blade moved.

The parasite split and evaporated into a thin ribbon of black smoke that dissolved into the rain. For an
instant, the air smelled like burnt copper and old paper.

Ace didn’t watch it vanish. She was already moving.

Mai had known it was a trap before the first punch landed.

The city had been too clean in the wrong places. The camera angles too perfect. The reflections in
shop windows a fraction of a second behind. It was like walking through a stage set built by someone
who’d studied human life but didn’t quite understand boredom.

She moved through dockside with her disruptor pistol hidden under her jacket, runes along its barrel
faintly visible when streetlights hit them. The disruptor wasn’t a gun in the normal sense. It was a
statement. A piece of engineered defiance. It didn’t kill the way bullets killed; it disrupted—fields,
sigils, flows, anything that relied on reality behaving.

Tonight, reality was already misbehaving.

Mai slowed near an old storage warehouse that should have been abandoned. The lot around it was
empty except for a black sedan parked half in shadow, half in sodium light. Its windows were too dark.
Its posture wrong. Cars had body language if you paid attention. This one was a crouch.

Mai’s phone screen showed nothing but dead bars and a faint crawl of static that made her teeth itch.
She didn’t like it. She didn’t like being blind.

She reached into her pocket and touched the small metal charm there—the one Ace had given her, a
stupid little thing that looked like a cheap keychain but hummed faintly when Ace was close.

It was cold.
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Meaning Ace was far.

Meaning Mai was alone, for now.

She didn’t panic. Panic was wasted fuel.

She stepped closer to the warehouse, letting her senses do what her signal couldn’t. She smelled oil
and salt and wet concrete—and under it, something else. Something dry, like incense ground into
dust and stored for a long time.

Ritual.

Mai’s gaze flicked over the warehouse doors. There—faint marks near the hinges, scratched into the
metal. Not graffiti. Not rust.

A sigil.

She didn’t recognize the exact configuration, but she recognized the intention: invitation. A polite
word for a mouth that wanted to eat you.

Mai didn’t walk through that door.

The door opened anyway.

Not with a dramatic creak. Not with horror-movie theatrics. It simply…shifted. As if the building
decided it had always been open.

Three figures stepped out.

They looked like people, at first. Tall men in cheap coats, faces shadowed by hoods, hands in pockets
like they were waiting for a bus.

Then the streetlight caught them properly, and Mai saw the seams.

Their skin wasn’t skin. It was something poured. Their joints were wrong—too many angles, too much
hinge. Their eyes didn’t reflect light so much as absorb it. And their mouths…their mouths were too
calm.

They moved toward her without speaking.

Mai raised her phone, thumb already hitting call. Ace picked up on the first ring.

“Ace,” she said. “Three of them. All—”

One of the figures moved faster than physics should allow. It crossed the distance in a blink and
slammed a fist into Mai’s ribs.

The hit wasn’t just impact; it was pressure with intent. Like being punched by a door that wanted to
close.

Mai stumbled back, breath leaving her in a sharp, involuntary sound. She kept her phone up, kept
talking even as the world blurred.

“Dockside. Old—storage. I’m tracking a—”
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Something cold wrapped around her wrist.

Not a hand. A hook.

Her disruptor pistol, still hidden under her jacket, was yanked downward. The hook pulled with a
strange inevitability, like a magnet finding its match.

Mai’s phone screamed with static.

The call died.

Mai’s eyes narrowed, not with fear but with calculation. Hook. Resonant metal. They weren’t just
trying to capture her.

They were trying to take her weapon.

“No,” she hissed, and twisted her wrist hard enough to tear skin.

Pain lanced. She didn’t care. Pain was data.

She let the disruptor slide partially free—not enough for them to grab it properly, just enough for her
to thumb the overclock rune with a tiny, deliberate motion.

The disruptor’s runes flared once, hot, then dimmed.

The heatsink would now be running on borrowed time.

Good.

Let them try to use it.

Mai drove her elbow into the nearest figure’s throat. The throat was too firm and too soft at once, like
hitting wet clay over a bone. The figure didn’t choke, but it did stagger.

Mai backed up, moving toward the warehouse door without meaning to.

They wanted her inside.

She didn’t want to go inside.

She went anyway—because the street behind her had changed.

It was still dockside. Still rain. Still neon.

But the space felt stretched, like the city had become a hallway with invisible walls. The way back was
suddenly too long. The way out too far. The streetlights behind her flickered in a pattern that matched
the parasite Ace had killed—three beats, pause, three beats.

Order was herding her.

Mai could fight them out here and lose, or go inside and at least learn the shape of what she was
dealing with.

So she chose the trap.
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It was a choice. That mattered.

Mai stepped through the warehouse threshold.

The door shut behind her with a quiet click.

And the air changed.

It became dry, despite the rain still audible outside, muffled like someone had thrown a blanket over
the world.

Mai stood in darkness that wasn’t quite darkness. It had texture. It pressed against her skin like dust.

The three figures followed, their footsteps too synchronized.

Mai lifted her disruptor fully now, rune barrel pointed at the center one.

“If you’re going to do something,” she said, voice steady, “do it.”

They did.

The hook on her wrist pulsed once, and her disruptor was yanked sideways with a vicious snap. The
weapon flew from her hand and slammed into the wall, where a metal bracket waited like it had been
built for it.

It was.

The disruptor hung there, locked by the hook’s field, runes dimming as the weapon fought to stabilize.

Mai’s jaw tightened.

They had planned this.

They had studied her.

And that meant Ace.

Mai’s fingers flexed.

“All right,” she whispered to herself. “Let’s see how deep you dug.”

Ace crossed the city the way a blade crossed skin: quick, clean, and leaving the world slightly
rearranged behind her.

She didn’t teleport. She didn’t vanish and reappear. She folded. Semi-shadow form wrapped around
her movement, letting her cut corners that weren’t supposed to be cut, slip through gaps that weren’t
supposed to exist.

The city resisted, but not much.

Cities knew predators. They made space for them.

As she ran, the rain hit her skin like needles, cold and real. She liked it. It kept her honest.

Then, halfway to dockside, the air…shivered.
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Ace slowed for half a heartbeat, head tilting as if listening to a sound no one else could hear.

Violet.

Not the person. Not the whole thing. Just a fragment of presence under her ribs, like a river under ice.

A memory flickered—so fast she almost missed it. A room lit by red candles. A hymn sung out of tune.
A child’s hands held out, palms up, waiting to be marked.

Ace blinked.

The memory vanished.

Her breath came out in a tight exhale.

Not now.

“Later,” she muttered, to herself or to the thing inside her. “Not now.”

The sensation eased, like something smiling in the dark.

Ace reached dockside in minutes.

She found the black sedan immediately.

It lay crooked against a pole, front end chewed open, metal folded like it had been crumpled by a
giant hand. The street around it was empty in that performative way emptiness sometimes had—like
the city was holding its breath to watch.

Ace approached the sedan, eyes scanning fast.

Mai’s jacket lay on the ground nearby, soaked, one sleeve torn. There was blood—small amounts,
sprayed and smeared, not a pool.

