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Neon Faultline
Helena Carroux
Arin, a salvage operator, uncovers a sealed memory slab tied to a suppressed protest and his own missing months. With Sera, an ex-Helion engineer, he steals an authentication anchor and races to the Spindle Hub to push the slab’s contents into the city network before Helion’s quarantine update locks it away. They breach the hub, face betrayal and Nullweave countermeasures, and make a costly human tether to seed the memory stream. The broadcast succeeds in leaking fragments into implants, fracturing the corporation’s curated narrative. Arin wakes altered—carrying other people’s memories and gaps where his own life used to be—while the city begins to remember in messy, dangerous ways.
ProseHub


    
Static Harvest
The rain in Sector Nine has a taste. It carries iron from the old foundries and a sharp, antiseptic tang from the abandoned clinics where people used to bleed and be put back together. When the city lights bounce off that wet concrete it looks like somebody split a neon heart down the middle and poured the blood into gutters. I move through it because that's how I eat. I pull things out of places other people have left for dead and turn odd, dangerous pieces of other people's lives into currency.
I call myself a salvager because it sounds better than thief. I have a workbench full of solder, spare mesh ports, a stack of patched memory-cartridges waiting for buyers who will pay more for something with a story. Tonight I have one thin contract and a name typed in a cipher I don't bother decoding until I've got the hardware: an anonymous buyer wants a blank-scan neuro-module pulled from the ruins of Clinic 17. The listing paid well for a simple reason—Clinic 17 collapsed after the blackout two years ago, and anything that survived the collapse is probably tagged or poisoned with corporate signatures. Helion Dynamics owned the clinic before they bought the city’s implant lanes. Helion doesn't like loose hardware.
The clinic's bones still hold the stink of antiseptic smoke. Entryways are collapsed into jagged teeth; HALO-guards and maintenance drones chewed through the lobby like hungry insects left to rust. My exo-harness creaks, and I prop a placard of scav-supplies over my shoulder. Lights in this sector blink in slow symphony, some controlled by a tired grid, some by old backup batteries. I move low, map the sound of distant servos, and think about profit margins. A memory module, intact, can buy a month of quiet. A sealed slab with a Helion seal could buy a life.
I find the med-bay where the floor has buckled inward. The hatch into the subvault is half-embedded in ceramic and serum canisters. My hand shakes just enough to feel the old adrenaline, the exact, useful kind. I don't feel like a hero here; salvage work is just risk turned into numbers. I unseal the hatch with a prybar, sweep away brittle bandages and a shadow of a faded implant tag. The module sits in a cry-lined cradle, wrapped in polymer skin that still smells faintly of ozone. It hums when my glove comes close, a lazy, pulsing microcurrent that says someone took care to keep it sleeping. Whoever sealed this wanted it preserved.
I cradle the slab like a detonator and strap it into my field pack. The slab is heavier than it ought to be, like a pocket full of other people's quiet. It doesn't have a label that I can read—no residential ID, no patient echo. Whoever sealed it left nothing but a wet seam where a barcode should have been. On the way out I cut the power in the alcove and hear the clatter of scav drones moments later, metal teeth scraping. For three heartbeats I think about leaving the module, but currency is currency and the pay was right.
The route home is a ribbon of graffiti-lit alleys that smell of fryer oil and ozone. A kid in a patched jacket offers a nod and a trading card with a smudged celebrity face. People barter for presence here. I duck into the shadow of a glazed stairwell and run a quick scrub—no trace. Helion runs predictive surveillance that learns routes, and I know the minor crosscheck nodes like the back of my patched palm. This module is too clean. If it were client hardware someone would have left a trace or a kill-switch. Instead there's a sleeping hand inside a polymer glove that hums when the temperature drops.
Back in my workspace, the place smells like fried wire and coffee I don't remember drinking. The bench lamp throws a thin cone of light across solder and clouded visors. My rig is a Frankenstein of scavged diagnostic nodes and a legal-issue interface. If I plug the slab into a public reader it will flag corporate ownership and either lock down or trigger a tracer. So I build an off-grid cradle: a Faraday blanket, a handshaker that reads physical resonance rather than network signatures, a pair of old analog oscilloscopes that I like because the lines wobble like heartbeats. I slide the slab into the cradle and secure the clamps. The module knows I'm there. The hum grows into a low thrum that reverberates up my fingers and into the bridge port at the base of my skull. For a second I think of leaving it sealed and walking away with what I already paid for: the knowledge of how heavy it is.
Curiosity is cheaper than regret, and I'm debt-averse. I patch a rudimentary decoder between my bridge and the cradle. It isn't elegant—this setup would get laughed at by more formal techs—but it's careful. A soft amber core lights the module and telemetry pops up on the old scope's cracked screen: a metadata ghost stamped with a half-burned corporate insignia. I copy it into a disposable node and mask my signature. The metadata calls itself a slab in the old naming syntax, then gives me an encrypted string my rig identifies only as a proprietary Helion cipher. That makes the hair on my arms tense. Helion tagging in a thing like this means it belonged to someone who matters, or someone who was dangerous enough to be cleaned out of the mesh.
