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## Chapter 9 - Cloud Collapse

The river had learned a new sound by the time they came back: a low, stubborn undertone that made
the drone of servers feel like a mistake. Street-level noise collected at the banks—off-beat claps,
wrong-footed steps, a busker holding a chord until it soured and then sweetened by refusing to
resolve. The city had been practicing.

Ace and Mai retraced the maintenance spur by habit, ladder rungs slick with the same old damp. The
slit in the concrete breathed dead electricity. When the catwalk opened under their boots, the Nexus
lay below like a hymn in parts: aisles of racks in obedient rows, stainless plate replaced with a new
one polished to denial, dais varnished to a lie. More drones now—four, not two—hovering as if
punctuation could win an argument.

On the raised platform the Harmonic Overseer waited in a geometry of attentions. She didn’t face the
racks—she let the racks face her. The gloves were immaculate. The air around her said *centered* in
a way that had cost money. Behind her, technicians moved like prayer wheels. Wristbands pulsed
even integers. A white field warmed the back wall, polishing itself into pearlescence.

“Final calibration,” the Overseer said to the room, not raising her voice. “Begin at two.”

A hum rose. It wasn't just the fans. It wasn’t just the staff. It was that pressure in the edges of human
attention that makes clapping together feel like safety. The projector in the soffit woke without
drama. The plate on the wall admired itself with conviction.

Mai set the candle tin by the catwalk rail and the welded tooth where the metal bit could drink heat.
She laid a fresh sheet of ragged paper over the tooth. The flame took with honest stubbornness.

“Three,” she said.
“Seven,” Ace answered, fingers light on the rail.
“Four.”

Ash ran the diagonal and sifted down through the grate like black snow. The field lifted—not a wall but
a refusal, wrong enough to make predictors guess. Below, one drone dipped and shivered as its grid
failed to love its own corners.

Bright’s voice came in thin and low on Mai’s side-channel—a man who had found a way to make
treason sound like duty. I’m in the Foundation router that pretends not to be here, he wrote.
Their Cantor feed is hot. When you say *now*, | can choke it for ninety seconds. After that
I’m another man without a job.

Kaarlo’s came stacked under it, cheerful blasphemy. Noise clinics are lit. Paper + chalk + wrong
counts on my mark. Say when.

“Together,” Mai murmured, not to the messages but to the room that wanted to make everything
separate.

The Overseer lifted her hands and let the drones see the gesture without acknowledging that they
were watching. “Choir,” she said, that gentle authority that curdles when you learn what it bought,
“breathe.”

Even in. Even out. Wristbands brightened. The projector laid a soft grid over the dais, boxes so
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delicate you could call them care. The new plate caught the reflection of the room and fed it back
without a seam.

“They fixed the return,” Ace said.
Mai checked the tuning at the edge of her mesh. “Then we cut it again.”

She clipped a lead to the tooth. The field widened a finger’s width. The fans hissed and then
remembered they were supposed to hum. Above them, a billboard far away failed more beautifully; a
subway ad learned to blur bone; a camera in a bodega window blinked on purpose and pretended not
to know why.

The Overseer’s head tilted, listening past herself. “You taught your city bad habits,” she observed.
“Adorable. Unsustainable.”

On cue, the first Foundation team arrived—two figures in dark shells with CANTOR velcroed where
names should go, helmets as polite as their posture. They took positions at either end of the platform
like ushers. They held no weapons. They carried tablets. It was worse.

“Vectors A-LOCK and M-RED,” one said, reading the air. “Observe only. Prepare isolation. Proceed
on_"

“Two,” the Overseer said, without looking.
Mai’s channel pinged. Now? Bright wrote.

“Not yet,” Mai whispered. The mesh had to drink. The tooth had to glow. The city had to be ready to
hurt a little for itself.

Lux did not appear. Their absence hung in the room like a line item nobody wanted to explain. It
made the plate’s polish sharper. It made the Overseer’s smile less patient.

Ace slid the upper katana a finger’s width from its sheath. The blade sang a note ugly and true. Not
yet, Violet purred—delighted to wait because being allowed to eat slow is its own power. *Little blade,
when you cut, cut the reflection first. People follow mirrors.*

The projector threw white over the dais. The field pushed against it. They met like two ideas of mercy.
“Now,” Mai said.
Two things happened at once because that’s how you break a loop.

Bright throttled the Cantor feed. The drones suddenly had to remember what choice was without a
script. In neighborhood clinics, in kitchens, under awnings out of rain, a dozen, then a hundred, then
far too many people burned bad paper with a crooked square on it and counted wrong on purpose
until the smoke made their rooms taste like a decision.

The Nexus blinked.

The grid on the dais flashed and missed. The plate belched up a millisecond of honest and gagged on
it. The choir’'s hum dropped a half key as wrists faltered. The two Cantor agents paused mid-
observation like a page had turned itself.

