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The system didn’t collapse.

It tried to come back.

That was the problem.

Mai felt it first.

Not in the card—

around it.

The space tightened.

Recalibrating.

The penthouse—still unstable—began to lean.
Not correctly.

But with intent.

“It's returning,” she said.

Ace didn’t take her eyes off the room.
“Then we stop it.”

“No.”

Immediate.

Mai’s grip shifted—not to hold the card—
to keep it from deciding what it was.
“If it stabilizes,” she said,

“...it will pick one state.”

A beat.

“And it won't let go of it.”

That would lock everything.

Wrong.

Shammy drew in a slow breath.

The air tried to follow.
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Tried to organize itself.
“It's pushing inward,” she said.
“Trying to define edges.”

V took a step back toward the door.

“...yeah, that's usually when alarms kick in.”

They were already late.

A tone slipped into the room—

thin—

precise—

like something aligning itself to be heard.
Ace didn't react.

“Slow,” she said.

The system had finally found something it couldn’t place.

Her.

A flag tripped.

Not clean.

Not stable.

Tracking initiated.
Lost.

Reacquired.

Lost again.

“...okay,” V muttered.
“...that's new.”

Mai moved.

Not away—

into the center.

The card lifted slightly in her hand.

The system reacted immediately.
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Everything tightened.

For a second—

it almost worked.

Ownership collapsed—

not to one—

but toward one.

Shammy stepped in fast.

The air broke sideways—
pressure uneven—

misaligned.

“No,” she said.

“Don’t let it settle.”

Mai adjusted—

a fraction—

just enough to keep it unstable.
Ace moved through the space—

not toward anything—

through the lines the system was trying to draw.

The reaction was violent this time.

Tracking surged.

Security locked—

then slipped.

The system tried to define her.
Failed.

Tried again—

harder.

That almost did it.

For a moment—
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everything pulled tight.

The room tried to snap into a single answer.

Lights didn’t flicker—

but something behind them did.

V flinched.

“...hey—"

Then it broke.

Shammy pushed—

not against—

through.

The air refused shape.
Pressure scattered.

Mai shifted the card—
sideways—

out of pattern.

The system missed.

Just enough.

That was the gap.

“It can’t hold it,” she said.
Ace stepped deeper—
leaning into the instability.
“Then don’t let it recover.”
The system tried again.
Ownership states pulled—
collapsed—

split—

overlapped.

No dominant line.
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No clean hierarchy.
Security escalated—
but nothing aligned long enough to act.
Sensors tracked Ace—
lost her.

Validated Mai—
contradicted themselves.
Searched for Shammy—
returned nothing.

It looped.

Faster.

Tighter.

Then—

stalled.

Not broken.

Stuck.

“It's locking,” V said.
Mai shook her head.
“...not locking.”

A breath.

“It's failing to choose.”
That was the edge.

Ace didn't slow.

“Hold it there.”

Mai lowered the card—
not releasing—

not resolving.

Keeping it between states.
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The system hovered.

Not stable.

Not collapsing.

Held in a narrow, unstable balance.
Shammy exhaled.

The air slipped—
uneven—

alive again.

The pressure didn’t return.
It couldn’t.

V let out a breath.
“...0kay.”

A short laugh that didn’t quite land.

“...that’s one way to break security.”

Ace stepped back.

The room didn’t correct.
Didn’t settle.

It stayed wrong.

Mai looked at the card.

It resisted her now.
Harder than before.

Good.

“Status.”

“It can’t decide,” she said.
“And it can’t enforce that decision.”
Ace gave a small nod.
“Usable.”

Not safe.
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Never safe.

But it would hold—

as long as nothing forced it to choose.
Shammy tilted her head.

The air moved freely now—

but not naturally.

“It won't last,” she said.

Mai nodded.

“No.”

A pause.

“But every time it tries to resolve—"
she glanced at the room—

“...it will break the same way.”

That was enough.

Somewhere deeper in the tower—
systems kept trying to reconcile—
identity—

ownership—

access—

And each time—

they reached for an answer—

and lost it again.

Because now—

there wasn’t a correct state anymore.
Only the absence of one.

And for a system like this—

that was worse than failure.
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