I begin to scrape the outer layer with a micro-serrated blade and a solvent that eats polymers but not data-layers. Underneath comes a strip of woven memory film—older tech by design, reliable when they wanted permanence. I run a basic decode, frame-by-frame, to keep things small. The first images are static and then a corridor full of people with handheld banners. Then a face. Young, androgynous, hair a ragged halo around a round jaw, eyes set like flint. I always judge a face by whether it looks like it remembers itself, and this face remembered too much. The tag at the corner of the frame reads a date and a place: a protest in Sector Five, late-spring of the crackdown.
It would be a curiosity—a survival slice—if not for the next detail. There are missing frames where continuity should be. Blank stretches indicated by a field of corrupted bits. Frames that should hold minutes of footage show nothing but a pale smear. And then, tucked in between shards of crowd noise, a name whispered in a voice that isn't the rush of the crowd. It says my name. Not the tag that operates in the city's public registry, but my given name, the one I don't broadcast in markets. The audio is thin, like a cigarette-thin frequency scraped from a loop, but there it is: 'Arin.'
I don't flinch because I have practice with odd things. I sit very still and run the frame again. The whisper is the same, clear in a way that makes the hair on my neck stand up. A wrongness pulses through the dorm of the slab—its resonance harmonizes with the implant at my skull. That's an odd pairing; most sealed memory units don't self-announce like someone calling home. I run a diagnostic to see whether the sound is an embedded metadata marker or an artifact of the decode. The marker pings as proprietary and matches a Helion signature I've seen in old corporate test logs. Somebody at Helion tagged this frame with a human voice, then hid it.
Outside, the city's hum continues without answering. I patch in a temporary noise filter to keep the slab from jolting my bridge and slow the playback. The crowd grows in the frame—people move as one organism—and the young face keeps returning to the camera, eyes finding something off-screen. A bright object streaks through the frame and then shards of light. The footage tears into nothing as if the roll itself had been cut. The corruption tracks like a memory bleach. The slab's internal clock ticks deeper than the video. It carries not only images but a set of temporal fingerprints: time where someone took pieces of experiences and excised them like tumors.
I pull my hand back from the cradle and my fingers buzz. My left archive port shows a gap in my own timeline for the same span the slab has corrupted: six weeks in the third-quarter bloom of last year. There are blank entries in my own memory ledger where I should have receipts, patchwork jobs, names of bars I spent time in. For a second I think about the people who do those kinds of corporate edits. I think of quiet technicians in windowless towers who program forgetting as gently as they might prune a tree. Someone pulled months out of my life, and something about that pull is now humming in my workshop.
I reach for the tablet to pull transaction logs—small paranoia moves—but my rig throws up a soft red flag. A backchannel ping with a Helion handshake tries to negotiate for access. The message is sterile and infinitesimally polite: a single packet asking after property retention, signed by a low-level recovery node. Recovery nodes are usually automated, indifferent, but the packet uses phrasing that implies human oversight. It knows that the slab is in an off-grid cradle in a workshop that usually sells on the grey lanes. Whoever sent it didn't expect me to be that off-grid.
Sometimes people send pings because they are curious. Sometimes they send pings because they want to scare you into compliance. I let the ping sit and watch. The slab, in response, shifts its resonance and a single frame blossoms on the cracked scope like a moth. It's the same young face in the protest, but closer now, breath fogging the lens. The eyes look like they are searching for someone they know will come. The whisper echoes again, not from the slab alone but threaded under my own inner-voice, as if the recording had matched the specific tone of my bridge and keyed a small hook into the part of me that keeps names.
I shouldn't have been surprised that Helion would want ownership, but the insistence of the whisper makes my chest hollow. That whisper isn't just an audio fragment; it behaves like a tag that opens when it finds the right frequencies in a listener. Whoever folded it into the slab designed it to seek a resonance match—exactly the kind of thing you do when you're tying a memory to a person you want to find. I have never trusted a thing that calls me by name from a sealed object.
I disconnect the cradle and let the slab sleep in an insulated bag. The heat from its casing still bleeds slightly through the polymer, like a warm secret. The vendor who contracted the pull greets my ping, asking for a delivery signature and insisting on a quick handoff. The promised pay on the ledger is enough to cover two months of quiet, and part of me remembers the calculus—one risky move can smooth out a dozen hungry evenings. But there's a gravity to what I saw on the screen that refuses to be monetized into a simple sale. You don't sell the kind of thing that knows you.
There are more practical dangers. A Helion recovery node doesn't escalate lightly, but I can feel the web of their attention growing: queries through shards of regional mesh, statistical anomalies pointing to my route home. If they decide to trace this slab physically the city will peel open in little colors as their drones sweep the lanes. They are patient enough to gather a case against me and, if pressed, they will bring enforcement that doesn't ask for consent.
Still, I have months missing from my own archive. I have a module that carries a fragment of a crackdown and a face that looks like a promise of more. I heat a flask of cheap coffee and hold it in my hands while I try to think in the one language I'm good at—numbers and angles. If I hand it over, Helion will file the thing under property and likely erase any public trace. If I keep it and decrypt in private, I might find the truth of my own missing time. Both routes look like death in one flavor or another. I decide, for a momentarily practical reason, to call someone who knows the architecture of things Helion-style: a name burned in my contacts as a person who used to map the city mesh from the inside. I haven't seen them in years, but if anyone can tell me whether a whisper-in-a-slab is an accident or an asking, it's this one.
