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Nodefall
Yara Montrel
On a rooftop above a restless city, a former extraction specialist risks everything to free the living anchor of a corporate neural broadcast. With time counting down, a small, fractured team breaks into a fortified tower, forces a destabilizing misalignment into the network, and exposes damning evidence—buying a narrow rescue at steep cost.
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Drop Run
Rowan kept to the edges of the interchange the way someone who had learned to read the seams of a torn map keeps to the margins: because margins meant an easier exit. Nova Quay at dusk was a hard city to get lost in. Steel ribbons of monorail threaded the skyline; neon panels shifted faces and prices with the crowd; personal adverts skinned storefront glass to whisper promises into ear implants. It smelled of ozone and sushi carts and the exhaust of cargo magnets. She moved with the rhythm she’d taught her body over a dozen extraction jobs—three steps forward, an angle left, hands free for the quick misdirection that never looked like a misdirection at all.
The oblong on her back was a courier pack designed to vanish into crowds: thin, odorless, lined against scanners. It had a sealed manifest and a client code she’d been paid to trust. Tonight it was a tidy job with no attachments—pay up front, one hand, one signature, all gone. That’s how the safe ones worked; the dangerous ones were rumors told in alleys, and Rowan had enough scars to know the difference by the calluses on her palms.
She saw the wrong thing because the wrong thing made its own pattern. A woman in a gray coat moved against the flow, clutching a case like a treasure you swore to keep. Two men in dark jackets closed in with a practiced shuffle, shoulders set to shepherd, eyes absent of pity. The crowd parted because people in Nova Quay were trained to move or get out of the way of trouble. Rowan watched the pockets of space and the way the woman’s gait stalled when she noticed the handlers. It was the small hunch in someone’s shoulder—something a courier learned to read when the package mattered more than the pay.
The shard hit tile and sang underfoot. It was a small, rounded thing—no bigger than a thumb—plastic cut to let light pyramid through it. Data shards were the dumb cash of the city, and couriers traded them like whispers between palms. Rowan’s boot brushed the edge and she scooped it up before the handlers could. Cold and slick, it fit between her fingers. The choice in a moment like that is a simple ledger: leave it and walk away, or pick it up and watch the consequences ripple out.
She bent to tuck the shard under her wrist and heard the command. On a half-breath someone in a Helix uniform barked for retrieval. The handlers unfolded like dark knives. People scattered; a drone above the interchange blinked into brighter red as a security beacon. Rowan moved without thinking: a practiced roll into shadow, a slide along a maintenance rail, hands working the pack straps to keep weight even. She tasted adrenaline like metal. She had walked past snatching hands before. She had chosen to move through their reach because she’d learned to be the ghost that keeps breathing.
They were fast. The handlers pivoted and ran. One of them recognized her first by the cut of her coat, another by the way couriers carried themselves. Rowan sprinted up the access stair toward the rooftops, heartbeat steady, boots clanging, shard warm against her palm. Above the interchange a monorail whined, a ribbon of light that carried a dozen commuters oblivious to the drama underfoot.
She could feel an instinct in her body that had nothing to do with the job—old blood and younger promises braided into a single, stubborn rope. She had seen the kind of file that sealed the wrongened future of a person—documents that made families into ledgers and people into nodes. In the shard’s weight there was something that tasted like possibility and betrayal at once. Rowan’s lungs burned, and the city spat up a wind that smelled of saltwater from the harbor and transformer dust. She moved across tin roofs and HVAC hum, her path a clean arc practiced on runs where minutes mattered more than caution.
The handlers reached the roofline at the stair’s mouth and guns bloomed, a bright and efficient threat. Rowan vaulted a low parapet and ran along the rim of an advertising quad, the world spread below in a soft blur of light and motion. A drone dipped to slice off the angle, and a camera tracked her from a light mast. Rowan dropped into an alley, teeth clenched, and slid behind a stack of shipping crates. She pressed the shard to her palm like a truth and breathed. It was then, under the noise of a city that never slept, that she had the luxury of looking at what she'd taken.
The shard carried a single projection when she thumbed it awake: a fractured hologram that hiccuped like an old film reel. Lines of code scrolled in hazy white around a small image—an image of a boy, hair cropped short, eyes brighter than the rest of the picture. Someone had labeled it in tidy text that the holo rendered with a cheap serif: Noah. The name landed in her like a fist.
Her fingers went cold. Noah had been a name folded into the old life like an ache you learned to protect from daylight. He had been a child on the far side of a fight that had ended with silence. In the years since she’d learned to trust only contracts and her own breath, Noah had been a ghost who kept the edges of her sleep sharp. She had told herself he was gone because that made surviving cleaner. Now a small icon pulsed beneath the photo—Helix Dynamics, a logo bright and corporate, and beneath that a string of characters that looked for all the world like a lab accession number.
The interchange noises were a muffled ocean. Rowan's first thought was refusal: denial is a cheap and immediate thing, a fabric you pull tight over a burn. The second thought moved faster: where had the shard come from? The woman in the gray coat. The handlers. Helix men. The pieces sorted themselves into an ugly pattern: a kidnapped scientist, a dropped transport, and now this small proof on a plastic chip. It was enough to pry open the memory vault and let old fears back in.
She chewed the inside of her cheek until the blood was a thin silver warning. The rooftop above hummed with distant traffic, and a light gust tugged at her hair. A public feed on a billboard two blocks over cycled a civic commercial—donate for the centennial gala, build a safer future—while the people behind the ad walked under corporate banners. The irony was sharp enough to taste. If Helix had its logo printed on Noah's image, then it wouldn't be a random curiosity; it would be a thread she could follow.
She did a quick scan. The shard had boot protection and a micro-encryption routine, the sort of thing meant to slow amateurs who thought a data slug would be a quick payday. Rowan had seen similar systems during extraction runs. She had also seen people in labs who designed things to be kept secret behind walls and money. That thought hardened into concern and something colder: if Noah was no longer a rumor, then he was also vulnerable in a way that made her want to move past caution into furious action.
A drone skreed above, and Rowan ducked the roofline, weaving through a maze of vents and satellite dishes. Her mind was a ledger of steps: get off the roof, lose the drone's line of sight, find clean ground. She pocketed the shard and pulled an old hand-worn codebreaker from a hidden seam in her pack. It was crude by corporate standards—scavenged chips, an inverter built from parts that had seen better days—but it had gotten her out of more than one scrape. She didn’t intend to open everything there; she intended to know enough to set a direction.
As she moved, the memory of the boy’s face kept folding over itself. She saw how he’d grinned with the crooked tooth he’d never quite forgiven, the way he had tucked the edge of his sweater between his fingers when frightened. Faces like that were not just relics; they were maps. She had been good at reading maps once. Rowan forced her shoulders down, let her breathing find the slow, even cadence she used to steady a gun arm. The city below thinned into alleys and service roads and then into the dim outline of a market district where data brokers still hawked secrets in cash trades.
Helix would want the shard back. The handlers would not allow a stray to infect their operation. Rowan had a window to move.
She moved.
She slipped into the market by a side cut beneath a maintenance gantry where the crowd smelled of fried food and hot wire. Street vendors sold modified chargers and patch kits, and kids in thrifted jackets ran courier lines carrying packets sealed in duct-tape smiles. The market was a maze of low rooflines and neon stalls; rowboats of humanity carved through it with a rhythm that couriers used as a shield. Rowan kept her head down until the sound of hunting shrank behind her.
She found a safe wall behind a noodle stall where the proprietress kept a stack of empty boxes as a bluff and a closed-circuit feed that didn't scream corporate sponsorship. Rowan sat, unset by the smell of soy and oil, and pulled the codebreaker into her palm. The device was rough—copper traces hand-soldered, a battery the color of tired metal—but it remembered the city's edges and the places where code hid like mildew. She fed the shard a trickle of power and let it wake.
The holo bit into existence with a softer resolution. Files unfurled in peeling layers: a schematic fragment of a broadcast array, a line of patient identifiers, an institutional header tagged Helix Research. The word “anchor” blinked in a fragment of a note—anchor, stabilized signature, phase lock. It was jargon that tasted like purpose. Someone had annotated the schematic with a timestamp and a location marker that suggested a transfer route. It wasn't complete, but it was a thread she could follow with the right needle.
Her chest tightened in a way that felt like recognition and grief tangled together. Noah's name under the image had been a label, not a guarantee. The audio log attached to the shard was corrupted, but a few seconds survived: muffled, mechanical voices; a female scientist's voice saying “no— not like this” and then a quiet that made the hairs rise on Rowan's arms. If the woman in the gray coat had been that voice, then everything snapped into a more dangerous geometry.
She could have sold the shard. Information fetched the same as a sealed courier pack in this part of town; an unauthorized data piece with a corporate watermark could buy a week of safety for herself and a payoff for a fence who'd look the other way. But the image of the boy had unrolled something in her chest that wasn't barterable. Family had not been an easy ledger in Rowan's life; it was a raw thing that refused tidy accounting. She folded the device back into her palm and felt its plastic edges press against a new resolve.
Footsteps clicked near the noodle stall after midnight; someone was checking the closed-circuit channels for anomalies. Rowan switched the codebreaker off and let the shard go dark. She disposed of the wrapper the courier had given her and tucked the small thing into a secret sling inside her jacket collar. The city hummed around her, indifferent. She moved out of the market by a service alley and melted into the river of people like a practiced ghost.
She thought of who she could call and then told herself not to call anyone until she had more than a picture and a corporate logo. Names meant leverage and leverage meant bargaining. Leah, a vendor two rows over who owed her a favor, might have sold her a rusted key once, but this was different. Jace came to mind—he kept channels open in places Rowan tried not to look—but Jace was a vulnerability as much as a resource. He had a soft spot she could not safely tap without risking whatever he kept tied to his own chest.
Still, her fingers itched for something to do. Watching the city move made her think of the things she had learned in the months after the fight that took the rest of her family away: how to run light, how to be a shadow that could fold into a crowd and not be noticed, how to keep the things that mattered sewn close. She had been an extraction specialist once, someone who smuggled people and items out of places that had teeth. That training had been a clean violence: quick, precise, impersonal. Now every tool felt like it was aimed at a target with a name and a face.
She walked the backstreets toward a rooftop she used for clearing her head. The city spread beneath her, towers and lights and the river that carried barges and trash alike. In the thinness between two buildings, she paused and let the shard show her its secrets again. It opened to a fragment of text she couldn't quite finish reading—a reference to a 'mesh', to a 'pilot', to a requirement for a biological signature to stabilize a signal. The words were cut and grafted, proof of a document adapted to hide the worst of its meaning. She had seen enough classified files to know the word 'pilot' carried with it both trial and cruelty.
On the rooftop she let herself breathe and feel the life outside of the shard. People watched celebration holograms on their balconies, couples holding lit glasses under the glow of advertisement rain. Corporate banners said everything would be safer tomorrow. Rowan thought of the voice on the corrupted audio and pictured the woman with the gray coat being led into a van, the case clutched stupidly to her chest. She had watched abductions before and had not moved; she had left people to the ledger because the ledger told her those lives had been priced already.
The shard burned in her palm. She had a name. She had a corporate stamp. She had open air and the knowledge that someone wanted this back.
Ronin choices are made faster when someone else's life is the coin. Rowan had never let distance be the excuse for inaction when a family edge cut raw. She closed her hand until the plastic hurt the skin of her palm and let the decision come like a tide. She would find out what Helix had done with Noah. She would find out what they called an anchor. And then she would decide just how far she would go.
She found a payphone ten blocks down in a corridor under an old billboard that had been turned into a vertical garden. The city liked to pretend you could be offline; payphones were a lie held in reserve for those who refused the constant surveillance loops. Rowan didn’t want a record of a call. She punched a burner number into the cracked faceplate to send a raw packet, not a call. It went to a contact who owed her an old favor for a reason neither of them wanted to retell.
Her message was a short, no frills thing: have something, need to meet low. The reply came in a characteristic two minutes: low, cafe three, back table, quiet. Rowan moved toward the rendezvous not because she wanted help but because she needed a direction, someone who could point at the seams of Helix’s presence and tell her where to look. The shard was a map with missing edges; she could not read it alone.
She took the long way, because couriers learned to read the city's heartbeat by taking the routes that other people ignored. A cargo elevator hummed and dumped a smell of coolant; a child chased a balloon down a stairwell, laughing in the reckless way children laugh before the world reminds them to be careful. The shard was a thing of industry and cruelty, but it also had a boy’s face, and faces like that made choices stick.
The cafe was the kind of place that pretended to be analog: low light, chipped cups, chairs that had seen better days, and a back channel to the city's least trusted networks. Her contact slid into the booth before she could wake the table’s tiny microphone sensor with too many casual movements. He was a thin man, quick-jawed and always smelling faintly of solder and coffee. Rowan had traded favors with him in the past: a package moved, a line of code rerouted. He asked no questions until he had been paid the currency of silence and courtesy.
She set the shard down like a small confession. The man’s eyes flicked to it and went still. He reached for a glove to avoid touching it directly, which told Rowan the shard carried something more than raw data: a touch signature.
He ran a fingertip along the edge of the holo projection and muttered a curse under his breath when he saw the emblem. "Helix doesn't drop things, not by accident," he said. "They take. Sometimes they leave. This was probably supposed to be collected before it got out. Whoever let it fall is a problem for them now—and for anyone who keeps it."
Rowan kept her face neutral because neutrality was a weapon against pity. She had learned to manage expressions the way a surgeon manages a knife; show too much and people tried to stitch meaning to it. She asked the small man the only true question she had: where did the tag point?
He pulled an old tablet from under his jacket—the kind that still accepted raw inputs rather than the city's sanitized overlays—and squinted at the shard's broadcast. "It's partial, fragmented. Looks like it hit a courier loop on the interchange and then got handoff-tagged toward a north sector facility—a logistics yard Helix uses for medical transit. Sector Twelve, if I'm reading this right. But the identifiers are cut; someone scrubbed the header. This ain't casual. This was meant to be hush-hush." He spoke the words in a flat cadence, the kind you use for bad news you're trying to make less sharp.
Rowan felt the blood drain from her hands. Sector Twelve was a name she had heard once before in a rumor bar, the kind of place people used as shorthand for 'off-limits' and 'expensive to look into.' If that was where the trail led, then whoever Noah was, he had been folded into something big and guarded.
"If it's Helix," she said quietly, "it won't be in a lab and gone. It'll be behind three doors and a watch catalog. They'll have money, and they'll have men. They'll have servers that kill a narrative before it breathes properly."
Her contact nodded, because he knew the score. "You don't bring Helix a stubborn conscience for free, Rowan. They buy quietly or they take loudly. Either way, they'll scrub the mess. If they want this shard back, they'll send people. If they want the boy—"
He didn't finish the sentence. It didn't need finishing. Rowan's chest tightened until she had to remind herself to breathe. People had been consumed by more ordinary corporations before she learned her current way of breathing. Helix, though, had a different silhouette: backed by capital, a belt of legal cover, and the muscle to sterilize an area in minutes.
