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ACE 29 — The Shape That Doesn’t Hold

Chapter 3 — It Doesn’t Stick

The room didn’t break.

It... loosened.

Ace felt it first in her hands.

Not pain.

Not pressure.

Absence.

Like the space between her fingers had stopped deciding what it was.

“...no,” she said.

Not loud.

Not panicked.

Immediate.

Mai didn't look at her.
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She was watching the screen again.

Except—

there was no single screen anymore.

Three feeds.

All active.

All correct.

All different.

“...we're past localized,” she said.

Gears didn’t respond.

Because the data wasn’t responding either.

Shammy stepped forward—

and stopped.
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For a fraction—

she wasn’t sure if she had.

That was new.

The air didn’t correct her position.

Didn’t push back.

Didn't settle.

“It's not holding position,” she said quietly.

Ace turned.

“What.”

Shammy'’s gaze drifted slightly—

not unfocused—
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just... unanchored.

“I moved,” she said.

A beat.

“l think.”

That—

was wrong.

Ace moved.

Fast.

One clean step—

direct—

intentional—
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And the world didn’t follow.

For a split second—

she was still where she had been.

Then—

she wasn't.

Two positions.

Both valid.

She stopped.

Hard.

Forced it.

“...no,” she said again.
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The room hesitated.

Then—

caught up.

She was where she chose to be.

But the delay—

remained.

Mai saw it.

Of course she did.

“It's not just perception,” she said.

A pause.

“It's sequence.”
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Gears' voice cut in.

“Temporal ordering degradation confirmed.”

Bright swore under his breath.

“...they’re not loosening reality,” he said.

A beat.

“They’re removing the requirement for order.”

The man from Serpent’s Hand watched all of it.

Calm.

Interested.

“This is where it becomes visible,” he said.

Ace turned on him.

“This is where it breaks.”
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He shook his head slightly.

”NO."

A pause.

“This is where it becomes honest.”

Of course.

Mai’s voice cut through.

“Field escalation,” she said.

Not to him.

To the room.

To Ace.

Ace didn’t look at her.
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“Say it.”

Mai didn’t hesitate.

“Create a failure.”

Silence.

The man’s expression sharpened slightly.

Interest—

real now.

“That’s unnecessary,” he said.

Ace didn’t even look at him.

“No,” she said.

A beat.

“That’s how you see what holds.”
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She moved.

Not careful.

Not controlled.

Deliberate error.

She grabbed the edge of the table—

and shoved.

Hard.

The table moved.

Or didn't.

Two outcomes.
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In one—

it slid cleanly.

In another—

it caught—

tilted—

objects shifting—

falling—

Ace saw both.

Felt both.

And for a moment—

neither completed.

The room held them—
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open.

That was the worst part.

Nothing resolved.

Nothing chose.

Mai stepped forward.

Now.

“This is the point,” she said.

Ace didn’t respond.

She didn’t need to.

She was already there.
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The moment where—

everything was possible—

and none of it mattered.

The man’s voice came through.

Quiet.

Almost gentle.

“You can leave it,” he said.

Ace’s eyes snapped to him.

“Why,"

His smile returned.
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“Because it will resolve itself.”

A beat.

“Better,” he added.

There it was.

The lie.

Ace exhaled slowly.

“No,” she said.

Mai’s voice aligned with hers.

"NO."

Shammy stepped forward.
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The air resisted—

harder now.

For the first time—

the room didn’t like what was happening.

“They’re trying to hold both,” she said.

Ace’s gaze hardened.

n

“That’s not how this works.

And then—

she chose.

One outcome.
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Not the clean one.

Not the easy one.

The real one.

The table slammed sideways.

Objects crashed.

Glass shattered—

sound snapping into place.

The other version—

collapsed.

Gone.

The room recoiled.
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Not physically.

Structurally.

Gears’ voice:

“Stabilization spike detected—"

Mai stepped in.

Locked the structure.

Eyes sharp—

mind faster than the system trying to undo it.

“Hold it,” she said.

Ace didn’t move.

Didn’t blink.

Ml am."
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Shammy grounded the air.

Pressure returning—

forcing the room—

to choose.

The distortion shrank.

Not gone.

But—

contained.

Silence fell.

Real silence.
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The man stood there.

Still.

Watching.

For the first time—

no smile.

“...you forced it,” he said.

Ace met his gaze.

”Yeah."

A pause.

“...it wasn’t optimal,” he added.

Ace didn’t hesitate.
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“l don’t care.”

That—

was the break.

Because for the first time—

his model didn't have a better answer.

And that—

meant something had just become real.
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