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The floor above didn’t exist.

Not officially.

Of course it didn’t.

Editorial core.

Where stories stopped being drafts—

and started deciding things.

CatCo didn’t guard it with force.

It guarded it with agreement.

Ace walked in.

No alarm.

No delay.

The system already accepted her.

That still didn’t sit right.

Mai felt it shift.

“…it’s extending,” she said.

Not fully certain.

“Your access.”

V muttered behind them:

“…yeah, I’m not okay with that.”

Shammy stepped through last.

The air didn’t change.

Didn’t resist.

Held steady.

Too steady.

The room was smaller.

Quieter.
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Controlled.

Fewer people.

More weight.

Screens weren’t showing news.

They were shaping it.

Live drafts.

Adjusting in real time.

“They’re not reporting,” Mai said.

A beat.

“…they’re agreeing.”

Ace stepped toward a central display.

Didn’t touch it.

Didn’t need to.

The headline shifted.

“Unidentified Operator Confirmed in Internal Systems”

It didn’t flicker.

It settled.

A subline formed under it—

typed—

then locked in place.

“Access logs support prior presence.”

Mai slowed.

“…that wasn’t just added,” she said.

“It… settled into place.”

That was worse.

A voice behind them:

“We have confirmation.”

They turned.
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Senior editor.

Composed.

Certain.

Too certain.

“It’s consistent across departments,” she said.

“We’ve verified the timeline.”

Mai stepped forward.

“You haven’t.”

Flat.

The editor blinked.

Once.

Then corrected.

“Yes,” she said.

“We have.”

Her gaze shifted—

to Ace.

Recognition.

Immediate.

“You were here at 19:20.”

Ace didn’t respond.

Didn’t deny it.

Didn’t confirm.

She just stood there.

The system didn’t reject it.

That mattered.

Mai moved to a terminal.

Didn’t touch it.

Watched.
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Everything aligned.

Logs.

Timestamps.

Access trails.

All clean.

All wrong.

“…it’s closing around itself,” she said.

Working through it.

“Not changing.”

“Matching.”

V exhaled.

“…yeah, that’s worse.”

The editor nodded—

like that made sense.

“It’s verified,” she said.

The word landed.

Heavy.

Final.

Shammy stepped closer.

The air shifted—

barely—

enough.

“They feel it’s right,” she said.

“That’s why it holds.”

The editor looked at her—

and nodded.

“Exactly.”

Not understanding—
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but aligning anyway.

That was the problem.

Ace stepped in.

Close.

Too close.

“You didn’t see it,” she said.

Flat.

The editor frowned.

“I remember it.”

That was her anchor.

Mai cut in.

“You remember agreeing to it,” she said.

A beat.

“Not seeing it.”

The editor hesitated.

Longer this time.

Her gaze flicked—

to the screen—

to Ace—

back again.

The headline shifted.

Just one word.

“Confirmed” → “Verified”

Then held.

No one else reacted.

V saw it.

“…did that just change?”

No answer.
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Because it had.

The system wasn’t static.

It was adjusting—

to keep the story intact.

Mai turned—

faster now—

tracking the behavior, not the data.

“…it’s not one source,” she said.

Not certain—

but close.

“It’s everywhere this is being agreed on.”

That spread further than a shard.

The editor stepped forward.

Not aggressive.

Certain.

“If it’s verified,” she said,

“we publish.”

That mattered.

Action.

Not just belief.

Ace didn’t move.

“Then publish,” she said.

Flat.

Wrong answer.

The editor paused.

The system didn’t.

The screen updated again.

The article extended—
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one line—

then another—

filling in details that hadn’t been there seconds ago.

V stared.

“…okay, that’s new.”

Shammy felt it.

The air tightened—

just slightly—

like something locking in.

“It’s getting stronger,” she said.

Mai nodded—

slow.

“…because it’s being used.”

That was it.

Ace stepped back.

Looked at the room again.

Not people.

Pattern.

“They’re not wrong,” she said.

A pause.

“They’re staying consistent.”

Mai looked at her.

“…and consistency is locking it in.”

Silence.

Sharp.

Because that meant—

breaking it wouldn’t be clean.

It wouldn’t be logical.
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It would have to be wrong.

Deliberately.

And somewhere inside the system—

not at a single point—

but across all of them—

the next version of the story wasn’t being written.

It was already settling—

waiting—

for someone

to make it

true enough.

—
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