She slid the shard back into the hidden pocket at her throat and stood. He slid her a nod that might have been sympathy and might have been a farewell. She could have left. She could have sold the shard and bought days. She could have done the practical thing.
But this was not practical. The boy's face had made that impossible. Something ached in the part of her that had kept vigil over a childhood memory like a shrine; Rowan could not let the boy remain a data point. She had already been an extraction specialist in a life before this one, and the old lesson remained: you do not leave someone in their bindings because it fits a ledger. You cut the bindings.
Moving through the city at night was a negotiation of angles. Courtyards, fire escapes, service corridors—these were the bones of a courier's route. Rowan threaded herself through them with the practiced calm of someone who'd smoothed her breath a thousand times. Cameras blinked their red eyes at the world and moved off when she tilted her body against the light. Holo-ads tried to charm her with promises of professional detachment and corporate wellbeing; she saw them as bright nets strung by people who bought control with money.
The handlers would not give up. They were efficient and paid to be relentless. Rowan moved because movement was a decision; staying would let them build the narrative they liked: that she was a careless thief who'd nabbed something worth returning. She could not let them tell the story. She had to tell it herself.
She rerouted to a safehouse that existed behind a florist’s delivery door and up three flights where the landlord minded his own business and the rent got paid in cash. It was a small place with a mattress on the floor and a small kitchenette where she kept a pot that looked like it hadn't been washed in days. She liked the place because physical things needed a small hole to be kept in, and she didn't want the shard to rattle loose in a drawer where it could be discovered. She taped a small blue strip around the strap of her jacket and hung a false laundry sign on the door that read 'machines broken'—the sort of lie that kept landlords out of trouble.
Inside, she let the townscape shrink to a window and a map of routes she had drawn on the wall years ago in grease pencil. The map had names she found useful when chasing a story: market spine, southern gantry, the old freight locks. She sat at the table and let the shard breathe. The holo reassembled with more patience in a quiet room. Small files folded out: a schematic of a transmitter node, hand-annotated notes that mentioned 'stability', and a phrase that made the hair on her arms stand up: 'requires a living signature to lock phase.' The words were technobabble until they weren't. The idea of a living signature—someone used as a stabilizer in a broadcast—bent into her like lightning.
She thought of the woman in the gray coat and the tone in her voice. She thought of the boy labeled Noah and the way his eyes seemed too young for the purpose they were attached to. Rowan pressed her thumb against the shard until the plastic gem hurt the pad of her skin and felt, without wanting to, that the world had shifted into a smaller, sharper shape. The run had become a rescue by degrees. The ledger on her chest had changed its accounting.
She set a kettle on to boil because routines kept panic from ossifying into rash action. The kettle whistled, and the sound in the small apartment was almost obscene in its domestic normalcy. Rowan poured two cups and left one to cool. She had to plan. She had to move intentionally rather than lurch in reaction. That was how people survived better: in plans.
Her first move was to decide what she knew and what she needed. She knew the shard contained a Helix stamp and an image of a child labeled Noah. She knew that the woman in the gray coat had been taken. She knew the handlers had been Helix men. She needed to know where the shipment went after the interchange, who the woman had been, and whether Noah's image was a registry photo or something more recent.
She thought of who else would be dangerous. Helix had reach and money. They also had allies in the municipal structure; a councilman or a mayor could smile and sign the right permits so that something official looked legal. The city's mouth sang about civic safety while its teeth bit into people who could not sing back.
She set herself a thin rule: move only with information, not anger. The rule was brittle. She'd learned that anger made things faster, but it also made mistakes that couldn't be erased. She had a shard and a name; she had to make those items last long enough to find who had the other half of the ledger.
She thumbed open a contact list, then closed it. Jace's name hovered like a lit cigarette—dangerous and useful. There was someone else too, a quiet woman who ran chip decrypts out of a basement under the shipping docks. Rowan had never met her in the way you meet allies; she'd seen her work signs three times on haul tables. Her name, in the little list of whispers, had been Lena. She saved the name to memory like a bead on a string.
Outside the window, Nova Quay blinked its neon promise. Rowan wrapped the shard up in a cloth and slipped it into the hollow at her collar where she kept passports and old receipts. The city hummed and moved and forgot. She did not forget. Noah's face hovered against the map of routes on her wall, and when she traced a path with her finger, she felt the decision burn: this was no longer about a simple courier’s job. It was about a boy, about a corporation, and about how far she would go to bring someone home.
She laced her boots again as if testing her resolve with the pull of leather. The city kept its stories in its bones; someone had tried to make a boy into a node. Rowan closed her fist around that truth and let it harden into a plan. She stepped out onto the roof and the air took the salt and the electricity and the faint promise of rain. Over the interchange, a drone blinked, and for a second the world felt small enough for one person's fury to make a difference.
She did not know the scale of what she held in her palm. The shard was a splinter—a single shard from a system that might be enormous. But the face in its projection belonged to a child she recognized, which made the abstract intimate. It turned an otherwise distant conspiracy into a personal geometry with a difficult, sharp point at its center.
Rowan thought of the old extraction rules: never take the bait, never make a move that trades you for leverage you don't control, and always cover a retreat. She folded those rules into the new ones she would need: if Helix used people as anchors to stabilize broadcasts, then they used bodies to make systems real. They were bending living things into mechanical ends. That was a cruelty she could not ignore.
She let the wind pull her hair back and watched the interchange under the glow of the city's humming adverts. People streamed like data through an interface, their little lives clicking along under the care of scaffolding they did not always notice. Companies built frameworks and sold the scaffolding as safety. The more Rowan watched, the more the world seemed to be a grid of choices masked as inevitability.
She had a shard, a name, and a promise whispered by the wrecked audio to the effect of 'no—not like this.' She had enough anger to light a fuse and enough training to make the first strike measured. The handlers would look for her in the obvious places. She would not be obvious.
She folded the shard into a small resin shell and slid it into the inner seam of her jacket. The contact at the cafe had given her an address for a decryptor who dealt in fragments and secrets and the kinds of favors that cost more than credits. She would meet the decryptor first, find a line on the trail, and then decide whether to call Jace or to try something more private.
But before she left the roof she closed her eyes and let the boy's face be a compass. No matter how the ledger of power tried to price things, family was a stubborn currency. The shard was a key and a warning; the photograph was a charge. Rowan looked out at the city that had taken so much from the people she loved and felt a small, cold certainty settle in her bones—the run had become a rescue. She moved into the dark with the shard like a promise.
As she moved away from the rooftop, she did not notice the shadow that detached from a nearby vent stack. It moved with efficiency, a person trained to blend into industrial backdrops, hands in jacket pockets, eyes scanning. The figure watched her until she was gone from sight. Then it moved with the same practiced economy to a comm panel and sent a brief, precise ping to an address coded Helix.
Down in the market, someone else noticed the ripple she left behind. Vendors clocked the hurry of her boots, the way she kept to the underflow of people. A kid who earned coin by watching for odd things trailed her for two blocks and then dropped into a doorway when a patrol of Helix security went by. The city was a network of watchers and runaways. Everyone had their part.
Rowan kept walking. She crossed the freight locks where the night smelled of salt and oil and the harbor's lazy breath. A barge slid by low and black in the water and lights reflected in a path that looked like a broken spine. She moved like someone who had accepted that certain nights would never be simple again. The shard had changed that.
By the time she reached the decryptor's lane, a lane that stank of radiator and fried wire, she felt the weight of other people's plans pressing in. A small, lit window offered a sanctuary of static and code. Inside, the man she had been directed to looked at the shard and then at her as if she'd handed him a live thing that might singe. He tapped his table and asked a single practical question: What's your cut?
She told him nothing. Some currencies were not measured in credits. She told him where it had fallen and what she'd seen. He worked with a kind of detached curiosity on his tools—small tweezers, a hand-soldered reader, a hammer of patience. The shard complained by refusing to reveal everything. It was designed to be moved and deactivated quickly. But in the grooves of its boot code Rowan found traces of a route: a notation that matched the handlers' movement, a string that suggested a mechanical transport, and a partial registration code that had been scrubbed.
When the decryptor gave up and handed it back to her she thought for a moment of selling it, of asking the man to hold the rest and vanish. The idea of another life eased her muscles for the width of a breath. But she had a name on it. The boy's smile had become a weight she could not unload.
She left the lane and walked into the sleeping teeth of the city with a plan that was small and precise. One misstep and Helix would sweep the area, pull records, and bury the problem. But Rowan had never been good at the small and precise when the ledger listed people as expendable. She folded a map of routes into the inside of her jacket and moved on. She had the shard. She had a name. The mission was no longer a job.

    
Safe Routes
Rowan found Lena where she was least likely to be watched: two floors beneath a laundromat that still pretended to offer coin-operated dryers to the city’s poor. The basement smelled of detergent and warm metal and the kind of stale coffee that convinced you it was worth staying awake. Racks of clothes hung like neutral flags, and behind them Lena had built a little cathedral of scavenged servers and battered monitors. The lights were not expensive, but they were purposeful; cables ran like veins and a tangle of adapters clung to the wall in a way that suggested someone had once believed in things they could fix.
Lena was smaller than Rowan had imagined, with a posture that announced she had spent her life narrowing noise into signal. Her hair was shaved on one side, practical, and her hands moved with the kind of economy that meant she had done delicate things under pressure. When Rowan set the shard on the aluminum table it chimed like an animal reclaimed from a trap. Lena slid a glove over one hand and picked it up like a relic she had not been expecting to hold.
She did not speak at first. Her eyes flicked across the projection, across the damaged audio and the ghost of the photograph. "You sure about this?" she asked finally, not because she doubted Rowan’s word but because she knew what Helix could do and how quickly trouble arrived for people who kept company with its secrets.
Rowan told the story in short bursts: the interchange, the woman in the gray coat, the handlers, the flash of a logo on the chip. She kept out the parts that were theory and the parts that were entirely grit—how her throat ached when the boy’s name lit in cheap serif, how a reflex older than contracts told her she could not walk away.
Lena listened and fed the shard a modest burst of power from a jury-rigged bus. Her fingers danced across a cracked pad and the projection woke with a softer resolution. A stack of fragmented code broke into a sequence that was partly human-readable. Lena’s face went still in a way people’s faces did when they found a section of the map they’d been hoping would exist. "Helix seed," she said finally. "This is a fragment of a controlled payload. Whoever dropped it didn’t want it to be reconstructed. But someone got careless."
She set to work. Rowan watched the hacker move, fascinated by how quickly Lena could move the shard between states—snapping it awake and then putting it to rest so their conversation didn’t breath out into the building’s circuits. Lena’s terminal was a patchwork of code and knowing; the kind of rig someone built who had been forced to learn the hard rules because the soft ones never protected them.
"It’s got a boot ring that looks corporate, but the header’s butchered to hell," Lena said. "It’s been rewrapped. Whoever left it wanted it to look like it fell out of a courier bag and then be missed. High risk, low footprint. Classic ghost move."
Rowan leaned over the screen because she needed something she could act on. Hiding behind strategy only worked if you could see the walls.
Lena’s fingers struck keys and the projection altered: a schematic unfolded, partial and jagged, with lines that suggested an emitter array and a notation that read in hurried scrawl: requires living signature to anchor phase. The words felt like a punch. Lena’s voice thinned. "A living signature? That’s not just user authentication. This is biometric lock-in." She tapped at the image and pulled a few more frames free. A datestamp shimmered into view—two weeks prior—and a terse header with Helix Research. "If this is right," Lena said, and the sentence never finished because both women knew the implications.
Outside the laundromat, the city kept its indifferent rhythm: trains, adverts, people who would never need to know how close the edge had come. Inside, the room smelled of solder, detergent, and copper worry. Rowan felt a coldness that had nothing to do with temperature. They had a thread that led to someone who could be a person they loved. She found herself counting steps in her head—the things she would need to do if the trail truly led to Sector Twelve and whatever Helix called a medical transit yard.
Lena’s offer was the kind those small wars were won on: she would keep working on the shard in the basement, peel it back frame by frame, and if its boot codes revealed anything more robust she would tell Rowan. But she offered something else, too—direction. "There’s a micro-archive that holds transit manifests and short-term custody logs for medical shipments. It’s municipal, but Helix rents space in it. They scrub a lot, but not everything. If this shard maps to a transfer window, that archive might show who moved what and when." She rubbed her thumb against a corner of the shard as though feeling the truth through the plastic.
Rowan agreed to the idea because it was practical and because it put the search into a place she could touch. She needed records, not theories. They made a plan that sounded small in a room that suddenly felt too exposed: Lena would keep scraping at the fragment while Rowan tried for a look at the micro-archive. If Rowan could get a manifest entry or a custody tag, Lena could triangulate and find a more precise route.
She could have attempted the archive alone, but Rowan had learned the hard way that physical access made much of the difference; scanners were physical things, and doors had handles you could manipulate if you had someone who knew how to bend them. She thought of Jace—rough around edges, charming enough to slide a key off a string, good at getting people to look where he wanted them to. She had not called him yet. He was a risk because he liked to gamble on his own survival; he was also useful because he had instincts for violence and roads. When she dialed his burner, it buzzed and then answered with that familiar, guarded drawl that made her want to both trust him and keep a hand near the blade she carried in a place he didn’t know.
Jace arrived twenty minutes later, smelling of oil and old coffee, hands in his jacket pockets and a smile that always seemed like a question. Rowan put the shard on the table and told him what she had learned so far. He didn’t ask many questions; instead he nodded and began to outline routes he knew—tunnels under the micro-archive, delivery windows, a maintenance hatch that opened at odd hours. "We can move quick," he said. "We can look without breaking the whole system. Or we can break the whole system and see what crawls out. Your call."
Plans in the margins are always prettier than the ones you execute. The three of them mapped the micro-archive in grease pencil on the back of an old delivery manifest Lena had salvaged. They traced the flow of custody, the brief windows where shipments moved from secured vans into the hands of municipal stewards, and the cameras that had blind spots. Lena annotated it with probable firewall configurations and a likely list of emergency override tokens. Jace suggested a vehicle: a flatbed cargo rig with an empty manifest that could carry something in without too many questions. Rowan drew the corners of the plan with a felt tip until the edges blurred into a sensible picture: go at night, use the maintenance access, and keep noise to a minimum.
They moved that night. The city’s arteries were slower after midnight; it was easier to pretend you belonged to a different kind of day. Rowan wore a dark coat that didn’t try to be stylish; Jace wore his inside pockets full of useful lies. Lena rode in the van with a laptop wedged on her knees, pulse steady, fingers warm on the keys. They approached the micro-archive like professionals whose lives depended on discreet efficiency; which, for all three of them, was close enough to the truth.
The entrance smelled of oiled hinges and paper. The micro-archive looked small from the outside: a city concession that recorded things people preferred not to remember. Inside, racks of boxes were illuminated by sensor lamps and the hum of old refrigeration units. Rowan’s skin tightened the way it always did before she had to do something that required both careful hands and the kind of speed she feared more than failure. Jace moved like someone comfortable with doors and locks; he found a maintenance hatch and got it open with the patient, experienced fingers of someone who had practiced quiet trespass.