Mai was alive.

Ace crouched and touched the blood with two fingers. Warm.

Fresh.

She looked up.

On the pole beside the car, someone had drawn a sigil in something dark. It wasn’t paint. It was too
glossy, too thick.

Blood. Maybe not human.

The sigil was simple, clean, arrogant.

Order.

Ace’s fingers tightened on her katana hilt.

“Okay,” she said softly. “You want me to follow.”
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She didn’t say it like a threat. She said it like a fact.

As she stood, movement caught her eye.

Three shapes stepped out from behind a row of shipping containers.

Not the same three that had taken Mai. These were different—cheaper, less refined. Built for speed,
not longevity. Their bodies were long and wrong, their faces too smooth, their eyes like wet stones.

They spread out, circling her.

Ace’s expression didn’t change.

She slid one katana free.

Emerald light flared and painted the rain in thin green lines.

The creatures hesitated. Even monsters understood hesitation.

Ace didn’t give them time to finish it.

She moved.

Not with a scream. Not with rage. With efficiency.

The first creature lunged. Ace stepped inside its reach and cut upward, blade sliding through
something that tried to be muscle and failed. The creature split and spilled a spray of black fluid that
hissed when it hit the wet pavement.

The second came from behind. Ace didn’t turn. She dropped her weight, let semi-shadow form fold
around her, and the creature’s strike passed through the space her head had been.

Her second katana flashed.

The creature’s arm came off at the shoulder.

It didn’t bleed red. It bled static.

The third creature tried to retreat, realizing belatedly that it had made a mistake.

Ace let it.

For three steps.

Then she threw her left katana like a spear. The emerald blade streaked through rain and punched
through the creature’s back, pinning it to a container with a wet, final thunk.

The creature convulsed, then went still.

Ace walked up, pulled her blade free, and watched the black fluid evaporate into the air like smoke.

She stared at the space where the creature had been, listening.

Under the sound of rain and distant traffic, there was a pulse.
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Three beats.

Pause.

Three beats.

Invitation.

Ace followed it.

The warehouse didn’t look like a mouth from the outside.

It looked like a warehouse.

That was the problem.

A lot of dangerous things in the world learned to look boring. Boring got ignored. Boring got passed
by. Boring got to live longer.

Ace stepped into the shadow near the warehouse door and felt the air thicken.

Wards.

Not just one. Not a simple “keep out” sigil. This was layered. Someone had spent time here.

She could feel it in the way the air pressed against her skin, the way the hairs on her arms lifted as if
saluting.

Violet stirred inside her again, a pleased little ripple.

Open it, the ripple seemed to say. Cut through. It’s easy.

Ace’s jaw tightened.

“No,” she said aloud.

She didn’t cut.

She listened.

The wards weren’t just magic. They were structure. They had logic. Mai would have loved that, if she
weren’t currently somewhere inside this place, probably bleeding and furious.

Ace placed her palm against the metal door.

She let her shadow-pressure aura seep into the surface like water into paper. Not forcing. Not tearing.
Just…feeling.

The wards responded. They shifted, trying to test her. Trying to find an angle.

Ace shifted back, small adjustments, like a lockpick turning a hair at a time.

It took longer than slicing. It took patience.

That was the point.
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Order wanted her to rush.

Ace didn’t.

The door clicked.

It opened.

Ace stepped inside.

The air changed.

Dry. Dusty. Incense-laced.

And quiet, but not the good kind. Quiet like a room full of people pretending not to breathe.

Her eyes adjusted quickly.

The warehouse interior was too empty. The shelves were too clean. The shadows in the corners were
too deep.

Ace walked forward, slow now, blades sheathed but ready.

The floor under her feet was concrete that had been scrubbed until it almost shone. Along the walls,
faint chalk lines traced patterns—circles within circles, angles that made her eyes want to slide away.

Trap architecture.

She followed the pulse deeper.

A stairwell waited at the far end, descending into darkness.

Ace stopped at the top of the stairs and listened again.

From below, she heard something like chanting.

Not loud. Not theatrical. Just enough to keep a rhythm.

And under that—Mai.

Not her voice. Not words.

Breath.

Ace’s muscles tightened.

She descended.

The stairwell narrowed as she went down, as if the building was closing around her. The walls were
damp now, stone instead of concrete. The air smelled older, like something had been buried and
forgotten and then dug up again.

She reached the bottom and stepped into a tunnel.

This wasn’t part of the warehouse.
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This was older. Old infrastructure. City guts.

Ace’s shadow-pressure aura pressed outward, tasting the space.

The tunnel curved, and the pulse grew louder.

Three beats.

Pause.

Three beats.

The chanting grew clearer.

Ace walked.

Her mind stayed calm, but the world inside her chest tightened anyway. It wasn’t fear. It was focus. A
kind of sharpness that made everything bright.

The tunnel opened into a chamber.

And there was Mai.

She hung in a metal cage suspended above the floor by thick chains. The cage wasn’t small; it was
the size of a shipping container, bars thick enough to stop anything physical.

Mai stood inside it, feet braced, one wrist bleeding where the hook had bitten her. Her silver hair was
damp with sweat rather than rain, stuck to her forehead. Her eyes were bright and furious.

On the wall beside the cage, Mai’s disruptor pistol hung locked into a metal bracket. A hook-field
tether held it there like a trophy.

Around the chamber, figures stood in a circle.

Humans, mostly. Coats. Masks. Hands held out in ritual posture. Their voices formed the chanting
rhythm, low and steady.

And in the center of the circle, on a pedestal of black stone, sat a shard.

It glowed faintly, not with light but with heat. Like an ember that refused to die.

Prime Ember.

Ace felt it immediately. It wasn’t just power. It was amplification—something designed to take
whatever you were and make it louder.

Beside the shard stood a man in a priest’s collar that looked like it had been cut from something
expensive. He turned as Ace entered, smiling like he’d been expecting her all along.

“Ace,” he said, as if saying her name was a prayer.

Mai’s eyes snapped to her.

Her face didn’t soften. It sharpened.
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“Don’t,” she called, voice hoarse but clear. “It’s tuned to you.”

Ace didn’t look away from the priest.

“I know.”

The priest’s smile widened. “Good. Then you understand what a gift this is.”

Ace’s gaze flicked, briefly, to the shard.

Violet stirred.

And then—something else happened.

The air above the shard shimmered, and an image formed.

Not a hologram. Not a simple projection. A presence.

A woman-shaped silhouette made of shadow and violet light, eyes like fractured amethyst, smile too
calm.

Violet’s echo.

It looked at Ace with familiarity that made Ace’s skin crawl.

“Hello,” the echo said, voice silky and wrong. “You made it.”

Ace’s grip on her katana tightened.

Mai watched the echo like it was a bomb.

The priest spoke again, voice warm, persuasive.

“We have done what your Foundation could not,” he said. “We have built you a mirror.”

Ace didn’t answer.

The echo stepped closer to the edge of its projected space, head tilting.

“You can stop fighting me,” it said softly, as if offering comfort. “You can stop pretending you’re alone
inside your own skin.”

