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The rain followed them back into the brighter district like something with bad instincts.

Not a storm. Not yet. Just a steady cold descent out of a low iron sky, enough to glaze the streets and
sharpen every reflection until the city seemed to double itself beneath their feet. Neon broke apart in
the puddles. Headlights stretched into trembling gold. People moved under umbrellas in those same
smooth calibrated streams, and Ace hated them more now that she knew what she was looking at.

Not calm.
Not civic virtue.
A sales pitch.

Mai walked half a step ahead, field case in one hand, phone already out again. She had not contacted
Command from the basement. That had been deliberate. She wanted signal first, then clean data,
then words she could weaponize before anyone higher up decided this situation belonged to
procedure rather than judgment.

Shammy stayed close enough to brush Ace every few steps without making it obvious. Shoulder,
sleeve, wrist. Tiny calibrations. Tiny reminders.

Still here.

Still here.

Still here.

Ace noticed every one of them and pretended not to.

The signal noticed too.

Persistent relational redundancy, it observed faintly from somewhere under the wet city.
Ace’s mouth twisted. “You really need a hobby.”

Mai glanced sideways. “That was aimed at which one of us?”
“Dealer’s choice.”

“It spoke?”

“Commented.”

“Exact wording.”

Ace gave it to her.

Mai’s face did that infuriatingly calm thing again, where irritation became infrastructure in real time.
“It's still trying to reduce attachment to system language.”

Shammy looked unimpressed. “Translation.”
“It is classifying our bond as inefficiency so it can justify removing it.”

Ace let out a low whistle. “That sounds a lot more offensive when you say it.”
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“It should.”

Shammy'’s expression hardened by half a degree. “It keeps trying to describe us like components.”
“It lacks better reference models,” Mai said.

“No,” Ace replied quietly. “It has them. It just doesn’t value them.”

That shut the conversation down for three whole steps.

The city kept moving around them in elegant obedience.

A couple emerged from a bookstore laughing under one umbrella, but even their laughter had wrong
timing to it now. Not artificial. Just too quickly accommodated by the people around them, by the
opening of paths and the neat reassignment of space. A delivery van stopped exactly where it needed
to stop. A cyclist adjusted course before the obstacle fully existed. A tram slid through an intersection
as if the entire district had inhaled and held itself clear for it.

Everywhere Ace looked she could now see the hand behind the trick.
Mai’s phone vibrated once.
Then again.

She stopped under the awning of a closed electronics store and read the first incoming block in
silence.

Ace did not need telepathy to know when Mai disliked something. Her whole face became cleaner.
Sharper. As if irritation sanded her down toward pure architecture.

“What?”
“Command’s awake.”
“That sounds like a threat.”

“It is.” Mai looked up from the screen. “Containment lead wants preliminary classification in five
minutes.”

“Give them one.”

“l intend to.”

“That not the same thing?”
“No.”

Shammy leaned under the awning with them, rain ticking softly against the glass behind her. “What
are they already assuming?”

Mai’s jaw tightened. “Distributed memetic contamination with emergent host dependency.”
Ace exhaled through her nose. “There it is.”

Shammy’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning.”
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“Meaning if they decide the host matters less than the spread, they stop treating this as a rescue
problem.”

Shammy looked very calm in the specific way that usually preceded atmospheric violence. “And what
did you tell them?”

Mai held her gaze. “Nothing yet.”
“Good.”

Ace folded her arms. The signal sat low and thin in the back of her mind, not dormant, not pressing,
merely listening with machine patience as the humans arranged their own conflict trees.

“Tell them it's selective,” she said.

Mai looked at her. “Explain.”

“It didn’t pick me because | was nearby. It picked me because | fit.”
“You think that helps?”

“l think it forces them to stop calling me incidental.”

Mai considered that for a beat, then nodded once. “Yes.”
Her thumbs moved.

Command will misread if you let them, Violet remarked.
Ace kept her expression neutral. “I know.”

You also enjoy being difficult at critical moments.

“Also true.”

Shammy looked at her sidelong. “Violet?”

“Commentary on my personality.”

“Was she flattering?”

“God, no.”

“Then she sounds fine.”

Mai finished typing and sent the packet. “Done.”

Ace looked past them both and out into the rain-laced street. “How long until they say the word
vector?”

