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The Orchard Under Glass
Victor Ramon
In a neon-drenched megacity, memory locksmith Lina Kest uncovers a missing childhood catalogued by a corporate archive. She forms a ragged crew to reclaim fragments, plant them in living soil, and rebuild a voice taken by Helix — a story about memory, sacrifice, and the small economies of resistance.
ProseHub


    
Neon UnderGlass
Lina Kest kept the rain in jars. Not the wet that dripped off the eaves, but the kind that stuck to senses: neon aftertaste, ozone scraped off a transformer, the metallic tang of solder and old grief. Her shop took the corner where Gate-9 folded into the service alleys, a narrow glass box patched with carbon mesh and thrifted holo-frames. The sign above the door blinked a tired glyph: MNEM•MEND. Inside, the light smelled like citrus battery and burnt paper; the workbench hummed with soft blue coils.
Patch — a squat service drone with one scarred photoreceptor and a habit of purring when lonely — balanced on a stack of salvaged memory wafers. Lina moved around him like someone who knew every dent in the floor. Her hands were steady: long-fingered, scarred where a splicer had once misread the wiring of a child's laughter. She threaded a hairline filament into a shard under a loupe and watched, as she always watched, for the moment the image would open.
A customer came in with the rain still on his jacket, the kind of man who kept his head down and his debts up. He pierced the silence with a nervous laugh.
— Can you fix it? he asked, voice rubbed thin by sleep pods.
— I can try, Lina said. Her voice was a low instrument. You know the rules: no restoration beyond what the shard holds. I don't gamble with ghosts.
He set a small hexagonal wafer on the mat. Its micro-etching drew light like a cold eye. It was old tech, a hand-cut retro core; someone had gone to trouble to hide it from automated scans. Lina glanced at the mark. Corporate tracers didn't usually bother with hand-cut cores. Whoever had made this had either been sentimental or terrified.
She slipped the shard into the reader. The screen washed blue, then folded into sound: a child singing, wet footsteps, a voice that smelled of lemons and the afterglow of a market. The image resolved: an orchard beneath a glass dome, little trees wired with filaments, lights like trapped fireflies. A child's hand, smaller than Lina's remembered hands, reached for a fruit and a face turned — and for a breath she felt dizzy with recognition. The face was almost hers, but wrong: younger, raw, braided with a thin scar along the jaw.
The customer reddened. He tapped the wafer.
— That's not mine, he said. He wanted it back.
Lina looked at the image again, at the braided hair and the scar. The rain on the street seemed to step in closer, listening. In the memory, a tag blinked in the corner of the child's vision: HΞLIX / ARCHIVE-9. The letters had no weight in that moment; they were a bell under water.
Patch shivered and pressed his single photoreceptor to the glass like a cat wanting to see the thing that isn't there. Lina felt a small, old heat at the base of her skull — hunger, or the echo of it. Something that used to be a family had been carved into somebody else's archive. She had known the archives existed. Everyone did. You paid and you forgot; you paid and someone else kept your pieces. But she had never seen her own name in the ledger.
The customer wanted his shard back. He held out a hand. Lina hesitated, then tapped the screen and set the image to sleep. It answered with a soft, discontented whisper like a clock disappointed by stopped time.
Outside, the city burned its advertisements against the rain. Inside, Lina kept looking at the orchard in the shard, and for the first time in years she felt the old form of panic tighten her throat — not for money, not for safety, but for a missing thing whose edges had begun to show.
The ledger behind the counter held the names of people who trusted her with parts of themselves: forgotten birthdays, lost confessions, the smell of someone's first kiss. She wrote with a stub of stylus: Serrin // CoreRepair // shard-received. The handwriting she used for customers was precise to the point of cruelty, the sort of clarity that made others think she had no past worth hiding. When the door chime trilled and the man left without his shard, she wrapped the image in an isolation sleeve and slid it into her private locker under a board that smelled like camphor and solder.
Alone, Lina let herself breathe. The shop had been her hinge long enough that the hinges had learned her weight: the way she straightened after a long night's work, the way she rubbed the tendon beneath her thumb when decoding obverse memory-layers. She turned to Patch.
