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The room didn’t reset.

It thinned.

Like something had been pulled out—
but not removed.

Ace held her position.

Didn’t chase.

Didn’t adjust.

That wasn’t how this worked.
Mai’s focus moved past the exits.
To the breaks.

Not where things were—

where they failed to connect.
“He’s not faster,” she said.

Flat.

V exhaled.
“...yeah,” they muttered.
“...we got that part.”

“No.”

Mai didn’t look at them.

“He’s not outside time.”

A pause.

“He’s outside order.”

That shifted it.

Shammy moved slowly across the space.
The air tried to follow—

then lagged—
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then snapped forward wrong.

“He’s not moving through it,” she said.
“He’s cutting pieces out.”

Ace nodded once.

“Then we close the gaps.”

Mai shook her head.

“No.”

Immediate.

“He doesn’t cut randomly.”

A beat.

“He chooses where it ends.”

Silence.

V frowned.

“...before it starts.”

Mai didn’t answer.

Didn’t need to.

Ace’s gaze shifted—

not tracking movement—

tracking absence.

“Object.”

Mai nodded.

“Yes.”

No elaboration.

Shammy turned toward the space he had been.
The air tightened—

then dipped—

like something pulling from underneath.

“There.”
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Ace moved.

No hesitation.

No transition.

She stepped into the gap—
before it settled.

And he was there.

Already.

Too close.

The implant was clear now.
Not surface.

Not material.

A hole in the idea of the space.
It didn't reflect.

Didn’t absorb.

It removed.

“You're catching on,” he said.
Almost pleased.

Ace didn’t answer.

She struck.

Direct.

He shifted—

before the motion existed.
The hit passed.

Of course it did.

Mai stepped in—

not aligned—

not correct.

The space didn’t resolve around her.
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That mattered.
For the first time—
his movement—
slipped.

Just slightly.
Shammy pushed.

Not against him—

through the structure he relied on.

The air collapsed—

then scattered—

timing uneven—

unreliable.

He frowned.

Clearer now.

“You're interfering,” he said.
Not annoyed.

Adjusting.

Mai didn’t respond.

Because that wasn’t what she was doing.

She stepped again—
worse—

less precise—

breaking the pattern further.
Ace moved with it.

Not faster.

Not earlier.

Just—

wrong.
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The space couldn’t settle.
No clear next.

No clean before.

For a moment—

it worked.

He was late.

Barely.

But real.

Ace saw it.

Moved.

The strike connected—
not clean—

not decisive—

but it landed.

He staggered.

A fraction.

Enough.

Then—

something pushed back.
Not him.

The implant.

The space around it tightened—

hard—

trying to snap everything into a single line.

For a second—

it almost held.

The room tried to correct.

Everything pulled toward one answer.
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Shammy broke it.

Hard.

The air refused structure—
collapsed unevenly—

timing fractured again.

The correction failed.

Mai shifted—

keeping it unstable—

not letting it resolve.

Ace stayed in close.

No distance.

No recovery.

“You can’t hold that,” he said.
Still calm.

But thinner now.

Less certain.

Ace didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

They didn’t have to hold it.
They just had to keep it from settling.
The space hovered.

Unstable.

Unresolved.

And for the first time—

the gap between action and outcome—
didn’t close.

Small.

Fragile.
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Fighting to collapse—
and failing.

He stepped back.

Not retreat.
Disengaging.
Re-evaluating.

This time—

cleanly.

Too clean.

“You'll lose that,” he said.
A beat.

“Eventually.”

Then—

he wasn't there.

Not gone.

Just not part of this moment anymore.

The room held.

Barely.

Shammy exhaled slowly.
The air didn’t settle.

It couldn’t.

Mai didn’t move.

Her gaze stayed fixed—

on the space that hadn’t closed.

“He can still resolve it,” she said.

Ace nodded once.

“Then we don't let him.”

Not ended.
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Held.

For now.
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