
02/04/2026 14:50 1/21 start

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/

Detroit had finally gone quiet.

The raceway ghosts still clung to them—the scream of engines, the red-blue strobe of Five-O, the
metallic taste of near-death looping on repeat—but up here, in the borrowed high-rise safehouse, the
city was just a dim smear of neon through floor-to-ceiling glass. Rain needled the windows in thin
diagonal lines. The room lights were off. Only the sodium haze outside and a single strip of warm LED
behind the headboard painted the dark.

Ace lay on her back, shoulders sunk into the mattress like she’d finally stopped bracing for impact.
One arm was flung over her eyes, violet irises hidden, the other still wrapped around Mai’s waist as if
letting go would drop her back onto wet asphalt.

Mai was half on top of her, half straddling her hip, hair spilled across Ace’s chest like liquid silver.
She’d loosened the zipper of her combat top somewhere between door and bed, and now it sat open
just enough for Ace’s fingers to find skin under cloth—measured, searching touches, like she was
confirming that Mai was really here, not a mirage on the track.

“You’re still counting vectors,” Mai murmured against her throat, voice low, a little ragged around the
edges. She felt, rather than saw, Ace’s mouth twitch into the outline of a smile.

“Trying to convince my nervous system we’re not on lap thirteen anymore,” Ace answered, the words
a soft vibration under Mai’s cheek.

Mai tilted her head up. Their noses brushed. For one suspended second they just breathed the same
air, hot and uneven. Then Ace’s hand came up to Mai’s jaw, thumb resting in that familiar hollow, and
the world narrowed to the distance between their mouths.

The kiss wasn’t gentle. It never was, not really. It was relief and adrenaline and everything unsaid
pouring through the smallest possible contact. Ace’s lips moved like she fought—sharp, precise,
committed. Mai answered with the same controlled intensity she brought to a ritual, but there was a
tremor under it, something she reserved only for this one person.

Ace shifted, rolling just enough to bring Mai fully on top of her. Mai’s hands framed Ace’s face, fingers
in her hair, tracing the rough line of an old scar near her temple before sliding down, thumbs brushing
the edge of her collarbone. The room seemed to tilt around them. Detroit, Horizon, Blacklist, all of it
blurred into background static.

Heat climbed fast.

Mai pressed closer, hips aligning instinctively, her breath catching when Ace’s hands found the small
of her back and pulled her down that final fraction. The line of contact between them was thin and
terrifyingly bright, every inhale a spark, every exhale a small surrender. Ace broke the kiss only to
chase it back a heartbeat later, lips moving to Mai’s jaw, her throat, the spot just below her ear that
made her anchor field stutter.

Mai’s fingers tightened in Ace’s hair. A sound escaped her—small, unplanned, too honest. Ace
swallowed it with her mouth, one hand sliding up Mai’s spine, mapping vertebrae like waypoints,
before settling between her shoulder blades and holding her there, as if she could fuse them by
pressure alone.

The air shifted.

Not just between them—across the whole room.
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Ace felt it first, in the way the hairs on her arms rose, in the subtle drop and swell of pressure that
wasn’t panic this time but something warmer, more diffused. Mai felt it as the edge of her perception
snagging on a familiar weather pattern. They both knew its source before either turned their head.

Shammy sat with her back against the far wall, long legs drawn up loosely, one arm draped over her
knees. The storm-gradient of her hair caught the city glow, ends humming faintly like distant
lightning. She’d given them space the moment they’d hit the mattress, crossing the room with that
impossible grace and folding herself into the shadow where glass met concrete.

She hadn’t said a word.

She didn’t need to. The air spoke for her.

It was thick with the imprint of her—static in the corners, the faint ozone note that always followed
her into a room, now softened into something almost sweet. She wasn’t looking away. That would
have been easier. Her eyes were on them, bright and wide open, and beneath the easy curve of her
mouth there was something naked in the way she watched.

Not hunger. Not jealousy.

Longing. And the stubborn restraint of someone who had decided that longing was hers to carry, not
theirs to fix.

Mai’s breath hitched for a different reason.

Ace felt her hesitate, a barely noticeable stutter in motion as their mouths parted. Silver-blue eyes
shifted toward the shadows over Ace’s shoulder. Mai’s fingers went loose where they curled in Ace’s
hair, as if some invisible equation had just changed variables.

“Ace,” she whispered, not as a warning, but as a vector call.

Ace followed her gaze.

Stormlight met void.

For a heartbeat, no one spoke. The rain whispered against the glass. Somewhere far below, a siren
wound down and died. Shammy’s aura rippled, a subtle inward contraction, like a storm cell choosing
to drift offshore rather than roll over the city.

“I can… step out,” Shammy said, finally, and her voice did something strange on the last two
words—turned almost too casual. “Go check if the fridge is plotting against us or something.”

It was a joke. It landed like a retreat.

Mai’s chest tightened. She knew the pattern by now: the way Shammy always gave them the room
first, the way she framed her own absence as a kindness, a necessity, as if her presence was
something that could overload fragile systems if she wasn’t careful. Vertical vector, always taking the
hit upwards so the foundation wouldn’t crack.

Ace’s hand slid from Mai’s spine to her side, grounding. “Don’t,” she said.

Just that one word, low and immediate.

Shammy’s eyes flickered. “Ace—”
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“Don’t vanish,” Ace corrected, and there was no edge on it, only a steady pressure that felt very
much like a hand on a fracture line.

