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Chapter 9 — Controlled Chaos

Mai made a rule on the spot, and the moment she said it out loud it became law.
“No more staying inside systems that heat themselves,” she said.
Ace glanced at the vent as if it might apologize. “So... no cars.”

Mai's eyes were fixed on the recorder waveform, watching that slow pulse like it was a throat
swallowing. “Cars are fine. Systems that breathe on a schedule are not.”

Ace’s mouth quirked despite the cold in her spine. “You're going to start yelling at radiators.”
Mai didn’t look at her. “Yes.”
Ace exhaled. “Okay.”

Mai reached forward and twisted the heater knob to off. The fan died, and the van’s interior cooled
immediately. The clean-metal scent didn’t vanish, not right away. It lingered like someone had
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sprayed a room with disinfectant and wanted you to think that meant you were safe.

Mai’s hand went to the window switch. She cracked it open a couple of centimeters.

Cold night air slid in. Honest air. Wet asphalt, distant exhaust, a faint whiff of pine from somewhere.
The metallic note weakened.

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “Good.”

Ace watched her do the smallest possible countermeasure and admired it the way she admired a
clean cut. “You're a menace.”

Mai’s mouth twitched. “I'm an engineer.”
Ace’s eyebrows lifted. “Same thing.”

Mai finally looked at her. The humor in her eyes was thin but real—a glint, a blade-edge of humanity.
“Drive.”

Ace didn’t ask where. Mai had already become a compass. Ace just followed the vector.

They moved again, because staying still had become a type of conversation, and they were done
talking.

Ace drove without pattern: two lefts, then a right, then a loop through an empty parking lot, then back
out. Not paranoid, just deliberately inconvenient. Mai watched the recorder and the sensor,
occasionally writing short lines in her notebook with the blunt efficiency of someone filing a lawsuit
against reality.

After ten minutes, the waveform’s slow pulse faded into ordinary noise.
Mai exhaled quietly. “It stopped syncing.”

Ace’s hands stayed tight on the wheel. “It'll try again.”

Mai nodded. “Yes. But now we know it used the heater as a channel.”
Ace glanced at her. “So we just open a window every time.”

Mai shook her head. “That’s a routine.”

Ace groaned softly. “Right. Controlled chaos.”

Mai’s lips pressed thin. “Exactly.”

They hit a stretch of road beside a closed industrial park. Tall fences. Dark buildings. The kind of place
where nothing lived except security cameras and boredom.

Ace slowed. “Where are we going.”

Mai’s gaze moved across the fence line, then down to a maintenance gate with a broken warning
sign. “There.”

Ace blinked. “That’s... a fence.”
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Mai replied, utterly serious, “Correct.”
Ace stared. “Mai.”

Mai finally turned toward her, eyes calm and unyielding. “We need a human action that isn't ‘enter
building, close door, create routine.””

Ace frowned. “So we break into a fence.”
Mai nodded. “Yes.”

Ace exhaled, then—because this was exactly the kind of thing that made her feel human again—she
laughed once. Short. Sharp. Real.

“Okay,” Ace said. “That’s insane. I'm in.”
Mai’'s mouth twitched. “Good.”

They parked on the shoulder. There were no other cars. No pedestrians. Only the hush of the city late
at night, and the faint shiver of chain-link in the wind.

Mai hopped out first, bag over shoulder. Ace followed, pulling her hood up, the rain starting again in a
fine mist.

They walked to the maintenance gate. The padlock was old, rusted. The chain was too thick for casual
bolt cutters. Someone had designed it to keep curious people out.

Ace put two fingers on the lock and did her quiet violence. It complained. It gave.

Mai watched with that mix of irritation and admiration that only existed because she loved Ace and
couldn’t decide whether to be proud or annoyed. “You're going to get addicted to that.”

Ace opened the gate. “I'm already addicted to being alive.”
Mai didn’t smile, but the corners of her eyes softened. “Fair.”

They slipped through into the industrial park’s back lot: a wide stretch of cracked concrete and gravel,
scattered pallets, a couple of dumpsters, and a line of loading docks like open mouths.

Ace scanned the shadows. Mai turned on her handheld sensor unit and held it out.
The green line steadied. No spike. No shiver.

Mai frowned. “This is... clean.”

Ace’s mouth quirked. “You sound disappointed.”

Mai shook her head. “No. | sound suspicious.”

Ace nodded. “Good.”

Mai walked deeper into the lot, then stopped in the center, where the open sky above was a thin slice
between warehouse roofs. She set her bag down and pulled out the recorder again, placing it on a
pallet.

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 18/03/2026 14:57 canon:ace2:chapter9 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/canon:ace2:chapter9

Ace watched. “What are you doing.”

Mai’s voice stayed calm. “I'm changing the script.”

Ace lifted a brow. “By leaving a recorder on a pallet.”

Mai met her eyes. “By making a choice that isn’t ‘return to base and lock the door."”
Ace blinked slowly. “You're making us harder to predict.”

Mai nodded. “Yes.”

