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Chapter 27 — The Breach That Almost Was

They set up a boundary construct again—but not a circle this time.

Mai refused to let the seam learn “circle equals no.”

They used a rectangle of tape with broken corners, like a shape that couldn’t decide what it wanted to
be. Steel washer inside again, because metal was a decoy the seam didn’t get to romanticize.

They stood in it. Two-person anchor. No names. No comfort words. No door metaphors.

And the facility stayed quiet.

Until the mirror problem returned in a new form: not glass, not water—

A polished steel panel on a cabinet, just reflective enough to be a surface.

Ace saw the tall stillness there for a fraction of a second.
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Not attacking.

Not pleading.

Just present, like a punctuation mark.

Ace didn’t say “observer.” She didn’t even say “reflection.”

She simply said, flat: “Seen.”

Mai’s pen moved once on paper. Seen.

And then the seam made its most disciplined attempt yet:

No sounds. No slogans. No “open.”

Just a sensation—subtle, invasive—of her own internal boundary softening, as if “inside” could be
negotiated.

Ace’s stomach dropped. That was the real danger.

Not doors.

Not gates.

Not radios.

The definition of self.

Mai’s hand found Ace’s wrist—anchor pressure, real skin, real pulse.

Mai’s voice stayed calm but turned razor-cold. “Not yours.”

Ace didn’t fight with drama. She fought with the ugliest tool they had:

She chose.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

She chose to breathe in.

She chose to breathe out.

She chose to feel her own ribs.

She chose the weight of her blades on her back.

And she chose offense—pure, human, burning offense—at the idea that something could renegotiate
her interior like a contract.

The softening stopped.

It didn’t reverse completely, but it halted—like an intruding hand had been slapped away.
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Halverson, watching from outside the boundary, murmured, “That was close.”

Ace’s voice came out dry and steady. “Yeah.”

Mai didn’t look away from Ace. “Log it.”

Ace nodded once. “Hairline.”

Mai wrote: Near-breach — interior boundary softening — stopped by deliberate choice + anchor
contact. Residual sensitivity possible.

Residual sensitivity.

That meant the seam had touched something real.

That meant it could try again.

But it also meant they’d proven the counterpoint:

They could stop it without giving it a show.
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