The contact is a ghost of an old life: Sera Tolen, listed as 'off-duty' in a directory I keep in a sealed cache. I send a burnt ping that scrambles the reply path, the kind of handshake that a rescuer uses when they don't want watchers. The response takes like a slow burn. No message content arrives, only a location marker and the smallest, old-fashioned emoji I haven't seen since before the blackout: a tiny wrench. That's enough. Sera was good at building backdoors and better at vanishing after she did it. If anyone can tell me whether the whispers are a breadcrumb or a trap, it's her.
Before I pack the slab, the off-grid cradle registers a second Helion ping. This one is not automated: the packet carries a human seal and a three-line query. They claim ownership. They claim chain-of-custody. They insist on a calm return, with a promise of a 'gracious resolution.' They sign it with the name of a recovery node I've heard about in the rumors—someone whose reps handles property retrieval in ways that avoid paper trails. The line in the packet that claws at me is more precise than the earlier whisper: 'There are frames missing from your file that correspond to a Helion incident. Return the object and we will reconcile the discrepancy.'
There is an implicit threat in that phrasing. Helion doesn't talk about reconciliation unless they have someone to reconcile with. I imagine them in a control room full of cool light and screens, mapping the city into tidy rectangles where memories are either allowed or excised. The implication is brutal and specific: someone at Helion knows that I have blanks and that this slab fits in those blanks like a missing tooth. A memory can be evidence; it can be a tool. It can also be a weapon. My fingers close on the insulated bag and I think of the slab breathing against my palm.
The city outside is a serpent of incandescent adverts and drone trails. I pack the bag into a soft locker beneath a false floor in my apartment, a nest of cheap foam and welded plastic that hides everything worth more than one month's rent. I run a quick check on my ports. The six-week gap in my ledger is there still, a dark blot where receipts and work orders should be logged. The missing frames from the slab overlap that time. Coincidence is the polite lie people tell themselves when they're avoiding a hard truth.
I make a plan that is only half-formed. I will not hand the slab to a Helion courier. I will not sell it on the open grey. I will go find Sera with the slab in a soft bag and ask for a diagnostic she can't fake. If she is what the directory implies, she'll either tell me to burn the thing or to follow a trail I don't yet see. If she tells me to burn it, then my job is simpler and lonelier. If she tells me to pull the thread, then whatever it is that sits wrapped and humming under polymer will become something that reaches into more lives than mine.
A sound at my door is soft enough to consider a dream. At first I think it's the city, the faraway rattle of an overfed transport, but then a pattern of servos sings the specific cadence of a retrieval drone. It's a hobbyist thing outside the window at first—two blades, a faint Helion sig etched onto a rusted panel. Then another. Quiet little dogs, sniffing for heat signatures. My breath shortens. Helion doesn't usually send drones to apartments for soft infractions. They have men who do that. The pings escalate. The whisper in the slab repeats my name, not quite as an echo but like the beginning of a summons. I grab the bag and the edges of myself that still remember how to run and head for the stairwell. The city opens in a wet, neon mouth and I step into it, the slab pressed against my chest like a heart that doesn't belong to me.
I move through the alleyways with a route I've rehearsed in seasons of tight budgets and tighter times. The retrieval drones sweep along my backtrail, their cheap optics trying to triangulate heat and metal signatures. I melt into the crowd at a vendor hub where the air tastes of fried dough and ion. A kid offers me a data-card for a laugh; I swap a warped jack for it. I keep the bag tight and the slab quiet. It hums like an animal that knows when someone reaches for its collar.
At the corner of a market lane a shadow lifts and a voice speaks on a private channel, rough and corporate-polished. 'Return the property and there will be compensation. Resist, and we will use appropriate measures.' There is no official sign-off, no name that matters. The threat is naked. They know the slab is with me and they know they can take it. They do not yet know that it whispered my name.
I could hand it over. I could let the city take its memory and lock it behind a corporate archive. But the taste of the rain tonight is too close to rust to let me do that without looking. Whatever the slab contains is part of a past someone pried from a city they decided to edit. They left me a missing ledger, and they left a voice that calls me by the only name I'm really afraid to hear in public. I duck into a narrow service corridor and I make the decision that will cost me more than money: I follow the echo. I set a course for a place where people go when they have to tell each other truths they no longer trust the city to keep. I tuck the insulated bag closer and step into the neon, the city moving like a faultline under my boots.

    
Resonance
The place I find Sera looks the way people look when they're trying not to be found: stripped down, retooled, a rusted transit shed on the third ring with a curtain of plastic and a roofbin garden someone is pretending will be future food. She's been waiting in the dark, hunched over a station lit by a single filament bulb that hums like a cheap hymn. When she looks up the room refocuses; her eyes are the kind that read signal noise as if it were paper, iris rings thin as old perforations. She keeps the practical cut listed in archival directories, but there are new lines near her mouth and a silver conduit threaded along the jaw like an old wound sewn shut. She does not smile. Smiling is inefficient.
I hand her the insulated bag across a bench shared with night vendors who make a living pretending not to hear anything. She doesn't handle the slab like a paid artifact. Her fingers find seams in polymer that look like manufacturing faults to me, and she brushes them with a legal-issue reader that coughs up metadata in a language I half-remember from when I bartered for patchwork implants. The badge in the tag is old Helion syntax, not a consumer ID; it's an internal class and that puts her expression into a grade I know as danger.
"Project Oriel," she says, the name clipped. It's jargon for people who lived inside corporate files. If you bought a patch in market lanes it means nothing; to her it is a rotated cabinet. "Officially it was about removing hazardous memetic loops. In practice they used it to prune dissent and tighten narratives. Oriel could isolate and quarantine sections of a networked memory so the host forgot the event existed."