They slipped inside and moved between the stacks. The micro-archive’s data had an analog feel—paper manifests digitized into shallow-readable blocks and cached snapshots of custody tags. Lena’s rig hummed as she took a blind feed from a neighborhood terminal and began to cross-reference indexes. They were careful, covering their tracks the way thieves cover feet in snow. The space smelled of dust and paper and the low, tired electricity of things that keep records for a city that promised to forget.
It should have been simple. The manifest they were looking for wasn’t a singular document; it was a breadcrumb trail through custody logs and short-term alarm triggers. Lena sifted through the cached feeds and pulled out transit windows, cross-checking vehicle plates and time stamps. A delivery van assigned to Helix had nested through the archive’s express dock three nights earlier and then had not returned to its routine until much later—an abnormality sewn neatly into the server notes.
Lena’s screen painted a picture. The van had been logged with a series of custody codes and a single internal note that read like a bureaucratic shrug: Controlled medical shipment. The tag had been scrubbed of details. Someone had made the record intentionally basic so that it would not invite attention. But computer remnants are like gravestones: pieces never fully disappear. Lena pulled up a half-deleted attachment and it bloomed—bone-white text where someone had slashed data to hide a name. The line that remained in the file made both of them blanch: ANCHOR SIGNATURE REQUIRED — BIO SIGNATURE MATCH: 0xA4F2
Rowan could feel the room close. The words were sterile and clinical, but they meant something brutal: a living signature required to lock a broadcast. "They’re using a person," Lena said quietly. "Not a key-card or a hash. A person is the stabilizer." She tapped and found another fragment, almost entirely redacted, but a small sliver of human-readable data bled out: PT: NOAH B. — SUBJECT CODE: 17-3AL. The notation was messy, as if someone had tried to excise it quickly and failed.
Rowan’s throat made a dry sound she could not control. The photograph from the shard folded over in her mind like a broken flower. Noah’s face was not an abstract label anymore. The micro-archive had a bureaucratic sliver that suggested what Lena’s code hinted at: Helix was not experimenting with algorithms alone; they were using people. The room’s fluorescent hum felt suddenly maligned by what they had found.
They were not alone for long. Somewhere in the city an alert lit up a monitor, and a hum changed pitch. It looked like a small, almost insignificant thing at first: a maintenance log pinged its watchdog and registered two anomalies at locations in the interchange. That was enough for a company like Helix—enough to send out a clean crew to collect their stray property and enough to make the micro-archive their next priority.
The doors were slammed inward with force; steel boots hit the linoleum. Rowan swore, the word low and clean, because cursing was a way to tell the body to move before the mind had chosen. Jace shoved a stack of crates to make a narrow cover while Lena tore the last of the fragments into a portable drive. The sound of cables being ripped free filled the space like a timekeeping drum.
They ran.
The route out was not the one they had planned; the archive’s aisles funneled movement into tight angles that made escape a geometry problem. Helix hired men were practiced at closing space; they moved like professionals who had been instructed that speed and brutality were the best kinds of argument. Rowan ran because it was simpler than thinking. She felt Jace at her shoulder and Lena clambering after them with the laptop like a talisman. They burst out into the service corridor where the unloading bays smelled of diesel and rust and the city’s night air rubbed cold in their faces.
Security drones arrived like smart insects, bright and patient. They cut a path of scanners and thermal lenses that mapped movement with the boring efficiency of someone reading text in a language they already knew. Rowan threw herself into the stream of people who were working the docks—truck drivers and late-shift clerks—and let anonymity be armor. Jace took a route that cut for the river; Lena pulled the laptop close and began to jam simple frequencies she could spare. It bought them a little time, but not much. Metal doors locked behind them with decisive authority.
What followed was the kind of chase that a city like Nova Quay trained to survive without ever planning how to handle reality. The market spine was a narrow artery of storefronts and moving platforms, a place where people and cargo rubbed shoulders and where a skilled driver could make a vehicle behave like a blade. Rowan climbed into the passenger seat of an old courier van Jace had commandeered; his fingers were on the wheel and his jaw was set the way it did when he drove like someone betting everything on a single turn.
The handlers were relentless. They had numbers and authority and drones overhead that painted the world in lines. But Rowan had movement: a rhythm learned from years of running dubious loads across hostile ground. She shouted directions, pointed at rooflines and choke points, and watched Jace translate that into violent grace—a jump onto a service ramp, a skid through a produce stall that left mess and outrage in their wake. Lena watched screens, typing desperately into a firewall she could never fully hold. She wrestled with municipal signals and misdirected camera feeds while the city screamed and vendors cursed.
They cut across a monorail crossing where a crowd surged like tide and everyone opened pockets to their implants to see the spectacle: a van moved like it belonged to the night and three people whose lives had suddenly become dangerous. Rowan shot out of the passenger door as they took a tight corner and rolled, collecting a shallow wound across her forearm that stung with a white heat. Metal scraped and the van’s side panel dented under a glancing toll. The handlers were close enough for Rowan to hear the spit of their breath.
Lena’s voice was a thin thread over the radio as she rerouted signals to jam a pursuing drone. "Two blocks, maintenance tunnel, but you’ll need to lose line of sight fast," she said. Jace nodded without taking his eyes off the rearview, hands steady. "Hold on. Don’t look at them. I’ll get us there." The city blurred past in a smear of neon and sweat, and the chase tunneled toward a place that smelled of oil and the kind of secrets people paid to keep.
The cargo tunnel was a concrete throat beneath the city, a place where freight moved under the elegant face of monorail and sky bridges. It tasted like chemical wash and an old promise of anonymity. The van dove in and the handlers tried to follow; the space made the engagement immediate and personal—a geometry of concrete that let no one hide.
They fought in that narrow cathedral of industry with a kind of desperation that made decisions pure. Rowan fired when mandatory; she had no love for long violence, but survival required short, sharp moves. The handlers were efficient, their comms crisp—voices that trimmed hesitation. Lena’s jamming bought them space and also made the handlers angrier in a way that meant they took risks. Jace used the van like a blunt spear against obstacles, sliding out to pull a courier crate across a chokepoint to buy a breath of time. Sparks flew when metal kissed concrete and the air tasted like burned insulation.
At one point a handler drew a weapon too close to Lena as she crouched behind the van to recalibrate the rig, and Rowan’s response was reflexive and ugly: she moved like someone who had nothing left to lose and put a round where it would stop a motion. The handler crumpled, and the tunnel smelled like live things and the moral residue of choices that made sense only in the moment. Later, when they would sit and try to account for the cost, the count would feel like a number that scratched at bone. In the tunnel it was simpler: keep moving, keep breathing, and make sure the boy's name remained more than a notation.
They slipped through a service door Lena had spotted on an old map and spilled into a maintenance corridor with steam vents and emergency lighting. They collapsed against a bulkhead and let the van slide away from the slot, sound masking their exit. The air tasted of ozone and they were all sharp with adrenaline and the tiny, terrible knowledge that they had been looked after by luck and skill rather than by right.
Back in the safe room under the laundromat, hands that had been steady grew shaky as adrenaline ebbed. Lena worked the drive she had ripped from the archive into her main rig and fed it into a cluster of processors that hummed like a living thing. The fragments the micro-archive had yielded were messy, but they were meaningful when reconstructed by someone patient enough to fit edges together.
They watched as the data scrubbed and expanded. The projection resolved into a more articulate map: a schematic of a networked broadcast array, notes about phase stabilization protocols, and an annotation in clinical handwriting that made the room freeze—activation schedule: Centennial Festival — Day 9. A second line drew out the architecture: regional node cascade -> local anchor dependency. Lena didn’t need to say it out loud. Rowan felt the calendar of her life shrink to those two words and the number nine. The man in the lane who had sold secrets for coffee had been right: time was short.
The drive spat out another file that had been half-swallowed by redaction. Where the micro-archive had shown a ghost of a name, Lena’s deeper analysis pried something more whole. The header read like an experiment file: SUBJECT: NOAH B. — ANCHOR PROFILE: REQUIRED. The file contained a short, overwrought note that someone had typed in frantic, then tried to delete: "Subject has been conditioned to maintain phase-lock under sedation. Anchor protocols require living neural signature for stability. Transfer scheduled for deployment trials." The text blurred and then cleared, a digital wound that bled its content back into their hands.
Rowan’s breath came fast and then slow. Nine days. A festival where the entire city would be public and vulnerable. A boy they had thought drowned by time misfiled in a scrolled test. The room turned in on itself and fear became a tool. They had something concrete now: a date, a method, a name. It was all they needed to know to stop pretending this was a rumor. The search for Noah had become a race against a clock that would move the city into a place where consent could be rewritten in its sleep.

    
Undercurrent
The night had been small mercy—short on sleep but long enough for planning. Rowan woke with the city held against her teeth like a remembered pain and a single clear objective: go where Helix kept the quiet pieces and find anyone who remembered Noah. Lena had been at her terminal until dawn, fingers moving like someone who read the whole world in circuit diagrams. The laundromat basement smelled of detergent and overheated boards; the machines above chugged the city’s white noise into the floorboards, forgiving them small privacy.
They had to move with daylight because security cycles in industrial yards favored daytime: more staff, more noise, more places to hide in plain sight. A courier rig and maintenance crew could pass under scrutiny easier than a midnight raid. But daylight meant cameras and HID scans and more people who would notice the wrong face. The plan would lean on it anyway.
Rowan made the call to Marco Voss before she had second thoughts. Marco ran a reclamation yard on the outskirts, a place that smelled of lube and old metal and the kind of men who could make a truck do things the manufacturer never intended. She had worked with him once, years before contracts hardened into survival rules. Marco’s hands were the kind that could lift heavy things or hold a breach open with his own ribs if a team needed breathing space. He answered on the third ring with a grunt like a greeting.
She found him surrounded by the skeletons of cargo rigs and a half-rebuilt loader. He listened without surprise and signed his terms raw and direct: pay in cash, an exit route, and the promise that no one would try to put a price on his leverage after. Rowan offered a different currency—an old favor, a place on a ledger that Marco cared about. He accepted because he did favors for people who could break a rule of traffic without looking apologetic. He was good at holding spaces open while others moved through them. His eyes scanned the plan and slowed at a detail Rowan hadn’t expected to show anyone: her reliance on Jace at the last moment. Marco’s expression shifted—an old caution, the kind that kept hands near weapons.
Jace was a known variable. He had useful angles—routes scribbled on the backs of business cards, contacts who remembered a face when interests aligned—but he also carried a softness that made him dangerous in places that paid in pressure. Rowan did not like involving him, but he had a way of being able to talk people out of things they had no business giving up. He arrived on time and with his usual crooked grin, a loose kind of charm that masked how careful he was with the truth. He moved like someone who had made peace with contingency and who kept a handful of contingencies for himself.
They met at a shipping depot near the eastern spur where Helix ran a smaller logistics yard that handled medical transit. It smelled of disinfectant and pallet oil, a place Helix preferred because it could be made to look sterile and corporate in the mornings. Their forged manifests named them as a maintenance crew contracted to do an equipment swap on a transfer node used by several transport lines. Lena had baked low-level credentials into the manifest and rented a van that fit the official look—clean, unremarkable, a canvas the city would not suspect.
The yard was a geometrical thing of gates and glass and the efficient hum of commerce. Workers moved with clipped steps, radios in their ears, hands that didn’t want to be seen on naked keys. Cameras blinked like watchful insects. Helix markings were understated here: a logo on a uniform, a stamped crate. Security was the kind that filed reports more than it fired weapons. Good for cover, bad for surprise. Rowan felt the old pull tighten in her gut—an extraction to the rhythm of a dance where one misstep meant a perimeter flooded with men who were paid to remove wrongness.
They donned the uniforms that morning in a corner of a service alley, basics paid for in clean cash and quiet. They looked like they belonged because belonging is about small, believable details: the way Jace folded his jacket, the way Marco carried his tool case, the rankless posture Lena adopted with a fake ID. Rowan listened to the quiet steps of the plan in the way one listens to a machine warm up: predictable, necessary, and nerve-wracking in its forward certainty.
The entrance protocol was paper thin if you could point to a contract and a name. Jace produced a set of papers that smelled faintly of municipal ink; Lena looped a false comm channel across the yard’s low-frequency range to keep the scanners thinking they were part of the morning rotation. The gate operator inspected a badge and did not squint past its superficial authenticity. They rolled into the yard with the casual efficiency of a crew that had done this before. People glanced and then returned to their radios and their coffee cups. For a few moments they were part of the background, invisible by design.
Inside, the yard’s skin held layers. Storage modules hummed with refrigeration units; transfer nodes waited like patient animals for the right touch. A central hub had a few modules tagged for Helix Research: medical transport, secure transit, internal custody. The modules were neat, clinical boxes that smelled of antiseptic and coolant. Cameras hung at regular intervals and body scanners threaded the main corridors. The yard’s personnel were polite in an unquestioning way. Helix liked politeness; it made compliance feel voluntary.
Lena moved fast, fingers seizing the opening the disguise bought. She planted a small access rig at a maintenance terminal—the kind of tool that whispered to a local node and asked for a favor: reroute the audit trail for three minutes, freeze the checksum, let a set of doors blink like sick fish. Rowan kept an eye on the route they’d traced: a maintenance tunnel that fed into an interior corridor where Helix staged short-term custody. Marco kept watch by a refracted mast, his bulk a deliberate invitation to notice if someone tried to sweep the area. Jace talked to a pair of dockhands he’d paid to look the other way, his voice casual as a tide.
They moved with a quiet precision. Lena’s rig took the yard’s attention for all of the time they’d planned: three minutes where a scanner behaved like it was digesting an outdated manifest. The world’s clock gave them a short eclipse. Rowan pushed through a maintenance hatch and felt the air change: it was cooler inside, sterile, and the smell sharpened into the metal tang of a place that kept people in little boxes for short times.
The first module they cracked was supposed to be empty. It had locked doors, a sensor grid, and a log that read clean because Helix wanted certain things neat-looking in their public record. Marco put a shaped charge against a bolt and it yielded with the pleasant compliance of old metal remembering the shape of force. The door yawned open and they went in like thieves who knew how to pretend to be technicians.
Inside the box rows, there were no faces at first—just rows of pallets and secure crates wrapped in polymer and labels that meant nothing to a casual eye. Then they found the submodule: clinical racks suspended from the ceiling and monitoring arrays that hummed like nervous insects. There were beds, and on one of them a body slept in the clinical way of someone sedated too deeply; tubes fed steady fluids and an EEG readout skimmed across a small screen. The smell of antiseptic tried to be pure; it could not mask the metallic note of something human being made into equipment.
