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The safehouse didn’t go quiet.

It tightened.

Not silence. Not calm. Something else — like the air itself had been pulled a notch too taut, stretched
thin over something that hadn’t decided whether it wanted to snap.

Mai noticed it first.

Of course she did.

Her tablet dimmed without being told. Not a system failure — a response. She tilted her head, just
slightly, silver strands slipping over her shoulder as her eyes tracked something that wasn’t on any
screen.

“Pressure’s wrong.”

Ace didn’t look up immediately.

She was sitting on the edge of the table, one leg bouncing just a fraction too fast, twin katanas resting
against the wall within reach. The green glow along their edges pulsed — not brighter, not dimmer —
just… faster. Like a heartbeat that had skipped the idea of resting.

“Define wrong.”

Mai’s lips curved, just enough.

“Define ‘you’re pretending you don’t feel it.’”

That got her.

Ace exhaled through her nose, sharp, amused — but there was an edge under it. Not irritation. Not
quite. Something tighter.

“I feel it,” she said. “Just deciding if I like it.”

From the floor, Shammy didn’t bother lifting her head.

“I do.”

Of course she did.

She was sprawled across the rug again, but this time there was nothing lazy about it. One leg tapped
against the floor in an irregular rhythm, like she was syncing herself to something only she could
hear. Her hair crackled faintly — not enough to arc, but enough to suggest it might if given
permission.

“Feels like a storm that forgot to be outside,” she added, voice half-muffled against the wool.

Mai’s gaze flicked between them.
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Ace — coiled, restless, pretending it was a choice.

Shammy — already leaning into it, like she’d found a current and decided to float instead of swim.

And then there was herself.

Balanced.

But not neutral.

Never neutral.

“Vector’s accelerating,” Mai said softly. “No external trigger.”

Ace finally pushed off the table.

The movement was smooth — too smooth — like she’d already decided three steps ahead what she
was going to do with the extra energy coiling under her skin.

“Then we make one.”

Mai’s eyebrow lifted.

“Really.”

Ace grinned.

There it was.

Not the usual playful tilt — sharper, brighter, just a touch too fast to be entirely comfortable.

“You want to sit here and observe it?” she asked. “Because I can feel this thing building, and I’m not
in the mood to let it decide what happens when it peaks.”

Shammy rolled onto her back, eyes glinting.

“Oh, I like this version.”

Mai didn’t answer immediately.

She watched Ace instead.

Not the movement — the pattern. The micro-adjustments. The way her shoulders held tension without
locking. The way her breathing stayed controlled even as everything else edged toward acceleration.

Still her.

Still Ace.

Just… closer to the edge.

Good.
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“Controlled escalation,” Mai said finally.

Ace tilted her head.

“That’s a yes.”

“That’s a framework,” Mai corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Shammy sat up in one fluid motion, grin widening.

“Frameworks are just rules you haven’t broken yet.”

Mai’s eyes flicked to her.

“Not tonight.”

That landed.

Not as a restriction.

As a boundary.

And somehow that made the air tighten just a little more.

They didn’t leave the safehouse.

That would’ve been too easy.

Too external.

Instead, they shifted the space.

Lights dimmed — not fully, just enough to turn the edges of the room into suggestion instead of
certainty. The big screen flickered once, then settled into a low ambient glow, something abstract and
slow-moving that didn’t demand attention but filled the silence with motion.

Mai adjusted nothing else.

Because she didn’t need to.

Ace was already moving.

Not pacing — that would imply indecision. This was deliberate. Measured steps across the room, each
one placed like she was mapping the space again, recalibrating distances that hadn’t changed but
suddenly felt… different.

“How far do you want to push it?” she asked.

Mai didn’t look up.

“As far as we can go without losing control.”

Ace’s smile sharpened.

“That’s not a distance. That’s a challenge.”
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“Correct.”

Shammy laughed — soft, bright, a little electric at the edges.

“Oh, this is going to be fun.”

The first shift was subtle.

Ace reached for one katana.

Not both.

Just one.

The blade slid free with that familiar whisper — but the glow along its edge reacted immediately,
flaring just slightly as it synced with whatever was running under her skin.

She didn’t swing it.

Didn’t strike.

Just… held it.

Tested the weight.

The balance.

The way the air around it responded.

Mai watched.

Not intervening.

Tracking.

“Feedback?” she asked.

Ace rolled her wrist once, slow.

“Responsive,” she said. “Faster than baseline.”

“How much?”

Ace’s grin flickered.

“Enough.”

Shammy leaned forward, elbows on her knees.

“Translate: she likes it.”

Ace shot her a glance.

“Translate: I’m not bored.”
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“Dangerous,” Shammy sing-songed.

“Only if you can’t keep up.”

“Oh, I can keep up.”

The air shifted again.

Not because of the words.

Because of the alignment.

Mai stood.

That alone changed things.

She crossed the room without hurry, each step precise, until she was within arm’s reach of Ace —
close enough to feel the heat of that accelerated pulse, the way it bled off her in subtle, controlled
waves.

“Hand me the blade,” Mai said.

Ace didn’t hesitate.

That was the important part.

No resistance.

No testing.

Just trust.

She flipped the katana in her grip and offered it hilt-first.

Mai took it.

Immediately, the difference registered.

Not in strength.

In interpretation.

Where Ace’s energy surged, Mai’s… focused.

The glow along the blade steadied, the rapid pulse smoothing into something cleaner, sharper, like a
signal that had been filtered instead of amplified.

“Same input,” Mai said quietly. “Different output.”

Ace watched her.

“Yeah,” she said. “That tracks.”

Shammy tilted her head, eyes narrowing slightly.
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“Okay, that’s actually hot.”

Mai ignored that.

Mostly.

“Conclusion,” she continued. “The pressure isn’t random. It’s excess vector energy with no assigned
direction.”

Ace’s smile came back, slower this time.

“So we assign one.”

Mai handed the blade back.

“Exactly.”

And that was when it clicked.

Not a snap.

Not a break.

A lock-in.

The three of them, suddenly aligned on the same frequency — not calm, not relaxed, but
synchronized in a way that turned the pressure from something unstable into something… usable.

Shammy stood, stretching once like a cat that had decided it was done pretending to nap.

“Okay,” she said. “So what’s the game?”

Ace’s eyes flicked to Mai.

Mai met her gaze.

No words.

Didn’t need them.

Ace turned back, grin fully back in place now — but different from before. Not sharp.

Focused.

“We don’t bleed it off,” she said.

Shammy blinked.

“Oh?”

“We ride it,” Ace continued. “See how long we can hold it without it tipping over.”

Shammy’s grin spread.
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“Oh, I love that.”

Mai nodded once.

“Controlled overdrive,” she said. “No external release. No collapse.”

Ace twirled the katana once, the green arc tracing a clean line through the dim light.

“Last one to slip buys the next round of coffee.”

Shammy laughed.

“You’re on.”

Mai allowed herself the faintest smile.

“Begin.”

The safehouse didn’t quiet down.

It stabilized.

Not by reducing the pressure.

By teaching it where to go.

And for the first time since it started building, the tension in the air stopped feeling like a threat…

…and started feeling like something they could use.—
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