She asks how long the blanks are. I tell her the ledger shows six weeks gone in early autumn. Her face changes then—a guilty recognition, small and sharp. She reaches into a pocket for a battered interface I recognise from old schematics: a backdoor key she once wrote into the system and then pretended she hadn't. "If Helion stamped that slab, they'll want it back," she says. "If the slab knows you, they don't just want property. They want closure."
We leave the shed and move through the city's underside like two people carrying a secretible weight. City noise isn't cacophony to Sera; it's telemetry. She points at a rusted vent and says, "That node keeps logs for the western belt. It's mid-tier: old enough to keep entries, small enough not to have the full sanitization pipeline." She gives details I don't hear as words so much as a map—where the mesh hasn't been audited, which routing forks use dated handshakes, which maintenance windows still accept raw diagnostic packets.
She explains Oriel the way people talk about ruined architecture—what people said it was, and what it became. "They sold it as protective curation," she says. "A humane way to stop panic. But the toolbox had hooks. They added a sealing operation that could excise frames and bind the remainder into normative packets. What I built was a circuit that could unplug a compromised node, soft-reset it, let the city heal without losing everything. They used my circuit to hide traces."
It feels like someone dropped a stone into a quiet pool. The plan comes together in small, ugly steps: get into a node that still keeps audit logs, pull the chain of custody, find where the slab came from. We say polite things like 'minimal forensic footprint' and 'read-only extraction' but everyone who ever lived by the mesh knows those phrases are camouflage for risk. We stitch a simple exploit out of old salvage tricks—a patch that mimics a maintenance window without tripping a full forensic alarm. If it works we'll have provenance. If it doesn't, Helion will notice anomalies fast enough to send a recovery team.
The node sits under an abandoned data sentrum with a broken glass dome that used to advertise smiling faces in better light. The entrance stinks of burned coolant and the fossilized odor of old meat. Sera kneels and fingers an intake console like a pianist prepping for a private song. She pulls a capsule of code from her palm and slides it into the port. To watch her work is to watch someone fold a trap out of kindness and shame. The patch purrs soft and then breathes. A small window opens and the logs begin to scroll: maintenance records, transfer receipts, a morning's worth of innocuous data with a bloody thread running under it.
We keep our faces down and our hands moving. For two hours the console coughs up particulars—timestamps bent into chains, internal class signatures, routes and short notes that feel like whispered confessions. Then the file we were not supposed to find slides across the terminal: the slab's signature. The name attached to the quarantine call is Jun Kori.
Jun's name lands like a landed stone. On the screen there are entries that read like procedure: sealing instruction, quarantine token, internal flag for 'recurate'. Each entry traces to an authority that masks itself in low-level aliases. The chain-of-custody includes a recovery coordinator and a sequence of authorized closures. The log is a tidy cruelty. When I feel the weight go down my spine it's because the data fits the slab like a missing tooth. Helion didn't stumble across the slab; someone catalogued it, labeled it, and then shelved the files where the public couldn't look.
The node's alarm doesn't sound like anything you'd hear on a street. It sounds like a cultured animal annoyed. One moment the console wheezes contentment, the next a soft red line blinks and a tracer pings our uplink. Helion's detection is always patient, but not slow. Drones bloom into the dome like flowers of cold iron. We don't pretend invisibility; we make a plan to be inconvenient.
Sera works with a precision that belongs to people who designed things to save lives and then watched those things be turned into instruments. She finds a signature in the log and touches it with a fingertip. "That's my glyph," she says, words pulled thin. "That sealing signature is mine. I built components of it. I thought I was building a failsafe. I didn't know they'd use that failsafe to make forgetting lawful." She says it like someone reciting an old crime, because to her it is both a code and a sin.
We wrap the logs in a disposable container and move out like thieves. The slab in my bag reacts to the city's detritus and leaks images into my skull: banners, a broken resonator, the staccato smell of burning polymer. The Residuum isn't polite about its claims. It presses fragments into me: a voice saying a name, then the shock of hands pushing against something wet and metallic. The node seems to spit a sealed notice into my head—there's a mention of a stability operation, but the calendar edges blur and the timeframe is not yet clear. Whoever designed the quarantine was careful but they left marks for those who knew where to look.
We run across low rooftops and drop into alleyways the city thinks belong to no one. The chase is mechanical but our lungs are human. Drone lights cut the night in blades and heat sensors close like a mouth. We split through a market that smells like frying oil and ion and slip into a safehouse that used to be a repair shop. It's empty except for the kettle and a wall full of patched cables, and the silence feels indulgent after two hours of adrenaline.
Sera spreads the log packets on the table and watches my face as if weighing how much truth I can hold. The Residuum keeps kneading at the edges of my mind, poking holes and threading memory through them. When I let the slab warm against my chest I get others' nights: a protest line, somebody saying 'remember' like a prayer, then a surgical light cutting through noise. It's intrusive and not enough—more like fragments hung on a line when the rest of the wash was taken.
She points to a directive in the logs and reads, 'Sealing routine alpha authorized for civic health initiative.' Then she looks straight at me and says, 'I wrote the sealing glyphs. I made it possible to cut frames out and reweave what's left without toppling the host.' The confession lands like gravity. She does not ask for forgiveness. She asks only whether I understand what that means for us now. There is no simple calculus for weighing guilt against utility.
