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The system didn’t collapse.

It tried to recover.

That was the problem.

Mai felt it first.

Not in the card—

in the space around it.

Recalibration.

The penthouse—

still unstable—

began to choose.

Not correctly.
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But decisively.

“It's coming back,” she said.

Ace didn’t look away from the room.

“Then we stop it.”

“NO.”

Immediate.

Mai’s grip tightened slightly—

not to hold the card—

to keep it from settling.

“If it stabilizes,” she said,
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“...it will choose a single ownership state.”

A beat.

“And lock it.”

That would be worse.

Shammy inhaled slowly.

The air—

tightened.

Trying to organize.

“It's pushing boundaries again,” she said.

Not outward.
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Inward.

V took a step back toward the door.

“...Yeah, and I'm guessing this is where alarms start?”

Mai didn’t answer.

Because they already had.

A faint tone—

barely audible—

cut through the room.

Not loud.

Precise.
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Security.

Ace didn’t react.

“Late,” she said.

The system—

finally recognized—

something it couldn’t classify.

Her.

Threat flag.

Tracking initiated.

“Good,” she said.
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V blinked.

n

“...You are not helping my stress levels.

Mai moved.

Not toward the exit—

into the center.

The card—

lifted.

The system reacted instantly.

Ownership states—

collapsed.
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Not to one—

to two.

Conflicting.

Unstable.

Shammy stepped in—

between them.

The air—

fractured.

Not evenly.

Not cleanly.

Perfect.
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“It’s trying to separate again,” she said.

Mai nodded.

"Yes."

A pause.

“Then we don't let it.”

Ace moved.

Not toward the card—

not toward the system—

between the lines.

The moment she crossed—
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the system surged.

Threat level increased.

Tracking tightened.

But—

it couldn’t lock.

Because she didn't belong—

and wasn't excluded.

That broke it.

“Again,” Ace said.

Mai adjusted—
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slightly.

The card—

shifted—

trying to assign.

She didn’t let it.

Shammy pushed—

not against the system—

against alignment.

The air—

refused order.

Pressure—

uneven.
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Alive.

The penthouse—

stuttered.

Ownership states—

multiplied—

then collapsed—

then multiplied again.

It couldn’t settle.

That was the goal.

Security systems escalated.
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Not smoothly.

Conflicted.

Sensors tried to track Ace—

failed to define her.

Tried to validate Mai—

received conflicting ownership.

Tried to classify Shammy—

returned nothing.

The system—

overloaded on logic.

“It's breaking,” V said.
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Mai shook her head.

“NO.”

A beat.

“It's failing to decide.”

Important distinction.

Ace stepped deeper into the space.

Not stabilizing—

destabilizing.

The system reacted—

but couldn’t resolve.
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Perfect.

“Now,” she said.

Mai lowered the card—

but didn’t release it.

Not control—

constraint.

The system—

locked—

not to a state—

to uncertainty.

Ownership:
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undefined.

Access:

conditional.

Security:

active—

but unreliable.

Shammy exhaled.

The air—

uneven.

Free.

The pressure—
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no longer held.

V let out a breath.

“ ..Okay.”

A beat.

“...that’s officially the weirdest security fix I've ever seen.”

Ace didn’t respond.

She stepped back.

The system—

didn’t correct.

Didn’t stabilize.
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Didn't resolve.

It held—

in failure.

Mai looked at the card.

It resisted.

Strongly.

Good.

“Status,” Ace said.

Mai didn’t hesitate.

“It cannot determine ownership.”
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A pause.

“And it cannot enforce exclusion.”

That was the outcome.

Ace nodded once.

“Usable.”

Not safe.

Not fixed.

But usable.

Shammy tilted her head slightly.

The air—
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alive again.

“It won't hold forever,” she said.

Mai nodded.

"NO.”

A beat.

“But it will fail every time it tries.”

That was enough.

Outside—

somewhere in the tower—

security systems continued trying to reconcile—
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identity—

ownership—

access—

And failing.

Over and over again.

Because now—

the penthouse didn’t belong—

to anyone.

And the system—

finally—

had no way
to decide

who it should keep out.
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