Mai shifted her weight, turning just enough that she could see Shammy fully without lifting herself
away from Ace. Her hair brushed Ace’s cheek in the movement. She didn’t apologize; Ace nuzzled into
it as if it were intentional.

“You know what you’re doing, right?” Mai asked softly, voice directed at Shammy but pitched so Ace
could hear the smile hiding in it.

Shammy huffed out a breath that might have been a laugh. “Sitting in a corner trying not to turn into
barometric interference while you two finally let your nervous systems decompress? Yeah. I’m familiar
with the job description.”

Mai studied her.

The way Shammy’s shoulders were a fraction too tight. How her fingers pressed into the fabric over
her knees just enough to leave faint impressions. The way the air around her kept wanting to lean in
their direction, then pulling back like a tide second-guessing itself.

“Shammy,” Mai said, and there was a different weight on the name this time. “Come here.”

The storm hesitated.

Her brows rose, just slightly. “You sure?” she asked, but the question wasn’t really about proximity. It
was about fault lines and field collapse and whether pulling her into this would crack something
fragile and necessary between Ace and Mai.

Mai held her gaze. “When have you ever seen me be unsure about a vector call?”

That did it. Shammy’s mouth curled, the corner-of-the-lip grin that always showed up when Mai
treated her like part of the equation instead of an anomaly that had to be managed.

She unfolded herself in one smooth, impossible motion, the way only someone built of atmosphere
could. Standing, she seemed to fill the room, 195 centimeters of walking weather system outlined
against the city’s bruised glow. As she crossed the floor, the pressure adjusted automatically, her
aura recalibrating to keep from overwhelming the two smaller bodies on the bed.

She stopped at the edge of the mattress, suddenly awkward in a way that didn’t fit her usual storm-
born confidence. Hands at her sides, fingertips flexing, gaze skittering between them.

“I don’t want to… crowd your orbit,” she said, quietly. “You two are—”

“Ours,” Ace interrupted, surprising both of them.

Shammy’s head snapped down, eyes wide.

Ace had propped herself up on her elbows without Mai noticing, black hair in disarray, violet eyes bare
and unflinching now. She reached out with one small hand, palm up, fingers open toward Shammy.

“You are ours,” she clarified, as if she were stating a simple containment fact. “And we’re yours. That
includes this room.”

The words were plain. They hit like weather.
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Shammy swallowed, throat working. For a second, the lights behind her eyes flared, too bright; the air
in the room thickened in response. She forced a slow exhale, reining herself in, and lowered herself
onto the edge of the mattress with a care that bordered on reverence, as if she were afraid that
sitting wrong might fracture the moment.

The bed dipped, springs protesting under her weight. Mai shifted instinctively to accommodate, one
knee brushing Shammy’s thigh. Ace stayed where she was, arm still extended.

Shammy looked at that offered hand like it was a tether thrown into open sky.

Her fingers dwarfed Ace’s when she finally took it.

Warmth jolted across the contact—storm-heat meeting void-cool. Ace’s hand closed without
hesitation, grip surprisingly firm for someone so small. Shammy’s shoulders loosened a fraction, the
tension bleeding out in an almost visible ripple.

Mai watched it happen, felt the anchor-field adjust around them, weaving the three separate currents
into something coherent. It felt… right. Unnervingly right. Like a ritual finally finding its missing
component.

Mai shifted again, this time purposefully, sliding one leg to straddle Ace more fully while letting her
other knee press against Shammy’s hip. Her hand left Ace’s jaw and reached up, fingers brushing
along the line of Shammy’s throat, testing the way the storm responded to this new contact.

It shivered.

Not violently. Not in a way that threatened to blow out windows. Just a soft, rolling tremor under skin,
as if thunder were purring instead of growling.

“Still think you’re outside our orbit?” Mai asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Shammy’s answering smile was small and crooked. “I think I’m trying very hard not to melt your
instruments.”

“Good thing we’re not made of glass,” Mai murmured.

She leaned in, closing the last inches between her and Shammy. It wasn’t the same kiss she gave
Ace; this one was tailored to a different weather system. Slower, probing, a careful meeting at the
edge of a front. Shammy inhaled sharply when their lips met, the sound half surprise, half something
older that had been waiting too long.

For a moment, everything narrowed again.

Ace didn’t pull away. She watched, hand still wrapped in Shammy’s, feeling the minute shifts in
tendon and bone as storm-tension unwound under Mai’s mouth. Her own pulse synced to the strange,
off-beat rhythm of their shared breath.

Then Mai broke the kiss and turned back toward Ace, bridging the distance between them with an
easy, practiced movement. She didn’t choose between them; she didn’t have to. One hand slid back
to Ace’s cheek, thumb stroking the sharp angle of her jaw, while the other remained anchored on
Shammy’s thigh, fingers drawing idle patterns into the fabric there.

Ace met her halfway, their mouths finding each other again with even more urgency now. The taste of
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Shammy’s ozone lingered faintly on Mai’s lips, a new note in a familiar chord. Ace’s fingers tightened
on Shammy’s hand at the same moment her other hand found Mai’s hip and pulled.

The three of them shifted, bodies resettling into a new configuration without any real conscious
planning.

Shammy leaned in from the side, unable to resist the gravitational pull of heat and contact. Her free
hand came up to brace gently at the small of Mai’s back, careful not to crowd, just adding a third
point of warmth to the line of contact. She could feel the way Mai’s muscles responded—how the
anchor’s spine arched, caught between void and storm.

