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CHAPTER 5 — Collapse into Drift

The structure didn’t break.

It let go.

Not all at once.

There was no single moment where it failed, no clean transition from stable to unstable. No edge to
cross, no threshold to name.

Agreement dissolved.

Ace moved—

—or tried to.

Her foot pushed off something that had been there—

and landed on something that might have been.

The difference mattered.

She adjusted.

Instinct.
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But instinct relied on consistency.

And consistency was gone.

“Mai.”

Not loud.

Not a question.

A location check.

“I’m here.”

The voice came—

slightly to the left.

Then corrected.

Center.

Then—

not from a direction at all.
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Ace didn’t turn.

Turning implied orientation.

Orientation implied agreement.

There wasn’t any.

Shammy exhaled.

The air didn’t respond.

Not properly.

It compressed—

in one layer.

Expanded—

in another.

Did both.

“It’s not holding,” she said.
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Mai answered immediately.

“It’s not supposed to.”

That was the problem.

This wasn’t collapse.

It was—

continuation.

Just not where it should have been.

The floor beneath them stretched—

without moving.

Distance increased.

Then didn’t.

Ace stepped forward.

The step completed.
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But the space it should have crossed—

remained.

Duplicated.

She didn’t slow.

Slowing assumed feedback.

There wasn’t any.

Mai forced herself to focus.

Not on position.

On relation.

Ace existed.

Shammy existed.

The structure—

did not.
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Not as a single system.

“Stay referenced,” she said.

Not to space.

To each other.

Shammy moved closer—

or attempted to.

The distance shortened.

Then expanded.

Then—

stopped mattering.

“I can’t lock pressure,” she said.

That was new.

Shammy didn’t lose control.
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Not like this.

“It’s not distributing,” she added.

A pause.

“It’s… ignoring.”

Ace felt it too.

The absence of resistance.

The absence of response.

Movement without consequence.

That was worse than opposition.

“Then we anchor,” she said.

“How,” Mai asked.

No answer.

There wasn’t one.
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The space shifted again.

Not around them.

Through them.

Ace’s hand moved—

passed through the air—

and met—

something.

Not where it should have been.

But it held.

For a fraction of a second.

Then it didn’t.

Mai saw it.

“Don’t trust contact,” she said.
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Too late.

Nothing could be trusted.

The voices returned.

Fragments of the ritual.

Serpent’s Hand.

Foundation.

Commands.

Shouts.

Gunfire.

All of it—

misaligned.

Events without sequence.

Sound without source.
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Shammy flinched.

Not at the noise—

at the structure behind it.

“They’re still happening,” she said.

Mai’s focus snapped to her.

“Where.”

Shammy shook her head.

“Not here.”

A beat.

“But not gone.”

That tracked.

Too well.

The ritual hadn’t ended.
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It had—

shifted reference.

Ace stopped moving.

For the first time.

Not hesitation.

Recalibration.

“This isn’t space,” she said.

Mai answered without looking at her.

“No.”

“Then what.”

Mai closed her eyes.

Just for a moment.

“Disagreement.”
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That word again.

It fit too well.

Everything existed.

Just not in the same version.

The pressure changed.

Sharply.

For a moment—

everything aligned.

Not correctly.

But together.

Ace saw them.

Mai—

to her right.
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Shammy—

ahead.

The structure—

centered.

A point.

That mattered.

“Now,” Ace said.

They moved.

All three.

Toward the same place.

For the same instant—

it worked.

The space accepted it.
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Movement had direction.

Distance meant something.

Mai reached for the center—

not touching—

locking—

forcing agreement.

Shammy pulled the pressure tight—

holding the system together—

just enough.

Ace committed.

All of it.

No adjustment.

No correction.
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Just motion.

For a fraction—

everything held.

And then—

it slipped.

Not apart.

Not violently.

Just—

out of alignment.

The point they were moving toward—

moved.

Not in space.

In definition.
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Mai felt it collapse.

Not structure.

Reference.

“We lost it—”

The words didn’t finish.

Because there was nothing left to lose.

The system didn’t fail.

It stopped being one.

And something—

far below the level they could perceive—

made a decision.

Not conscious.

Not directed.
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Just—

necessary.

If the original anchor could not be reached—

another would be found.

Not chosen.

Matched.

The pressure shifted.

Not around them.

Through everything.

The layers compressed—

not into each other—

into alignment.

For an instant—
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everything agreed again.

Just long enough—

to go somewhere else.

There was no sensation of movement.

No pull.

No fall.

Just—

replacement.

One structure—

substituted for another.

And the only thing that carried through—

was what could not be resolved.

Something small.
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Something incomplete.

Something that had tried—

and failed—

to define space correctly.

It remained.

Everything else—

did not.

And where they had been—

no longer mattered.

—
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