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The system didn’t fix itself.

It adjusted.

That was worse.

Not clean.

Not complete.

Just enough to keep moving.

CatCo didn’t stop.

It couldn’t.

Stories had to continue—

even when they didn’t hold together.

Ace stepped out of the building.

No resistance.

No delay.

The system still recognized her.

That hadn’t gone away.

Mai followed.

Her gaze moved—

fast—

but no longer catching on everything.

Some things slipped now.

That was new.

Shammy stepped out last.

The air settled—

then shifted—

then settled again.

Not fully even.
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V exhaled.

“…yeah,” they muttered.

“…that didn’t stick.”

No one argued.

Ace didn’t look back.

She didn’t need to.

“It’s not contained,” Mai said.

A beat.

“…it’s thinner.”

Not gone.

Never gone.

“Good.”

That was enough.

For now.

V checked their shard.

Paused.

“…you’re gonna want to see this.”

They turned it.

A live article.

Already pushed.

Already moving.

Headline:

“Unidentified Operator Linked to Internal Access Breach”

Subline:

“Conflicting reports confirm presence across multiple timelines.”

Mai stilled.

“…that shouldn’t have cleared,” she said.

But it had.
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Of course it had.

The system didn’t need truth.

It needed something that held.

Ace read it once.

The text shifted as she watched.

Not rewriting—

settling.

Different lines gaining weight.

Others fading.

“Witness accounts place the operator inside restricted areas prior to official access logs…”

“Security chatter suggests prior recognition…”

“Editorial discrepancies remain under review…”

Nothing consistent.

Everything usable.

“That’s not what happened,” V said.

Ace didn’t answer at first.

Then—

“No.”

A pause.

“But it’s there.”

That was enough.

Mai looked again—

not at the words—

at how they held together.

“It won’t spread as fact,” she said.

“…but it will persist.”

Different.

Worse.
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Shammy tilted her head.

The air tightened slightly.

“They won’t agree on it,” she said.

A beat.

“But they won’t forget it either.”

Ace closed the shard.

Didn’t need more.

“Payment.”

Default.

V nodded.

“Already in.”

Of course.

Mai confirmed—

instant.

“Received.”

Clean.

Too clean.

Ace stepped forward.

Into the city.

Traffic moved.

Lights shifted.

Voices overlapped.

Something didn’t line up.

A passerby slowed—

looked at her—

like they recognized something—

then kept walking.

Gone.
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Nothing happened.

Except it had.

V walked beside her.

“…you good with that?”

Ace didn’t answer immediately.

She watched the flow.

Measured.

Still measurable.

Still hers.

“…doesn’t change what I do,” she said.

Flat.

But not final.

Mai nodded once.

“Correct.”

A pause.

“But it changes how it resolves around you.”

Ace didn’t respond.

Because she could feel that.

Already.

As they moved deeper into the city—

the article spread.

Copied.

Quoted.

Misremembered.

Adjusted.

Not stable.

Not consistent.

But present.
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And somewhere—

in systems that tracked—

and defined—

and decided—

there was a version of her—

slightly ahead—

slightly wrong—

already doing things

she hadn’t done yet.

Not real.

Not false.

Just—

close enough

that the difference

was starting

to matter.
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