“Too much?” Shammy whispered against Mai’s hair, the question threaded with restraint.

Mai’s answer came in the form of a small, helpless sound and a deliberate push backward into that
hand.

“Not even close,” she breathed.

Ace’s mouth moved from Mai’s lips to her throat again, tracing the path of a racing pulse. She let
herself lean into Shammy’s pull too, shoulder pressing against the taller woman’s side, as if verifying
that yes, the storm was real and not another hallucination conjured by a fragment.

The bed creaked protest as Shammy shifted more fully onto it, one knee coming up to brace on the
mattress, body curving protectively around both of them. Her aura folded inward, wrapping the triad
in a cocoon of charged air. Rain on the windows grew louder, then blurred into white noise under the
weight of their shared breathing.

Hands found paths.

Mai’s fingers sliding up into Shammy’s hair, nails grazing her scalp just enough to draw a quiet,
strangled sound from the taller woman. Shammy’s broad palm spanning the side of Ace’s ribs, careful
of every scar, holding her as if she were something precious and lethal at once. Ace’s touch moving in
small, focused arcs—hip, waist, the hollow at the base of a skull—each contact deliberate, claiming
and reassuring in the same motion.

Cloth shifted, edges softening. A zipper lowered halfway, not for spectacle but for access to skin that
needed to feel other skin. A sleeve slipped off a shoulder, baring the warm slope of it to a wandering
mouth. None of it was about display; all of it was about confirmation, about _here you are, alive,
warm, mine, ours_.

The room’s temperature climbed.

Their breaths tangled, sometimes syncing, sometimes crashing against each other in chaotic waves.
Heat pooled where bodies pressed together—Mai between them, Ace under, Shammy around—until it
became hard to tell where one ended and the next began. The usual lines of approach—Depth,
Horizontal, Vertical—blurred into a single rising current.

“Still reading vectors?” Mai managed, voice thick, her lips brushing over Ace’s ear.

Ace let out a breathy laugh that wasn’t really a laugh at all. “Just one,” she said. “Inward.”

Shammy rested her forehead against the back of Mai’s shoulder for a moment, eyes closing, drawing
in the mixed scents of sweat and rain-wet city and the faint sharp tang of whatever passed for ozone
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in this room. “You two are going to ruin me for solitary storms,” she muttered, the words muffled in
fabric.

Mai twisted just enough to steal another quick kiss from her, then turned back to Ace, pressing their
brows together, sharing air. Shammy’s hand moved in slow circles at their backs, a grounding motion
that felt absurd coming from someone built of sky.

Time dissolved.

Minutes, maybe more, stretched and folded in on themselves as they moved together, not in
choreography but in instinct—a hand guiding, a breath catching, a shiver answered by a closer press
of bodies. The intensity never tipped into desperation; it stayed in that knife-edge space between
need and reverence, where every small sound meant something and every touch was both question
and answer.

When the sharpest edges of the adrenaline finally bled out, the heat shifted too. Urgency softened
into something looser, lazier. Movements slowed, touch turning from staking claim to tracing what
was already known.

At some point, without clear transition, the three of them collapsed sideways into a tangled heap that
somehow still made structural sense. Ace on her side, back against Shammy’s chest; Mai curled in
front of her, nose tucked under Ace’s chin; Shammy wrapped around both, an overlarge storm-
blanket with a heartbeat.

The air settled.

The room still hummed with residual charge, but it was no longer a storm front—more like the heavy,
satisfied quiet that follows rain, when the world smells clean and the sky has stopped shouting.

Mai’s fingers traced idle shapes on Ace’s arm, following old scars, new bruises, the steady thrum of
blood under skin. Ace’s hand rested over Mai’s heart, feeling the anchor’s rhythm slow, then sync
closer to her own. Shammy’s lungs expanded and fell in a deep, measured pattern that brushed all
along their backs, the rise and fall like a tide they couldn’t help but match.

“Vector report,” Mai murmured into the hollow of Ace’s throat, her words fuzzed by the edge of sleep.

Ace’s answer came after a small pause, as if she were checking systems one last time. “Depth
stable,” she said. “Horizontal grounded. Vertical… annoyingly comfortable.”

Shammy snorted softly. “Annoyingly?”

Ace’s lips twitched against Mai’s hair. “Can’t threaten to push you out of a moving car anymore.
You’re padding.”

“Rude,” Shammy murmured, but her arm tightened around them both, disproving her own complaint.

Mai smiled, eyes finally sliding shut. “Triad integrity?” she asked, voice almost gone now.

Ace didn’t hesitate this time.

“Bound,” she said, simply.

Not as an order. Not as a containment term.
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As a truth.

Outside, Detroit kept breathing its restless neon breaths. Inside the dim safehouse, three vectors lay
locked together in a knot of limbs, scars, and shared warmth—storm, void, and anchor finally,
intensely, _completely_ in the same orbit.

* * *

Afterglow — The First Quiet Hour

Rain had only recently stopped.

The window was still fogged where the night had pressed its breath against the glass, Detroit’s neon
bleeding through in soft amber strokes. The room was dim, warm in a way that came from bodies
rather than climate control, and the air still carried that faint static echo of what they’d just lived
through.

Ace was the first to stir.