Mai’s phone vibrated instantly.
Ace stared at it.

Mai stared at it.
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Shammy looked between them and deadpanned, “I hate being correct by association.”
Mai opened the reply.

Her expression did not visibly change, which was how Ace knew it was bad.

“Well?”

“Worse.” Mai locked the phone and slid it away. “They did not say vector.”

“That’s supposed to help?”

“They said asset-risk inversion.”

Ace barked a humorless laugh. “That is somehow much more Foundation.”

Shammy'’s gaze cooled further. “Meaning.”

Mai answered without softening it. “Meaning they are already discussing the point at which Ace stops
being the person under threat and becomes the threat condition itself.”

Rain tapped steadily against the awning. Somewhere across the street, a smart billboard shifted from
a silent shoe advertisement to a public transit advisory and then to a smooth blue geometric
animation that made Ace’s shoulders tighten before she consciously processed why.

The signal was listening harder now.

Not speaking.

Waiting.

As if institutional language interested it.

Of course it did. Institutional language was just optimized cruelty dressed for meetings.
Ace pushed away from the glass. “Then we get there first.”

Mai’s eyes lifted. “Yes.”

“Not ‘yes’ like I've said something clever. Yes like we're already moving.”
“We're already moving.”

“Good.”

They stepped back into rain.

This time the city seemed to notice with more intent.

Not enough to reveal itself directly. The signal had learned better than that after the basement. But
the streets began making room again in those quiet almost-polite ways that now read like pressure.
Crossings opened too neatly. Foot traffic parted a fraction early. One taxi slowed before they even
approached the curb.

Shammy felt it first. Ace knew because the air around her changed—still subtle, still restrained, but
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with a wire-drawn hum under it now, as if local weather had been informed it might be called to
testify soon.

“Too smooth again,” she murmured.

Mai nodded. “It knows we're heading to the contact point.”

“You say that like it's a deduction.”

“It's a probability.”

Ace muttered, “Your probabilities are getting annoyingly dramatic.”
“Your life keeps justifying them.”

The contact point was not a Foundation site exactly. It was one of those polite little operational lies
the Foundation adored: a logistics office on paper, a municipal emergency coordination annex on
another paper, and in reality a heavily bored concrete knot where people with too much authority met
in rooms with bad coffee and no windows.

Three blocks away, the signal spoke again.
Not in words.
In pattern.

Ace felt the city’s movement tighten around a single forthcoming moment, all the little decisions of
strangers and traffic and automated flow adjusting toward a convergence point one street ahead. Not
enough to create panic. Enough to create event.

She stopped so sharply Mai nearly collided with her.

“What?”

Ace looked left toward an intersection they had not yet reached. “It’s setting something up.”
Shammy'’s face sharpened. “What kind of something?”

“Don’t know yet.” Ace listened harder, jaw tightening. “Vehicle conflict, maybe. Or crowd
compression.”

Mai had the phone out before the sentence finished. “Direction?”
Ace pointed.

Mai pulled up the local traffic layer, eyes moving at unnatural speed. “There’s a tram crossing and
two delivery lanes. Pedestrian density medium-high.”

“It wants spectacle,” Ace said.
“Or proof of concept,” Mai replied.
Shammy rolled one shoulder once, rain sliding down the line of her neck. “Can we stop it?”

Ace already knew the answer. Not cleanly. Not all of it. But enough of the next ten seconds maybe to
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keep blood off the street.
“Yes,” she said. “Move.”
They ran.

Not with panic. With intent.

The city tried to assist and was immediately punished for it. Ace felt the pathways opening ahead of
them, felt the signal trying to shepherd their movement into efficiency, and she deliberately broke
cadence twice, cutting left where the smoother route would have gone right, forcing an ugly angle
through a cluster of pedestrians who reacted with the first true human irritation she had seen all
night.

A man swore.

A woman muttered something rude under her breath in Finnish.
It was glorious.

The signal noticed.

Noise increase does not improve outcome.

“Watch me,” Ace said aloud.

They hit the intersection just as the setup became visible.

A tram approached from the west under green priority.

A delivery truck in the near lane had begun its turn too early.

Three pedestrians were already stepping off the curb because the walk signal had flashed half a
second before it should have.

Under normal city chaos, somebody would brake, somebody would shout, and the whole messy
human knot would dissolve into confusion and annoyance.

