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CHAPTER 5 — The Skull Reacts

The room didn’t announce itself.
It simply—

held.

It was smaller than it should have been, and at the same time larger than it looked. The kind of
contradiction that didn’t resolve unless you stopped trying to force it to.

It felt consistent.

Until you focused.

Ace stepped in first.
No hesitation.

No adjustment.

The space held.
Stable.

But not natural.

Mai stopped at the threshold, her eyes narrowing as the structure settled just enough for her to read
it.

“This is contained distortion,” she said.
Flat.

“Localized.”

Not gone.

Controlled.

Shammy stepped beside her, the air reacting immediately—tightening, compressing, but not
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collapsing.

“It's all in one place,” she said. After a beat, more precisely: “Held there.”

Ace didn’t answer.

She had already seen it.

The skull rested on a surface that didn’t exist until you looked directly at it. Clear. Perfectly shaped.
Too precise to belong in a space that otherwise refused to commit.

It didn’t glow.

Didn't pulse.

Didn’t move.

But everything around it was slightly wrong.

Distance sat just off. Edges refused to fully define themselves. The room wasn’t breaking—it simply
didn’'t know how to exist around the object at its center.

Ace stepped closer.
The space tightened.
Just slightly.

Reacting.

Mai moved immediately—not toward the skull, but to the side. Positioning. Preparing for spread, for
failure, for the moment control broke.

“If it expands—" she started.
“It won't,” Ace said.
Flat.

Final.

That wasn’t confidence.
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That was observation.

The skull didn’t change.
It didn’t need to.

It was already affecting everything.

Shammy shifted her stance, the air pressing inward under her control, trying to hold the shape of the
room intact.

“It's pulling,” she said.
A beat.
“Not outward.”

Inward.

That was worse.

Mai raised the disruptor.
No hesitation.
No warning.

She fired.

The shot didn't echo.
Didn’t flash.

Didn’t expand.

It hit—

and the world snapped.
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Everything aligned at once.

Walls straightened. Distance corrected. Angles resolved into something the eye could finally trust.
The pressure vanished as if it had never been there.

Silence followed.

Clean.

The skull didn't move.

But something changed.

It closed.
Not physically.

Functionally.

The distortion disappeared.
The effect—

contained.

Mai lowered the disruptor slowly.
“Stabilized,” she said.
Flat.

Controlled.

Shammy exhaled, the air finally evening out under her hands.
“It stopped,” she said.

A beat.

“No.”

Mai corrected immediately.

“It was forced closed.”
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That mattered.

Ace stepped closer.
No distortion now.

No resistance.

She reached out—

and touched the skull.

The reaction was immediate.

Not visible.

Not external.

Internal.

Pressure compressed into a single point. Too much space forced into too little place, contained so
tightly it bordered on violent.

But it held.

Ace didn’t pull back.
Didn’t react.
“Still active,” she said.

Flat.

Mai nodded once.

“Yes.”

A beat.
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“But no longer expressing.”
Latent.

Which made it more dangerous.

Shammy tilted her head slightly. The air was calm now—almost normal—but something beneath it
hadn't settled.

“It's waiting,” she said.
Not a guess.

A state.

Behind them—

movement.

One of the Serpent’s Hand stepped forward.
Measured.

Calm.

“You forced it closed,” they said.
No anger.
No urgency.

Just observation.

Mai didn’t turn.

“YeS."

Flat.

The figure watched the skull.
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Then Ace.

Then the room—now stable, now quiet, now pretending nothing had been wrong.

“For now,” they said.
A beat.

“That was not its purpose.”

Ace didn’t respond.

She didn’t need to.

The skull remained.
Silent.
Contained.

Wrong.

And whatever it had been doing—
whatever it had been—

had not stopped.

It had simply

stopped showing it.
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