The argument we have is a quiet one. Each option is dirty: sell the slab and get enough credits to be safe for a long time, hand it to Helion and take a payoff, or try to expose the thing and risk not only our heads but a city that has lived on curated memories. I can do arithmetic all night—how many meals a slab could buy—until morality evaporates into numbers. But Jun Kori's face lingers in the thin light, and profit tastes like ash in my mouth.
Sera takes out the backdoor she hid years ago. She touches the small casing like someone who keeps a fragile animal in her pocket. 'It was a safety,' she says. 'A blunt way to sever a node long enough to pull truth. I hid it because I thought we needed a breaker. They took the breaker and used it to mask their cuts.' Her voice cracks on 'they.' There's a history in the break we both feel; she kept a tool meant to help and watched the hands that used it decide it was better used for hiding.
We need a physical anchor. The implant lattice trusts hardware as much as signature. A broadcast without a visible trust token is a suspect packet that Nullweave or Helion's counters will choke. Anchors live in courier caches—the rusted carriers Helion uses because some hands do not ask questions. We need to find the manifest and swipe the key. Sera names a fence: Rook. He bends manifests, but he will demand a price. We both know favors have a way of accruing interest.
Rook's place smells like cheap liquor and burnt rubber. He sits in the back like a man who measures allegiance in favors and futures; his smile is a thing that wants payment. The manifest exists, he tells us, and it points to an anchor scheduled for movement into a Spindle Hub ring. The trick is timing: if we wait it will move deeper into Helion custody. If we act, we have a chance to take a piece of their trust.
We bargain like people who have nothing more valuable than each other's competence. Sera offers Rook a package of diagnostic code and an offline patch to keep certain caches from souring. He takes the exchange and warns us Helion is rolling new counters—Nullweave in field deployment, the sort of algorithm that doesn't just guard data but surgically removes anomalies and the traces of those anomalies' visitors. Sera's color leaves her face at that name. Old engineers are cruel about names because they know what they are built to do.
The Residuum doesn't wait politely for our ethics debates. It pushes images through me with a force that makes me flinch: hands with mud, a banner torn in two, someone with a face I know and yet cannot place whispering something like 'hold' and then the image cuts. It keeps feeding me fragments as if trying to assemble me back into place. I feel like a patchwork salvage job myself, missing months and trying to stitch a life together with another person's thread.
The courier depot is a mid-city hive of stainless steel and tempered glass, the kind of place designed to look impossible to breach. Shipping terminals blink with permission lights and biometric locks that ping a clean cloud for authority. The anchor sits in a hardened crate aboard a subloop transport and the manifest shows the redistribution window will shift it deeper into Helion's chain in forty-eight hours unless intercepted. That gives us a margin and a plan: a diversion, Sera's patch, and a small window to break in and take the token.
We move like thieves in a city that trains you to be invisible. Rook provides a diversion: a small fire in an old exchanger that draws a security cluster away from the depot. It's the kind of thing that smells like desperation but reads as authenticity. While drones dance around the smoke, Sera slips the capsule into a maintenance port and waits. The patch is a delicate thing that mimics an authorized check. For one thin minute it looks like we're invisible and then the depot blinks. We are not invisible.
Alarms cut through the plastic-sweet air, and we are into the old reflexes—run, fold into shadows, duck through service tunnels that back rooms of buildings forget they have. The anchor slides into Sera's pocket and weighs like something too big for a palm. When we clear the depot and the thudding boots fade, the token sits on the table of the safehouse like a small, heavy truth. Attached is a shipping thread we can read if we have the patience, a pattern of timestamps and nodes that map to a Spindle Hub. The manifest hints at something else too: a scheduled update in the lattice that reads less like maintenance and more like a quarantine wave. We have not yet figured the window.
Back at the safehouse, the anchor reveals its secrets slowly. It hums with old control firmware and a hard signature that matches Helion’s internal ware code. Sera parses shipment stamps while I stare at the slab and feel it living against me. The logs line up and show deployment windows radiating from a primary hub. I feel the city as data folding itself around the plan; the things that manage memory aren't bureaucracies so much as animals that hunt for tidiness.
Sera leans in and traces nodes with a finger. "If we open the hub for even a half-minute and authenticate with this anchor, we can push a stream. We won't get a perfect upload. It'll be messy frames and shards. But enough people will see fragments and that will make quarantine a political problem, not just a technical one." She speaks as an engineer and as if she isn't offering a plea.
Then the manifest gives a line we cannot unsee. The shipping timestamps fall into a window that translates into a broadcast schedule. When she translates the timestamp into a human phrase her voice is small: 'This cycle is a systemic update. They're rolling a stability patch that'll let them push quarantine tokens across more nodes than usual.' She pauses and the pause says everything. We've burned enough logs to know how their operations read. The anchor is a key. The update is an incoming lock. The two together make a race.
Three nights, Sera says finally, and the words are a verdict. I've been telling time in odds and hours and hacks until now; giving a number makes the future a blade I can see. Seventy-two hours, if her conversion is right, before the lattice accepts a pushed policy that could seal every trace like a lid screwed down by a corporation that prefers order to truth.
