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Chapter 24
The hallway behind the café was quieter, almost intimate.

The soft jazz from the main room faded into a gentle murmur behind the thick wooden door, replaced
by the low, steady hum of ventilation and the distant, rhythmic clatter of dishes from the kitchen
somewhere deeper inside the building. The corridor was narrow and warm, lined with dark wood
paneling that had been polished smooth by years of shoulders brushing past it. A single tall window at
the far end overlooked the street below, afternoon sunlight slanting through it in a long golden bar
that painted the floorboards in warm amber and caught on the faint dust motes drifting lazily in the
air.

Mai walked ahead.

Her silver hair caught the slanting light in soft, shifting runic glints that made the strands glow gently
whenever she moved. Jacket open, collar loose, she moved with her usual balanced grace, but her
posture had softened noticeably — shoulders relaxed, hips swaying with quiet confidence, the sharp
analyser edge completely replaced by warm, emotionally intelligent presence.

Daniel followed close behind, his eyes tracing the soft fall of her silver hair and the way sunlight
painted highlights across her shoulders.

Neither of them spoke for several seconds.

The quiet felt comfortable, charged, like the air itself was holding its breath.
Daniel finally broke the silence, voice low and warm.

“You know something?”

Mai glanced over her shoulder, silver hair sliding across her cheek as she looked at him — silver-blue
eyes soft, affectionate, and teasing all at once.

“What.”

Daniel gestured vaguely down the hallway, his hand brushing lightly against her lower back as he
stepped closer.

“This is definitely not a normal continuation of coffee.”
Mai stopped walking.

She turned slowly to face him fully, silver hair catching the golden light as it fell over one shoulder.
Her silver-blue eyes held genuine warmth and quiet curiosity as she studied him.

HYeS.H
Daniel smiled slightly, warm and fond, stepping closer until their bodies nearly touched.
“Good.”

Mai studied him for a moment longer, then took one deliberate step toward him — close enough that
her jacket brushed his coat. She reached out, fingers lightly tracing the edge of his sleeve before
resting gently on his forearm, thumb stroking one slow, warm circle.
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Daniel leaned lightly against the wall beside the small lounge area — a quiet corner with two worn
leather chairs, a narrow wooden table, and the tall window overlooking the street below. The city
moved beneath them in soft, distant waves — completely unaware.

Daniel crossed his arms loosely, but the gesture was relaxed, one hand still brushing her waist.
“So0.”

Mai waited, her fingers still resting warmly on his arm, silver-blue eyes soft and emotionally open.
“This is the proximity phase.”

Mai nodded once, silver hair shifting softly as she stepped even closer, her body warm against his.
“Yes.”

Daniel studied her expression carefully, his free hand rising to rest lightly at her hip — thumb stroking
gentle circles through her jacket.

“You're still calm.”

Mai answered simply, voice soft and carrying quiet affection as she leaned into his touch, her hand
sliding up to rest on his chest.

MYeS.”
Daniel chuckled, low and warm, his arm sliding around her waist to hold her gently but securely.
“That’s impressive.”

Mai tilted her head, silver hair falling like a soft curtain as she looked up at him, eyes warm and
teasing.

“Why."”

Daniel shrugged, pulling her a little closer so their bodies aligned comfortably, his hand splaying
gently at her lower back.

“Because most people get nervous when an experiment reaches the part where theory becomes
practice.”

Mai stepped fully into him now, her arms sliding around his waist in a warm, unhurried embrace,
forehead nearly brushing his.

“I am not most people.”
Daniel grinned, his arms tightening gently around her, holding her close in the quiet hallway.
“That has become very clear.”

Mai studied him for a moment, silver-blue eyes soft and affectionate, her fingers tracing gentle
patterns along his back through his coat.

“You are not nervous.”
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Daniel considered that, his thumb stroking slow circles at her lower back as he held her.
“No.”

Mai raised an eyebrow slightly, her body still warm against his.

“Explain.”

Daniel’s smile softened, one hand rising to brush a loose strand of silver hair from her cheek, fingers
lingering gently on her skin.

“Because you never gave me the impression that this was manipulation.”

Mai nodded slowly, leaning her forehead against his for a moment — warm, trusting contact.
“It was not.”

Daniel leaned slightly forward, their foreheads resting together.

“It was curiosity.”

“Yes."”

Daniel laughed quietly, the sound warm against her skin as he pulled her closer, arms wrapped
securely around her.

“Well.”

He gestured lightly between them, still holding her tightly.

“| think we've proven that hypothesis.”

Mai allowed the faintest hint of a real smile — warm, bright, reaching her eyes.

“Preliminary results.”

Daniel nodded, his hand sliding up to cup the side of her neck gently, thumb stroking along her jaw.
“Fair.”

For a moment the space between them held that same quiet tension that had followed them since the
plaza — warm, humming, alive.

Then Mai reached out.
Not abruptly.
Not dramatically.

Simply taking Daniel’s hand again, fingers threading through his with gentle firmness, pulling him a
little closer.

Daniel looked down at their joined hands.

Then back up at her, eyes warm.
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“Well.”

Mai’s voice remained calm but softer now, carrying clear affection as she stayed in his arms.
“You said curiosity was active.”

Daniel nodded, squeezing her hand gently.

“Yes.”

Mai met his gaze, silver-blue eyes warm and open.

“So is mine.”

Daniel laughed quietly under his breath, his free arm sliding around her waist again, pulling her into a
full, warm embrace.

“Alright.”

He stepped closer.

Now there was no distance left between them.
No café noise.

No city.

Just the quiet corner of the hallway, the golden sunlight slanting through the window, and two people
who had spent the entire morning testing each other’s boundaries — now standing comfortably,
warmly, in each other’s arms.

Daniel’s voice dropped slightly, forehead resting gently against hers.

“You know what the interesting thing is.”

Mai waited, her arms wrapped around him, fingers tracing slow patterns on his back.
Daniel smiled, holding her securely.

“This stopped being an experiment a while ago.”

Mai tilted her head slightly, silver hair brushing his cheek.

“Yes."”

Daniel raised an eyebrow, thumb stroking gently along her jaw.

“You knew.”

Mai answered calmly, but her voice was warm and affectionate as she leaned into him.
“Yes.”

Daniel shook his head softly, still holding her close.
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“You really are dangerous.”

Mai’s eyes held the faintest glimmer of humor and affection as she brushed her thumb along his
cheek.

“Efficient.”

Daniel laughed again, the sound warm and intimate as he pulled her gently closer.
Then he gently pulled her a little tighter.

The moment stretched.

Unhurried.

Curiosity giving way to something quieter.

Something more certain.

High above the café, Mephisto let out a long, satisfied laugh.
“Oh this was worth the wager.”

Konrad remained composed, watching the scene below.
Mai and Daniel were no longer speaking.

The experiment had clearly reached its conclusion.
Mephisto folded his arms.

“Well.”

He glanced sideways.

“Your analyst escalated beautifully.”

Konrad nodded once.

“Yes.”

Mephisto’s grin widened.

“I suppose that counts as a point in your favor.”

Konrad looked back down at the city.

“Yes.”

Mephisto clasped his hands behind his back again.

“But now,” he said with quiet amusement,

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 15/03/2026 11:52 canon:ace27:chapter24 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/canon:ace27:chapter24

“we still have the most interesting part ahead.”

Konrad glanced sideways.

“The debrief.”

Mephisto’s grin sharpened.

“Oh yes.”

He looked toward the city where the safehouse waited somewhere beyond the skyline.

“] cannot wait to see that conversation.”
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