Ace’s eyes narrowed.

“I’m not pretending.”

Mai’s voice cut in, sharp. “Ace.”

Ace glanced up at the cage.

Mai’s jaw jerked toward the disruptor on the wall.

She didn’t say more.

She didn’t need to.
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Ace understood: the disruptor was the key, but it couldn’t be used normally. It was hooked. It was
locked. It was probably booby-trapped.

Mai’s eyes held hers.

Anchor.

Ace’s chest loosened a fraction.

She turned back to the priest.

“You built this for me,” Ace said quietly.

“We built it for the world,” the priest replied. “You are the vessel. The shard will amplify what is
already inside you. Violet will no longer be a whisper. She will be a hymn.”

The echo smiled, delighted.

Ace’s mouth twitched.

“Hymns are usually lies,” she said.

The priest’s smile didn’t falter. “Then let us be honest. We will use you. We will use her. And you will
finally be complete.”

Mai snorted from the cage. “You’re going to die so embarrassed.”

One of the cultists flinched.

Ace’s eyes stayed on the priest.

“Mai,” Ace said, voice low. “How hot?”

Mai’s lips tightened. “Too. Don’t touch it for long.”

Ace nodded once.

Then she moved.

Not toward the priest.

Toward the circle.

She stepped into the ritual geometry like it was a puddle she didn’t mind splashing through.

The chanting faltered.

The cultists tightened their formation.

The priest raised a hand. “Stop her.”

They did.

Three cultists lunged forward with knives that were too clean and too bright.
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Ace drew one katana.

The blade flashed emerald and the first knife hit the floor in two pieces.

Ace didn’t kill the cultist. She disarmed him and shoved him back into the circle, breaking the line of
chalk beneath his feet.

The ritual geometry shivered.

The shard on the pedestal pulsed once, annoyed.

The echo laughed.

“Ooh,” it purred. “She’s learning.”

The second cultist came in fast.

Ace stepped aside and slammed her shoulder into his chest, sending him crashing into another chalk
line.

The geometry cracked again.

Mai’s eyes widened slightly.

Ace was dismantling the ritual without attacking the shard directly.

Smart.

The third cultist hesitated.

Ace’s second katana came free.

Emerald light sliced the air.

The cultist dropped his knife and fell back, hands up, suddenly remembering he was human.

Ace didn’t waste time on him.

She pivoted toward the wall where the disruptor hung.

The hook-field tethered it, pulsing faintly.

Ace reached for it.

Violet’s echo leaned forward, voice suddenly intimate.

“Take it,” it whispered. “Take the weapon. Take the shard. Take all of it. I can make you so fast.”

Ace’s fingers hovered a fraction of an inch from the disruptor.

Mai’s voice cracked through the air. “Ace—don’t brute it.”

Ace’s jaw tightened.

She didn’t brute it.
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She did what she’d done upstairs.

She listened.

The hook-field wasn’t just force. It was resonance. A tuned lock. It responded to movement, to intent,
to frequency.

Ace’s shadow-pressure aura pressed outward, touching the field delicately.

The field pushed back.

Testing.

Ace pushed back in tiny increments, like adjusting a dial.

The field trembled.

The disruptor’s runes flared faintly, reacting to her proximity.

Mai’s breath caught.

Ace kept adjusting.

The hook-field slackened, just a little.

Enough for Mai.

Mai moved in the cage, shifting her weight, stretching her bleeding wrist.

She had been waiting for this moment.

A metal bar in the cage’s floor had a slight weakness—a seam Mai had been working at with her shoe
heel, slowly, quietly, for minutes.

Now she kicked it hard.

The seam snapped.

Mai’s hand shot through the gap and grabbed a small metal object hidden under the cage floor: a
coin-sized rune disc she’d planted earlier, before the trap had fully closed.

Mai flicked it like a gambler.

The rune disc hit the chamber floor and slid, spinning, directly into the ritual circle.

The cultists shouted.

The priest’s eyes narrowed.

Too late.

The disc pulsed once.

A small, precise null ripple washed through the chalk lines like a breath extinguishing candles.



Last update: 27/03/2026 18:17 canon:ace1:chapter1 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/canon:ace1:chapter1

https://datavault.ws/ Printed on 02/04/2026 11:05

The ritual geometry shuddered.

The shard flared hot.

The hook-field on the disruptor flickered.

Ace’s fingers closed around the weapon.

For half a second, the disruptor fought her grip, heat running through it like anger.

Ace yanked it free.

The hook-field snapped back, trying to catch it again, but Mai had already acted.

Mai raised her voice, sharp and technical.

“Triangulate. Center two degrees left of the shard. Don’t hit it. Hit the space.”

Ace didn’t ask how.

She trusted.

Ace lifted the disruptor, rune barrel pointing not at the shard but at the empty air beside it.

The priest shouted something—an invocation, a command, a curse.

The echo’s eyes widened, delighted.

Ace fired.

The disruptor didn’t make a gunshot sound.

It made a deep, surgical thump, like reality taking a step backward.

A pulse of pale light rippled outward, and for a heartbeat the chamber’s shadows went thin.

The chanting died.

The cultists staggered as if the floor had turned to water.

The priest stumbled.

The shard trembled on its pedestal, its glow wobbling.

And Violet’s echo—

Violet’s echo went still.

Its smile faltered.

For the first time, it looked…angry.

Ace didn’t waste the heartbeat.

She dropped the disruptor, letting it clatter on the floor, and drew both katanas.
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The emerald blades hummed louder now, responding to the disrupted field.

Ace moved toward the shard.

The priest lunged to block her, hands outstretched.

“Do you know what you are throwing away?” he hissed.

Ace’s blades crossed in front of her, stopping his hands short.

“I know exactly what you’re trying to take,” she said.

Then she shoved him back with a burst of shadow-pressure that hit like a truck.

The priest crashed into the pedestal.

The shard skittered, nearly falling.

The echo hissed, voice suddenly sharp.

“Careful,” it snapped. “That’s mine.”

Ace’s eyes flashed violet.

“No,” she said softly. “It’s not.”

The echo stepped closer, shape warping, becoming more solid, more present.

It reached for Ace, fingers like ink.

Ace’s shadow-pressure aura surged instinctively, meeting the echo’s reach.

For an instant, the two forces touched—shadow against shadow, vessel against fragment—and Ace
felt it: Violet’s hunger. Violet’s promise. Violet’s cruel clarity.

The echo’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“You can stop holding back,” it murmured. “You can stop being good.”

Ace’s breath came out slow.

She remembered the flicker of candles, the hymn out of tune, the child’s palms waiting to be marked.

She didn’t understand the whole memory. Not yet.

But she understood the feeling.

A hand pushing her toward something.

A voice telling her this was her purpose.

Ace’s jaw tightened.

“Not like that,” she said.
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She stepped forward.

Instead of striking the echo, she struck the space between them—cutting a line through the air with
both blades, not to harm, but to divide.

The echo recoiled, surprised.

Ace’s blades hummed, the emerald frequency slicing through the echo’s projection.