Ace glanced up at the sky. Low clouds. City glow. No stars. “So what now.”

Mai's eyes went cold-focus again, that architect mode. “Now we speak, but we don’t repeat phrases.”
Ace’s eyebrows rose. “You want to talk to it.”

Mai’s gaze sharpened. “I want to refuse it out loud, without giving it a pattern.”

Ace stared at her like she’d just suggested licking an electrical socket. “Mai.”

Mai’s voice stayed flat. “Not to it. Into the air. For the recorder. For Bright. For us.”

Ace’s shoulders loosened a fraction. “Okay. That's different.”

Mai stepped forward, facing the empty lot, disruptor lowered but ready. She didn’t shout. She didn’t
challenge. She spoke like she was addressing a malfunctioning machine.

“You don’t get our names,” Mai said. “You don’t get our habits. You don’t get our warmth.”
Ace’s mouth twitched. “That’s three things.”

Mai shot her a look. “I'm aware.”

Ace added, deadpan, to the empty air, “Also you have terrible customer service.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed. “Ace.”

Ace raised a hand. “I'm improvising.”

Mai turned back to the lot, voice steady again. “You want access. You don’t get it.”

Ace spoke, low and flat, into the same air. “We saw you. We logged you. That’s all you get.”
The lot remained silent.

No taps. No door sounds. No footsteps.

For a moment, it almost felt like nothing was there.

Mai’s sensor line stayed steady.

Ace’s skin stopped crawling for half a second.
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Then the recorder hiss changed.

It didn’t spike.

It didn't pulse.

It... tilted, like the noise floor shifted to make room for something.

Mai’s eyes snapped to the recorder display.

Ace leaned closer. “What.”

Mai’s voice went very quiet. “Listen.”

At first, it sounded like ordinary static—air, distant traffic, the hum of city infrastructure.
Then, underneath it, a faint pattern emerged.

Not taps.

Not breathing.

A low, almost musical warble—like a tone trying to lock onto a frequency.

Mai’s face tightened. “It's trying to match us again.”

Ace’s jaw clenched. “Here?”

Mai nodded. “Here.”

Ace stared into the empty lot, and for the first time tonight, she felt something else besides pressure.
A sense of... orientation.

Like the space around them had decided which way was “in.”

Mai’s sensor line shivered slightly and drifted toward the far end of the lot—toward a loading dock
door that wasn’t fully closed.

Ace’s eyes narrowed. “That door.”

Mai’s voice stayed steady. “We don’t go.”

Ace didn't argue. “We don't go.”

Behind them, somewhere beyond the gate they’'d opened, came a soft metallic click.
Like a lock re-seating itself.

Ace’s spine went cold.

Mai’s gaze snapped to the gate.

It was still open.
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But the sound had been real.
Not a domestic wooden door.
An industrial lock.

A human sound.

Mai stepped toward Ace’s side, close enough that their shoulders almost touched—an anchor without
touching. Her voice dropped to a near whisper.

“It's learning different doors,” Mai said.

Ace’s mouth went thin. “It’s learning us.”

Mai nodded once. “And it's angry we didn’t answer.”
Ace’s lips curved faintly, sharp. “Let it be angry.”

Mai’s eyes stayed hard. “Anger is attention. Don’t feed it.”

Ace swallowed once, then forced her voice back into dry humor like it was a weapon. “Okay. So we
ignore its tantrum.”

Mai shot her a look. “Yes.”
Ace nodded. “Good.”

Mai reached down, picked up the recorder and sensor in one smooth motion. “We leave. Now. Before
it escalates.”

Ace glanced one more time at the half-closed loading dock door at the far end.

For a heartbeat, she thought she saw movement in the crack—something like darkness shifting to
make room for an idea.

Then it was gone.
Ace turned away.

They walked back to the gate at a steady pace—not running, not panicking, refusing to make their
bodies into a reward.

When they reached the gate, Mai stopped.

Ace looked at her. “What.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed at the chain-link. “We don’t leave it open.”
Ace’s mouth quirked. “Of course we don't.”

Mai stepped forward and relocked it with the old rusted lock, but instead of being neat about it, she
twisted the chain an extra loop, changed the hang angle, made it look slightly different than before.

Ace watched, amused. “You're randomizing lock posture.”
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Mai didn’t look up. “Yes.”

Ace’s grin flashed. “You're becoming me.”

Mai’s voice was flat. “Don’'t make me regret it.”
Ace leaned in a fraction. “Too late.”

They got back into the van and drove off.

Mai watched the recorder waveform for another minute.
The warble faded slowly, like something sulking.
Mai finally spoke, quiet. “It didn’t like that.”
Ace’s eyes stayed on the road. “Good.”

Mai’s jaw tightened. “But it’s adapting.”

Ace’s voice went low, firm. “So do we.”

Mai nodded once.

And somewhere behind them—in some seam between wet asphalt and human habit—something
listened, recalculated, and tried to decide what to do with two people who refused to become
predictable.

Not a chase.
Not yet.
A game of thresholds.

A campaign.
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