Not fully—just a slow inhale, a subtle shift of muscle under skin. She lay on her side, face half-buried
in silver hair, arm draped securely around Mai’s waist as if the world might still try to pull her away if
she loosened her grip. Mai slept pressed against her chest, curled instinctively toward the smallest
heat in the room, breath steady, rhythm calm in a way it hadn’t been since before Horizon.

Behind them, Shammy was a long, protective curve.

One arm under the pillows, the other resting loosely over both of them, her hand splayed across Ace’s
hip and Mai’s ribs in a way that felt less like possession and more like anchoring a weather pattern
around a fragile center. Her breath rose and fell in slow, oceanic waves, warming the back of Ace’s
shoulders each time she exhaled.

The storm was content. The void was calm. The anchor was safe.

No one wanted to move first.

Ace blinked her eyes open, lashes brushing Mai’s temple. Her body ached pleasantly, the kind of ache
she welcomed—confirmation that what had happened had been real, not some adrenaline
hallucination from the track. Her fingers twitched once at Mai’s hip, then settled again, thumb tracing
an invisible half-circle against fabric.

Mai murmured something half-formed in her sleep and shifted, nuzzling closer. The movement slid
her back against Ace’s torso, and Ace’s breath caught just a little, instinct tightening her embrace.

Shammy felt it.

Of course she did. Pressure shifts were her language.

Her eyes opened slowly, glowing faintly in the ambient light. She didn’t lift her head; she simply
looked down at Ace from her place behind her, expression soft in a way that didn’t match her height,
her power, or her storm-born frame.

“You awake?” she whispered, voice low and rough from sleep.

Ace didn’t answer with words. She tilted her chin up just enough to meet Shammy’s gaze, violet
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meeting storm-blue. The look was quiet, steady, a kind of unspoken yes wrapped in a don’t-break-the-
moment.

Shammy smiled—small, warm. “Didn’t mean to crush either of you,” she murmured, her hand flexing
slightly on Ace’s hip, a silent check for discomfort.

“You didn’t,” Ace said, barely more than breath.

Mai stirred at the sound of their voices. Her hand slid back blindly, fingers brushing Ace’s thigh before
she realized where she was facing. She made a small, drowsy sound and turned her head just enough
that her forehead came to rest under Ace’s jaw.

“Stop talking,” she mumbled, voice muffled. “Your words are vibrating.”

Ace huffed a laugh into her hair. Shammy’s eyes warmed even further, stormlight dimming to a soft
pulse.

“You good?” Mai asked after a beat, still not opening her eyes. The question was for both of them,
floating loose in the dark like a thread they could choose to catch or let drift.

Ace answered first. “Yeah.”

Shammy’s reply came slower, her voice a little hesitant, like she wasn’t sure she was entitled to the
same simplicity. “Yeah. I’m… very good.”

Mai smiled at that—small, sleepy, real.

She finally opened her eyes, the blue-silver glow faint in the dim light. Her hand reached back further
this time, fingers brushing Shammy’s forearm where it rested over both of them. Shammy went still
for a heartbeat, then relaxed into the touch, lowering her head to rest her forehead gently against the
back of Ace’s shoulder.

The triangle of warmth tightened.

For a long while, nothing happened. No one spoke. No one moved more than a slow shift of breath. It
was the kind of silence that had weight to it, a silence earned rather than stumbled into. The kind that
didn’t ask for anything.

Ace closed her eyes again.

Shammy shifted behind them—not away, but closer, one leg extending to hook lightly with Ace’s. Her
hand adjusted on Ace’s hip, her thumb brushing once across the curve of bone, soft and reassuring.

Mai inhaled deeply, a long, contented breath that expanded against Ace’s chest. She tilted her head
back just enough to press a kiss into Ace’s throat—barely a kiss, more like a warm imprint—then
reached blindly to tap Shammy’s wrist with her fingertips.

“Don’t disappear in the morning,” she said quietly.

Shammy froze.

Then her breath left her in a warm rush against Ace’s back. “I won’t,” she said, and something in her
voice cracked open—just a little, just enough for Ace and Mai to hear the truth underneath.
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Ace’s fingers slid from Mai’s waist to her hand, lacing their fingers together. Mai squeezed back, half-
asleep again already.

Shammy’s arm tightened around them both, her long body folding into the curve like a sheltering
structure built by instinct.

Safehouse. Safe hands. Safe hearts.

For the first time in a long, long while, none of them felt the need to brace for impact.

Mai drifted first, breath evening out. Ace followed not long after, her grip on Mai’s hand loosening only
enough to stay comfortable. Shammy stayed awake the longest, watching them with the soft,
unguarded look of someone who had finally been allowed into a warmth she’d spent her entire
existence circling from the outside.

When she finally closed her eyes, she whispered something into the quiet—too soft for either of them
to consciously register.

“Bound.”

And the room, warm with breath and heartbeat and the fading scent of ozone, agreed.

* * *

Morning After — All Vectors Awake

Detroit was pale at dawn.

The rain had stopped sometime before sunrise, leaving the city washed clean and strangely quiet, as
if the night had exhausted it. Gray light seeped through the tall windows of the safehouse, softening
hard edges, turning the room into a muted watercolor of limbs, blankets, and slow breaths.

Ace woke first.

She didn’t jerk awake—she slid into consciousness like surfacing through warm water. The first thing
she registered was heat: Mai pressed against her front, Shammy folded along her back, the weight of
two bodies settling around her like a shield. Too much warmth for someone her size. Too much
comfort for someone who spent half her life sleeping with a blade in her hand.