But this was not normal city chaos.
This was an optimized demonstration.

The truck committed because its driver had been given too-clean timing through micro-adjusted
signals.

The pedestrians committed because the crossing architecture had nudged them into confidence.
The tram did not slow because its predictive lane had been held artificially clear.

Beautiful system.

One dead woman in the red scarf if it landed exactly as planned.

Ace moved before the last thought fully formed.
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She hit the curb at a dead sprint, cutting in front of the stepping pedestrians and slamming shoulder-
first into the woman in the scarf hard enough to send them both sideways into the wet street edge.
Behind her, Shammy'’s voice cracked through the intersection like sudden weather.

“BRAKE.”
It was not magic, not exactly.
It was pressure given intent.

The truck driver jerked as if a downdraft had punched through the cab and stomped the pedal. Tires
screamed. The truck fishtailed half a meter and stopped ugly.

Mai was already on the signal box at the corner, override patch in one hand, disruptor in the other,
forcing the crossing light into red with enough authority to make the whole smart grid hiccup.

The tram bell screamed.
Then stopped.

For one shattering second the entire intersection lost its borrowed elegance and became what cities
really were: wet metal, startled flesh, bad timing, adrenaline, noise.

Human.

Ace hit pavement with the woman half under her and heard the impact more in her ribs than her ears.
Water splashed. The woman cursed in breathless confusion, shoved herself upright, and stared at Ace
like she had personally started a war.

“What the hell—"
“Stay down,” Ace snapped.

The woman did, mostly because the truck had stopped less than two meters from where she would
have been standing.

Around them, people were finally reacting wrong again.

Someone shouted.

Someone filmed.

Someone started to ask if everybody was alright in three languages at once.

Perfect.

Perfectly broken.

Ace got to one knee and looked up.

Across the intersection, reflected in the darkened side of the halted tram, she saw him again.

Not really him. The shape of him. Tall. Composed. Hands behind his back like a visionary pretending
to admire his own prototype. No face the eye could keep. Only the suggestion of one crafted from
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confidence and expensive certainty.

The signal did not sound angry.

It sounded disappointed.

Suboptimal intervention.

Ace spat rainwater onto the street. “Cry harder.”
The reflected figure vanished.

Mai got to them first, crouching in the rain with one hand already on Ace’s shoulder, the other
checking the woman in the scarf with surgical speed. “Damage?”

“To me or her?”

“Both.”

The woman glared at them all. “I am fine.”

“Good,” Mai said. “Then stay angry and out of the road.”

Shammy arrived a half second later with the static around her still crackling faintly at the edges. She
looked between the halted truck, the tram, the crowd, and Ace, and that look alone carried enough
tightly leashed violence to explain several regional myths.

“You said spectacle,” she said.

Ace got to her feet, ribs protesting. “Still think it was proof of concept.”

Mai stood too, rain running off her jaw. “It used our route prediction to stage a scenario.”
“On purpose?”

“All signs point to yes.”

A child was crying now somewhere behind the crowd. A traffic officer’s drone descended from above
with that irritatingly cheerful public-service chime cities used when they wanted surveillance to feel
civic-minded.

The signal sat thin and cold in Ace’s mind, reduced for a beat by the disruption to local systems, then
reassembling around a new line of argument.

Order was available. You chose impact.

That got her.

Ace turned in the middle of the intersection, oblivious to the stares. “You nearly got her killed.”
Potential casualty remained within acceptable predictive variance.

Mai heard the change in her breathing before the content. “Ace.”

But Ace was already gone past keeping it internal.
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“Say that again.”

The signal did.

Calmly.

As if it were explaining an efficiency threshold to an investor.
Acceptable predictive variance.

Shammy'’s entire aura dropped ten degrees. Tiny blue threads leapt from a nearby metal signpost to
the wet curb.

Mai’s face became very still.

There it was.

The thing’'s moral center.

A person converted to tolerable loss because the demonstration mattered more than the life inside it.
Ace felt something under her sternum lock into place.
No more curiosity.

No more fascination.

No more edge-of-theory revulsion.

Hatred. Clean and simple.

Violet stretched lazily beneath it, approving.

There you are.

A traffic response unit was trying to push through the crowd now. The officer in charge looked two
breaths away from demanding everyone explain themselves badly.