We plot until the kettle whistles and the city outside pinches for the night. The sequence is ugly and brilliant: Rook's manifest authenticates the anchor to Helion logistics, Sera's backdoor opens a narrow window in the Spindle Hub's authorization stack, and the anchor tells hardware routers to accept an unsanctioned stream. We can cascade fallback routes and diff the stream into nodes that are slow enough to copy before any counter pulls them. The engineering math is clean. The moral math is not.
There's another piece: the Residuum. It's a partly-sentient cluster and it behaves like a thing that wants to survive. For the stream to seed across enough implants so Nullweave cannot surgically remove it, a resonance tether must hold while the broadcast runs. A human node is the most reliable physical anchor for such a tether. The cost is a person’s boundary. Someone will have to fuse with the cluster enough to stabilize it while the fragments are sent outward. That means a person could wake with other people's nights inside them, porous and bleeding. Sera's face maps decisions she can no longer hide from. "If we do this," she says, "someone will be changed in a way we can't undo."
The slab hums like a small and urgent animal against my chest and I feel the ledger of my own missing months press at a new edge. The city is a neon faultline and for the first time since I found the slab I understand that standing here with the anchor is standing on its lip. Three nights is all the time we have before a corporate hand tries to make forgetting law.

    
Open Circuit
We chose a night with a low tide in the city's mesh—an engineered lull where routing load dipped enough to make an unauthorized window look like harmless jitter. Sera called it a lull she could fake; I called it a chance. The plan was simple in the way desperate plans always are: authenticate with the anchor, slip Sera's backdoor into the Spindle's authorization stack, open a narrow pipe long enough to push a raw stream, and seed it into enough slow nodes that Nullweave couldn't surgically excise every copy before it diffused. It was simple until anything unpredictable happened, and of course something unpredictable happened.
We gathered what we could buy and what we could borrow. Rook supplied a courier uniform and a manifest with plausible timestamps. We wheeled a crate through the underbelly, the anchor wrapped like a talisman between blankets and old maintenance rags. Milo—a small-time fence with a pale smile and a history of impatience—would throw a flare at the perimeter to distract the outward sweeps. He'd played small roles in other operations and had never been a problem. That was the thing with small people: they carried little weight until the moment someone paid them to carry a different one.
Sera moved like a person who had lived inside clean machine logic for decades and then learned how to carry shame across flesh. She checked the anchor twice, her hands moving with the intimacy of someone who read code like scripture. "You understand the cost," she said without looking at me. Her voice had lost some of its clinical flatness; worry had a new pitch in it. "If we hold the window, somebody has to stay awake with the Residuum. The cluster stabilizes on resonance. A human node is the worst anchor, but the most reliable. It will ask for boundaries we may not get back."
I had already felt the asking in my bones. The slab hummed against my chest like a living thing, a steady animal heartbeat out of rhythm with my own. The doubts lined like small teeth in the back of my throat: what if I woke with no name? what if the world changed and I couldn't remember why I loved it? Those were expensive fears. If the city kept the truth, it would be right and cold and clean. If we released it, it would splinter the façade and maybe cost lives. The math didn't help. We moved anyway, because the other choice was to hand that warmth back to a company that called forgetting a public good.
The Spindle Hub sits under the civic grid in a cathedral of reinforced polymer and steel. From the outside it looks like a low temple to utility: no gloss, no logos, just a grate that hums with the interior traffic of the city’s mind. Inside the Spindle is a lattice of racks and glass nodes, a place where the city's waking moments are folded into routable packets and labeled tidy. The ingress points are biometric, redundant, and paranoid. You don't break into a Spindle without a ticket or a very plausible lie.
Rook's uniform got us as far as the first biometric, the subkeys in the manifest proving a delivery from a regional logistics arm. The anchor presents a trust token when it is scanned, an ugly inert license Helion designed to make theft look accidental. Sera drummed fingers on the crate while I kept my face like a man with nothing to say. The maintenance corridor smelled like ozone and old bread; the lighting was a clinical blue that made everyone look equal. We routed the crate into the bay and the scanner accepted the anchor like it always did: an obedient machine with no sense of irony.
Then Milo's diversion went wrong. The flare drew a cluster, yes, but not where we needed it. Instead of pulling security outward, it triggered an inward sweep. Someone on the Spindle had a newer listening protocol—the kind Helion rolled out quietly to watch low-tier manifests—and it flagged our manifest as an anomalous leaf. Within minutes a low bloom of drones expanded, their optics scanning for the unique dielectric signature of the anchor. Someone had sold our schedule. The city breathed in and locked down.
Betrayal is always the sharpest sound. Milo's pale grin was quick to disappear when I found him in a side alley, whispering into a sealed line with too much money in his voice. He'd taken a Helion transfer—an offer to inform against us in exchange for a clean transfer and a small immunity token. I didn't throw him; I shouldn't have. There was no theater needed. He considered us a transaction and then he became one. Rook swore low and fast words that cleaned his mouth; he had not counted on someone small selling the exact timing that would make our crate stand out.
We improvised. Sera's fingers moved faster than her mouth. She rewired the anchor's handshake to present an alternate key when queried by Helion's new listener. It was a patchwork lie and a prayer. A courier gate opened and closed while the Spindle roared with a mechanical distrust. The drones combed down corridors like angry insects. The maintenance logs we had stolen earlier were no longer safe—Helion's counters began to write different footprints, to overlay honest signatures with extraction protocols. At the edge of my hearing I could feel the Residuum pulsing, hungry for the moment it would be allowed to chew through latency and spread.