Her fingers twitched.

Mai’s hand was still laced with hers. Sometime in the night, Mai had shifted closer, forehead resting
against Ace’s collarbone, breath tickling lightly against her skin with every exhale. Ace tilted her head
slightly, just enough to brush her nose against silver hair, inhaling the faint scent of ozone, gun oil,
and whatever shampoo Mai had borrowed from the safehouse bathroom.

Shammy wasn’t asleep.

Ace felt it instantly—the micro-tension in the tall woman’s body, the awareness humming under her
skin like a gentle low-pressure system. Shammy’s breath was slow, but not unconscious; she was
awake, watching the morning form itself around them.

“You’re pretending to sleep,” Ace murmured, voice low and gravel-soft from the night before.
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Behind her, Shammy smiled against her shoulder. “Didn’t want to wake anyone.”

“You didn’t,” Ace said, because Ace didn’t lie, and because something about this morning made
honesty feel necessary.

Mai stirred between them.

A slow inhale, a soft sound in her throat, lashes fluttering before her eyes opened—blue-silver in the
muted dawn. She didn’t move away. Instead, she eased even closer, sliding her leg between Ace’s,
arm tightening reflexively around Ace’s ribs.

“Morning,” she whispered, voice sleep-warm.

Ace huffed a tiny, genuine sound that might have been a laugh. “Morning.”

Shammy gave a low stretch, the mattress dipping under her as she extended one long leg, then
curled it again around the two smaller bodies as if anchoring them in place. Her hand shifted from
Ace’s hip to Mai’s waist, fingertips brushing fabric and skin with a kind of reverent hesitation.

Mai felt it.

She turned her head slightly, cheek brushing Ace’s sternum, eyes lifting toward the storm elemental
behind them.

“You stayed,” Mai said softly.

Shammy blinked, surprised. “You told me to.”

“No,” Mai corrected gently, squeezing Ace’s hand as she spoke. “I _asked_ you to. You stayed
because you chose to.”

Shammy looked away for a moment—just a quick flick of her eyes toward the window, then back.
“Felt wrong to leave,” she admitted, voice low. “Like stepping out of the room would… break
something.”

Ace shifted, now fully awake, fully looking at Shammy over Mai’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything at
first. She just watched the tall woman’s expression—how the stormlight in her irises dimmed and
brightened with each uncertain breath.

“You didn’t break anything,” Ace said finally. “You held it together.”

Shammy’s breath hitched.

Not visibly. Not dramatically. Just a small, sharp intake of air, like someone hearing a truth they
weren’t prepared for.

Mai felt the shift too. She slid her free hand back, trailing her fingertips along Shammy’s forearm in a
slow, grounding stroke.

“Last night wasn’t an exception,” Mai said. “It was the first time we stopped pretending you weren’t
already part of us.”

Shammy’s eyes widened—only a fraction, but enough.
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“I thought…” she started, then stopped, searching for a different approach. “I thought you two were
the orbit, and I was just… weather passing through.”

Ace didn’t hesitate.

“No,” she said, firm and calm. “You’re part of the structure.”

Shammy swallowed hard. “You sure? You don’t owe me—”

“We don’t talk about owing,” Mai cut in gently. “We talk about vectors. And last night, all three
aligned.”

Ace rested her forehead lightly against Mai’s shoulder blade, eyes half-lidded, voice quiet but
absolute.

“You belong here,” she said. “With us.”

It wasn’t a confession. It was a declaration—delivered in Ace’s usual understated way, but carrying
the weight of something unshakeable.

Shammy exhaled, a long, unsteady breath that softened her entire frame. She shifted closer, pressing
her forehead to the back of Ace’s neck in a gesture that was half-embrace, half-prayer.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Then I’m here.”

Silence settled.

Not the empty kind—this one was full. Warm. Resonant. A shared breath stretched across three
bodies.

Mai turned in Ace’s arms, adjusting until she was facing Ace directly, their noses brushing. She
cupped Ace’s cheek with one hand, thumb smoothing the faint crease under her eye.

“You look lighter,” Mai murmured.

Ace blinked. “Do I?”

“Mm.” Mai leaned in to place a soft kiss on her brow. “Void not pulling downward for once.”

Ace didn’t have a verbal answer for that. She just looked at Mai in a way that said everything without
words.

Shammy, still curled behind Ace, rested her hand over Ace’s and Mai’s where their fingers
intertwined.

“So what happens now?” Shammy asked, the question tentative but real.

Mai smiled—slow, confident, sure. “Now,” she said, “we get up. We eat something that isn’t vending-
machine trash. We check the perimeter. We plan our next move.”

Shammy raised a brow. “Operational briefing?”

Mai’s smile softened. “And after that… we keep choosing each other. One morning at a time.”
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Ace slid her fingers between theirs all over again, reestablishing the physical link.

“Vector integrity,” she said simply.

Shammy chuckled, but it was soft, almost shy. “Bound?”

“Bound,” Ace echoed.

Mai kissed both their joined hands.

“Bound,” she agreed.

Outside, the city brightened—gray shifting toward silver, clouds parting just enough for pale sunshine
to touch the tops of the buildings.

Inside, three vectors rose together from the warmth of the blankets, moving with the slow, instinctive
coordination of a unit that had finally become whole.

And somewhere deep in the structure of the safehouse, in places no one could see but all of them
felt—

the field held.