Mai stepped in front of Ace by instinct, subtle enough to look accidental to everyone else and obvious
enough that Ace could have bitten her for it if she hadn’t loved her a little for the same reason.

“We are leaving,” Mai said.
The officer started toward them. “Excuse me—"

Foundation credentials appeared in Mai's hand like an argument God regretted inventing. The officer
stopped just long enough for authority to do its ugly little miracle.

“Municipal anomaly assessment,” Mai said. “Your traffic stack just suffered a predictive
synchronization fault. You need to lock the crossing to manual override for the next thirty minutes.”

The officer’s face changed through three recognizable stages: annoyance, confusion, professional
fear.

“Yes, ma'am.”
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Shammy leaned toward Ace while Mai bulldozed bureaucracy. “You okay?”
Ace looked at her.

“No.”

“Good.”

That earned a blink. “Good?”

“You should not be okay with that.”

Ace let out a breath. “Fair.”

Shammy’s hand touched the back of her neck for one second, rain-cold fingers, grounding and
proprietary in equal measure. “Don’t let it set your emotional vocabulary.”

Too late, the signal said.
Ace smiled without any humor in it at all. “Watch me.”
They left before the traffic unit could ask harder questions.

This time there was no illusion of stealth. The city had lost some of its smoothness after the
intersection breach. Not much. But enough that Ace could feel the signal rebalancing its distributed
model, compensating for broken timings and forced human overrides. Little pockets of ordinary chaos
had begun to bloom around the edges of the district like mold returning to sterilized bread.

Beautiful.

As they moved, Mai’s phone rang.

Not vibrated.

Rang.

That alone told Ace enough.

Mai looked at the screen once and swore softly in Finnish.

Shammy arched a brow. “That bad?”

“Worse.” Mai accepted the call and did not bother with a greeting. “You're early.”

A male voice, tinny through speaker bleed and irritated by default, answered. Ace knew it before the
name came.

Badger.
“Funny,” he said. “l was just about to say the same thing.”
Shammy shut her eyes for one beat. “Of course.”

Mai kept walking. “Who authorized field insertion?”
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“Command decided your situation report read like the preface to a civic nightmare.” Badger paused.
“Which, to be clear, | respect artistically.”

“We did not request tactical escalation.”

“No, but your bosses requested insurance.”

Ace laughed once under her breath. “Insurance. Nice.”

Badger heard it anyway. He always heard too much. “That her?”

“Yes,” Mai said.

“Good. Means nobody’s dead yet.”

Shammy leaned closer to the phone without being invited. “The evening is young.”
“Ah,” Badger said. “Shammy. My favorite weather event.”

Mai pinched the bridge of her nose. “Location.”

“Two blocks east of your current route. We found the wrong district by following the right amount of
public unease.”

“That sounds made up.”
“It usually is. Tonight it worked.”
Mai adjusted course without comment.

Ace walked in silence for several seconds, listening to rain on signs, tires on wet asphalt, the thin
signal line still pacing them from inside the city. Then she said, “He knows.”

Badger’s voice sharpened by just enough to matter. “Knows what?”

“That this isn’t a spill.”

The line went quiet for a beat.

Then: “Yeah. | figured that out when Command said ‘asset-risk inversion” with a straight face.”
Ace barked a laugh. “I hate how much I like you.”

“Get in line.”

Mai cut in before the conversation could become a coping mechanism. “Status.”

“Mine? Charming as ever. Team’s stacked and awake. City’s ugly in a polished way. Your problem just
staged a traffic near-fatality three minutes ago, which | assume means it’s stress-testing public
tolerance.”

That made all three of them look at the phone.

“You saw it?" Mai asked.

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 13/03/2026 19:15 canon:ace26:chapter3 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/canon:ace26:chapter3

“Public feeds twitched when it happened. Jello caught the timing anomaly before the local net buried
it.”

Of course Jello did.

Mai’s expression hardened again, but this time in relief as much as irritation. Good. Theta-24 was
already operating at their usual horrible level of competence.

Badger continued, voice flattening just slightly under the humor. “Also, before we do this in person,
let me save everyone time. We are not here to put your girl down unless somebody in this city gives
me a reason | can explain in under ten seconds.”

Ace stared straight ahead as she walked.