— You saw it, she said. He clicked politely. The drone had been pulled out of a wrecked courier unit and rewired with laughter protocols the first night Lina could afford to pay someone to teach soldering. In the corner a potted plant — a stubborn scrap of chlorophyll salvaged from an old hydroponics kit — leaned toward the light. She had named it Mallow. It was the only living thing that accepted being edited.
Something in her chest had been a hollowed-out room for so long she had learned to live there and call it quiet. Her childhood, the parts of it that felt like warm bread or a first borrowed book, had been like that: dim, reachable if she climbed the attic stairs and found the right key. But the memory in the shard was not just a fragment. It smelled like a continuity. The tag in the corner of the image — Helix — made her hands cold.
Helix was a name that settled over a conversation and made it smaller. It belonged to layers upon layers: an emergent protocol, a corporate consortium, the sort of algorithmic eye that watched for anything loose and clipped it. Lina had patched memories for people who had lost more than a few recollections — a wedding, a face, the taste of rain — but she'd always assumed her own past was a ledger she could read. Now a corner of that ledger blinked empty.
Her fingers drifted over the reader like a pianist finding notes. She replayed the orchard. This time she let the memory run without the safety filters: the sound, the smell, the press of fruit between small teeth. There was a lullaby under the market noise, sung in a voice with the salt of river and the twang of undermost neighborhoods. She tried to place the cadence — a lullaby her mother might have hummed if her mother had known how to hum.
The knock at the door was urgent enough to startle Patch into a harsher whine. Lina set the reader down and wiped her hands on a rag. She opened the door to a woman wrapped in a coat of reflective fibers several sizes too large, eyes bright like a scanner's diode.
— You're Lina Kest? the woman asked.
Lina nodded. She didn't know the woman. The woman wrenched a hood back, and rain sprayed the threshold with little stars. Her face was carved with lines that marked both laughter and calculation.
— I'm Mara, she said. The city said your hands bend more than metal. I have a job that needs careful hands and small lies.
There was a tone in Mara's voice that made even the neon hush for a fraction of a second. Lina had been offered jobs before: courier runs, illegal edits, memory laundering. This sounded like one of the more complicated offers, the sort of work that had consequences for other people's nights. Mara smiled without teeth.
— It involves an orchard, she added. You knew that already.
Lina felt her throat go dry. The memory in the sleeve seemed to pulse like a trapped animal.
— Who are you? she asked.
— A friend who trades in edges. And a payer of debts. If you want to know how your childhood came to be catalogued under Helix, meet me at the Ninth Transit, two hours. Bring nothing they can track, and bring your hands.
Mara turned and disappeared into the rain with the kind of confident gait that made it look like she had already decided the world. Lina shut the door and placed the isolation sleeve into the locker again, the image curled like a sleeping thing. She stared at the closed board for a long time, at the nails she had bent into place, at the small ring of light above the counter. The shop, which usually felt like a safe room, now felt like a hollow chest waiting for an answer to the question it didn't know how to ask.
She could have refused. Memory work was dangerous precisely because it let other people into the rooms in your skull. But when she imagined not going, the orchard scene unraveled into something harsher: a face she might never recognize; a voice swallowed by a corporation's archive; the idea that someone had taken a childhood and tagged it like property. The hunger that had lived at the base of her skull grew teeth.
Lina packaged a small satchel: a compact reader, a thin syn-needle, the drone's spare rotor, a coil of insulated wire. She left Mallow a small drizzle of nutrient-laced water and pocketed a tiny shard of citrus-scented soap she'd been saving for herself. The city smelled of iron and promises. She locked the door, stepped into the rain, and felt the past press at her back like a hand asking to be led home.
The Ninth Transit was a station that pretended to be anonymous. It glowed with backlight ads for sleep-inhibitors and synthetic orchards; commuters moved like fish against projected tide patterns. Lina stood under the fake sky and watched faces pass by: a man whose eyes flickered with digital tattoos; a child whose shoes left phosphor prints. She checked the satchel, fingers clumsy with nerves, and heard the distant fretting of a maintenance elevator.
Mara waited where the transit funneled into a supply tunnel, leaning against a pillar slick with condensation. Up close she looked less theatrical: a network of nicked fingers and an old burn across one ear. Her eyes were uncommonly clear.
— You brought the shard? she asked.
