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## Chapter 9: Residuals

They didn’t celebrate. They watched.

Back at the safehouse, Mai brought the “look lane” up just enough to be rude. The wake process still
pulsed at distance like a lighthouse that hadn’t noticed the shoreline moved. Inside their rigs, the
phase-shaved beat worked the way good stitches do—present, unshowy, absolutely preventing
further bleeding.

“City’s keeping its typos,” Ace said, pleased. The oven clock was wrong and happy. The coaster kept
being a coaster.

Mai sipped coffee gone cold. “If harmonization tries to reassert, it’ll spend the next week arguing with
itself at the wrong volume. We’ll feel the shove.”

She didn’t mean it metaphorically. The push came as a spine-deep pressure no instrument would
register: a system somewhere making room for an ending it had already chosen. It swelled once and
slid off the notch they’d cut, like a wave hitting a reef it couldn’t see.

Ace glanced toward the window. Rain rehearsed. Decided against it.

Her phone vibrated. Not a ring. Not a notification. A compromise. A contact slipped through that
shouldn’t have been able to ride this circuit. The screen displayed no caller, then a name that wasn’t
a name: BRIGHT. Mai arched a brow. Ace answered.

“Doctor,” Ace said, almost polite.

“Ms. Ace,” came the voice, warm like a lamp and full of knives if you turned your hand wrong. “And
Ms. Mai, if you’re nearby being sensible.”

Mai reached and tapped the speaker on with two fingers. “Hello, Doctor.”

“I do relish finding both of you in one call,” Bright said. “Saves me the dance of plausible deniability.”
A pause that wasn’t empty. “You’ve made a notch.”

“You’ve felt it,” Mai said.

“Half this city’s signage just decided to be less helpful,” Bright said dryly. “My inbox is full of
operations staff filing tickets against reality. Do you know what I tell them?”

Ace leaned back. “You’ll tell us anyway.”
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“I tell them a contractor cut power to a non-essential subsystem,” Bright said. “That it will reset at
dawn. Neither of those things is true, and both are useful.” Paper rustled on his end—the old-
fashioned kind, the kind you choose so a recorder has something to envy. “Some doors are closed for
a reason.”

“We closed one,” Ace said. “Not to spite you.”

“I’m not offended,” Bright said, amused. “I’m professionally concerned. The Curator’s habit of tidying
testimony is not standard Foundation practice. I would be delighted to claim it was, for appearances,
but it isn’t. You’ve slowed their harmonization. They will either escalate or sulk. In the latter case,
wonderful. In the former, you’ll want to be nowhere near where they decide to test the edge.”

“We’re already nowhere,” Mai said. “By design.”

“Keep it that way,” Bright said, warmth gone flat for a second. “And do not resolve the node. Naming
changes weight. You know this.”

Mai glanced at Ace. “We know.”

“Excellent,” Bright said. “As for the… extracurricular initials showing up in places I don’t approve…”
He let the sentence go hunting by itself, then called it back. “If MTX is a friend, teach them etiquette.
If not, teach them caution. If they’re you, pretend I never said so.”

“Noted,” Ace said.

“And one last thing,” Bright said, turning from lamp to mirror. “Whatever the Order planned with their
sigil of waking, this was rehearsal. Rehearsals teach you who shows up and who doesn’t.” A pause.
“You showed up.”

The line clicked. Not a hang-up. A departure. The call ripped itself out of their logs as it went, leaving
behind the soft torn edge of something that had existed and chosen not to.

Mai set the phone down and watched the metronome fail to find the downbeat again. “He’s not
wrong,” she said. “Rehearsal.”

“Which means there’s a dress rehearsal,” Ace said. “And then a show.”

They let silence be a room instead of a void for a while. The safehouse held the shape of two people
who knew how to sit in it. Ace reached across the table and Mai met her halfway, palm to palm. No
ritual. No code. Just the human weight of staying.

Ace turned her hand over and traced a thumb across Mai’s knuckles. “Hungry?”

“Yes,” Mai said. “But the good kind.”

They ate what passed for dinner, which would have insulted a grandmother and delighted a grad
student. Somewhere in the middle of laughing at nothing, a small window on Mai’s rig opened without
the operating system’s consent—no chrome, no frame, just text on black, as if a typewriter had
insisted on being modern for a breath.

`WAKE CONFIRMED ≠ WARNING`

The cursor blinked once. Then the second line wrote itself, letter by precise letter, as if the machine
had been taught to draw with a needle.
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`WAKE CONFIRMED = AUDIT`

The window closed. No process had opened it. No process had closed it. The log marked nothing. The
coil in the exchange hummed precisely nowhere between the beats of their building’s heart.

Mai looked at Ace. “Scar,” she said.

“Scar that talks,” Ace said. “Good. Means we can talk back later if we have to.”

Mai saved nothing. She memorized it. She said it out loud once so the room would know it had been
heard. “Waking wasn’t a warning. It was an audit.”

Ace let Violet hear it too without asking. The presence under ice accepted the shape of the sentence
and did not object. The locks held their old answers.

They slept in turns and in actual sleep, because rules matter. In the early part of morning that
pretends to go on forever, Ace woke to a soft light under the door. The hallway’s sensor had tripped
without a body to blame. She watched the line of illumination for a count of thirty. It didn’t change.
She let herself breathe again.

When Mai stirred, Ace spoke toward the dark, not needing to see if Mai was awake. “We’re going to
have to close Mendax Theta properly.”

“Yes,” Mai said, voice gravel-smooth. “We will.”

They lay there a while longer while the city staged dawn. When there was enough light to be honest
about shapes, they got up and made the safehouse look like it had never been occupied by anyone
with opinions. The rigs went quiet. The coil across town hummed without help. The metronome tried,
failed, tried again, failed better.

On the way out, Ace paused at the door the way she always did when something was listening. “We’ll
be back,” she said without specifying who *we* included.

*In locks,* Violet said, a thought like a hand laid flat.

Ace smiled, small and private. “In locks.” —
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