The echo’s body flickered, destabilized.

Mai’s voice came from the cage, urgent. “Ace—prime’s spiking.”

Ace glanced at the shard.

The priest had grabbed it.

He was trying to force it into the ritual geometry again, trying to restart the circle with brute will.

The shard flared, heat surging.

The chamber trembled.

The walls groaned.

This was going to tear something open.

Ace moved.

She crossed the distance in a blur and slammed the flat of her katana into the priest’s wrist.

Bone snapped.

The shard dropped.

Ace caught it—not with her hands, but with shadow-pressure, holding it suspended inches above the
floor.

The shard’s heat pressed against her aura, trying to push through.

Violet’s echo screamed, a sound like glass breaking.

“You don’t get to—”

Ace’s eyes narrowed.

“I do,” she said.

The shard pulsed again, hotter, unstable.

Ace felt it: amplification. It wanted to take whatever she was and make it louder. It wanted to pull
Violet’s fragment out of her chest and turn it into a hurricane.

Mai’s voice was suddenly very calm, very precise, as if she were explaining a math problem.
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“Ace. If it breaks, it’ll unwind the chamber. You need to vent it.”

“How?” Ace asked, even as she already knew.

Mai’s gaze flicked toward the tunnel entrance.

“Feed it into the city,” Mai said. “Give it something bigger to burn through.”

Ace’s mouth tightened.

Feeding a shard into the city was like dumping gasoline into a fireplace and hoping the chimney held.

But the alternative was letting it explode here, inside a ritual chamber designed to amplify her.

Ace nodded once.

Then she did something the priest hadn’t expected.

She didn’t try to contain the shard.

She grabbed it.

Her hands closed around it through the protective layer of her aura.

Heat slammed into her like a wall.

Her vision flashed violet.

Violet’s echo surged toward her, ecstatic.

“Yes,” it breathed. “Yes—finally—”

Ace snarled, low, and pushed back.

Shadow-pressure wrapped around the shard like a fist.

Ace turned and ran.

Mai shouted. “Ace!”

Ace didn’t answer. She was already moving toward the cage.

The shard’s heat was burning through her aura, trying to chew its way into her bones.

The echo followed, flickering wildly, its voice a chorus now.

“Let me in. Let me out. Let me—”

Ace reached the cage and looked up at Mai.

Mai’s face was hard with fear she refused to show.

Ace lifted one katana and sliced through the cage’s lock—not the bars, but the mechanism. The
emerald blade hummed, and metal parted like soft clay.
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The cage door ground open enough for Mai to shove herself through.

Mai hit the floor on her knees, swayed, then forced herself upright.

She grabbed the disruptor from where it lay, ignoring its heat, ignoring the pain, and jammed it back
into Ace’s hand.

“Tunnel,” she said.

Ace nodded once.

Mai didn’t hesitate. She moved with Ace, shoulder pressed against her side, hands ready to brace her
if she fell.

They ran.

Behind them, the priest screamed prayers.

The shard in Ace’s hands pulsed, furious, hungry.

The chamber shook as the amplification built toward collapse.

The tunnel ahead felt too long.

Then, as they reached the stairwell, the world lurched.

The shard’s heat spiked.

Ace stumbled.

Mai caught her—smaller than Mai by a lot, but heavier in a way that had nothing to do with mass.

“Don’t you dare,” Mai hissed.

Ace’s lips pulled back, not quite a smile. “Wasn’t planning to.”

They reached the warehouse floor just as the chamber below tore.

A deep sound rolled up through the stairwell, like the city itself groaning.

The air behind them rushed upward, sucking heat and dust and chant-echo into the tunnel like a giant
lung inhaling.

Ace staggered into the warehouse and threw the shard forward—not throwing it away, but pushing it
outward with shadow-pressure, forcing its energy up, out, toward the open air.

The warehouse walls vibrated.

The ward lines on the floor flared and then shattered, chalk exploding into dust.

Rain hit Ace’s face as the warehouse door burst open from inside—forced outward by the surge.

Outside, the dockside night screamed.

Not with human voices. With sirens. With electrical transformers popping. With the neon signs
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flickering like frightened animals.

Ace stood in the doorway, chest heaving, hands empty now.

The shard had vented into the city.

Not gone.

Not destroyed.

But dispersed, diluted, swallowed by a metropolis big enough to choke on gods.

Mai stumbled beside her, breath ragged.

Ace’s violet eyes tracked the darkness.

Violet’s echo had vanished.

Or, more accurately, it had retreated.

Ace could still feel it inside her—river under ice.

Mai pressed a hand against Ace’s arm, a grounding touch.

“You okay?” Mai asked, voice low.

Ace exhaled slowly. “No.”

Mai’s mouth twitched. “Honest. Good.”

Ace looked at her, and for a heartbeat the city noise faded.

Mai’s eyes were silver-blue, fierce and tired.

Ace’s chest loosened again.

Anchor.

Then headlights cut through the rain.

A convoy rolled in—unmarked vehicles, matte black, moving with the calm certainty of people who
had already decided what was going to happen next.

Foundation.

Doors opened.

People stepped out in rainproof gear, faces half-hidden, weapons held in ready but not panicked grips.
Their movements were efficient, clean.

A man with a medical kit approached Mai first.

Mai lifted a hand. “I’m not dying.”

The medic didn’t react. “Good. Hold still anyway.”
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Another figure approached Ace, staying a respectful distance away. His posture wasn’t afraid, but it
was careful. Like he’d seen the reports.

“Ace,” he said through a comm unit. “We’re taking you both in. Site-19 Tokyo. You know the drill.”

Ace’s eyes stayed on the warehouse.

“Order?” she asked.

The agent’s mouth tightened. “We’re sweeping. We have teams below. If they’re alive, we’ll find
them. If they aren’t…”

Ace didn’t blink.

Mai’s hand tightened on Ace’s sleeve.

Ace turned away from the warehouse.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Site-19 Tokyo didn’t look like a cathedral from the outside.

From the inside, it felt like one.

Not because it was holy. Because it was built on the idea that something larger than you was always
watching.

The medical bay was bright, sterile, humming with machines that sounded too calm for what they
were doing.

Mai lay on a bed, ribs taped, wrist wrapped, hair brushed back. She looked annoyed, which meant she
was functional.

Ace sat on the floor beside the bed, back against the wall, knees drawn up, hands resting loosely on
them.

She didn’t sit in chairs if she could avoid it. Chairs made you complacent. Floors kept you awake.

A doctor had tried to argue.

The doctor had lost.

Mai’s gaze tracked Ace’s profile for a long moment.

Ace’s face was calm. Too calm, almost.

Mai knew that calm. It wasn’t peace. It was containment.

A figure stood near the foot of the bed, visible only as a reflection at first—because Ace’s eyes had
drifted toward a polished metal cabinet, and in that cabinet’s distorted mirror, the man looked like a
smudged silhouette.

Then he stepped fully into view.

Jack Bright didn’t look like a hero. He looked like someone who had been tired for so long it had
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become part of his personality. His eyes were sharp anyway. His mouth held humor like a knife held
sideways.