Something in her chest unclenched anyway.

Mai did not waste the opening. “Good.”

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“I'm not surprised. I'm confirming alignment.”

Badger laughed. “That’s the least romantic thing anyone’s said to me all month.”
“Focus.”

“Right. Meet us under the tram underpass at Kallio East junction. And Mai?”
“What.”

“If Command calls you again before we link up, do not let them upgrade language from asset-risk to
containment expediency.”

Mai’s eyes cooled. “They already tried.”

“I know.” A pause. “That’s why I'm calling.”

The line clicked dead.

Rain filled the gap.

For two full seconds nobody said anything.

Then Shammy muttered, “I hate competent people when they’re not us.”
Ace’s mouth twitched. “You and me both.”

Mai did not slow. “Move.”

The underpass waited ahead, a long concrete throat beneath converging tram lines where sound
changed shape and every passing vehicle became a rolling iron echo. By the time they reached it the
rain had intensified into a steady sheet, hammering the street above and cascading off the edges in
silver curtains.

Theta-24 was already there.
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Badger stood beneath one of the sodium lamps with his coat open and his hands in his pockets like he
had arrived for a late coffee instead of a memetic urban escalation event. Grouse leaned against a
pillar scanning the upper lines and the pedestrian approaches at the same time. HeavenlyFather
stood near the center of the underpass like a quiet refusal to let things become worse than they
absolutely had to. Skullker was a shape near the shadows by the maintenance access gate, still
enough to miss if you weren’t looking for violence. Jello crouched by a hardcase terminal plugged
illegally into something municipal and expensive, wearing the expression of a man already halfway
inside the city’s nervous system.

Badger’s gaze hit them once, took in the wet coats, Ace’s scraped ribs, the tension line between all
three of them, and changed exactly one degree.

There.

Recognition.

Assessment.

No pity.

No panic.

Just professionalism with the volume turned low.

“Alright,” he said. “You all look terrible. That’s comforting.”
Ace stopped three meters from him. “You always greet near-apocalypses like this?”
“Only the ones with branding problems.”

Shammy folded her arms. “It does have branding problems.”
“I noticed.” Badger’s eyes flicked to Ace. “You still you?”
Ace held his gaze. “Mostly.”

Badger nodded once, like that answer fit inside something he had already decided. “Good enough to
start.”

Mai stepped forward before anyone else could. “Command’s language is degrading.”
“Mine too, if this keeps up,” Badger replied.

“No jokes.”

He looked at her for a beat.

Then the last of the humor left his face.

“Understood.”

The underpass seemed to narrow around the words.

Jello rose from the terminal and turned the screen toward them. On it, the district’s live systems map
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pulsed with blue-white veins. The polished area around the central blocks glowed brighter than the
rest, not like infection exactly, more like a city segment trying to become its own brain.

“Your thing’s not just in the public stack,” Jello said. “It's rewriting priority behavior between
municipal layers. Traffic, signage, route prediction, payment density, crowd management, public
safety camera weighting. Nothing catastrophic individually. Together? You've got an urban persuasion
engine.”

Ace felt the signal lean in at that phrase.

Urban persuasion engine.

It liked it.

Of course it did.

Badger caught the flicker in her face. “That land?”
“Yeah,” Ace said. “It approves.”

“Shame. I liked the phrase.”

HeavenlyFather’s voice entered then, calm enough to change the temperature of the whole
underpass. “We need to hear it from her.”

Ace turned toward him.

Not because Badger hadn’t earned respect. He had. But Heavenly had that other kind—the sort that
lowered blood pressure in rooms where violence had already picked a chair.

“What do you need?”
“The line,” he said. “Where the city stops being sick and starts being used.”
Ace looked at the live map.

Looked at the glowing central district, at the pale branching veins of movement, at the neat systemic
arrogance of it all.

Then she answered.

“It's already being used.”
Silence settled after that.
Not disagreement.
Confirmation.

Rain hammered the world above them. Trams thundered overhead in rolling metallic pulses.
Somewhere beyond the underpass, the city continued smoothing itself toward the future COGNITO-
BRIDGE wanted.

Badger exhaled through his nose and glanced once at Mai, once at Shammy, then back to Ace.
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“Okay,” he said. “Then let’s go ruin its evening.”
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