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Chapter 3: The Door That Wasn’t There

The metal didn’t fold. It forgot.

That was the only way Ace could describe it—one moment the wall was solid, scarred with pipes and
old paint, and the next it behaved like it had never been a wall at all. The surface rippled once, a slow
shiver like skin reacting to a fingertip, and then it thinned, peeling back into a dark slit that widened
with patient inevitability.

Mai’s disruptor rose higher, both hands firm on the grip. The runes along the barrel brightened from a
sleepy glow to something alert and sharp, as if the weapon itself recognized the insult being done to
physics.

Ace didn’t step forward yet.

She watched the opening like she was watching a predator blink.

From the slit, air leaked out—dry, warm, scented faintly with old incense and something metallic
beneath it. Not blood. Something else. Something that had once been blood and had
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been…repurposed.

The alcove behind them was still. Too still.

Mai’s eyes flicked to the shut door, then back to the opening. “We’re boxed.”

Ace’s gaze didn’t move. “We’re invited.”

Mai’s mouth tightened. “Same thing.”

In Ace’s ear, the comm unit hissed again—brief, broken, as if someone were pressing a thumb over
the microphone on the other end.

“—Ace—Mai—” Bright’s voice came through in shredded fragments. “Signal—drop—repeat—”

Then nothing but static.

Mai’s expression didn’t change, but her shoulders tightened. She didn’t like losing layers of control.
Nobody who’d built their life on precision did.

Ace exhaled slowly.

Inside her ribs, Violet’s presence rolled—pleased, attentive, like a cat settling onto a warm radiator.
The echo didn’t try to seize her. It didn’t have to. It just watched, amused by the trap’s elegance.

They’re getting smarter, Violet’s voice brushed through Ace’s thoughts.

Ace didn’t answer her. She didn’t give Violet even the satisfaction of a mental glance.

“Mai,” Ace said quietly, “can you disrupt the seam?”

Mai took one careful step toward the rippling edge of the opening, keeping her feet outside the line
where the wall had started to forget itself. She aimed the disruptor at the slit, angled slightly away
from the center like she was firing at the air rather than the void.

“Maybe,” Mai said. “But if this is layered like the warehouse wards, we’re not just dealing with a lock.
We’re dealing with a logic.”

Ace’s lips twitched faintly. “Then break the logic.”

Mai’s eyes narrowed, but there was a spark there—admiration disguised as irritation. “You say that
like it’s easy.”

“It’s not,” Ace said. “That’s why you do it.”

Mai snorted, but she shifted her grip, thumb sliding over a rune etched near the trigger guard. The
disruptor hummed, frequency rising until the air around the barrel seemed to thicken.

Mai fired.

The pulse didn’t flash bright this time. It moved like a pressure wave, invisible except for the way dust
along the alcove floor jumped and settled in new patterns. The rippling seam reacted—tightening,
then loosening—as if the door was briefly confused about whether it was supposed to exist.
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The slit widened another inch.

Mai didn’t smile. She never smiled when something worked. Not until she understood why it worked.

“Okay,” she murmured. “It’s responsive. That means it has a feedback loop.”

Ace nodded once. “So it can be forced.”

Mai’s voice went colder. “Or it can be trained.”

Ace’s eyes flicked to the burnt words on the alcove wall again.

SILENT VESSEL.

Order wasn’t just building traps.

Order was building familiarity.

Ace stepped forward.

Mai’s hand snapped out and grabbed Ace’s sleeve. “Hold.”

Ace glanced back. “What?”

Mai’s gaze was hard, not panicked—hard like a blade laid flat.

“If that door is tuned to you,” Mai said, “then stepping through first is you handing them the key.”

Ace didn’t look away. “If it’s tuned to me, then stepping through second won’t change that.”

Mai’s jaw flexed. She hated that Ace was right.

Ace’s voice softened a fraction—not gentle, but…human. “Stay close.”

Mai’s grip tightened once, then released. “I’m always close.”

Ace stepped into the slit.

For a moment, the world resisted her—pressure pushing against her skin like cold water. Her shadow-
aura reflexively tightened, wrapping around her body in a firm, quiet sheath. Violet’s presence stirred
under her ribs, testing the boundary, curious how far the door would let it reach.

Ace pushed Violet down.

The slit widened around her, and she passed through.