Rowan moved between racks and found a small compartment with a door sealed by a biometric gasket. Lena’s hands went to work with a tool that was all finesse and patience—a slim jack that read sleep signatures and whispered an alternate rhythm. The gasket accepted the lie as something it could sleep through; a door cycled and they backed into a padded room where the walls took sound out of speech. There was a desk and a chair and, on the chair, a woman who looked like she’d been allowed to keep the color in her cheeks despite what the world had been doing to her. She startled when they entered, then composed herself in the rational way of a scientist who understands that panic is a variable to be managed.
"You shouldn’t be here," she said before she had a chance to dress the sentence up. Her voice was a practiced calm that hid terror under measurement. Dr. Amara Sato looked at them with a mix of accusation and exhaustion. They’d come for her because somewhere in the shard’s sprawl her name had been legible in the strangled metadata.
Getting Dr. Sato out was a negotiation in small, sharp steps. She was tied to a chair with straps that tried to be medical and instead felt punitive; antiseptic residue lurked like the odor of an apology. Lena moved like someone who could undo constraints without making them scream. Marco kept a watch on the door, eyes sliding to the corridor, and Jace held the smallest of false smiles and a promise that sounded hollow even when it left his mouth.
Sato’s hands trembled the length of the tether until Lena lifted a gloved hand and told her to breathe. Information flowed then in a brittle trickle. Sato had been a lead on neural phase stability—skilled and then threatened into service when Helix realized her models could be adapted to real-world implants. The project had escalated into something she had not intended: a system that used a living neural signature as an anchor point to phase-lock a regional broadcast. The anchor had to be alive, neurologically unique, and, she said in a voice that cut, kept under conditions where their agency could be controlled by sedation and environmental cues.
"They need a human pattern that can’t be perfectly duplicated by a machine," Sato said. "It’s specific neural variability—nonlinear noise the mesh uses as a reference. Without it the broadcast collapses into chaos. With it, it becomes… precise. Dangerous." Her eyes fixed on Rowan with a strange intimacy, as if the shard’s projection of the boy had been a small knife she carried inside her. She spoke of conditioning protocols and phase-lock diagrams and the way sedation could keep an anchor stable enough to act as a living key. The ethical calculus of it made her tremble.
Rowan listened and felt the map in her hands sharpen into coordinates. The shard’s name had been a boy; Sato’s words made him into a technical necessity for Helix. He was not an abstract experiment or merely a log entry; he had been turned into the piece that kept a system from unravelling.
They needed something more than her confession: evidence and a lead on where anchors were kept. Sato moved with the slug-slow caution of someone still in shock but able to think with a trained mind. She told them about telemetry—contact windows used during transfers, small relay nodes that shivered under load, and a pattern of custody change that pointed to Sector Twelve. She had been forced to code a set of transfer tokens and she had hidden variance tags in the metadata of a class of shipment logs. If the team could pull the telemetry and reconstruct the tags, they might be able to trace where anchors moved after field trials.
Lena went to work on the terminal the way someone goes to an open wound with a plan: precise, impatient, and merciless. Sato fed her the shapes of passwords and the sequence of routine checks Helix used to make the telemetry look like nothing more than a maintenance recalibration. Lena dug with the stubbornness of someone who read meaning in the underside of a thing. The terminal coughs and spat fragments and Lena threaded the fragments into lines that started to show a route: short-term staging at a research module in the yard, then transfer to a secured regional facility that matched the micro-archive’s earlier hints.
The reconstructed telemetry was not comprehensive, but it was enough to put a place and a time on the ledger. There was a node in the network that pinged stable for short bursts and then went dark, the kind of pattern that suggested an anchor was loaded, tested, and shipped. Sato tapped a map with fingers that betrayed fatigue. "It’s not full custody," she warned. "They keep the real tags in separate vaults. But the telemetry shows the transfer path. If we follow the route, we might find where they hold experimental subjects before they move them. Sector Twelve is one likely stop."
They had what they needed to make the next move: a place to search and a time window to act.
They did not get to choose how the world responded. The yard’s quiet integrity broke like glass. Somewhere in the security matrix a routine check found a mismatch: an audit trail that blinked oddly, a camera that had been fed a loop rather than a live view, a maintenance rig that hadn’t been authorized that morning. Lena swore and slapped a hand on the terminal to cook it one more time; the drive spat and then coughed into her glove. They had a window but the window had edges that cut.
Sirens were a thing that took time to sound in a place that had corporate discretion. The first sign was a comm pinged with a tone that felt clinical and then human voices over a wideband channel. Someone had tripped a back-end alert. They’d set up contingency for a clean extraction—an exit route along the service tunnel and a rig parked near the east gate—but Helix had more people than contingency had counted for. The ground sounds shifted in a way that made everyone in the room hold their breath.
Jace moved with the speed of someone who had rehearsed leaving under pressure. "Move," he said, and the word snapped everyone into motion. They bundled Sato and the terminal’s output into a crate padded with blankets and shoved it toward the maintenance hatch. Marco took point with the tool case, blocking and forcing a path where a good face might make a lane. Rowan watched the door because the world had seemed to her to pour into corners where one could be pinned. They made it to the hatch, and for one blessed second it seemed they might slip like a secret back into the city’s belly.
But as they crawled through, a figure blocked the interior corridor—two of them, in composite vests that flashed with the company insignia. A voice over a comm sounded like consensus: Helix field team, stop and submit. They moved to slow them—enough to force a negotiation. Jace froze at the hatch and put his back against the cool steel. He spoke under his breath into a comm clipped to his collar. His face tightened in a way Rowan hadn’t seen and then he made a choice that would echo in small, precise ways: he reached into his jacket and pulled the shard from its hidden seam.
Rowan heard the hitch in her own chest before she could make sense of the moment. Jace’s lips moved quick and silent into the comm. Then he did something small and final: he tossed the shard across the corridor toward a waiting handler and pulled back into the shadows. The clink of the shard hitting a metal duct sounded obscene in the narrow space. The Helix team seized the opportunity and surged, their boots a deliberate punctuation. For a breath everything moved in a fractured slow—Lena pushing Sato toward the hatch, Marco swinging a tool hard enough to make a dent in a shoulder, and Rowan lunging for Jace only to find his coat empty where she thought he stood.
When the lead handler stooped to pick up the shard, a small comm feed in the handler’s ear confirmed a pickup. Jace did not look at them as he slipped away. He moved like someone avoiding a last glance, and the shape of that motion cut through Rowan with a clarity that felt like betrayal—practical, human, and maddening. Helix agents swarmed and their attention zeroed in on the spot where a scrap of corporate property had fallen. It took them three minutes to form the circle that would net a proper statement: the team had been compromised, the property recovered, the yard secure. But in those three minutes Jace had given them something terrible: a way out for the corporation and a path away from a man she had once trusted.
They were scattered when the first blow landed. Lena twisted and felt a burn across her shoulder where a net launcher had caught her sleeve; Marco staggered but kept a hand free to shove a crate into the path of a charge. Rowan moved like a thing that had been betrayed: clean, sharp, not thinking about trust. They ducked into the maintenance tunnel as handlers closed the gate behind them. The feeders on the comm rang with secured voices. In the narrowing, Rowan fought a raw, indexing anger that had nothing to do with survival and everything to do with the betrayal of a familiar life.
They made it out on the edge of the yard by dint of speed and luck and Marco’s unmistakable bulk forcing a path through a service door. Lena carried two drives with data scrawled across them like blood where Sato had said she’d stashed telemetry. They poured into the street where ordinary morning noises tried to soothe the panic with their mundanity. A courier rig rolled past indifferent, a child chased a ball, and the city had the fatal knack of pretending normalcy to keep itself alive.
They split and vanished into routes that Rowan had carried in the weave of her mind for runs like this. Marco took the heavy route to dump a crate and scout for tailers; Lena and Sato moved with the kind of slow, bound age of people who had been shaken and needed to steady. Rowan moved without a plan except one: Jace’s shape in her memory and the shard’s burn in a handler’s hand. She was a dog with a scent now, and the scent had a second meaning: someone had traded them for a scrap of plastic and the promise of safe passage. It did not compute in the ledger of what she owed the world.
They regrouped at a nominal rendezvous under a bridge that smelled of slow river and the city’s underside. Marco patched a shoulder wound with the blunt practical skill people acquire when they live by physical trades. Lena set up a small terminal with the drives and began the reconstitution. Sato sat with her hands like flattened birds and tried to count the cost. The telemetry stitched together into a coarse map: transfers pinged a regional holding node that matched Sector Twelve’s grid. There was a path and a name. There was also a missing shard and a man who had chosen a route that left them with fewer options.
Rowan imagined a thousand trajectories for why Jace had done what he did, and none of them softened the immediate pain. There were reasons—hostages, leverage, fear—but betrayal is messy and precise at once. She cradled the space of her anger like a stone and let it make a plan. Sato’s words had turned Noah into a technical center and Helix into a network that used people like parts. The world was narrower and meaner. They had a place to go next, and the cost had begun to show its faces.

    
Breach
They came back together like survivors of a storm, all of them a little washed and a little ragged, patching up wounds that felt both physical and moral. The bridge under which they met smelled of river and old oil, pigeons and the faint metallic tang of the city’s inner plumbing. Marco sat on a crate and drove a bandage into his knuckles the way someone mends tools. Lena had already pushed her rig onto a small folding table and left a halo of cable like a cyclone’s tail. Dr. Amara Sato held her head in both hands and said nothing for a long time. Rowan paced along the shadowed support beam, boots scuffing the concrete, counting the steps as if rhythm could keep the anger from bleeding into rashness.
The shard was gone. That fact reopened the rawness they had tried to stitch closed since the yard had blown their cover. Jace’s name hung between them like a question. He had sacrificed the piece to get whatever bargain he made; his empty jacket seemed to mock the promise of allegiance. Rowan felt the betrayal as a physical thing—like a weight placed on her sternum. It was not the first time a friend had chosen survival over solidarity, but it was the first time the cost had been her brother’s face on a projection. She could count the ways people rationalized survival, the justifications offered when coin and kin collided, but that counting did not ease the cold.
Marco was the first to break the silence. "We find him," he said. The cadence wasn’t a demand. It was a decision—an order from a man who knew the geometry of weight and pressure. "Not to break him. To know why. And if he’s more of a risk than a remnant, we make a plan to limit the damage."
Lena’s mouth was a thin line. She pushed a stack of recovered drives toward the center of the table, files blinking faintly in the low light. "Helix pulled their pick up fast after the yard. They had a recovery feed on the interchange and—" She tapped the screen twice. A line of noisy timestamps skittered across the display. "—they pinged a courier route with a convoy pattern. If Jace took the exchange, he likely went toward the river freight lines. We can follow that."
Sato looked up then, eyes raw but clear. "If they have the shard, they have a lead. They will use it and keep moving it. There are patterns in how those kinds of assets go: quick to secure, then to the nearest research node for triage. That node will be brief and mobile. They won’t keep it in a static place for long."
Rowan folded her arms and let the city’s noise forge the resolve. She could have lit the night on fire and screamed into the sky, but anger without direction was cheap. They had to follow the evidence. The convoy route Lena traced ran west along the river, past freight locks and through a sequence of transfer points Helix preferred for their legal cover. It was the kind of route people picked because it blurred corporate ownership into municipal anonymity. The team had to be quicker and quieter.
They made a plan that fit their resources: three moves, each designed to limit collateral risk. Marco would scout the freight approaches and find a place to stage a distraction. Lena would ghost the comms and keep the yard’s eyes scrambled. Rowan and Sato would shadow a probable transfer hub, hoping to intercept a manifest, a wrist tag, or a handheld that might carry the record of what had been exchanged. If they could get a packet of comms from a courier or a handler, they might learn the terms Jace had been forced into. If Jace’s motives were hostage-driven, Rowan wanted to know because a man who lived his choices in blood might be redeemable; if they were simple self-preservation without leverage, she would want him to answer for it. Either way, they needed the facts.
They left at dusk. The city’s silhouette was a set of serrated teeth, softened by haze, and they moved like people who had practiced vanishing. The first leg of the journey was a long, quiet weave through loading lanes and service roads, places where the city kept its inconvenient truths out of the tourist feed. By the time they reached the riverfront, the lights had a different timbre—sleeker, corporate, the sort that buys sanitation and smiles with public money.
Tracking Jace’s convoy was less about shadows than about understanding the choreography of logistics. Large operators have rhythms: certain bridges they prefer when tide and weight align, particular docks that accept bulk shipments at night because the daytime bustle would make scrutiny obvious. Jace had been a courier; he knew these rhythms and folded into them when he wanted to be invisible. To find him after he had traded a piece of the truth to men who did not leave proof, however, required a different skill set—one that measured comm pings and human choices.
They split into pairs at a service junction where the river split around a rusting quay. Rowan and Lena took one alleyway into a freight corridor, moving through stacks of shipping palettes and the smell of diesel. Marco took a parallel line, then a gap toward the water where night-shift longshore crews smoked and ignored each other with the practiced nonchalance of people who survived on overtime. Sato rode with Rowan; she moved like someone carrying a scar and offered a map of neural telemetry that had little to do with movement and everything to do with risk. "They’ll try to avoid main docks because the cameras are better," she said. "Small piers, private racks. If the shard moved, it likely did through a handoff outside of legal oversight—an extra-legal dock. There’s a small set of those between the old grain terminal and Dock Nine."
They reached Dock Nine at almost midnight, where stacks of crates made a maze. The place itself felt like an afterthought in the city’s glossy narrative: rotting plywood and the hollow things men leave unused. A small cluster of vans were parked under a pale sodium lamp, one of them bearing a logo Lena had seen on a recovered manifest: a subcontracted transport token used by larger entities to launder custody. A man moved from van to van, his gait the measured pace of someone managing product and papers; he carried a tablet clipped to his hand like a religious token.
Rowan watched him like someone reading the cadence of a machine. The tablet’s feed showed lanes and timestamps; it pinged segments of a route that matched the noisy timestamps Lena had pulled earlier. If they could get that device, they might reconstruct the full handoff path. Marco circled the area and scouted the guards’ positions. He marked exits and a small cluster of stairways running up the quay wall toward the maintenance track. The plan sharpened into a near-operational geometry: a deliberate, quiet theft of information rather than bodies. They needed the comms, not a firefight they could not sustain.
Rowan felt the outline of the moment like a blade. Taking the tablet would mean squeezing into a space where hands could close behind them; it required precision and speed. She picked a point of entry—an access gate on the opposite side of the van cluster that had a rusted hinge, then a maintenance ladder that creaked just enough to sound old, not alarmed. They moved as a single organism: Marco distracted with a small staged argument about a manifest while Lena and Sato slipped behind a stack of crates to intercept the tablet carrier. Rowan’s heart beat an even, controlled rhythm; plans are only as good as your ability to make them real under pressure.
The theft went wrong in a way that felt inevitable. It was never clean when strangers and secrets collided under sodium light. Marco’s diversion had worked; the manifest argument drew two eyes away from the cluster. Lena and Sato had moved into position, hands ready for the grab, bodies low like second instincts. When the carrier turned, Lena reached for the tablet and felt the weight of it respond like something alive. The carrier glanced up and saw her. For a sliver of a second there was the recognition that makes criminality feel personal—an incidental apology in the way a man’s face registers someone trying to steal a livelihood.