He tossed a datapad toward Ace.

Ace caught it without looking.

“Look,” Bright said.

Ace did.

A world map filled the screen. Points of red dotted continents like pins. Some clustered. Some
isolated. All deliberate.

Ace’s voice was quiet. “Order.”

“Order,” Bright agreed. “They called themselves by a word they don’t fully understand. Like most
cults.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “They’re spread.”

Bright shrugged, one shoulder lifting. “They’re ambitious.”

Ace stared at the map.

The pins weren’t random.

They formed lines.

Paths.

Networks.

As if Order wasn’t just hiding; it was building.

Bright continued, voice matter-of-fact. “The shard tonight—Prime grade. That’s not a street-level toy.
Someone funded it. Someone sourced it. Someone wanted you.”

Ace’s violet eyes flicked up. “Why?”

Bright’s mouth twitched. “Because you’re inconvenient.”

Mai snorted. “That’s the nicest way I’ve ever heard it put.”

Bright glanced at Mai, then back at Ace. “They want to amplify your fragment. Violet’s echo is…loud
enough already. Prime Ember would have made it a broadcast.”

Ace’s fingers flexed.

Violet stirred, faintly, like it was listening through a wall.

Ace’s gaze didn’t shift.

“I’m not a broadcast,” she said.
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Bright’s smile was faint. “I have noticed.”

Mai’s voice cut in, practical. “They’ll try again.”

Bright nodded. “Yes.”

Ace stared at the map. “And we stop them.”

Bright’s eyes sharpened. “You don’t go alone.”

Mai’s head turned slightly, enough to look at Bright directly. “She’s not going alone.”

Bright met her gaze without flinching. “No. She isn’t.”

Ace finally lifted her eyes from the map.

“Where first?” she asked.

Bright’s thumb tapped the datapad screen. One pin pulsed brighter.

“A subway rig,” he said. “Old line. Abandoned. It started pinging after tonight’s vent. Like the city
swallowed the ember and coughed something back up.”

Mai’s lips tightened. “Residual.”

“Or bait,” Bright said.

Ace’s mouth twitched. “Probably bait.”

Bright’s grin was thin. “Probably.”

Mai shifted on the bed and winced. The medic hovering nearby made a small pleased sound, as if pain
confirmed his work.

Mai ignored him. “Ace.”

Ace glanced up.

Mai’s eyes held hers again. Anchor.

“You don’t have to carry it alone,” Mai said quietly.

Ace didn’t answer immediately.

Inside her, Violet’s echo moved under ice, patient, attentive.

Ace exhaled slowly.

“I’m not alone,” she said.

And then she stood.

The subway rig smelled like rust and old water and the kind of electricity that came from cables
someone had forgotten to turn off. The tunnels here were older than the city’s current skin. You could
feel it in the way the air pressed against you—thick, damp, full of memories nobody had named.
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Ace walked ahead, blades sheathed, shadow-pressure aura brushing the walls like a blind person’s
fingertips.

Mai followed, disruptor in hand, runes dim but ready. She moved slower than she wanted—ribs didn’t
like sprinting—but her eyes were sharp.

Bright’s voice came through a comm unit in Ace’s ear, faintly crackling.

“Signal’s coming from ahead,” he said. “Be careful.”

Ace’s mouth twitched. “We’re always careful.”

Mai snorted softly. “Speak for yourself.”

Ace glanced back at her, a brief flicker of humor in her violet eyes. “You’re careful enough for both of
us.”

Mai’s lips curved, tired but real. “Damn right.”

The tunnel widened.

A platform appeared—abandoned, lights dead, graffiti old and peeling. In the center of the platform,
something pulsed faintly.

A small shard.

Not Prime Ember. Smaller. Dimmer.

But familiar.

Ace stopped.

Violet stirred.

The echo inside her pressed forward, eager.

Ace’s fingers tightened.

Mai’s voice was low. “It’s a lure.”

Ace nodded.

Bright’s voice crackled. “Do not touch it bare-handed.”

Ace’s mouth twitched. “Wasn’t planning to.”

The shard pulsed again.

Violet’s echo inside her whispered—not with words, but with sensation: hunger, promise, speed.

Ace stepped closer anyway.

Her shadow-pressure aura wrapped around the shard cautiously, probing.

The shard responded, vibrating like a tuning fork.
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Mai raised the disruptor slightly, ready.

Then the air behind them shifted.

Ace’s head snapped up.

Mai’s gaze flicked sideways.

Figures moved out of the tunnel darkness—more refined than the cheap dockside constructs, less
refined than a Foundation agent. Human enough to look almost normal, but their eyes were wrong,
too still.

Order.

They formed a half-circle, blocking retreat.

The priest from the chamber stepped forward, wrist now splinted, collar still pristine.

His smile was thinner, more desperate.

“You can’t keep running,” he said.

Ace’s voice was quiet. “I’m not running.”

The priest’s eyes gleamed. “Then take her.”

Mai’s disruptor flared faintly, runes lighting.

“Try,” Mai said, voice cold.

The priest’s smile faltered for half a second.

Then he lifted his hands, and the tunnel walls answered.

Sigils flared along the tiles—lines that hadn’t been there a moment ago, chalkless but real, burned
into space with intent.

The air thickened.

A field formed.

Containment.

Ace felt it clamp down like invisible fingers around her chest.

Violet surged inside her, delighted.

This, the echo seemed to say. This is where you let me help.

Ace’s eyes narrowed.

“No.”

The echo pushed harder.
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Ace pushed back.

Her shadow-pressure aura expanded, a deep, silent force that made the tunnel lights—what few
emergency lights remained—flicker as if frightened.

Mai’s hand touched Ace’s back for a heartbeat, grounding her.

Ace’s breath steadied.

Then Ace did something Order didn’t expect.

She didn’t break the field.

She accepted it.

She let it close around her like a glove.

And then she tightened her own grip from the inside.

Shadow-pressure met sigil-pressure.

The air screamed quietly.

The priest’s eyes widened. “What—”

Ace’s voice was a whisper. “You made a box.”

She stepped forward.

The field resisted.

Ace stepped again.

The field cracked, not because she overpowered it, but because she changed its internal
rules—shifted the resonance like she’d shifted the hook-field earlier.

Mai’s disruptor pulsed once, precise, hitting the space between sigils.

The field shuddered.

Ace walked through it.

Order’s front line flinched.

Ace drew her katanas.

Emerald light flooded the tunnel in sharp strokes.

The priest backed up, suddenly remembering he was in the presence of a predator.

Mai raised the disruptor and fired into the tunnel ceiling—not at people, but at the sigil network.

The tiles above them flashed pale, and the burned-in ritual lines began to unravel.

Order shouted.
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The priest screamed a prayer.

Ace moved.

She didn’t slaughter. She dismantled.

A blade flicked, cutting a weapon hand without killing the body. A shoulder slammed into a cultist,
breaking his stance, knocking him out of alignment. Every move was targeted not just at flesh, but at
the ritual formation.