* * *

Shammy closed the bathroom door with more care than a door deserved.

It clicked shut, soft and final, and the sound seemed weirdly loud in the small tiled room. For a second
she just stood there, hand still on the handle, listening to the muffled quiet on the other side—distant
traffic, a low hum from the building, the faintest echo of two heartbeats in the next room that she
could feel more than hear.

You stayed, she thought. You didn’t bolt. You didn’t dissolve into the ceiling like condensation the
second they fell asleep.

Progress.

She let go of the handle and moved to the sink. The mirror was one of those unforgiving hotel-style
slabs: wide, slightly warped, harshly honest. She flicked the light on and winced as it buzzed to life,
bleaching the room in cheap white.

Her reflection stared back at her.

Too tall for the frame, like always. Head nearly brushing the top edge, shoulders taking up more
space than the sink had any right to offer. Hair a storm-gradient mess, strands curling with leftover
humidity, faint glow still clinging to the tips like lightning that hadn’t fully decided to leave.

She braced her hands on the porcelain and leaned in.

There were marks.

Not many; they hadn’t been reckless, just… thorough. A faint reddening along her throat where Mai’s
fingers had held her. A ghost of pressure above her hip where Ace’s hand had settled, small but
absolute. She touched one spot lightly, and the skin warmed under her fingers, remembering.
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You’re part of the structure, Ace had said.

Shammy’s throat tightened.

“That’s insane,” she told the mirror quietly. “You know that, right?”

Her reflection didn’t disagree. It just looked back at her with that same baffled softness she’d seen on
Ace’s face when she’d called herself ‘weather passing through’.

You’re ours. And we’re yours.

She turned on the tap, more for the sound than the water. The rush filled the silence, gave her
something to exist inside besides the echo of last night’s words.

Belong here.

She’d belonged to a lot of things, in a loose, atmospheric way. To storm fronts. To pressure gradients.
To the roaring emptiness between altitudes. She’d wrapped cities, coastlines, whole continents in her
reach and still felt separate from all of it.

And then two very small, very stubborn humans had looked at her like she was… local.

Shammy cupped some water in her hands and splashed it over her face. It ran down her cheeks,
cooler than her skin, and dripped from her jaw in clear lines. She watched it track down her throat to
her collarbone, then vanish into the worn tank top she’d borrowed.

“I’m going to screw this up,” she told the sink.

There it was. The real fear.

Not fragments. Not Five-O. Not Horizon calling in a debt. Not the Foundation deciding a walking
weather anomaly was easier to contain in pieces.

No. The thing that made her stomach twist was smaller and infinitely more dangerous:

What if they wake up one day and remember that storms are supposed to pass?

She straightened slowly, fingers tightening on the edge of the sink until the porcelain creaked faintly.

Then don’t give them a reason to, her better instincts said.

Protect them. Don’t crush them. Don’t evaporate when it gets weird. Don’t treat this like a temporary
low-pressure system. Don’t treat yourself like one.

Shammy exhaled, long and controlled.

“Okay,” she murmured to herself. “Okay, new rule.”

She met her own gaze in the mirror and squared her shoulders—not in the way she did before a fight,
but in the way you did before walking into a room you didn’t want to leave.

“If I’m part of the structure, I reinforce, not destabilize. No disappearing to make their lives easier. No
calling myself ‘extra’. No ‘just the storm’. Got it.”
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Outside, a car horn blared and cut off. Somewhere down the hall, a door slammed. Inside the
bathroom, nothing moved except the slow rise and fall of her chest.

She reached up, pushing wet hair back from her face, and let out a soft, disbelieving laugh.

“You did it,” she whispered to no one in particular. “You actually let them love you.”

The word felt huge in her mouth. She didn’t say it often. Elementals weren’t big on vocabulary for this
kind of thing; they usually expressed affection by not killing the city.

But last night… last night had been different.

Not because of what they’d done.

Because of what it had confirmed: that every instinct she’d been following around them—every
impulse to shield, to hover, to wrap and protect—hadn’t been one-sided.

She shut the tap off and listened to the pipes groan into silence.

For a few more seconds, she just stood there, eyes closed, palms flat on cool porcelain, letting the
bathroom catch up with the new reality:

Storm, void, anchor. Bound.

Then she rolled her shoulders out, shook her hands once like a fighter loosening up before stepping
back into the ring, and turned back toward the door.

“Don’t fog the mirrors this time,” she muttered under her breath, more habit than need. “They just
cleaned this place.”

She opened the door and stepped out—not like a guest leaving a room, but like someone returning to
her position in a formation that finally made sense.

* * *

Ace sat on the edge of the bed and tried not to catalog escape routes.

It was habit. Wake up, map exits, calculate choke points, rehearse violence. Her brain had been doing
that since before she had a word for “Foundation”, much less “mission parameters”. It was an itch
under her skin, the silent hum of Violet in the background, the part of her that never stopped looking
for ways to survive a room.

But the room wasn’t threatening her.

The room had Mai straightening the sheets with methodical little tugs, and Shammy rummaging
through the safehouse kitchenette for coffee like she was negotiating with a stubborn mountain.

Ace watched them.

Her chest did a tight, unfamiliar thing somewhere under her ribs.

She knew fear. Knew rage. Knew the cold, electric snap of combat readiness and the deep, bone-tired
ache after. Those all had clear names, clear triggers. You point them at something, they respond.
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This… didn’t fit in any of those boxes.