The carrier moved wrong. The tablet clacked as it hit a crate and its screen flashed with an incoming message that bloomed like a flare into the night air. The feed showed a small convoy ticket—two vans, a flagged escort vehicle, a pickup with a blue light. The packet carried metadata: a range of GPS coordinates, a probable endpoint somewhere near an inland transfer hub, and a short message string that made Rowan’s stomach drop: HOSTAGES CLEARED. SAFE EXCHANGE — TERMS MET.
It was not Helix’s language—too clipped and transactional in a private-hand tone—but the implication was there in cold text: something had been traded for the shard and the exchange had been confirmed. Rowan’s hands closed around the tablet like a noose; she felt a surge of something that was not quite sorrow and not quite fury. The surveillance feed also captured a brief overlay of an encrypted comm where a voice, rough with forced calm, said a name Rowan had fought to keep buried for years—Jace’s family. The message ended in a staticed line that suggested a handshake sealed under duress.
For a moment the night narrowed to a point: Jace had paid with their truth to get something for himself. That knowledge could be a weapon or a wound. Rowan felt both. She turned to Marco, who met her eyes with a look that contained no judgment, only a question: what now? There were choices: follow Jace and attempt to force a rescue for his hostages—the moral choice—but that risked letting Helix move the shard into deeper cover. Or take a different route: use the comms to track the logistics chain and feed false data, force Helix to show their hand, and maybe find the primary node holding anchors. It would be cleaner, but it would also deny Jace any immediate reprieve for his people.
Rowan’s jaw clenched. She had always believed in small mercies, but she also knew that Helix’s operations rewarded hesitation. She made a decision that would recalibrate loyalties: they would pursue the logistics chain. But she would not abandon the idea that people used as leverage deserved rescue. She steeled herself. Jace’s betrayal had been a blow; if it had a reason beyond greed—hostages—then there might be a way forward that did not end in more blood. For now, though, the street was a ledger of cold facts: Helix had recovered the shard, and it had been exchanged on terms that made human beings into currency.
They moved fast after that, because the data they had taken was a live wire feeding into Helix’s broader infrastructure. Lena took the tablet and bled it dry of every breadcrumb it would give—route pings, comm overlays, a partial manifest that mentioned 'clinical transfer' in a way that made Sato’s face go taut. Marco set a new perimeter that kept them from being visible to the courier’s pinged network. Rowan kept her head down and let her body remember the old muscle memory—how to move like someone who had done extractions and never let the comfortable parts of the world notice.
They put together a second-phase plan that was simple in theory and morally corrosive in practice: create a diversion that would pull Helix field teams away from a likely transfer node long enough for Rowan and Sato to inspect its interior. Marco volunteered without much argument. He spoke softly into the plan and said the sort of thing that made people both grateful and terrified: "I’ll give you the space. You have to get in and find what they’re keeping. If it’s anchors, we can’t afford to leave any behind. I’ll hold a window. Don’t make me wish I hadn’t."
His willingness made the stakes feel carpentered and real. Marco’s body was a known quantity—if anyone could hold a choke point by force, he could. Jace’s choice had blurred the lines between personal and mission, and now Marco had beamed a torch onto the practical route forward: buy time with force so the other two could gather proof and maybe a key. The plan required coordination: Lena would blanket the local comms with a muted noise that looked like interference and would give them fifteen minutes of unpredictable sensor behavior. Marco would set a small charge at a relay tower that manipulated the node’s failover routines long enough to take an overload path offline. Rowan and Sato would go in during the brief gap and attempt to access the inner custody bay where Helix stored clinical transit before moving anchors to secure facilities.
They rehearsed the sequence quietly and painfully. Every movement was a bargaining with chance. Sato tried to suggest contingencies—how to mask biological data, how to freeze a telemetry sequence so it looked like a routine check—and Lena took in each detail like a sponge. The team assembled supplies: forged maintenance passes, a compact stylus for emergency override, and a small array of shaped charges that Marco handled like relics. There was a cold, grim humor to it all, as people who knew they were gambling with more than their own skin tried to keep the grief anchored to purpose.
When the hour came, they split. Marco vanished toward the southern relay with the quiet confidence of a man who had set aside his scruples for the cause he chose. Rowan and Sato slipped into the transfer node, hearts like metronomes counting a fast rhythm. Lena stayed back under the bridge, eyes on the feed, fingers ready on a keyboard to paint the world with static if Helix came sniffing too close.
The southern relay sat on a concrete knuckle jutting into a canal, half-swallowed by industrial scaffolding and the slow, patient rot of a place that the city had stopped investing in. Marco moved with the surety of someone who had done a hundred exits and made them perfect in his head. He planted charges at structurally inconvenient points—places where a short-lived collapse of electrical routing would force automated systems into manual checks, buy fifteen minutes of human response and slow down any coordinated sweep Helix might attempt.
He did not move like a man who relished risk; he moved like someone who accepted a bargain too late for second thoughts. The charges were small, shaped to create electromagnetic noise and a cascade that overloaded a relay rather than destabilizing the structure entirely. In theory the failure would look like a benign technical incident—one that required a team to attend, leaving the transfer node lightly protected by comparison. In practice, nothing ever followed theory exactly.
Rowan and Sato worked inside the custody bay like two hands on a living problem. The bay smelled cold and clinical, like a mouth rinse and disinfectant, and the lights had a scrubbed quality that made the space feel smaller than it should be. They found a locker with a partial manifest and padded containment units—places built to hold living subjects temporarily before moving them into secure transport. The manifest notes were redacted, but there were injection logs, entries marked with sedation levels, and a notation about 'phase variance tests' that made Sato tremble as she read them aloud. It was enough to tell them the truth they'd dreaded: Helix wasn’t just studying signatures. They were conditioning them for use.
As Lena’s feed flickered, she opened a channel and relayed small, frantic murmurs: "Grid instability. Two independent routes triggering failover. Field teams pinging response. You have a window, but it’s already pushing into escalation. Marco—" she stopped, the lack of words in the line a jagged thing.
Outside, the world folded into the sound of boots. Helix field teams converged faster than the theory had predicted. The relay cascade had done its job—someone had noticed and rerouted guards toward the incident—but the guard converging on the custody bay was precisely the sort of force that made extraction messy. Rowan felt the ground tilt under the weight of the decision: leave now with what they had—proof, a few drives, Sato’s testimony—or fight through to take actual subjects who might still be alive in the bay. There was a finite window to act before the guards sealed the area and automated containment cycles rerouted the remaining clinical units.
Rowan looked at Sato. The scientist’s hands were trembling, but her jaw was set. "We have to get samples," Sato whispered. "We must get the biological traces, the sedation logs. If we can’t take people, we take the record. Expose it. If Helix can’t hide the proof, they can’t make it a clean rollout."
It was a hard, rational plan. But as they moved to pull the drives and data, the sound of an approaching net launcher made the room feel impossibly small. Marco’s voice came over a crackling line, strained and steady: "Get out. Now." Then there was a thunk and an impact and the feed cut into static. Lena’s hands flew across the keys and then stilled. The planned distraction had become a battleground for breathing space.
There is a particular silence that follows a charge going off—a depth that rearranges a person’s bones. The relay blew in a mess of sparks and twisted metal that made the air taste of copper. For a moment it seemed like the success they’d wanted; the relay had failed, emergency lights had gone on across the canal, and field teams streamed toward the site to assess damages. Marco’s plan had done exactly what he’d promised: he had bought a wedge of time.
But the success came with an immediate cost. Helix deployed containment protocols that were faster than anyone expected; automated drones and sealed doors began to corral exits. Rowan and Sato sprinted through a maintenance chute with datasets clutched to their chests. Lena keyed the comms and painted the night with electromagnetic noise, stealing a few vital seconds. They reached the surface and saw Marco standing on the platform, an image burned into Rowan’s vision like a bruise: his silhouette framed against a lattice of sparks where a relay bled light. He had not moved toward the safety of the canal. He had stayed at the node to hold a line.
Helix teams converged on him with the cold efficiency of paid security. Marco moved like a man who had decided the math of his survival was less important than the safety of others. He fought with the blunt, surgical force of someone who could turn a crowbar into a sentence. He stopped more than one handler with a brutality that tasted of sacrament. As Rowan dove into the melee, trying to pull him toward a service hatch, she felt a heavy, wrong shift as the environment collapsed into violent certainty.
A blast took Marco’s left side in a single precise moment—an explosion that did more than wound the body; it removed the possibility of later conversation. He fell like a weight and the world narrowed for Rowan into a single, unbearable focus. Her hands were at him, her breath full of things unsaid. Marco’s eyes met hers, and for a heartbeat there was recognition and apology without words. He had given them space. He had paid with his life.
They dragged him into a narrow dinghy of shelter in a maintenance alcove. Blood darkened the concrete and the smell of it made Sato retch. Lena ripped a strip of her jacket and made a pressure bandage as best she could while Rowan held Marco’s hand with both of hers, the way you hold someone when the world has become a list and you are trying to keep them off the list. Marco’s breath came in slow, deliberate pulls. His jaw moved; he tried to make a joke that came out as a sharp, wet laugh—something to break the shape of dying into something that could be shared. But the wound was large and the medkits they had were small.
Around them, the city’s noises were distant and angry. Helix field teams sealed the relay site and poured into side streets, protocol in motion. For a moment, the team forgot tactical necessity in the gravity of loss. Marco had been a hinge—the strong, functional part that let the rest move. With him gone, something essential would be missing.
Rowan felt fury rise up as a physical thing—bright and hot and dangerous. She wanted to tear something down to make a space where Marco’s absence felt less final. Instead she made a more measured choice: she gathered their remaining data and the sample drives, wrapped them in her jacket, and told Lena and Sato to move. "Get the proof out. Expose it. Make this mean something," she said in a voice stripped of anything trying to be gentle. Marco squeezed her fingers once, with the tiny force of someone who had not given up control. Then his eyes closed.
The retreat after Marco’s death was not a graceful withdrawal; it was ragged and aching, a sequence of small evasions and borrowed breaths. They moved through alleys with a grief that was as loud as any siren, hands working with an automatic patience to clean themselves of blood and to sanitize the drives. Lena rode the feed like a haunted thing, splicing the bodies of files together into something coherent: a partial manifest lab, sedation logs, and a short piece of real-time telemetry that Sato recognized as test data. Somewhere out there the Mesh had been trialed.
They tried to keep the facts clean against the noise of their emotions. The telemetry showed a short, sharp event in a neighborhood not far from the river: an experimental cascade had been triggered for two minutes. During that brief window, the residents within the node’s radius had exhibited compliance behaviors—murmured commands sung like a lullaby into the implant layer, and people following instructions they could not later recall with clarity. The data’s cadence was clinical and terrifying: the neural patterns showed forced phase-lock for brief pulses, then a controlled drop back into baseline. It looked like a demonstration—a low-yield trial to prove the power of the broadcast.
Rowan felt the nausea of understanding move through her. This was no longer just about one boy or a single anchor. Helix had moved from experiment to public trial in a way that guaranteed consequences. The footage from the neighborhood was grainy and ugly, but it showed a section of a block with people moving in a dreamlike sync—closing and opening shops on a schedule they did not recall, standing in lines as if guided by an invisible shepherd. The trial had been targeted, brief, and proof positive that the system could enforce compliance. If this was a test run, activation was not a theory anymore; it was an intention.
They had to accelerate. The number Lena had found earlier—the schedule keyed to a civic event—was no longer a back-of-mind worry. It was a deadline. Between the shard’s recovery and Marco’s death, the team’s arc had shortened into something like inevitability. Rowan’s rage tempered into a ferocious clarity. Marco had bought them time, but the world they lived in was one where time was expensive. They had evidence, but they lacked the means to stop a city-scale rollout.
Sato looked at the drives and at Lena with eyes that were dry and focused. "If we want to stop this, we have to hit their control surfaces—not just the relay networks, but the thing that anchors the transmission. If an anchor is anything like the files said, it stabilizes the wave. Disrupt that and the broadcast falls apart. But Helix won’t put anchors in the open. They will be in vaults, legal facades, and inside people no one thinks to defend. You will need to get into their central node."
Rowan felt the monster of the plan form in her chest. Get into the central node. Find the anchor. Save the people. Destroy the cascade. It was a trajectory that would require more than luck and bravado; it would need allies, information, and a readiness to make impossible choices. Marco had carved a space for that action with the last of his breath. She made a promise in the dark to honor that gesture, not with vengeance but with movement. The city had shifted its balance; they would need to shift it back before the centennial festival made too many people vulnerable.
They disappeared into the city like ghosts who had learned that ghosts sometimes needed to be loud. The safehouse under the laundromat became a triage station for grief and planning. Marco was laid out with the dignity of a person not reduced to a casualty—an improvised altar of oil rags and a battered medkit. Lena worked through the night to cleanse the drives of corruption, retrieving as much test telemetry and manifest metadata as she could. Sato reconstructed the partial code for the phase-lock protocol and taught them what to look for in the arrays: small signature bytes, the telltale markers of enrollment events that would indicate anchor presence.
Rowan sat and watched the city spin itself into neon. She thought of Jace’s hand as the comm had shown it in the tablet’s cannot-hide feed and of Marco’s last joke, thin and sharp against the pain. She had a thousand things she wanted to do to Jace—shout him down, break him, take the comfort of righteous judgment—but violence alone would not bring back anything. It would not fix what Helix had started. The team needed information, precision, and the stubborn bravery Marco had shown. They would have to move smarter.
By dawn they had a narrower focus. The telemetry mapped a regional chain of custody that led back to Sector Twelve in a way that defied the veils Helix liked to build. They had witness footage from a trial in a neighborhood that proved the broadcast could enforce behavior, and they had a moral compass pointed at the hard fact that people were being used as living keys. There was no time to mourn properly. There was only the work: to trace the chain Helix used to move anchors, to find where they were keeping them, and to disrupt the cascade before it could be fully deployed.
Rowan stood by the window with the city under her feet and felt the weight of a promise. Marco had bought them a chance. Jace had traded them a wound. The world had shifted toward something worse, and the map in their hands had a new edge. They were going to move. They had to. The next breach would be deeper, and it would demand more than courage. It would demand sacrifice and clarity and the kind of resolve that turned grief into purpose. She folded herself inward and let that resolve harden. Then she began to plan again.

    
Blackout
The morning after Marco had been taken from them arrived like a bruise: raw, dull, and impossible to ignore. The safehouse under the laundromat kept the same rhythm—machines clanked above, the landlord pretended not to listen—but inside the room the air had been replaced by a new kind of cold. Rowan moved through it with the practiced slowness of someone cataloguing what remained: supplies, drives, Lena’s rigs, a worn map of routes on the wall. Marco's bandage had gone stiff the way bandages do when they carry the memory of too much blood. No one said his name unless it had to be said; saying it aloud risked letting the ache take form.