Because Order wasn’t strongest as individuals.

Order was strongest as a pattern.

Ace broke the pattern.

Mai tracked the priest with the disruptor, keeping her aim steady despite pain.

The priest saw the aim, saw the rune barrel, and his eyes widened with sudden fear.

He reached toward the shard on the platform.

The small shard pulsed, eager.

The priest grabbed it bare-handed.

Heat flared.

The priest screamed, but it wasn’t pain. It was ecstasy.

Violet’s echo inside Ace surged, thrilled.

“Yes,” it whispered. “Yes—take it—take it—”

Ace’s head snapped toward the priest.

The priest lifted the shard like a communion wafer.

“This is the last chance,” he gasped. “Let her in. Let her make you complete.”

Ace’s violet eyes were cold.

“You still don’t understand,” she said.

She stepped closer.

The priest’s gaze flicked to Mai, then to Ace.

“You can’t fight what you are,” he hissed.

Ace’s voice dropped, almost gentle.

“I’m not fighting what I am,” she said. “I’m fighting what you think you get to do with it.”

The echo inside her surged.
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Ace felt it press against her ribs, against her throat, against her eyes—trying to take control.

Ace’s shadow-pressure tightened.

Mai’s hand touched Ace’s elbow briefly, grounding.

Ace breathed in.

And then she opened the door—just a crack.

Not surrender.

Permission.

Violet’s echo slid forward like a knife entering a sheath.

Ace’s eyes flashed brighter violet, prismatic, fractured.

The air around her changed—pressure deepening, shadows sharpening, emerald fracture-lines in her
aura brightening like cracks in glass.

The priest’s mouth parted in awe.

“Yes,” he breathed.

Ace leaned in, voice soft.

“You are part of me,” she said—not to him, but to the echo. “But you do not get to steer.”

Violet’s presence inside her froze.

The echo didn’t like boundaries.

Ace did not care.

She stepped forward and struck—not with blade, but with will.

Shadow-pressure hit the priest like a tidal wave.

He flew backward, slammed into the tunnel wall, dropped the shard.

Mai fired.

A disruptor pulse hit the shard mid-air, not destroying it, but forcing its energy to collapse inward.

The shard winked out like a candle.

The priest slid down the wall, dazed, mouth open in disbelief.

Ace stood over him, aura still humming, Violet contained behind her ribs like a snarling animal behind
glass.

The priest looked up at her, shaking.

“You…” he whispered.
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Ace’s eyes were bright. “No,” she said.

Then she turned away.

Order’s remaining cultists hesitated, suddenly unsure.

Mai lifted the disruptor again, runes glowing hotter.

“Leave,” Mai said, voice flat.

The cultists backed away.

Not because Mai was bigger.

Because Mai was precise, and precision was terrifying when you understood what it could do.

Ace exhaled slowly.

Her aura eased.

Violet sank back under the ice, still moving, still present, but no longer clawing.

Bright’s voice crackled in her ear, low and impressed despite itself. “Ace.”

Ace didn’t answer.

Mai’s hand slid into Ace’s, fingers closing, firm.

Anchor.

Ace’s gaze flicked to Mai.

Mai looked exhausted and furious and alive.

Ace’s chest loosened.

For a heartbeat, the tunnel’s damp air felt almost breathable.

Mai’s mouth twitched. “Coffee after this?”

Ace’s lips curved faintly. “Yeah.”

Bright’s voice came through again, dry. “Please do not get coffee before decontamination.”

Mai’s eyes rolled. “We’ll get coffee after decontamination.”

Ace glanced toward the platform, the spot where the shard had pulsed.

The city had swallowed Prime Ember tonight and coughed up bait here.

Order wasn’t done.

Neither were they.

Ace squeezed Mai’s hand once, small but certain.
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“Let’s make the city pretend to sleep again,” Ace murmured.

Mai’s fingers tightened. “Let’s.”

They walked back through the tunnel together—shadow and silver, pressure and clarity—leaving
behind broken sigils, damp prayers, and a cult that had learned something it didn’t want to learn:

Ace could be a vessel.

But she would never be a leash.

Back at Site-19 Tokyo, lights hummed. Machines whispered. People moved in clean lines.

Ace sat on the floor again beside Mai’s bed, and Mai’s hand smoothed Ace’s hair without ceremony.

“Hey,” Mai said.

“Hey,” Ace replied.

“You did well.”

“So did you.”

Mai’s smile was tired, real. “Coffee when they let me out?”

Ace thought about neon rain and subway ghosts, about pins on a map and Order’s patient hunger,
about Violet’s echo lying inside her like a river under ice—moving, waiting, but contained.

“Yeah,” Ace said. “Coffee.”

They sat in a pocket of small weather—tea steam, machine hum, soft breath, and the quiet weight of
a night survived.

And for once, the night did not argue.

* * *

The coffee didn’t come.

Not yet.

First came the part nobody wrote songs about: decontamination showers that felt like being scrubbed
by indifferent ghosts, antiseptic wipes that stung the cuts you’d forgotten you had, a bored-looking
technician in a face shield reciting protocols like bedtime stories for adults who no longer slept.

Ace cooperated. Quietly. Precisely. Like a person following choreography she’d learned a long time
ago.

Mai, taped and wrapped and irritated, cooperated the way she did everything else: by arguing, then
doing it anyway.

“You realize,” Mai said as a tech ran a scanner wand over the disruptor, “that if you melt my gun
down into a paperweight, I will personally haunt this facility until the end of time.”

The tech didn’t even blink. “Ma’am, it’s not your gun. It’s a Class-III anomalous device pending
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review.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “It is my gun. It just has…paperwork.”

Ace sat on the floor outside the glass partition, knees up, hands loose, watching Mai through the
window like she was watching a storm line on a radar. Her expression didn’t change, but her attention
never left.

In her chest, the river under ice moved.

Violet didn’t speak with words now. She didn’t have to. She pressed and suggested and hummed like
an animal that had learned the shape of a cage and was patiently testing every bar.

Ace kept her breathing steady, slow enough to make the thing inside her annoyed.

Mai’s gaze flicked toward Ace, just once, and softened for half a heartbeat before she remembered to
be sharp again.

Anchor, Ace thought.

Even the word felt like a nail hammered into a wall.

Bright didn’t come back to the medical bay until the facility had decided neither Ace nor Mai were
going to spontaneously turn into a new religion.

When he did, he didn’t look dramatic. No cloak, no ominous shadows, no cinematic entrance. Just a
tired man with a datapad and a coffee that had been reheated too many times to still count as coffee.

He stood by the bed and looked at Mai’s ribs through the bandaging like he could see numbers
through fabric.

“Scale of one to ten,” he said. “How much do you hate me right now?”

Mai didn’t miss a beat. “Eleven.”

Bright nodded as if that was fair. “Good. That means you’re lucid.”

Ace didn’t look up from the floor. “You brought coffee.”

Bright glanced down at his cup. “This isn’t coffee. It’s brown regret.”

Mai’s mouth twitched. “You’ll still drink it.”