Mai glanced up, caught her staring, and smiled. Just that—no tactical read, no question, just a small
curve of her mouth meant solely for Ace. Ace felt the tightness in her chest shift—expand, not
constrict.

Okay. So not fear.

Shammy swore quietly in the kitchenette, then held up a dented coffee tin in triumph. “Found it.
Smells like someone ground despair beans, but it’s technically caffeine.”

Mai snorted. “We’ll survive.”

Ace listened to them banter, the easy rhythm of it. The way Mai’s voice softened half a degree when
she spoke to Shammy now, the way Shammy’s laugh dropped a register when it bounced off these
walls.

You belong here, she’d told Shammy.

And the thing was… she’d meant it.

The words had come out before she’d had time to run them through her usual filters, before she’d
analyzed risk, attachment, fallout. They’d felt true in her mouth, like something that had been waiting
at the back of her throat for weeks, months, maybe longer.

Belong here.

Ace pinched the bridge of her nose.

“Problem?” Mai asked gently.

“Classification error,” Ace said.

Mai paused in the middle of folding a blanket. “Emotional or tactical?”

“Yes,” Ace said.

Mai’s mouth twitched. “Show your work.”

Ace considered that. She didn’t have charts, or a mission log, or a neat form with little boxes to tick.
What she had was:

Last night’s heat. This morning’s warmth. The absence of panic when she’d woken up wedged
between anchor and storm.

“The field feels…” She trailed off, searching for something Foundation-grade and objective. Stable
was true, but not enough. Fortified, maybe. Buffered. And something else.

“Good?” Mai supplied, coming closer.

Ace made a face. “That’s not a metric.”

“It is if you say it is,” Mai countered.
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Ace looked up at her. Silver hair messy from sleep, shirt half-tucked, eyes still soft around the edges.
She’d seen Mai covered in blood, warding circles, static. She’d seen her calculating catastrophic
failure with clinical precision. She’d never get tired of this version—the one who looked at her like Ace
was more than a weapon someone had left in her hands.

“It feels…” Ace tried again, the words heavy on her tongue. “Less vertical load. More distributed.”

Mai’s expression warmed. “Shared burden.”

Shared. Another word that landed with unfamiliar weight.

She’d shared missions, sure. Shared threats, shared enemies. Shared stupid inside jokes with Bright
on runs where everything was seconds from going sideways.

But this wasn’t that.

This was knowing that if she froze, Mai would move. If Mai collapsed, Shammy would rise. If Shammy
faltered, Ace would step into the gap. Not because they were assigned to—but because they were…
what? Chosen? Bound? Family?

The word scraped something raw on its way through her thoughts.

She swallowed.

“Do you regret it?” Mai asked softly. No judgment. Just data gathering.

Ace looked past her, toward the kitchenette, where Shammy was waving a spoon in the general
direction of a reluctant coffeemaker like she was coaxing lightning out of clear sky.

Shammy caught her gaze and grinned.

Ace felt the tightness in her chest twist, then loosen again.

“No,” she said.

The word surprised her with how easy it came. No resistance. No fracture lines.

Mai stepped closer and touched her cheek, thumb resting along the edge of a scar. “Then what is it?”
she asked.

Ace closed her eyes for a second.

Images flickered in the dark behind her lids:

Mai’s breath on her throat. Shammy’s hand spanning her ribs. Three pulses falling into the same
rhythm. The sudden, startling realization that if she fell asleep, nothing would attack her from the
dark in the next ten seconds.

“I don’t have a word for it,” she admitted.

Mai’s hand slid into her hair, fingers scratching lightly at her scalp—the one touch that always cut
past her armor.

“You don’t have to label it,” Mai said. “You can just live it.”
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Ace exhaled, slow and shaky.

Live it.

No tactical plan. No contingency flowchart. Just… each morning after this one, and the next, and the
next, in whatever order the world allowed.

She opened her eyes and looked at Mai again, then over Mai’s shoulder at Shammy, who had
managed to coax the coffeemaker into a grudging gurgle and was now watching them with a softness
she didn’t bother to hide.

Ace’s chest eased.

She didn’t know the word, but she knew the shape:

It felt like finally standing in the right place in a formation, one that had been drawn around her while
she wasn’t looking, and finding that her feet fit the marks exactly.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “We’ll… live it.”

Mai smiled, slow and sure. “That’s my girl.”

Ace rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue.

* * *

Mai had already started the analysis before she’d opened her eyes.

It wasn’t intentional. Her brain just did that now—woke up and immediately ran a systems check.
Heart rate, breathing, anchoring field stability, fragment proximity, external noise levels, threat index.
And now, apparently: triad configuration.

Three bodies in one bed. One storm, one void, one anchor.

New variables.

She lay still for a while, nestled against Ace, with Shammy’s arm looped over both of them. At first,
she just listened. Ace’s heartbeat under her ear. Shammy’s slower rhythm at her back. The way their
breaths, without trying, had synced sometime in the night.

Synchrony. That was the first flag. It meant their nervous systems were already adapting to each
other, forming an unconscious feedback loop.

Good for cohesion. Potentially bad if one went into shock and dragged the others with them.

She filed that away.

When she did finally get up—reluctantly, gently untangling herself from the pile—she’d already
started a mental list. By the time she was folding the blanket and watching Ace stare a hole in the
middle distance, it had become a provisional assessment.

Shammy is no longer a detachable asset.