They had not time for mourning. Helix had already shown them what their technology could do and had done it on a block of people who’d simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. That demonstration had changed the calculus: the Mesh was not an abstract experiment anymore. It was a weapon, and the centennial festival had become a deadline. Lena had pulled what proof they needed from battered drives, and Sato had reconstructed enough of the protocol to tell them that local relays could be isolated and disabled if someone could inject a parity inversion into the broadcast sequence before an anchor locked a phase. In English that meant: break the lock before the lock set; stop the anchor from stabilizing the wave.
They sketched a plan on the metal table where Marco had last gripped a wrench: split the work. Lena would take a hardened kit into a regional relay node and try to inject the countercode directly into Helix’s routing stack. She would have to work inside the relay’s maintenance consol, under time and under watch. Rowan would lead a ground team into a custody module where testing subjects—possible anchors—were being held for short-term trials. Sato would ride with Rowan and try to extract biological samples and telemetry to make evidence that could be broadcast publicly if they failed to rescue people. The hope was not to win outright; the hope was to force Helix into a messy choice and expose whatever cruelty they hid.
There was bravery in hope and recklessness mixed into it; Rowan could feel both at once. Lena looked at the plan and then at a cluster of cables, fingers moving in the air as if she could rearrange code by willing it. "I can get us a window," she said, voice steady. "But if they have redundancy, they'll notice a scramble and pivot. Helix isn't stupid. They'll hit the public relays and flip the city into schematic control if they think we've tampered with a node. They'll use the broadcast to prove control." The words landed like cold water. Everyone in the room felt the implication: a knock at a relay could become a citywide command. That was precisely why Helix wanted the anchor stable and invisible.
They left before dawn, driving in a van with a shell permit and the kind of paperwork that asked only for the kindness of disinterest. The relay was a squat building between warehouses, an unremarkable geometry of cooling towers and pigeon-marched conduits. Infrastructure like that was the skeleton of Nova Quay—ugly, efficient, and never worth the city’s advertisements. Lena carried a crate of equipment that looked like it belonged to a legitimate maintenance crew: oscilloscopes, a battery bank, a stack of field-programmable modules and a small field console she’d soldered herself.
Rowan had rehearsed the steps in her head until the muscle memory lived ahead of her doubt. If a team could reach a relay’s maintenance node and interrupt a session of handshake pings before a broadcast reached full synchronization, the anchor’s signature would never have a clean reference. The Mesh technology was elegant in a clinical way: it needed a living variance—the neural noise that made one brain different from another—to lock its carrier phase. A worker like Lena could plant a piece of rogue code that forced the emitter array into a randomized state, a kind of wobble that made stable locking impossible. The task required precision, not brute force: a cyber-sculpture grafted into the relay’s choreography.
They split at the delivery docks. Marco had scouted a nearby service corridor that gave an ugly advantage: a ladder into the relay’s ventilation stack and a maintenance hatch that opened on a ladder pit behind the node’s external skin. Marco had left instructions for the climb and the basic ergonomics of moving the heavy crate two at a time; Lena’s hands were steady but her face was a map of concentration. Rowan and Sato watched her shoulder slope under the weight and felt the old animal trust of comrades moving toward danger. Then they split. Lena climbed, and Rowan and Sato moved toward the custody module deeper in the industrial cluster, a building that wore the Helix logo in small clean letters and that smelled faintly of antiseptic scraped thin over cheap concrete.
The custody module had the cleanliness of a place designed to be unquestionable, all glass and pale flooring and the kind of polite signage that made you trust it until you were inside. Rowan's heart hammered a compact rhythm: keep the mission surgical; don't let the moral compass lead you into showy violence. Sato carried an insulated case of medical tools, which in their modest hands felt like both profession and betrayal; she had been coerced once into helping Helix adapt neural protocols and every tool in her case was a reminder of the role she had been forced to play. The holding rooms smelled like disinfectant and sleep; every bed had straps and EEG leads and monitors that recorded even the minor tremor of synapses. The presence of people in those beds felt obscene—human shapes kept stable by a system that treated living nervous systems like calibration instruments.
Rowan had prepared for locked doors and guarded corridors. What she had not expected was the lull in the air as if the building itself held its breath at their approach. The facility ran on shift patterns that adjusted like clockwork; a delivery crier, two technicians, an oversight team lingering with tablets in hand. Lena's strategy relied on timing the relay smash with the custody breach so that Helix's attention would be split. She had twenty minutes from insertion to make the relay wobble. Rowan and Sato had to move into the inner bay and extract whatever they could in that window.
They found one bed active as they cut through a service corridor: a teenager with a narrow face, slack under a tangle of lines, a small wrist tag that matched the style of the tag they'd seen on the recovered manifest. A diagnostic display hung over the bed reading in terse glyphs—PHASE ANCHOR SAMPLE STAGE: 2. Rowan’s throat closed. She felt, with the clarity of a hammer to the sternum, that the boy in the shard’s projection could be one of many here. She moved hands quick and precise, pulling connectors and reading monitors while Sato drew blood for analysis, eyes scanning lines of telemetry for anything that would help them prove what Helix was doing.
They hadn't expected the response to be instantaneous, but Helix's field teams were practiced. The relay's signal shimmered under Lena's fingers, a fine program folded into the routing table. For forty-three seconds everything held—a small victory measured by the way monitors went fuzzy and the phase lock faltered. Then something else happened: a skip in the public mesh and the loud, sterile tone of Helix's override cascaded across municipal channels. The city didn't go dark; it went obedient. A thousand small devices lit with crisp white commands and public terminals repeated scripts in neutral voices, and somewhere outside, in the horizon of evening, a public square's audio system called for a safety demonstration.
The team experienced the effect first as a dissonant feeling: a crowd on a nearby block shifted into synchronous motion as if the world had been reheated and poured into the same mold. Phones in people's hands blinked with instructions and people followed them in a way that looked like sleepwalking with purpose. Rowan watched a woman at a bus stop stand and begin to move in a deliberate orbit of gestures as if obeying invisible directions. Children followed. Shopkeepers closed shutters in the order they were told. It was clinical and terrifying. The Mesh did not require every brain; it required enough points of control to steer behavior—people asking other people to do the work of a signal.
The custody facility responded violently to the public flip. A field team moved in with a speed conditioned by training and a legal facade: they wore white coats over composite vests, their faces blank, their hands efficient. Rowan and Sato found themselves fighting on two fronts—against the mercs who treated human anchors as property and against an atmosphere that had been subtly nerfed by a broadcast that made crowds into obedient hazards. Civilians moved like obstacles with intention; they did not attack but they stepped in ways that funneled the team into danger. The line between rescuer and threat blurred when the world itself became an accomplice to the violence.
Rowan shouted into the corridor to force recruits to act without hesitation. People were moving with a narcotic clarity; making a move against someone in compliance could mean harming an innocent. They improvised: non-lethal charges to create local disorientation and hard, precise cuts to power feeds to keep monitors from escalating alarm levels. Sato moved with surgical frenzy, grabbing the vital traces she could—saline tubes, the small modules recording EEG—and stuffing drives into a Kevlar bag. The tethered boy's eyes fluttered; his pupils narrowed as if trying to hold onto something private. Rowan felt the crush of urgency: the relay had given them a slender breathing room, but Helix had escalated the stakes by demonstrating compliance on a public stage.
One of the mercs who’d pushed toward the inner bay wasn't a brute; he was a field technician who'd been given power and a script. He moved carefully and carried a small containment unit that fit over monitors like a bell jar. He spoke to Sato in a tone that pretended to be professional, but when Sato answered he reacted by tightening his hold and signaling for containment. For a moment it looked like they might bluff through it—like a negotiation held in the language of threats—but the field team had been drilled for this. They were fast with tags and with the quiet violence of trained hands. The merc's comm chirped and other boots moved in tight. Rowan grabbed Sato's wrist and shoved. Their retreat became a crush of limbs and bleeding air.
They ran with the data and with one small saved life—not Noah, not the boy from the shard, but a child whose EEG they had salvaged enough to create a signature. The small victory tasted of ash. The city's compliance wave expanded in patches: a block, a transit hub, a small market. Lena's countercode had bought the team a moment, but Helix had countered with scale and ritual: flipping public node after public node and using them as showrooms for the Mesh's effect. People were not being killed. They were being coerced into functioning like a demonstration. That was worse than the city going quiet; it was the city being lied to as it acted.
In the scramble, Sato's hands were pulled—literally—by a field operative who recognized the scientist's signature. She had been on Helix lists since the project began; when they saw her, they acted fast. Rowan felt the world tilt as the operative forced a padded sleeve around Sato's shoulders and used a restraining spray that dulled the body's motor ability temporarily. She saw Lena look back at the relay feed as it flared with an address: Helix Tower — mobilize transport. A transport vehicle was pinged into motion with coordinates. Rowan's breath found a new rhythm, harder and colder. Helix had taken their momentum and turned it into leverage. They had a piece of the puzzle they couldn't afford to lose.
They didn't get Noah. The boy on the bed had been a sample but not the anchor they needed. Within an hour of the custody breach Helix field teams had consolidated their gains: Sato restrained and led out in a cordon, certain men with gloved hands carrying a secured manifest that now included an item tagged as 'PRIORITY TRANSFER.' The transport that had been pinged—covert, armored, and fast—rolled through the docks with clinical efficiency. A feed Lena managed to burn-capture showed the interior of a containment rig the way a mirror shows you things you do not want to see: a boy strapped to a harness in a section like an isolation capsule; technicians monitoring his vitals. The tag on his wrist matched a fragment that Lena had dug out of the micro-archive—Noah's accession notation, part number 17-3AL.
Rowan watched the feed and felt an animal sound rise in her chest—neither human nor polite. They had chased a thread and found an edge; Helix had moved the anchor deeper, away from ad-hoc custody and into a controlled, corporate spine. Lena's voice cut in through static; she'd managed to hang a partial trace on the vehicle's route. It registered right where Rowan had feared: Helix Tower; the corporate monolith that was both office and citadel. It was the kind of place that could hold a person like a piece of evidence and call it policy. In a heartbeat the team's plan narrowed to a single, excruciating clarity: they'd failed to stop the first activation wave, they'd lost Sato to capture, and they had watched the boy they loved—Noah—be moved into the one place that had the legal and physical armor to make extraction exponentially harder.
They retreated through folding alleys and the city’s indifferent hum, clinging to evidence that felt both better and worse than nothing: a partial EEG capture from the boy they had extracted; Sato’s credentials in a bloodied folder; timestamps that showed the relay’s wobble and Helix’s response. The relays still hummed at odd intervals. Public terminals kept repeating Helix's message about safety demonstrations, and the centennial clock kept ticking toward an event that now felt like a guillotine.
In the aftermath the team leaned on what they could: drives, partial telemetry, a single EEG trace that proved the Mesh worked on biological anchors. They had the proof that Helix could enforce short pulses of compliance; they had evidence that Noah existed in their custody; they had tried and failed to stop the initial demonstration. In the dim light of a borrowed room, Rowan let the hurt settle into a plan. They were going to need more than speed now: they needed leverage and allies who could break the legal and physical shell around Helix Tower. They needed a way to publicize what Helix had done to a city that still trusted safety banners and municipal ads.
Lena worked through the night on the partial trace, muttering to herself as she tried to map where Helix had holes in their routing. She found one small, brittle seam: a set of municipal relay nodes that Helix piggybacked on for public demonstrations. If they could breathe a louder truth into the city’s own feeds the way Helix had twisted them—if they could shove the anchor telemetry onto public screens—then Helix might find themselves fighting a court of public opinion rather than a tactical team in a maintenance alley. But getting those feeds meant getting access to high-traffic transmission points and it meant going after Helix Tower itself.
Sato had been taken and the team had watched her go. The city had seen a small patch of obedience and then returned to its business, but the truth had been revealed in the data Lena guarded like contraband. Rowan looked at the drives again and thought of Noah strapped in a capsule, of Sato forced into a van, of Marco's hands slack on his last bandage. She let that sorrow harden into a plan as cold and precise as a scalpel. This was not a rescue that would be done with a single night's courage. It would be a breach that would require a larger strike—an assault on the physical heart of Helix's operation. She would need allies she had avoided: risky contacts, people with access to municipal systems, and the kind of moral flexibility Jace had demonstrated when he chose survival over a shard.
At the end of the night Rowan stood at the safehouse window and watched the city pretend normalcy, its signage bright and the river steady. The centennial festival loomed like a date carved into stone. In the back of her throat a promise formed—soft and terrible: they would go to Helix Tower. They would find Noah. They would get Sato back. They would destroy the node. It was an impossible list and it demanded impossible commitment. She closed her eyes and let the plan shape itself in the small, fierce part of her that had been trained to do the impossible.

    
Counterstrike
They had rebuilt the map of risk over the same table where Marco had died. The metal was scored with grease and fingerprints; the ring of a mug still held a darker shadow where someone had set their hand down and not moved it. Rowan traced routes with a fingertip the way some people pray with rosaries. The drives Lena had recovered were a messy truth—telemetry and manifests, redacted notes and Sato’s aborted comments stitched into files that someone had tried to burn-clean. A phrase kept returning in the metadata: three-key lock. Where it had been the sterile jargon of an encrypted header it now translated into a blunt, physical problem: activation required three distinct authorizations to complete a full phase lock, and all three had to be present in concert.
It meant the Mesh's architecture was paranoid in the right ways. One key was corporate custody: a physical token kept deep in Helix Tower’s central vault, the sort of thing a city official might touch and then tell themselves it was paperwork. According to a fragment of a memo with a mayoral seal, the vault's control circuit had municipal oversight—Mayor Gideon Reese’s office offered Helix the legal alibi that let their equipment move under ordinances. The second key lived in the field: a hardware token stored on a secure relay that only came out when Helix ran a staged activation. The third thing that mattered was the anchor itself: the living signature they had seen once as a photograph on a shard. The anchor’s presence in the chain meant Helix could not simply spoof the signal with code alone; they needed a human brain to stabilize the carrier, which is the moral corruption Rowan had been carrying like a hot coal.
The plan split into complementary problems. Lena and a hacker cell would chase the relay—find the physical hardware, steal the token, and cripple the relay’s ability to hand a key back into Helix’s routing. Rowan would take a small strike team into Helix Tower to hit the vault, seize their key, and then push toward the anchor chamber. If they could get vault key and relay token into the same pocket before the anchor set the phase, they could use the mismatch Sato had whispered about to destabilize the Mesh: a carefully engineered misalignment that would keep the carrier from locking. It had the ring of madness because it asked a handful of people to move into the teeth of a company that could call municipal power with the twitch of a line.
The most unwelcome variable returned in a thin, attended knock. Jace appeared at the safehouse door like a man arriving late to his own funeral: eyes tired, jacket patched, a scent of diesel and old guilt in the seams. Rowan had not wanted him at the table—his last choice had cost them the shard and drawn Helix’s attention like blood to a moth—but he had a way of walking into rooms and making them carry his mistakes with him. He came with a small, honest confession that fit him poorly: his family had been used as a lever, he said, taken in exchange for silence. He had told them years ago he could manage himself. He had lied.