“I will,” Bright admitted. Then his gaze slid to Ace, and the humor fell away in a clean, practiced
motion. “We need to talk.”

Ace lifted her eyes.

Bright didn’t waste time.

“The vent you did at dockside,” he said, tapping the datapad. A heat-map bloomed on the
screen—Tokyo’s grid in harsh colors, a bruise spreading through the city like dye in water. “That
ember signature didn’t vanish. It dispersed into the infrastructure. Sewer lines. Power conduits. Old
tunnels. Anything that already carried flow.”
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Mai’s eyes narrowed, despite the pain. “Like a parasite.”

“Like a network,” Bright corrected softly. “Order doesn’t just hide in places. It learns places.”

Ace’s expression stayed still. “So my vent fed it.”

Bright’s pause was small. Honest.

“It fed the city,” he said. “Which is…arguably worse, but also arguably survivable. Prime-grade
detonation in a ritual chamber tuned to your fragment would’ve been catastrophic. You made the
least bad choice.”

Mai exhaled, careful with bruised ribs. “That’s a glowing endorsement.”

Bright’s gaze held Ace’s. “There’s more.”

He swiped to another page. A list. Coordinates. Timelines. “After the subway incident, we had three
separate pings. One in Shinjuku. One under the bay. One…here.”

Mai frowned. “Here as in—”

“Here as in Site-19 Tokyo,” Bright said, and for the first time his voice carried a thin edge. “Not inside.
Not a breach. A shadow on our sensors. Like somebody knocked on the door from the wrong side of
reality.”

Ace’s fingers flexed once against her knee.

Violet stirred, delighted.

Ace felt it like a smile she didn’t want.

Bright watched her closely. Not fear. Assessment.

“Order knows you didn’t break,” he said. “So they’ll change the approach. Less ritual theater.
More…pressure.”

Mai’s gaze flicked to Ace’s chest—subtle, instinctive. “They’ll go after Violet directly.”

Bright nodded. “Or they’ll go after the person who keeps you tethered.”

Mai’s expression turned flat. “Try.”

Ace’s voice came out quiet. “They already did.”

A silence landed in the room, not heavy—sharp.

Bright leaned back a fraction. “Ace. What happened in the tunnel. When you…opened the door.”

Ace stared at the wall for a moment, as if the paint had answers.

“I didn’t let her drive,” Ace said. “I let her breathe.”

Mai’s fingers curled slightly on the sheets. “And you held the leash.”

Ace’s mouth twitched, almost a smile, and didn’t make it all the way. “Yes.”
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Bright nodded once. “That’s the problem.”

Mai blinked. “That sounded backwards.”

“It is backwards,” Bright said. “Because Violet isn’t a passenger. She’s not…a normal hitchhiker. She’s
an echo with teeth. Every time you give her air, she learns your lungs.”

Ace didn’t flinch.

Bright continued anyway, voice low, careful. “You can’t keep doing this by improvisation. Not forever.
Order will keep building structures designed to make you slip. You need something stable. A lock. A
rule set.”

Mai’s gaze sharpened. “You mean containment.”

“I mean integration,” Bright said. “On your terms. Before someone tries to do it on theirs.”

The river under Ace’s ribs moved, restless.

Violet liked that word.

Integration.

Ace felt her own body react to it, a microscopic tightening of muscle as if the word had been burned
into her a long time ago.

She saw it again—candles. Red light. A hymn sung out of tune. A child’s hands held out, palms up,
waiting.

Ace’s eyes narrowed, and for a second her pupils looked wrong—too deep, too violet.

Mai’s hand slid off the bed and found Ace’s shoulder. A gentle pressure. Not force. Permission to come
back.

Ace inhaled slowly.

The memory dissolved.

Bright watched all of it, face unreadable.

“We have a room,” he said. “Shielded. Quiet. No spectators. No chanting idiots. Just you, Mai, and the
equipment to keep this from turning into a new crater.”

Mai’s voice was flat. “You’re asking her to walk into a box.”

Bright’s gaze didn’t move. “I’m asking her to build a box inside herself.”

Ace stood up.

The movement was small, but it changed the room’s temperature.

“Okay,” Ace said.

Mai’s eyes widened slightly. “Ace—”
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Ace looked at her, and the calm on her face wasn’t numbness. It was decision.

“I’m tired of this thing whispering in my blood,” Ace said. “And I’m tired of Order acting like my skin is
public property.”

Mai’s jaw tightened. She wanted to argue. She wanted to control variables. She wanted a plan with
ten layers and backups for each backup.

But she also knew Ace.

When Ace reached that kind of stillness, you didn’t yank her out of it. You stood with her inside it.

Mai exhaled. “Fine. But I’m coming in with you.”

Bright’s mouth twitched. “I assumed you’d say that.”

Mai glared. “Don’t sound relieved. It’ll make me suspicious.”

Bright lifted a hand. “I’m never relieved. I’m just…less doomed.”

The room wasn’t impressive.

That was deliberate.

No symbols. No dramatic lighting. No ritual circles, no carved pedestals, no black stone. Just matte
walls, a floor that didn’t echo, a faint hum from shielding coils embedded somewhere you couldn’t
see.

A small observation window existed, but the blind was down.

Bright kept his promise: no audience.

Ace stood in the center of the room with her katanas sheathed, hands empty, hood down. She looked
smaller here, without neon and rain and distance to make her mythic. Just a young woman with violet
eyes and too much quiet.

Mai stood two steps behind and to the left—close enough to touch, far enough not to crowd. The
disruptor sat on a metal table, cooled, runes dim. Mai didn’t pick it up. Not yet.

Bright’s voice came through a speaker, thin but clear. He wasn’t in the room. He wouldn’t be.

“Vitals are stable,” he said. “If you feel pressure building in your head, say it. If you hear voices that
aren’t yours, say it. If you see anything that isn’t here—”

Mai cut in, dry. “That last one is kind of her day job.”

A pause. Then Bright: “Fair. Ace—begin when ready.”

Silence returned.

Ace closed her eyes.

The first thing she did wasn’t mystical.

It was practical.
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She counted her breaths.

In. Hold. Out.

Again.

The room felt too quiet at first—quiet like a held knife.

Then the river under ice moved.

Violet’s presence rose slowly, as if she’d been waiting at the edge of Ace’s consciousness with her
chin in her hands, smiling.

Finally, Violet seemed to say—not in words, but in warmth and hunger. Finally you stop pretending
we’re strangers.

Ace didn’t answer out loud.

She answered with pressure.

Her shadow-aura tightened, not like a fist, but like a boundary line drawn in chalk that refused to
smudge.

“I know what you are,” Ace whispered.

The air changed.

Not a gust. Not a flicker.

A subtle shift, like reality leaning closer to listen.

Mai’s hand twitched once, wanting to reach for Ace, but she held back. She stayed ready, not
intrusive.

Violet rose higher inside Ace, and for a moment Ace’s skin prickled as if a second set of nerves was
waking up.

A voice—smooth, intimate—slid through her thoughts.

You keep calling me an echo like it makes me less real. I remember your heart. I remember your
hands. I remember the hymn you were taught to swallow.