Mai followed immediately, disruptor raised, shoulders squared.

The instant Mai crossed the threshold, the seam snapped shut behind them like a mouth biting down.

No sound. No slam.

Just the quiet certainty of being sealed in.

The space beyond wasn’t a tunnel.
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It was…wrong.

They stood on what looked like a maintenance corridor for three steps—same concrete, same cable
trays, same emergency lights—then the corridor warped. Angles shifted, floor dipping slightly, walls
narrowing in a way that made the air feel heavier. The lights flickered in a rhythm that wasn’t
random.

Three beats.

Pause.

Three beats.

Mai’s disruptor runes glowed brighter, annoyed. “This isn’t a place,” Mai said quietly.

Ace’s gaze tracked forward. The corridor stretched into darkness that looked like it had depth and
intention.

“It’s a path,” Ace replied.

They moved.

Each step felt like walking deeper into a thought someone else was thinking.

The walls were lined with old signage, but the words were wrong. Not gibberish—almost correct, like a
foreigner who’d learned language by reading warning labels.

NO ENTRY — AUTHORIZED VESSELS ONLY. PLEASE KEEP SILENCE IN THE CHOIR ZONE.

Mai’s mouth tightened. “They’re fucking with you.”

Ace’s voice was quiet. “They’re trying.”

The corridor opened into a larger chamber—a junction of multiple paths, like an underground hub.
Rails ran along the floor, but no trains had passed here in years. Water dripped somewhere. The air
smelled like rust and incense and something that made Ace’s skin prickle.

In the center of the hub stood a structure that didn’t belong—an arch made of dark material that
looked like stone until you noticed it didn’t reflect light correctly. It swallowed light, bent it, made the
shadows around it look too clean.

A doorway inside a doorway.

On the arch’s surface, the same sigil burned again, crisp and fresh.

Order.

Mai’s disruptor lifted. “That’s the real door.”

Ace didn’t answer.

Because the arch pulsed once—slow and heavy—and the air around them tightened like a fist.

And then, from the darkness behind the arch, came a sound.
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Not chanting.

Not footsteps.

A voice, human enough to be wrong.

“Welcome,” it said.

Mai’s stance lowered, ready. “Who are you?”

The voice chuckled softly, like someone amused by a predictable line.

“Not who,” it replied. “What.”

Ace’s shadow-aura flared faintly, the emerald edge of her presence sharpening.

Inside her ribs, Violet’s echo stirred—delighted, hungry, like it recognized a stage.

Ace’s fingers curled around her katana hilt.

“Mai,” Ace said, voice low, “on my signal—”

Mai’s reply was immediate, flat, deadly. “Already ready.”

The arch pulsed again.

The air in front of it rippled.

And a figure stepped through.

At first glance, it looked like a person wearing a Foundation field suit—dark fabric, tactical straps,
familiar silhouette.

Then it lifted its head.

Its face was smooth, wrong, as if someone had erased features and left only the suggestion of
humanity. Where eyes should have been, there were faint violet glimmers—like stars seen through
fog.

Mai’s grip tightened. “That’s—”

Ace’s voice was colder than the room. “A mimic.”

The mimic tilted its head, and when it spoke, its voice wasn’t its own.

It used Mai’s tone, Mai’s cadence—perfect imitation.

“Ace,” it said, softly. “Come closer. It’s safe.”

Mai’s stomach turned. “Oh, hell no.”

Ace didn’t move.

She stared at the mimic’s violet glimmers and felt the river under ice stir.
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Violet’s echo inside her whispered, satisfied.

See? They can speak for you now. Isn’t it lovely?

Ace’s breath went slow.

Her voice came out like a blade being drawn.

“Mai,” Ace said, without looking at her, “shoot it in the throat.”

Mai fired.

The disruptor pulse hit the mimic squarely, and the air screamed as the imitation field collapsed—its
smooth face rippling, cracking into a mess of shadow and stolen frequencies.

The mimic staggered back, and for the first time it made a sound that was truly its own.

A wet, angry shriek.

Behind it, the arch flared.

And something else began to step through—larger, heavier, carrying the same three-beat rhythm like
a heartbeat you couldn’t escape.

Ace drew both katanas.

Emerald light ignited the hub.

“Now,” Ace said quietly.

And they ran toward the arch—not away from it.

ace, mai, bright
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