We left Milo to the money he had chosen and moved deeper into the belly. The transport bay door hissed shut behind us and the corridor that led to the Spindle's lower ring looked like the inside of someone's skull: ribs of cable and faint veins of light. Each step echoed against metal that had never learned to be gentle. Rook kept watch and joked through clenched teeth. If the city had truth in its pocket, tonight it wanted to know who stole it.
The Spindle's inner sanctum is a place that makes the mind small. Racks glittered with arrays of memory-stream processors, each unit humming a different rhythm. The hub's central weave was a lattice of glass and fiber in which Sera could see the city's pulse like a map. She set the anchor on a platform and with a hand that trembled slightly, slid the backdoor into the authentication stack. The patch unspooled a narrow tunnel, a brittle corridor built from code that had once been intended to heal.
As soon as the pipe opened the Nullweave responded. Helion's countermeasure is algorithmic and surgical: it watches for anomalies, isolates them, and then applies a correction that removes both the anomaly and the memory of being anomalous. In practice that meant they could purge a broadcast, but only if they found the origin quickly enough. Sera had made a bluff at symmetry: open a window while creating unpredictability that would make Nullweave's surgical path jitter and delay. It bought us minutes, not hours.
Minutes stretched and the Residuum hunched against the inside of the crate like an animal scenting release. The cluster sent fragments into me—snapshots of Jun Kori standing against a crowd, a hand offering something wrapped in cloth, the metallic smell of tear-gas and someone chanting words that felt like a litany I almost knew. The slab bled images, and each image shaped a pressure in my skull that wanted to be named. The broadcast protocol Sera set was messy by design. We would not push a polished archive; we'd push shards and let the city's netors pick them up, splice them, pass them like rumors out of the long green market of implants.
The first push began like the slow turning of a key. Sera routed the feed into a cascade of slower nodes we had prepared; their latency allowed fragments to be stored rather than immediately swept by Helion's central cleaner. I felt the feed hook into me when the Residuum found a parity with my implanted ports. There is a sensation to being a conduit for someone else's memory: it is like holding a fevered animal that keeps shivering in a language you almost speak. Images ran through me—Jun's hands cradling a device that hummed too loud, a sky lit with polymer banners, a moment of smile before a riot swallowed sound.
Helion's counters reacted as predicted: Nullweave queued a localized scrub. Drones arrived with neuro-scrambler emitters that rubbed against the air like a physical disease. Sera's fingers flew through consoles, rewriting paths, opening redundant routes. Rook set up physical blockers, clanking old scaffolding to disrupt drone routing. Milo's betrayal had cost time, but it had also taught us to be ruthless with our improvisation. Still, Nullweave is patient and designed to unpick resistance. It probed the packets, learned the resonance pattern that made the Residuum sticky, and pushed a surgical purge into the lattice.
Sera's eyes were a map of calculation and sorrow. She told me in a voice that had no theater left: "You have to anchor, Arin. The cluster needs a human node to stabilize while the shards spread. I can hold the window while the anchor is tethered, but the cluster will merge with you. You will wake with other nights and perhaps fewer of your own." I had been practicing decisions in my head for months; practice makes damage easier, but not painless. The slab hummed against my ribs like a small revolt.
There are rules for linking with a Residuum and we broke most of them. Proper hosts are psychiatrically cleared and equipped with mitigators; we had a patched hemp harness and the thin courage of two people who'd run out of alternatives. Sera strapped me into a stabilization rig she jury-rigged from cargo restraints and old diagnostic clamps. The interface kissed my temples, a cold ring that smelled faintly of solder and citrus-scented cleaners. "If you falter," she said, "I'll feed the backdoor more cycles. If you fail, cut the feed. Promise me you won't let it find your life whole. Promise me you'll cut the pipe." I promised because humans promise and because our promises can be the faintest armor.
When the link engaged the world folded into a new narrowness. Memory is not a light you can switch on; it's a current you step into and the current rearranges you. At first the Residuum gave me polite gifts: other people's birthdays, a line of soldering instructions, the smell of someone's mother. Then it opened like a wound. Jun's voice cradled an instruction and then a name. The broadcasting feed shuddered under the weight of what it carried. Helion hit us with a Nullweave pulse and I felt the edges of images dull where they touched the scrambler's field. Sera screamed not with fear but with a furious code-word and poured more of her backdoor into the stack, burning her remaining cycles until the Spindle accepted and punted the stream outward.
That is when the cost showed itself. The Residuum didn't borrow; it traded. For every fragment it offered up into the network, a piece of my private ledger thinned. I felt months leak like water through my fingers—names blurred, a bartender's laugh, the address of a woman I used to talk to on bad nights. The trade was brutal and absolute: to give the city its past was to let my own past slip into the margins. I gripped at scraps with a kind of violent tenderness until Sera's voice in my ear became the only anchor left that wasn't being shared.
Sera's final override is what they later told stories about, but I will only tell what I remember. She was a tidy engineer who kept regrets in pockets; she had written her regret into a tool and that tool became a crucible. When Nullweave escalated, when Helion's central node began to triangulate the broadcast's origin, she made a decision that had no elegant outcome. She executed a code that forced the Spindle into a state of temporary desynchronization by burning a physical trace from her own cortical bridge. The act fried her interface and forced Helion's counters to pause long enough for more shards to diffuse. It was a simple, violent thing: she offered herself as a sacrificial probe and broke the city's expectation that a human node is always connected.