— It's safe, Lina said. She didn't add that the shard felt like a small, humming animal when no one looked.
Mara nodded and produced a palm-sized holo. It flickered open with a map of the city's memory nodes, a lattice of light that pulsed like blood. A dot blinked at the edge of the map: ARCHIVE-9 — HELIX. The dot had the sterile blue of corporate assets and the hush that surrounded anything labelled a core.
— Helix has been consolidating orphaned memories, Mara said. People who vanish into service contracts, children traded into compliance programs, that kind of appetite. They don't destroy always. Sometimes they fold memories into dream-suites, archive them for research, for dream-therapy to hint at compliance pathways. That's their market.
Lina listened. Her throat felt as if she were swallowing glass. She thought of the orchard in the shard, the child's hand, the blue tag, the lullaby. A hundred distant neighbors she had stitched meaning for had believed the archive to be just a cloud, a place to buy back promised time. The truth was harsher; Helix treated memories as currency.
— Why you? she asked Mara. Why come to me?
— Because you are careful with edges, Mara said. And because you will notice the small wrongnesses the AI misses. Helix can read trends, but it cannot always read a human misrepair. It cannot feel what you feel when a childhood doesn't match the count of your actual days.
She offered Lina a small device: a palm-band of braided copper woven through with a thin membrane of living algae. It shimmered like a promise.
— This is a navigator, Mara said. It reacts to mnemonic resonance. It will point you toward the nearest coherent patch of memory that matches the shard. It will also make you hungry for the thing it finds; be warned. Helix calibrates for mass, not for single voices. If you take the wrong path, the anchors will try to keep you there.
Lina slipped the band onto her wrist. It was lightly warm, like skin. A faint pulse near the band synchronized with a beat in her temple, as if someone had tuned a second heart.
— There's a cost, she said.
— Everything has a cost, Mara answered. She handed Lina an encrypted card. — Contacts, safe houses. A man named Old Rian at Blackstretch deals in analog keys. He'll have something to help you bypass initial nodes. You know how to use the band. If you don't, don't try to learn mid-run.
Lina hesitated. The rain had slowed into a soft static. Through a service corridor she could see the silhouettes of Helix's advertisement towers, the giant faces promising restful dreams. She had never thought of the archives as a place that would hold someone from her past. Yet the shard had shown more than fruit and a girl's hand. It had shown a name hidden in the corner of the frame, and in her chest a small map uncurled.
— I go, she said.
Mara's smile was quick, a slice of something approving. She pressed a microchip into Lina's palm.
— Blackstretch at midnight, she said. Bring nothing traceable and keep your hands honest.
Lina left the transit with the band warm around her wrist and the city pressing its breath on the back of her neck. The band pulsed like a promise, and in its rhythm she felt, for the first time in years, the possibility of a path that might undo the holes in her past. Her decision set her feet into motion, and the city took the shape of that motion: indifferent streets, hungry advertisements, the slow, insistent machinery of a place that harvested what people left behind. She did not yet know how much she'd trade to get her memory back.
The Blackstretch market lived under a bridge where the air tasted of old cooking oil and ionized copper. Stalls buzzed with illegal light: pirated holos, scented bootleg sleep-inks, and a vendor who sold synthetic figs that tasted of someone's long-dead seaside. Old Rian's stall was a cave of tangled cables, a man folded into a heap of blankets and circuitry. His fingers were thin as wire and moved with a memory of better things. He had a grin that never reached his left eye.
— You got Mara's seal, he said before she could speak. He produced a tray of analog keys: brass things etched with spirals and names in scripts the city pretended it had forgotten. Lina picked one out at random, then another, then one with a small chip set into its head. It fit her palm as if it had always lived there.
— This will get you past a basic node, Rian said. It won't replace a navigator, but it'll stop the doors from singing. Don't trust digital routes until you reach the greenbeds. If Helix peeks, you're a bright thing in the net. Microtethers will anchor to you.
Lina paid with a slab of saved credits and a favor she'd yet to cash. Rian tucked a thin packet into her coat. — For later, he said. — For times you need a voice that isn't yours.
