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They didn’t speak for a while.

There wasn’t anything left to clarify.

The pattern was no longer hypothetical.

It was—

active.

Mai adjusted her pace again.

Faster now.

Not cautious—

precise.

“This isn’t the center,” she said.

Ace didn’t look at her.
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“Then where.”

Mai didn’t answer immediately.

Because the answer wasn’t location.

“It's ahead,” she said.

That was enough.

Shammy’s breathing steadied—

but the air didn't.

Pressure fluctuated—

not outward—

inward.
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Like something was pulling itself together.

“It's tightening,” she said.

V exhaled slowly.

“...That doesn’t sound better.”

“No,” Mai said.

“It's not.”

They moved deeper.

Past the spine.

Past the points that had tried to resolve.

Into something else.
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The city didn’t change.

That was the problem.

Everything still moved.

Everything still functioned.

Everything still—

worked.

But beneath it—

something had aligned too well.

Ace stopped.

This time—

by choice.
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The street ahead—

was empty.

Not visually.

Structurally.

Movement existed—

but it didn't interact.

People walked.

Vehicles passed.

But nothing crossed anything else.

Everything—
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fit.

Too clean.

“This is it,” she said.

Mai stepped beside her.

Her eyes moved—

fast—

tracking—

locking—

Everything aligned.

No drift.

No correction.
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No resistance.

“This is near completion,” she said.

That was the worst state yet.

Shammy stopped behind them.

The air—

silent.

Not quiet—

absent.

“It’s not breathing,” she said.

V didn’t step forward.
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For once.

“...Yeah,” they muttered.

“...that’s not right.”

Mai lifted the object.

This time—

it didn't resist.

It aligned.

Fully.

The space—

reacted.
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Not by shifting—

by accepting.

Everything—

locked.

Ace felt it immediately.

Movement—

became—

effort.

Not resistance.

Agreement.

That was worse.
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“Don’t let it finish,” she said.

Mai didn't answer.

Because—

for the first time—

she wasn’t sure they could stop it.

Shammy inhaled—

and nothing answered.

The air—

was gone.

Not physically.
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Functionally.

“It's complete,” she said.

The word hung.

Complete.

That wasn’t supposed to happen.

Ace stepped forward.

The space—

didn't resist.

It accepted her.

Fully.
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That was wrong.

Mai moved—

fast—

into alignment—

trying—

to introduce error.

The object—

remained stable.

That was the worst outcome.

“It's not breaking,” she said.

Ace’s gaze hardened.
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“Then we change it.”

“How,” V snapped—

for the first time.

No answer.

Because the system—

didn’t need force.

It needed—

agreement.

Shammy stepped forward.

Not into the space—

into the absence.
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The moment she crossed—

something—

failed.

Not the system.

The assumption.

The air—

returned.

Violently.

Not outward—

everywhere.
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The alignment—

wavered.

Mai saw it.

“That’s it!”

Ace moved—

not against it—

through it.

Breaking—

not structure—

certainty.

The object—

flickered.
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For the first time—

it disagreed.

That was enough.

The system—

didn’t collapse.

It slipped.

From complete—

to—

almost.

The space—

returned.
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Imperfect.

Alive.

Breathing.

Shammy staggered.

The air—

wild—

real—

Back.

Mai lowered the object.

It resisted again.
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Good.

Ace stepped back.

The street—

no longer perfect.

Movement—

intersected.

Reality—

misaligned.

Normal.

V let out a sharp breath.
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“ ..Okay.”

A beat.

“...That was worse.”

Mai didn’t answer.

She was already processing.

“We were too late,” she said.

Ace looked at her.

“Explain.”

Mai didn’t hesitate.

“It reached completion.”

A pause.
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“And came back.”

Silence.

That changed everything.

Shammy steadied herself.

The air—

uneven—

but present.

“It learned,” she said.

Mai nodded slowly.

n

“Yes.
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A beat.

“And next time—"

Ace finished it.

“—it won't slip.”

That was the real problem.

Because now—

this wasn’t just a system.

It was a system
that had experienced

completion.

And somewhere—
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within the structure of the city—

that knowledge

was still there—

waiting
for the next chance
to become

perfect again.
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