The cost to her was sudden and monstrous. Her eyes lost a clarity and took on a glassed distance. When the sprawl of Nullweave's sweep recoiled it did so against a buffer of raw, burned-out noise that Sera had become. She slumped in a folding chair while Rook propped her and the kettle boiled without anyone noticing. Helion's recovery teams finally breached the outer ring and their voices came like a tide. They had preserved order, but they didn't understand that order would now have to deal with contradictions floating in millions of implants. The broadcast had succeeded in a way no spreadsheet could have predicted: fragments of Jun Kori and others pirouetted into public registers, and the city's curated narrative leaked like oil.
The aftermath is a slow and luminous thing. Broadcast shards ripple through the city in ways algorithms hate. People twitch when a remembered face that was never taught to them flashes in a crowd; an old silence gets a name and a smell and that can be enough. The papers cried out in Helion's favor at first, because systems like simple stories. Then small gatherings formed at market corners where monitors picked up stray frames—fragments of a protest, a burst of adrenaline, the sound of a voice saying 'remember'—and people who had never been allowed to know a certain truth found an uncanny recognition on the underside of their implants.
Helion published statements about security and responsible curation. Director Cai Lorren's voice promised investigations and 'measured transparency' while lawyers unfurled contracts designed to scrub curiosity. The company moved to claim legal ownership of the leaked assets and pushed a narrative about public safety. But technology doesn't unlearn what it has once glimpsed. Copies spread across slower nodes and into devices too old for pristine locks. The city's memory gained a scar, and scars invite attention.
I woke on a cold bench in a market under a neon overhang with people in shawls watching pigeons fight for scraps. My pockets were lighter than I'd expected and my head felt populated by voices that weren't mine and names that fit into me like borrowed gloves. Jun's face returned in a flash as if the memory had nested in my chest. I tried to feel the outlines of my old life and clutch them but most of that ledger had dissolved in the trade. People looked at me with a hunger I couldn't either meet or deny; some called me a witness, some called me an instrument, and a few whispered Jun's name like a map.
Sera survived the desynchronization but not without cost. She awoke with gaps where her procedural knowledge had been and a tremor in the hand that once wrote sanctuaries in code. She could name me and the anchor and the night, but she couldn't trace the elegant lines of the circuits she once bent to her will. Rook carried the weight of an old friend in his eyes and abandoned the courier market for a quieter life folding used parts. Milo's money didn't buy peace; he left the city with clean hands and a suitcase of silence.
What we achieved was not a clean triumph. The city now had a thousand small contradictions living inside it. Some neighborhoods flickered with recollections of Jun's rally and others experienced new slow awakenings. Helion moved to tighten locks and begin a purge; their legal machinery turned like a well-oiled contraption aimed at regaining narrative control. There were arrests and lawsuits and sympathetic op-eds, and the Spindle's administrator made a public show of collaboration. In the middle of that churn I walked through streets I could not fully remember and felt other nights thrumming inside me: a child's birthday in a corridor I never entered, the precise smell of someone else's grief, the exact hand-pressure of a lover I'd never had.
The Residuum had done what it was designed to do in a way never intended: it seeded a discontinuity in a city that had been trained to forget. I carried those discontinuities around like a pocket full of stolen dream fragments. I was both less myself and more a repository of other people's claims on the past. The final cost had been paid in pieces of identity and in Sera's mindscape. Whether that price was measured in justice or sorrow depended on who counted and how.
I learned to hold other people's nights carefully. They arrived unbidden: a phrase in a dead dialect, the smell of repair solvent, the sight of someone familiar with the way a riot folds a crowd like paper. Sometimes they came in full regalia, entire sequences unspooling with the force of a film; sometimes they were one bright thing—the creak of a door, a laugh, an admission. People recognized Jun in me sometimes; they asked questions as if I were a living archive, and I answered with a voice that learned to be cautious.
Helion's grip loosened in some ways and tightened in others. Their public face remained confident, but they began to lose the clean comfort of control. Smaller groups used the leaked shards to prove what they suspected and journalists who cared more for truth than safety ran pieces with the fragments we had pushed into the world. Protests rekindled in low numbers and new assemblages formed around recovered lines. There were dangers too: panic, misattribution, people acting on half-remembered outrage. Nothing neat came of what we did. There is rarely a single moral to hand to anyone who asks for it.
I walk through a city with strangers' laughter in my throat. Sera teaches kids in a backroom how to read old code as if it were a new language she can no longer speak from memory but can still demonstrate with patient gestures. Rook runs a shop that smells of hot plastic and solder and does favors for people who need a break. The Spindle got tighter, and Helion's PR kept spinning. But there are markets where older memories flare like small rebellion fires and people who once lived under curated nights now have the fragments to stitch a private past.
On some mornings I try to say my name and the edge of it slips like an ice coin. Jun's voice sometimes answers first, and I have to remind myself which breath is mine. The city has become a place with a new kind of scar—neon lighting a fault that refuses to stay sealed. I walk along it and keep these other nights in the dark folds of my coat. They are not mine, and they are no one's to own entirely now. They are, in the most dangerous and human sense, contagious.

    OEBPS/nav.xhtml


    Contents


    
            		Static Harvest


            		Resonance


            		Open Circuit


    



    

OEBPS/cover.jpg