Jace did not beg for forgiveness. He asked for a different currency: a chance to help them take the tower with them. He offered a route, a service channel through a contractor lane he had burned before and a man at the docks who would pretend to be his employer for the day. He wanted in not because he could make amends but because he wanted to be useful in a way that might undo whatever measure of justice his earlier choice had taken. Rowan watched him and counted the ways trust bent when survival was the price. She accepted because they needed his access, and because she believed in one hard thing: people who trade safety to buy family are not beyond being repaid by bravery. They set the plan and named who went where. The world narrowed into assignments and a timecode that would not wait for pity.
Lena built a roster of people who owed her everything and nothing. Ibrahim 'Ike' Marr was one of them—soft-voiced, quick-handed, a man who had turned municipal pipework into a playground for code. He held a small team of ex-students and disgraced systems analysts who could make an official node forget it had been built to remember. Cass Ortega had been a Helix field tech once; she left when a lab notebook became a ledger of culpability and she couldn’t sign her name to it. She agreed to bring a set of physical keys—forge-key blanks and a knowledge of vault hinges that came from leaning over too many safes. Ruth Navarro, a freelance carrier who moved things people wanted to keep secret, offered a fleet vehicle and the sort of bluffing that required no apology. They met in a series of half-lit rooms, sharing coffee, cigarettes and a language of logistics.
The smaller theater of the relay strike was Lena’s domain. She needed to get to a remote field relay the size of a bakery oven that lived in a converted pumping station outside the city. The hardware token was not digital in the ways they could easily counterfeit; it was a physical dongle with a pulse signature and a magnetized encoding used to sign handoffs. Lena’s kit would need to simulate a benign maintenance check while Ike’s comms misdirected Helix’s telemetry into an old maintenance script. That would give Ruth and a pair of rustline couriers time to cut the panel, swap the token and reseal the access with a heat gun, leaving the relay to hum on as if nothing had happened.
Rowan’s team for the Tower would be smaller and slower. Jace’s lane into the building came through a contractor route: a linen-supply van that made weekly runs to Helix’s executive amenities. It was the perfect humility; people nodded at uniforms and did not always check crates that smelled of starch and soap. Rowan would take a false manifest, Cass would handle the vault breach mechanics, and Sato—if they could reach her before Helix finished reconditioning her—would either be a lever they pried loose or a liability they had to claw back. Whoever could not be reached would have to be left a breadcrumb: proof that would make their faces matter to the public if Helix tried to bury the story again.
They rehearsed climbs and doorways like liturgies. The plan read like a prayer: Lena hits the relay and pulls their attention, Rowan moves into the Tower and hits the vault, then they converge where Sato’s telemetry and the relay’s torque lines suggested the anchor would pass on to a housing rig. Timing mattered in increments of seconds. They made contingency for failures and for things that would not be fixable. They practiced silence, the kind that took practice and meant you were not ruled by adrenaline alone. The van left at pre-dawn. The city wore its face of routine like paint.
Approach to Helix Tower was a study in social camouflage. The building had the modest arrogance of those who believed comfort could be made unassailable by glass and a brand. Security at the loading dock moved with polite disdain for anything that smelled like a problem. Jace walked as he always did—half-apology in his shoulders, a hand in his pocket like a man who still had an instinct to keep a blade close. He smiled at a guard with the practiced ease of someone whose life had once depended on wearing charm as a disguise. Rowan watched him work the lane, working him too; they made eye contact like pilots do when a landing requires the whole cockpit to hold together.
The linen truck smelled of bleach and starch. It rolled up under the awning and two bulky men unloaded crates the size of coffins; inside them they kept white towels and the official neutrality that made corporate caretaking seem like therapy. Cass moved like a shadow with a toolkit strapped to her thigh and a forged foil badge on her chest. She was small but efficient, the kind of person who had learned to read steel and know its weak points. Rowan kept to the back, a maintenance tech with a name that meant nothing on the paper. The loading clerk glanced, sighed, and signed the manifest with the boredom of someone who had lived his life in routine.
They moved through Helix Tower like people who had rehearsed being invisible. The service elevators opened where they were supposed to, and the quiet hum of infrastructure felt like a living thing. The lower levels were what Helix showed no one: racks of servers humming in air-conditioned caverns, packages padlocked with corporate seals, and corridors that smelled of ozone and coffee. Cameras tracked them, but Jace’s pre-checked passes were enough to hide small anomalies while Lena’s team broke the relay into a slow fog of maintenance pings that kept the wider network occupied. They had ten minutes. It was a margin that tasted both desperate and blessed.
The vault lay behind a door that took their breath. It looked small and bureaucratic from where they stood: a secure cabinet nested inside a room with an audit screen. The lock asked for three things—hardware token, a vault key, and an approval signature from a sanctioned officer. That structure had been engineered to keep honest mistakes from becoming policy. Cass set to work with the patient hands of a person who once cracked codes with tools and sweat. She set a bypass at the hinge, a small cut and a shim that would let them lift the faceplate with the smallest sound. The room itself hummed with a corporate legal smell—cleanliness that pretended guilt away.
They had a way in the same way desperate people have ways: persistence, forged paper, and the sort of small brutality that required no moral justification in the moment. Cass eased the faceplate and slid a glove into the dark where the vault's key sat in a custom docking slot on a carousel. The key was not dramatic; it looked like a strip of alloy with engraved etching and a magnetized notch that screamed of physical importance. Rowan felt a small, fierce hunger in her chest when she touched it—partly because this was the object that would make a plan real, and partly because the key suggested they'd passed a threshold no one would willingly retreat from.
As Cass's fingers closed on the token, an alert blared somewhere deeper in the tower. Lena's feed chirped in the comms: she had the relay token and a small window to get it to them. For a breath there was triumph, but triumph in places like this is always a delicate thing. Alarms spiraled like a court docket. The building shifted with a speed Rowan had not expected: security protocols that had been dormant woke like patrol dogs. A flood of white-suited field techs moved toward the loading dock and the tower's atrium with the precise brutality of trained men who had been told their muscle was law.
Jace's face tightened. He had a move he had not explained to them—a route into the subterranean maintenance ducts that would let Rowan's team bypass the main corridors and take the vault key out without going through the doors the field teams would seal. He offered to leave the lane open by staying behind as a decoy: to feed a false trace and let the pursuers spend breath on him while Rowan and the others slipped away. It was a hard gift. Rowan saw it for what it was: a man paying a debt in flesh rather than cash. He had the silhouette of someone conceding something he could not hold, and she gave him a nod, because the math of choices was simple when the currency was life.
Jace stayed as the team moved like ghosts through the ducts. The air below had the taste of concrete and grease, and he moved with that same careful, practiced gait that people use when they mean to survive. He left them a note in the van—sometimes people need paper as an anchor to remember what they are risking. He clipped his comm to a visible rail and walked back toward the atrium with his shoulders pulled in. For a moment Rowan wanted to unmake the bargain and yank him back into the plan. He had been a wound and a tool; now he wanted to be a shield.
Lena’s line flickered with static as she worked the relay token. She moved with the strange calm of a surgeon in a crowded emergency room, fingers dancing over physical pins and hidden bus lines. Ike fed an overlay into Helix's maintenance script—one that would make the relay report a false success state and loop the watch dogs into a sleep. Ruth and her couriers sealed the panel, soldered the hatch, and left the relay to breathe like an instrument that had always been honest. For forty seconds the network hummed in a false lull. Then, inevitably, something in the tower’s central routing noticed a mismatch and threw a cascade of security checks toward the relay’s region. Lena absorbed it like someone catching knives.
Rowan and Cass ran through lower corridors with the vault token warm against their palms and a forged manifest in the other. The building’s internal security pattern had turned into a web, tense and snapping. They ducked into areas of shadow where the cameras’ line of sight was obstructed by a maintenance ladder or a freight elevator; they moved in the spaces that corporate design called 'service access.' Every step felt like borrowing time. At the end of the ductline a heavy door opened onto a pale corridor and they saw, at last, the guarded bay where Helix kept short-term anchors for transit. It looked smaller inside than the files had suggested. The beds were clinical, the monitors steady, and there was one capsule that bore a small wristband tag that matched the accession number Lena had decrypted. Noah's tag was a string of characters printed on a utilitarian band. The sight of it made Rowan drop the air from her chest like a held breath being released.
They were close enough to touch the anchor chamber when the world tightened into a single, awful measure. Alarms that had been muted until now burst into a sharp, intrusive note; the tower's internal loudspeakers chirped with protocol directives and the scent of corporate calm tried to settle around it. Rowan’s breath shortened into a clean, functional rhythm. They moved forward and found a corridor sealed by a biometric gate and an electronic seal that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. A thin readout on the console glowed with a message that carried more weight than its sterile typography: PHASE ENGAGEMENT LOCK: COUNTDOWN INITIATED.
Time truncated into decimals. On Lena’s feed the relay token registered as in custody; someone in the field had moved it to a staging rig. The vault key was in Rowan's pocket. The third requirement—Noah, whatever he truly was—lay beyond that gate. Rowan realized then that every choice they'd made had been a chain stretching toward this second. Jace's sacrifice, Marco's ribs, the stolen manifests and the blood that assured them they had been serious—they had all pointed toward the same hinge.
At the gate Cass began work on the override with hands that had learned secrets about steel. Lena fed a sporadic feed into the central net, her fingers like a musician trying to stall a crescendo. The hacker's voice came through their ear buds—strained but clean—'You have maybe sixty seconds before the tower flips to a full handoff. I can stall the cascade but I'm burning processes like paper.'
Rowan's fingers tightened on the vault key. Somewhere beyond the door she could imagine a boy, asleep or awake, being used as something no one should be used as. The countdown blinked and the corridor lights seemed to slant toward a pressure point. She thought for an impossible instant of Marco's last hand squeezed in hers and of Jace facing men who were paid to deny the humanity of a thing like a brother. The plan was clear now and merciless: they would force the mismatch while they still had the keys they had stolen, and then they would pry Noah from his link. Whatever happened next would not be pretty. They had to move.

    
Nodefall
The gate’s recessed panel pulsed a brutal red and the hospital-quiet corridor felt like a throat closing. Every second on the display was a metronome: cadence, decision, consequence. Cass worked with a steady breath and fingers that had the memory of thousands of hidden seams; she had pried open safes and corporate smugness and now she cupped the vault key as if it were a fragile bird. Lena’s voice came through Rowan’s comm in tiny, strained bursts—static-wrapped and urgent—an incision of code into a field that had to be soothed into silence. The relay had hiccuped and held, and for the fraction of a second that mattered the network thought the world was still normal.
Rowan kept her shoulder against the cool metal of the maintenance hatch, listening as if sound itself might betray a move. Sato stood near with her medical case, jaw set in a way that belied everything she’d given Helix and everything Helix had taken in return. Her hands trembled not with fear but with the weight of a detail that had to fit: an emergency upload, a deliberate destabilization of the anchor’s calibration. She had coded the override in a different life and had to use that knowledge now as both medicine and weapon. Around them, the tower flexed its security muscles—the patrolled corridors, the whisper of boots through atrium glass—while the countdown drove the air harder through their lungs.
Jace had taken the decoy post. He moved with a bitter courage, the exact sort of thing that made old friends both proud and afraid. He had offered himself before Rowan could answer his apology with anything less than a plan; some debts are paid in courage rather than coin. He kissed his fingers at an old photograph hidden in his jacket and tucked that memory away so he could leave it somewhere safe later, if later ever came. He’d stepped back into corners where cameras looked and men checked manifests, and for the time being he had become a hole in the net that Helix would spend attention on filling.
The vault key was still warm from Cass’s glove when she slid it into the override reader. The seal bled a small alarm—clinical, designed to fluster a human mind into patience—but Cass worked past the choreography of sound. The gate shivered and the latch accepted a slow betrayal. Every hatch, every panel they had touched since the van had rolled up under Helix’s awning felt like a chain of promises that could snap at any misplayed note. Rowan’s heartbeat was a drum in her ears. This was their last corridor between them and the anchor: the hinge on which the city’s night now tilted.
As the gate hissed and began to open, Lena’s voice sharpened like steel. "Forty-five seconds," she said. "I can keep the relay looped for maybe a minute, but they’re re-routing watchdogs now. If anyone sees the mismatch, they’ll accelerate handoff procedures. You’ve got to be in and out before the central stack re-keys the grid. Lock the vault token in secure, cut the anchor, and put the mismatch code in the broadcast stack. That’s the only clean way I know to make it fail without turning everyone offline."
There was a hard gravity in Sato’s eyes when she picked up the case. "Once you pull the anchor link, the system will try to stabilize. I can push a deliberate misalignment into the node, but it will produce feedback. Equipment will spike. It could collapse the local node or fry the rig. You have to clear the chamber the instant I trigger it. You clear Noah, you break the reference point, and the cascade should fail. It’s violent and messy and will hurt anyone too close. That’s the trade-off."
Trade-offs were the furniture of the room. Rowan slid a hand into the capsule of a plan and felt the familiar grit of things that had been hard-forged. The keys were in their pockets—vault and relay and the knowledge of where the anchor lived. Time was short. The gate finished its final clack and the corridor beyond was a world of white light and watched monitors. Rowan put on a face of functional calm and pulled the rest of the team through with her. They moved as one small organism, careful and taut, toward the room that held a boy’s life and a city’s undoing.
The anchor chamber looked smaller than the schematics had suggested: a clinical bell under fluorescent light with a capsule like an old-fashioned casket at its center. Wires ran like vines into a central array and an EEG readout bled a thin ribbon of data into the room’s monitors. Noah lay inside, pale as bone and utterly still, a collection of taped IV lines and the neat violence of sedation. The monitor’s trace blurred into patterns Sato read with a scientist’s sorrow—phase markers that had been grafted into his neural profile and instruments keyed to treat him like a calibration tool rather than a child.
Rowan stopped at the capsule’s side and forced her hands to be clean work—precise cuts, quick disengagement of leads, measured force where force was necessary. Her fingers closed on the harness that was designed to keep a human form still enough to become a mathematical constant. The harness was both mechanical and ceremonial: straps and clamps that never quite let the occupant be more than an object in a trial. The sight of it reduced Rowan’s chest to a single, concentrated ache she had to manage if she wanted to keep breathing. "We don’t have much time," she said, not because she wanted to remind anyone of the clock but because the sound of reason had to be loud enough to drown panic.
Field teams slammed through a corridor two doors away with the practiced quiet of people trained to be the law of applied force. Helix’s operatives were efficient: white coats over armored vests, hands gloved and voices clipped into corporate neutrality. They didn’t shout so much as issue polite imperatives that meant the same as a shout. When the first line moved into the corridor, Cass had the vault key engaged and Lena’s fabricated maintenance loop still soft in the relay. For a breath the world held the electrical smell of ozone and the tiny sensation that the city’s heartbeat had quickened.