That was the headline. Before last night, Shammy had been a powerful ally, a walking artillery strike
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that could be, in theory, reassigned, redistributed, redeployed. Painful, sure. Inconvenient. But
possible.

Now?

Now pulling her out of the equation wasn’t just a tactical downgrade. It was a structural failure.

She watched Shammy in the kitchenette out of the corner of her eye. The way she moved around the
cramped space, ducking instinctively under cabinets, adjusting her aura so nothing rattled too hard
when she opened a drawer. This massive, barely-contained phenomenon, making herself small to fit
into their human-scale environment.

We can’t ask her to do that alone anymore, Mai thought. If she’s in, we’re in with her. Full stack.

Emotionally, that was obvious. Tactically, it was complicated.

Attachments were liabilities on paper. Every Foundation training module, every debrief, every grim
anecdote from older handlers said the same thing: care too much, and you make mistakes.

But then again, not caring had its own failure modes.

Mai thought of missions where she’d gone in with “acceptable sacrifice” already penciled in the
margins. Of how easy it was to trade a piece on the board when you refused to write its name on the
record.

She glanced back at the bed, where Ace sat like a coiled point of pressure trying very hard not to
unspool.

If someone put Shammy on a sacrifice line now, Ace would burn the page. Mai would help.

Okay. So: triad attachment increases risk of compromised decision-making if one vector is
threatened. In return, it offers… stronger field resilience, higher mutual protection instinct, better
synchrony in combat, deeper trust.

She weighed it.

In a world of fragments and riftlines and entities that smelled weakness across dimensions, the calc
shifted.

An unattached unit was theoretically safer. In practice, something always found the cracks.

A bound triad might be more vulnerable to grief—but they were harder to break in the first place.

Mai ran a thumb along the seam of the blanket she’d just folded, smoothing out a wrinkle that didn’t
need smoothing.

Operationally, what changes?

She mentally ticked through scenarios.

If Ace overdrives and Violet spikes, Shammy’s field can buffer the blast, and Mai can anchor both.
Before, that would’ve been a desperate last-ditch maneuver. Now it becomes procedure, pre-planned
and rehearsed.
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If Shammy destabilizes in a sterile environment, Ace can physically ground her, and Mai can re-tune
the space with ritual overlays. They’d done versions of that already, but last night had given them a
new channel: touch as conduit, not incidental contact.

If Mai’s anchor field collapses under ritual strain, Ace can lock her into the present with that fierce,
unblinking intensity, while Shammy wraps them both in pressure until the world stops spinning.

More options. More redundancy.

Also: more pain if anything goes catastrophically wrong.

Mai sighed quietly.

“Too many branches?” Ace asked behind her.

“Just enough,” Mai said, turning to face her. She crossed the small space and leaned a hip against the
dresser, folding her arms. “We need to adjust, that’s all.”

Ace eyed her. “Adjust how?”

“For one thing,” Mai said, “I’m done pretending I can send either of you into a fragment zone without
accounting for the emotional fallout on the others. No more compartmentalizing it away as ‘they’ll
cope’.”

Ace frowned. “We always coped.”

Mai’s gaze softened. “We survived,” she corrected. “That’s not the same.”

Shammy chose that moment to appear with three mismatched mugs of coffee, as if summoned by the
word “cope”.

“Warning,” she said. “This tastes like failure and burnt tires, but it’s hot.”

Mai accepted a mug, fingers brushing Shammy’s. “Perfect,” she said. “We’re used to failure and burnt
tires.”

Shammy snorted. “You two, maybe. I usually just arrive when the smoke’s already there.”

“Not anymore,” Mai said.

Both of them looked at her.

Mai took a sip, made a face, and powered through it anyway.

“Operational update,” she said. “From now on, we plan as three. No fallback plans that assume any
one of us is optional. No scenarios where someone gets written off as ‘acceptable losses’.”

Shammy’s eyes widened slightly. “Mai, that’s… not how this job usually—”

“I know,” Mai said. Her voice stayed even, but her eyes were flint-steady. “But the universe keeps
rewriting the rulebook, so we get to write ours too. Triad protocols, version one.”

Ace looked at her for a long moment, then nodded once. “Agreed.”
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Shammy stared between them, something like awe slowly overtaking the doubt on her face.

“You’re really doing this, huh?” she said softly. “No escape hatches, no ‘it was just one night, let’s
keep it casual, we might all explode tomorrow anyway’?”

Mai considered that, then let a thin smile curve her mouth.

“We’ll explode better together,” she said. “Strategically speaking.”

Shammy laughed, startled and bright.

Ace shook her head, but there was a smile tugging at her lips too.

Mai took another sip of the terrible coffee and let the heat settle in her chest.

Emotionally, the decision had been made last night.

Tactically, she’d just ratified it.

Storm, void, anchor. No longer three units that happened to work well together.

A single system now.

“And,” she added, because she was still Mai, and details mattered, “we’re going to need a new
briefing line for mission reports.”

“Oh?” Shammy asked, amused. “What’s it going to say?”

Mai met both their eyes in turn.

“Triad integrity: non-negotiable.”

She watched the words land—saw Ace straighten almost imperceptibly, saw Shammy’s shoulders
drop like someone had set down a weight she didn’t know she was carrying.

And in that moment, her calculations quieted.

The math still held. The risk curves still existed. The dangers hadn’t shrunk.

But for the first time in a very long time, the equation didn’t end in “alone”.

It ended in: bound. —
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