Ace’s breath hitched.

The memory flashed again: candles, red light, a child’s palms.

And behind that memory—something worse.

A sense of being named by other people. Branded. Sorted. Offered to a purpose that had nothing to
do with choice.

Mai took one step closer, and the movement was quiet but decisive. Her fingers hovered a centimeter
from Ace’s arm, not touching, just there.

Ace exhaled.
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“I’m done being named,” Ace said softly. “By Order. By the Foundation. By you.”

Violet’s presence sharpened, amused. Bold.

Ace opened her eyes.

They were violet, but darker now. Not glowing. Not possessed. Just…deep.

“I’m not killing you,” Ace said. “I’m not exorcising you. I’m not pretending you aren’t there.”

Mai’s throat tightened; she didn’t like how calm Ace sounded. Calm could be surrender in disguise.

Ace’s next words weren’t surrender.

“They tried to use you to take me,” Ace said. “So here’s the deal.”

The room’s hum deepened, as if the shielding coils noticed the negotiation.

Ace’s shadow-aura expanded slightly, a pressure you could almost feel against your teeth.

“You live inside me,” Ace said. “You get to exist. You get to remember. You get to speak—when I
allow it. But you don’t take my hands. You don’t take my mouth. You don’t take my choices.”

Violet’s laugh rippled through Ace’s mind like silk sliding over a blade.

And if I refuse?

Ace’s smile was small and sharp. “Then you can scream in the dark for the rest of your life.”

Mai finally touched Ace’s arm. Not to restrain. To confirm: you’re here.

Ace kept speaking, voice steady.

“This isn’t a cult hymn,” Ace said. “This is a contract.”

Violet pushed back.

A surge of sensation—heat in the ribs, pressure behind the eyes, the urge to move faster than physics
again, to cut and consume and stop thinking.

Ace swayed.

Mai’s fingers tightened.

“Ace,” Mai said quietly.

Ace inhaled.

And instead of resisting with brute force, she did something colder.

She let Violet surge—

—and then she contained the surge inside a smaller space.

Shadow-pressure folded inward like a collapsing star, compressing Violet’s flare into a tight core that
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couldn’t reach her hands, her mouth, her feet.

Ace’s body trembled once.

Then stilled.

Her eyes stayed open.

Her voice stayed hers.

“Feel that?” Ace whispered.

Inside her mind, Violet hit the boundary like a wave hitting glass.

Not pain.

Fury.

You can’t cage me forever.

Ace’s expression didn’t change. “I don’t need forever. I need control.”

Mai’s breath let out, shaky and relieved and angry all at once.

The air in the room softened slightly, as if the walls stopped waiting for disaster.

Bright’s voice came through the speaker, lower now. “Ace. Read back the terms. Out loud.”

Ace swallowed once.

“You are part of me,” Ace said. “But you are not my master.”

The words landed with weight.

Not because they were poetic.

Because they were true.

Violet’s presence inside her shifted. Coiled. Watching.

Not gone.

But acknowledged.

Contained.

Ace exhaled, and the pressure in the room eased another fraction.

Mai’s hand slid up Ace’s arm to her shoulder, an anchor that didn’t ask permission anymore because
it had already earned it.

Ace leaned back into that touch for half a second, eyes closing.

Then she opened them again.
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Bright’s voice came, careful. “Vitals steady. Resonance stabilized. You did it.”

Mai’s mouth twitched. “She did it. And I’m going to bill you for the emotional labor.”

Bright’s sigh crackled over the speaker. “Send it to Accounting.”

Ace turned her head slightly, glancing at Mai.

Mai met her eyes.

No grand confession. No speeches. Just that look: I’m here. Still.

Ace’s lips curved, faint and real.

“Coffee?” Ace asked.

Mai’s smile was tired, feral. “Coffee.”

Morning in Tokyo looked like the world had decided to pretend it was normal.

The sky was pale and clean, like the night had been scrubbed out. Commuters moved in steady
streams. People looked down at phones and up at signals and never once at the shadows between
buildings.

Which was fine.

Let them live in that illusion.

Ace and Mai stepped out of a side entrance that didn’t exist on any public map.

Mai wore a jacket that wasn’t hers (Foundation issued, sterile and boring). She looked offended by it
on principle. Ace wore black, as usual, hood down, hair still damp at the ends like the night hadn’t
fully let go of her.

They walked two blocks without speaking.

Not because they had nothing to say.

Because the city was listening.

Then Mai exhaled and tilted her head toward a small coffee shop wedged between two larger
buildings like it had survived on spite alone.

“Two,” Mai said. “Black. No nonsense.”

Ace’s mouth twitched. “You ordering for me now?”

Mai glanced sideways, eyes glinting. “I’m preventing you from ordering something that tastes like
sugar and bad decisions.”

Ace’s smile sharpened. “Rude.”

“Accurate,” Mai replied.

They went inside.
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The smell of coffee hit like warmth. Real warmth, not ritual heat. People talked quietly. Cups clinked.
A barista looked bored in the way only someone safely ignorant of cults and shards could be.

They got their coffee.

They sat by the window.

Mai took one sip, sighed like the universe had finally done something right, and leaned back.

Ace held her cup between both hands, letting the heat soak into her fingers.

Inside her ribs, the river under ice moved.

But it didn’t press.

It didn’t claw.

It watched.

Mai’s gaze drifted to Ace’s face, studying her like she was a puzzle with too many sharp edges.

“How does it feel?” Mai asked.

Ace considered.

“Like I put a lock on a door I didn’t know was mine,” Ace said.

Mai nodded once, slow.

“Good,” Mai said. Then, quieter: “Proud of you.”

Ace’s throat tightened, but she didn’t look away. “I didn’t do it alone.”

Mai’s lips curved. “Damn right.”

The door chimed.

A man stepped in—plain clothes, too alert. Foundation without the uniform.

He didn’t look at other customers. He came straight to their table, set down a slim envelope, and left
without ordering anything.

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “Subtle.”

Ace opened the envelope.

Inside: a photo. Grainy. A tunnel mouth somewhere outside Tokyo. And beneath it, a single line typed
in sterile black letters:

ORDER ACTIVITY CONFIRMED — SECONDARY SITE.

Ace stared at it for a moment.

Mai’s fingers tapped the table, once. “So. No nap.”
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Ace slid the photo back into the envelope, stood up, and drained the last of her coffee in one calm
swallow.

“Okay,” Ace said.

Mai stood too, wincing slightly, then ignoring it out of spite. “We go.”

Ace nodded, eyes steady.

They walked out into the morning crowd—two women who looked like anyone else, moving in the
same stream, carrying paper cups and a thin envelope like it was just errands.

Inside Ace’s chest, Violet shifted—quiet, contained, listening.

And the city, for all its pretend calm, leaned in again.

Because somewhere under all that daylight, the network still pulsed.

Three beats.

Pause.

Three beats.

Invitation.

And this time, Ace didn’t feel pulled by it.

She felt ready to cut it.

ace, mai, brigth
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