Sato moved with a forgiven steadiness, opening her case and choosing lines to keep. She had a small implant override she’d drafted under duress, an emergency sequence she saved the smallest breath for. "I can place a destabilization pulse into his implant to scramble the anchor’s reference. It will make the system search for a phase it cannot find," she murmured as she worked. "But you have to pull him out as it executes. If the system can still read him while it’s being wrenched, the feedback could be lethal. If you clear him instantly, the node collapses into noise. The key is to sever the physical link first while the implant is destabilized."
Rowan’s hands moved on the clamps. The harness clicked and the straps released with the small, bureaucratic efficiency of something built to be undone only by technicians with permission. Noah’s breath was a flutter against the sedative’s hold; his eyelids moved like curtains. The monitors showed a ritual of numbers until Lena’s voice shrilled a warning: "Ten seconds. Watch your line. The relay intelligence is pinging for authorization override. They’ve matched a partial signature. If they get the handoff with the vault key still responding, they’ll lock this and perform a full cascade."
Rowan grunted and leaned in, pulling straps and freeing the boy’s arms. The capsule’s connection had been physical and clinical and Rowan found herself thinking of the way metal and skin had always meshed in extraction jobs—how people made their vehicles into cages and windows into locks. She worked with quiet violence, knowing every second was a risk. Outside, the steps of Helix agents moved closer. They had to be faster than the legal architecture, faster than the city’s own processes wrapped in law. It became a matter of breath: their breath against the countdown's unfaltering logic.
The door behind them splintered with anger. Men in white moved like a slow machine, efficient and practiced, and one of them slashed a net toward the inner bay. Rowan twisted, feeling the speed of motion in a narrow space, and took a handhold on the capsule’s rim to brace her weight. The first volley of contact was not clean; the room became a geometry of limbs and restraint and the cold practicality of trained violence. Cass hustled with the vault key while Rowan handed off one of the emergency drives to Sato and watched the scientist’s hands slide the code insertion into the port she had fashioned.
Jace’s voice came from the back corridor as if from a far place, rough and steady. "Hold the line out there. I’ve got their attention." The sentence was small and exact, and Rowan felt the world tilt toward the present like a lever drawing breath. Then the corridor sealed between them and Jace. The sound of it was final. Rowan had seen courage folded into last acts before; she recognized the cheapness and the validity of a man choosing to be a target to spare others. She wanted to call him back and tell him there were other ways—pleading was a useless currency at that point. Time was a currency no one could buy with words.
The room filled with a static that was not of white noise but of a code in motion. Lena’s voice cut a bright line across the comms, thin with effort. "I’ve got a buffer. Push the override and pull him. Push and pull on my count. Now—now!" she said. Sato executed her emergency insertion with hands that shook; the code slid into Noah’s emergency port like a bitter medicine. It took a breath and the monitors kinked into a rhythm that was wrong—phase markers stuttering, then tearing. The anchor’s reference started to wobble.
Rowan yanked at the last of the harness and felt something metallic give under her fingers: the physical interface that had been masquerading as a human safeguard. Noah’s chest rose in sharp, shallow gasps. Then the feedback hit. The chamber’s lights flared and the monitors cascaded into nonsense. Equipment flashed with emergency states. The cage of their world grew thin with the sound of processes trying to reconcile truth with falsity. Lena’s voice was a single, brittle note: "I’m throwing a mismatch into the node now. If they have the second token, it will attempt to lock and fail. It will bleed its power into the racks. Get out, Rowan. If it arcs, it’ll take the chamber with it."
Rowan looked down at Noah for one second—at the slack of his jaw, the faint smell of disinfectant—and felt an animal wave of something like mourning and fierce relief. She had him in her arms when men slammed into the door behind her and the room became a last, frantic moment of movement. Rowan had been an extractionist for years; she had known how to carry someone fast and not break them in the transit. She pushed toward the maintenance hatch under the cloud of failing equipment and the roar of a system that did not take politely to being unmade.
There is a point where strategy collapses into pure momentum. The corridor out of the chamber was a tunnel of alarms and the harsh footfalls of people who had been paid to be the law. Rowan felt the weight of Noah against her shoulder and the world become a physics problem—mass, velocity, and the cost of getting through a door before the currents overturned them. Sato rode with them, clutching a drive that held the emergency trace she’d written, face open with the subtle, ugly relief of someone who had used the tools of their crime to try and fix it.
They hit the maintenance ladder and climbed like a crew of ghosts, pulled through ducts and a small canyon of exposed cabling. Lena’s voice pinched and came through with the cadence of someone burning processes to slow the hunters: "You’re past the main node. I’ve injected a feedback pulse that will invalidate their next handshake. You need to get off the internal net now."
They slid through a service portal into a back stair that led to the lower freight level where Ruth had promised a vehicle to meet them. The tower’s security had collapsed into scattered focus; some teams pursued the apparent breach in the anchor bay, others moved to lock down the rerouted relays that Lena had meddled with. The city overhead was indifferent, and the street’s gossip would not yet have a shape for the odd hum that had traveled through speaker systems and public terminals during the Mesh’s short trial. For the team’s purposes, the building behind them bled red lights and the dull, legal thud of men breaking policy in clean uniforms.
They tumbled into Ruth’s van with dank breaths and no ceremony. Marco’s absence made the space colder despite the engine’s heat; every seat that had once been his space felt like a wound. Jace did not emerge with them. He had stayed to keep a door closed and a path open, and for a woman who had always cut for others rather than for herself it felt like the old arithmetic of payback had come due. On an instinct, Rowan checked her comm for a pulse she hoped would be there but found only static and a clipped packet that hinted at sacrifice. Her fingers tightened around Noah. He was breathing, shallow and ragged. The drive Sato had taken from his implant glowed faintly in her palm with a trail of corrupted telemetry that would be evidence and grief both.
They drove like a small funeral procession without music, slipping into lanes that gave them anonymity. Lena rode shotgun with her hands clamped to the console, frantically sending a raw, unencrypted packet to every public node she could reach: Helix Tower access logs, internal memos, Sato’s file change records, and the partial video the custody bay camera had captured before things went dark. She was painting the city with their truth. It was a dangerous thing, broadcasting a corporation’s private crimes into the public square, but danger had been the currency of the night. If Helix tried to scrub the footage, they would have to clamber through public outrage to do it.
When the feed hit public displays, the city jolted awake like a creature startled by a bright light. Screens in transit hubs and corner kiosks flickered from sponsored content to something far more corrosive: internal memos detailing test windows, the sedation logs they had pulled from custody modules, and a corrupted clip of a child strapped to a containment rig. The files Lena had stitched into the broadcast included Sato’s testimony, typed into the audio like a small, legal ghost. The public terminals repeated the words in neutral fonts and the words carried a toxin to Helix’s polish. People stopped in their tracks. Mouths opened. Where municipal feeds had whispered about safety and festival schedules, they now stirred with honest, ugly revelation.
Helix’s response was fast and corporate-precise. Valen Rook, the company face who had steered funding and bluff, made a statement that read like damage control: we uphold safety, we innovate responsibly, we will investigate. It was a practiced set of phrases that meant little in the face of a direct feed showing anatomy and ledger and a child’s name in a file labeled 'anchor'. The company activated private legal teams and field contingents, but those things looked uglier under the sudden wash of public attention. Protesters gathered outside the Tower’s black glass; a small crowd surged where the city’s ads once promised a centennial celebration. The effect was not immediate policy—governance is a slow, careful animal—but it was enough to make Helix’s public bluster less absolute.
Meanwhile, inside the van, Sato worked at Noah’s wrist with clumsy, dedicated care. The implant in his scalp was small and invasive, a thing grown for architecture and cruel precision. She extracted a burned core and sealed the site with medicine that tasted of sterilized regret. Noah’s eyes opened in the night with a slow, unfocused alarm and then locked on Rowan, recognition fogged and jagged. Rowan felt something like relief and terror coalesce: he had been found, but the boy who had anchored the Mesh was not a clean save. Trauma cuts both ways—human and systemic—and the road out of a clinical prison into the light of a city with cameras and questions is not one made for innocence.
They left the Tower with evidence and a bleeding ledger of losses. Jace had not returned, and later they would learn the small shape of his sacrifice—the man who had held a sealed door while the team escaped had been cut down by field operatives. Marco’s body lay in a quiet place weeks before; Jace’s sacrifice stitched itself into their memory differently, with a last act they could both explain and not forgive. The cost of their success lived in the space the van now carried: a child in shaky recovery, drives that might break a corporation, and the hollow ache of two friends they would not see again.
The hours after the broadcast were chaos that wore a bureaucratic face. News cycles lit the city with Helix’s exposed memos; civic platforms demanded inquiries; Mayor Gideon Reese issued a statement that tried to thread legal language with sympathy. The municipal apparatus began the careful steps of a city trying to show it could respond, but the community that learned its trust had been violated reacted faster. Screens in cafes and on street corners looped the footage Lena had sent. People gathered in small knots and then in larger ones, their outrage composite and messy and human.
Rowan and the others moved into a deeper shadow for a time, not because they feared retribution—though Helix’s legal teeth could be sharp—but because their wounds needed places to be tended. Noah was taken to a clinic run by a small nonprofit that had stepped into breach as civil society often does when institutions fail. Sato stayed with him through the first night, watching his sleep and tracing the scar the implant had left. Her hands trembled when she brushed his hair back; she had been the engineer and the coerced tool. The guilt she carried was not something words could resolve. But she was present in a way that felt like a small restitution.
Lena moved through the network like a thief with a conscience. She had created copies of the broadcast and seeded them across peer-to-peer channels so Helix’s servers could not simply mop their floors. She had sent copies to international watchdogs, to journalists with prey instincts and to legal advocates who could force an inquiry beyond a corporate press release. She had also pulled a thread that suggested Helix had invested in nodes beyond the city—small pockets of infrastructure that breathed like seeds. For a fleeting moment, the fight looked national, maybe global: a company with research interests and capital would not simply fold. They would adapt.
Public pressure mounted. Helix execs were called to emergency hearings; subpoenas and injunctions began to thread through the city’s courts. There were arrests of mid-level field techs whose easy compliance could be pinned to policy memos and direct orders. Public opinion turned in jagged arcs, and a corporate ticker that had once been a straight graph found its line descending like a measured wound. The immediate victory was not total justice; it was exposure. The world now had the data to question the safety promises they had trusted, and a thousand small groups could now organize with data rather than rumor.
In the quieter aftermath, the team grieved and organized. They gave testimony to a handful of reporters who had refused Helix’s initial payoffs. They handed drives to oversight committees who worked under lawyers with teeth. Sato testified in a small room with the bright, honest glare of fluorescent witness and recounted the designs she had been coerced into drafting. Lena moved evidence into safe hands and coded the backups to seeds that would flourish in public repositories. The cost of healing felt like a ledger—debts to the dead, obligations to the living—but it also had a practical side: the city needed protection and the team had, through the night’s violence, made proof available to the people who could make the Tower less untouchable.
Days later Noah learned to be himself again in small measures: a sound here that stung but resolute, a memory flickering that could be made into something steady with care. Sato slept little and worked with a soft focus, treating physical scars and assisting neurologists who had taken an interest. She watched Noah relearn how not to be an instrument and felt the mute lift of someone working to repair what her work had helped make possible. Rowan visited often and sat quietly, letting a tired gravity be company, and once at dawn she held Noah while the city warmed toward a sun that felt both ordinary and new.
The legal fights ground on. Members of Helix’s leadership faced subpoenas; some were held to account in courtrooms where a public could finally ask the hard questions. Valen Rook’s public face cracked under scrutiny in hearings and on feeds where his scripted cadence could not cover what the records revealed. He found defenders and deniers of equal measure; power rarely falls entirely. In a breath of news that tasted like inevitability, some senior figures left the company—resignations that bore the aura of avoidance more than contrition.
But not everything tied neatly. Some of Helix’s assets had been moved off-shore in a neat corporate ballet; others had been quietly repurposed into private contracts where oversight was sparse. The network they had attacked with Lena’s misalignment had been crippled locally, but references in the recovered code suggested other nodes in other jurisdictions might still be waiting. The fight, Rowan realized with a chill, had not ended; they had merely removed a tooth from a larger machine.
At a small memorial near the river, the team left two stones. Marco’s made its own hollow in the soil; Jace’s had a smaller scar of meaning—there was anger in the way Rowan kept the space for him, a complicated debt that could not be repaid with eulogies. They were private things; the public had its own cacophony. Rowan placed both stones into the earth and felt the small, useless solace of an action that meant something to the people who had loved them. There were no easy absolutes. There was only the work of making sure those losses made something else possible.
In the weeks that followed, Rowan learned to hold Noah in ways that had nothing to do with extraction or combat. He slept with the soft blanket Sato had found him and woke with questions that were small and stern. He asked about lights and why men had voices that told people what to do. She answered with the kind of compassion that felt like a balm and an instrument—a story told in fragments and real things that grounded him: bread, the smell of hard coffee, the sound of the river. He learned to recognize his name as a human thing rather than a file marker. The city hummed and sometimes roared and sometimes forgot to care, but at nights he fell asleep and Rowan sat on a narrow cot with her hand in his and the small, weary relief of someone who had done the impossible and paid a price for it.
The public fight continued. Investigations stretched out and grew roots in committees that moved like bureaucracies—awkward, necessary, and slow. Lena published sanitized snapshots of code to repositories that made it harder for corporations to bury the same model elsewhere. Sato committed to working with independent researchers to create transparent protocols and safeguards for neural tech. The movement that had risen from the broadcast took the shape of small policy pushes and a constellation of civic groups pushing for stricter oversight.
Rowan did not pretend victory. The Tower’s node had fallen, but the infrastructure of influence and money that had supported Helix’s ambition did not dissolve overnight. There were reports in foreign papers of preliminary nodes humming in other regions, and the recovered files hinted at partner companies who would be less hampered by press coverage. The fight for consent over technology had moved from a single building into a larger, more dispersed arena. The city had been spared one rollout, and that was both enormous and incomplete.
On a late afternoon, Rowan stood on a rooftop above the river where the skyline of the city had once seemed unassailable. Noah slept in a small cot beside her, dull breathing like a small engine. She watched the river pull light in glitters and the municipal screens in the distance flicker with the news of the day—committee hearings, quiet resignations, and the slow gears of governance. She felt layered grief for what had been lost and a reticent hope that whatever came next would find them ready and not alone. The night the node fell had been brutal and beautiful in ways that bled together; it had cost them dearly. It had also taken a step toward undoing something that would have made the city a lesser place.
She did not imagine the fight was over. The files Lena had secured suggested other nodes, other contracts, and other hands. But for the first time in a long while she let herself feel that small, human edge of safety with Noah beside her. She tightened the blanket around his shoulders, listened to the city breathe, and let the silence hold. Beyond the skyline, pockets of circuits and corporate designs would continue to test lines of power. But tonight the city slept a little freer, and that measure—small and precarious—was enough to keep them moving.
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