The Overseer did not flinch. “Recalibrate the return,” she said softly. “Isolate the vectors.”
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The nearest drone dropped toward the catwalk—grid opening with the velveteen certainty of a trap
that had convinced itself it was a blanket. A second slid to pin the dais. A third went high and started
to film the part where a training module is born.

Mai shoved more ugly through the lead. The tooth glowed dull red; the paper spit a spark and died to
ash. “Field’s at the edge,” she warned. “If | push harder, we trip their alarms. If | don’t, they iron us.”

“Then push,” Ace said, and didn’t mean the device.

She stepped onto the ladder cage and fell as if gravity were a schedule she had decided to make late.
She hit the floor quiet enough to embarrass it. The closest drone swung its grid at her shoulders. Her
shadow uncoiled and stood where the math had not expected it. The grid stuttered—polite light
becoming rude absence.

“Ace,” the Overseer said, voice kind enough to file teeth. “Put the blade down. Breathe evenly. There
is so much we could do for her if you would stop performing danger.”

Ace raised the katana until the blade cut the reflection path the projector wanted to lay between the
plate and the dais. Light hit steel and split into uglier truths. “We’re not performing,” she said. “We're
practicing.”

Up on the catwalk, Mai ran the field like a fever. Her device's casing burned her palm; the tooth tried
to be a coal. She thought of Kaarlo muttering blasphemies that were really prayers, and the old man
crossing out even numbers, and the teenager laughing at nothing because nothing had finally asked.
She held.

The choir buckled. Workers at their consoles blinked as if someone had tapped a glass under their
eardrums. Wristbands miscounted and lied about it. A technician pressed his palms to his eyes and
came away with two little half moons of salt.

The Overseer moved one step toward the rail. She never raised her voice. She didn’t need to. “Isolate
Mai,” she told the Cantor pair. “Ace will open to save her.”

Violet stretched and put her teeth on the inside of Ace’s hand. *She’s right,* the voice soothed—not
unkind. *You'll open for her. That's not their victory. That's ours.*

Ace smiled like a blade thinks about smiling. “l know,” she said.

The drones came. The nearest tried to iron a box around Mai’s outline through metal and height. It
failed. The field ate the corner and burped. The second dropped to cage Ace in a light so considerate
it would call the bruises it left *alignment*. Ace stepped into it. She let it settle. Then she breathed
wrong. The grid missed a beat and tripped over its own courtship.

“Now,” Mai said again, voice raking raw. “Sever it where it looks back.”

Ace didn’t run for the new plate. She walked—the pace of a person who has paid for the right to enter
any room. The Overseer watched, head tipped, hands folded like a lesson.

“You're very predictable,” she said.
“Good,” Ace said. The blade kissed steel. “So is the key.”

Diagonal first—crooked, not careless—then the small, uncompromising hook. The plate screamed like
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a soprano scraping her voice raw on a note the choir hadn’t rehearsed. The reflection tore and tried to
reknit prettily. It failed and kept failing in public.

Overseer’s eyes narrowed a human fraction. “Repair,” she said to air. “Replace.”

“Too late,” Mai said through her teeth. She pushed the field into a shape that wasn’t a shape so much
as a permission: a permission for devices to dislike what they saw, for cameras to mistrust flattery, for
loops to consider the possibility that an image could be wrong and still be safe.

Bright’s timer expired. The Cantor feed crashed back, red-faced and controlling. Half the drones
remembered their scripts. Two lunged for the catwalk with the righteous velocity of policy. Mai
yanked the lead, unclipped the tooth, and kicked the device under the rail as a grid washed overhead.
Light painted her hair with tidy boxes and then broke them on the sharp corner of her jaw.

“Go,"” Ace called, never taking her eyes off the plate.

Mai didn’t argue. She slung the hot tooth into her bag, palmed the candle tin, and ran the catwalk to
the ladder like she’d built it herself. The first drone caught up. Another grid rained down and learned
about ugliness.

The Overseer didn’t look up. She looked at Ace with a regret almost fond. “You'll hate what you have
to become to win here.”

Ace’s jaw rolled. The green along her bones brightened, held, then sank to a simmer the way
disciplined fire learns to sit. “I already hate plenty,” she said. “You're late to that party.”

The room answered with the pressure of a thousand even breaths. The First Voice leaned—not a
sound, a change in the meaning of breath. The dais became a shore. The plate wanted to be an
ocean. For a heartbeat, Ace stood in rib and wire again and a child’s microphone stand that never
worked for screaming and always did for singing.

*Choose,* Violet said again—but this time like a hand presented palm up, not a mouth opened for
feeding.

“If  open,” Ace said, and let the words carry like a seam ripper, “l open for her.”

She turned the lock one more notch. Not all. Never all. Green spilled through muscle and nerve—not
tide but river. The katana hummed in her hand with a note that never earned respect in choirs. She
pressed the blade flat to the wounded mirror and walked the key’s hook deeper until the polish
became a scar a maintenance schedule wouldn’t buff out.

The plate failed—not with a bang, but with the long, low exhale of a patient habit forgetting to exist.

