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Chapter 1: Rain That Rises

The rain was moving the wrong way.

Ace noticed it before anyone else said a word—before Mai even lifted her gaze from the cracked
pavement. It wasn’t dramatic at first. No cinematic reversal. Just a subtle wrongness in the way
droplets hesitated, lingered, then drifted upward as if the ground had quietly rejected them.

A few meters ahead, a puddle trembled.

Ace stopped.

Mai stopped with her, not because she saw the rain, but because Ace’s weight had shifted. Not fear.
Attention.

“You feel it,” Mai said. Not a question.

Ace nodded once.

The air tasted thin. Not empty—filtered. Like someone had put the world through a sieve and kept
only what it needed. Sounds arrived late. The city behind them still breathed—traffic, distant voices, a
siren somewhere far enough away to feel like memory—but here, between two abandoned concrete
structures, the noise lost confidence. It thinned. Sorted itself.

The rain rose another centimeter.

Ace tilted her head. The violet in her eyes caught something that wasn’t light.

It wasn’t calling her.

That would have been simpler.

It was waiting.

Mai stepped closer, close enough that her shoulder brushed Ace’s arm. Deliberate contact. Anchor
first, analysis second. She followed the rain with her eyes now, the way it climbed without urgency,
without effort.

“That’s not weather,” Mai said.

Ace almost smiled.

Almost.

A drop brushed her cheek on its way up, colder than it should have been. Her shadow—normally tight,
disciplined—shivered and pulled in on itself, like a reflex being reconsidered.

There it was.

The pressure. Subtle, precise. Not pain. Not threat.

Interest.

Ace’s fingers twitched near the hilts at her back. The katanas hummed faintly, a low emerald
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resonance that never reached sound. Sisters stirring. She let them sleep.

“Don’t,” Mai said softly, already reading the micro-shift in Ace’s posture. “Not yet.”

Ace exhaled through her nose and stayed still.

The rain paused.

Every drop froze in place, suspended between sky and ground, a vertical constellation of small,
reflective beads. The silence deepened—not absence, but alignment. As if the space had decided
what it was listening for.

Then the mark appeared.

Not on a wall.

Not in the air.

On the space between.

Three curved lines, intersecting without touching. A trisected circle that refused closure. It didn’t
glow. Didn’t pulse. It simply asserted itself, the way a rule does when you break it.

Ace felt it like a scar she hadn’t yet earned.

Mai’s breath hitched—barely—but Ace felt it anyway. The anchor tightening.

“That’s a symbol,” Mai said. “But not for us.”

Ace didn’t answer.

The mark tilted.

Not rotated—considered. As if perspective itself had shifted to accommodate it. Ace felt something
brush the edge of her thoughts, not inside, not invasive, but adjacent. A pressure that asked nothing
and expected everything.

She took one careful step back.

The rain followed her.

Mai swore under her breath. “Okay. So it tracks.”

Ace glanced at her. One eyebrow raised, just a fraction. You seeing this too?

Mai nodded once. “And I don’t like how polite it’s being.”

The mark contracted slightly. A response.

That was enough.

Ace turned and moved, her stride compact and efficient. No running. Running implied chase. She
would not give it verbs.

Mai matched her pace instantly, fingers brushing the rune-marked grip of her disruptor but not
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drawing. “We leave,” she said. “Slow. No names. No commands.”

Ace inclined her head.

Behind them, the rain resumed its ascent.

The city didn’t notice.

People passed at the far end of the street, umbrellas open against a drizzle that still obeyed gravity. A
bus hissed to a stop. Life continued with the stubborn confidence of ignorance.

Between the concrete structures, the mark remained.

Watching.

Learning that they could move.

Ace felt it then—not fear or pain, but the unmistakable sense that something had just written down
her silhouette.

She didn’t look back.

“Mai,” she said quietly, breaking the silence only because the rule demanded it.

“Yes.”

“If this starts asking questions—”

“I’ll cut the conversation,” Mai finished. “Immediately.”

Ace nodded.

The rain climbed higher, threading itself into the low clouds like a reversed wound closing.

Somewhere behind them, a system updated.

And for the first time since Jakarta, Ace had the uncomfortable certainty that whatever this was—

—it wasn’t here to destroy them.

It was here to understand how they survived.

—
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