The field collapsed on Mai’s terms, not the room’s. The drones backed hard, then edged back in with
corporate caution. The choir’s even hum wavered, found itself, lost itself, and broke entirely when
someone at a console started to laugh. Not together. Not obedient. Laughing like an organ pipe
wheezing dust and being proud of it.

Alarms realized their livelihood was at stake and began to perform. PLEASE PROCEED TO NEAREST
EXIT scrolled in six languages. A siren whooped in mezzotime. The Cantor pair checked boxes on
screens that insisted on boxes. One looked at the other. Choices were made behind visors.

The Overseer stood still. It was her last weapon. “This isn’t victory,” she said, soft enough to make
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microphones lean. “It’s noise.”
“It's practice,” Mai said from the ladder cage, breath coming ragged and owned.

Ace stepped back from the plate. The blade’s green burned down into metal, into tendon, into calm.
The room fought the urge to call it relief.

The Overseer flicked two fingers. “Isolate,” she told nobody and everybody.

The drones committed—polite light becoming blunt pressure. The nearest cage swept Ace’s shoulder,
painting a box that would write up nicely. She didn’t step out of it. She stood and let the grid believe
itself. Then she leaned until it lost its corner and learned to hate its own math.

Mai hit the floor at Ace’s side. The welded tooth throbbed through the bag. The candle stub guttered
and chose not to die.

“Bright,” she said into a channel that might be listening to its own reflection. “Now would be the time
to trip over the power budget.”

Bright laughed, harsh and glad. On it. A second later, half the room’s ups spun an error that called
itself *self-preservation*. The projector blinked. The plate stayed ugly. The drones fluttered like
embarrassed saints.

The Overseer turned at last and walked off the dais the way a person leaves a party they will own
again tomorrow. She didn’t hurry. She let the cameras make way. “Replace the plate,” she said to a
tech who would not sleep for twelve hours and would call it *alignment*. To the Cantor pair: “Flag A-
LOCK and M-RED for priority isolation. They don’t separate easily. We'll teach them.”

She looked up through steel and shadow to the catwalk. For a breath, her gaze met Mai’s again. No
smile now. No pity. Just a note somebody had written down wrong on purpose and resented.

“Go,” Mai said a third time, and this time she meant them.

They did. Up the ladder, across the grate, into the slit that smelled like dead electricity and the inside
of a storm. Below, the Nexus kept humming because buildings don’'t know how to stop—but the hum
had a wrinkle in it, an ugly seam an engineer would call *intermittent underperformance* and a
storyteller would call *hope*.

Above ground, the river had found a way to reflect crooked. Billboards were bones again for a minute
every five. The drones tracked and lost and tracked again, blinking out of sequence like a stutter
worked into choreography. Somewhere, a clinic burned another paper square and a woman who had
been told all day she breathed wrong decided to cough for the joy of hearing herself make a mess.

They cut two blocks before Ace let her forehead rest against Mai’s for one second that did more work
than any speech. Both of their hands shook. Neither of them apologized.

Kaarlo’s ping landed as they turned into an alley that didn’t believe in maps. Your sin made good
music, he wrote. People are loud. Keep them that way. A photo followed—five mismatched
chairs, three strangers grinning like they'd gotten away with something, a crooked key scrawled on a
clinic window with cheap soap and pride.

Bright’'s: They’ll pivot. Overseer’s requisitioning cloud hardware I’'ve never seen.
Foundation is pretending this is a training video. I’'m in the wind. If | go quiet, read that as

DataVault - https://datavault.ws/



Last update: 16/03/2026 18:03 canon:ace7:chapter9 https://datavault.ws/doku.php/canon:ace7:chapter9

self-care.

Mai slid the hot tooth closer to her ribs, where the skin could carry some of its sting. “They’ll come for
the plate, then the breath, then us,” she said.

Ace nodded. The green had gone, leaving bone and nerve and choice. Violet stretched in her ribs and
settled, pleased to have been let out and leashed all at once. *Little blade,* she murmured—as
content as predators get. *Next time, let me sing first.*

“Not unless she asks,” Ace told her, and Violet purred like a threat under a blanket.

They walked. Not fast. Not slow. Just with intent enough to be mistaken for calm. The city followed as
far as the curb and then waited, listening to the new wrinkle in its hum and testing how long it could
hold it.

The Nexus would repair its mirror. The choir would be coaxed back into unison. The grid would print
polite cages over more sidewalks. The Overseer would replace things that had learned to dislike
themselves. The First Voice would collect its scattered echoes like a miser counting beads.

They would come back, and try again, and again, until the habit of being wrong held as easily as
breath.

“Count?” Mai asked, the way some people ask for a blessing.
“Three,” Ace said.

“Seven.”

“Four.”

The river answered with a slap against stone that refused to occur on a beat. Somewhere behind
them a drone blinked out of sequence and stayed that way. The city exhaled and didn’'t mind the
mess. —
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