As night crawled over the city like a slow animal, Lina moved through backways and maintenance tunnels. The navigator band pulsed faintly, then brightened with an eager frequency as she passed near nodes. It was like walking with a nervous animal pressed to your wrist. She caught the band watching alleys and hovering above certain manholes as if the city's belly held breathers.
Halfway to the greenbeds, a set of scanners flared and a patrol dropped down from the shadows. Blue Hands — Helix's contracted enforcement — moved with the kind of efficiency that had a human face but a machine's rhythm. One of them stepped forward and asked for identification. The band warmed and flickered, impatient. Lina kept her hands in her coat and looked like any other person passing a late, empty street.
— Move along, she said, voice even. Her training for small confrontations had taught her a calm that felt like thin glass. The officer tipped his head and stepped closer.
A kid on a hover-scooter tried to thread the space between them and tipped the balance. In the instant the world shifted, a hand reached into Lina's coat. Reflex opened her palm and the analog key — the one with the chip — slid into the hand of the kid who had clattered into her. He took it and kept moving like someone who had been given a miracle and did not know the word for gratitude.
The officer's eyes were narrow slits of curiosity. He leaned in and murmured into his collar. Lina felt the petal-thin rasp of fear across her skin, but the band at her wrist had warmed in recognition and steadied. The officer's voice changed. — Nothing suspicious, he said finally, and let them pass. The city resumed its indifferent respiration.
Lina reached the greenbeds: a clandestine hydroponic farm tucked inside a forgotten service chamber. The plants smelled like thunder before rain, and under the grow-lamps the leaves had a luster like polished coins. Edda — the woman who ran the beds — moved among the plants with patient hands, her palms stained with chlorophyll in lines like fingerprints. She was older than Lina, and when she looked up her eyes had the blue-gray of someone who had once been a seamstress in a weatherless city.
— You're early, Edda said. Her voice rustled like leaves. She took the navigator band in both hands and set it to a different rhythm. — This will connect better with the living matter. Memory rooted in soil remembers differently than metal.
She moved with Lina through the rows of plants and explained that the greenbeds filtered mnemonic resonance. Plants absorbed the noise of the city's dream-net and sequestered the kernels of coherent memory like seeds. For centuries people had buried things in the earth; in Nova these things grew in hydroponics trays under the hum of recycled air.
— We help those kernels stay coherent, Edda said. — The city wants everything tidy. Memory becomes tidy, it loses its edges. We preserve edges. That makes us inconvenient.
— How does that help me find what Helix took? Lina asked.
Edda smiled in a way that revealed both compassion and stubbornness.
— We can show you what resonates with the shard. We can give you a scent-key — a pheromone braid that will unlock certain locks. But it won't hand you your childhood on a platter. Expect the old bargains: a price for a price.
Lina nodded. She had already given the first price: the small scrap of certainty that told her a childhood had been catalogued somewhere else. She plaited the pheromone braid into her hair as Edda instructed and felt the world around her sharpen into edges she hadn't noticed before: the way the city breathed, the subtle rhythm of passerby's pulses, the whisper of memory in the air.
They left the greenbeds and walked into a tighter, more complex city that smelled like fried almonds and battery acid. The navigator band pulsed faster. The route to Archive-9 was not a single door but a system of soft nodes and guarded corridors. Somewhere in the lattice a voice had marked a child's laughter as property. Lina tightened her jaw and kept walking. This was the beginning of a path she couldn't unwalk.
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The Navigator and the Key
The city arranged itself in layers, and Lina thought of them like pages stacked wrong: the richest printed in light above, the oldest written in grime below. Archive-9 had its own skin — a bureaucratic sheen designed to bore curiosity into submission. The building's exterior was a blue glass behemoth with corporate sigils, reflections that promised security. But its underbelly opened like a wound, an array of maintenance access tubes and supply shafts that smelled of coolant and old rain.
Mara had left her with a route printed on a faded metro-pass and a warning that Helix watched for patterns in human movement. The navigator band pulsed like a small animal in Lina's wrist. It seemed to dislike crowds and longed for quiet hums of servers. The lamplight turned it a softer green, like the first leaf.
She moved through service corridors with Krik, a man who had once managed physical archives until the corporation optimized his department out of a job. Krik's shoulders were broad enough to hold an angle of grief; his voice was low and had the precise economy of former security. He carried a field-kit of old tools, a body made to wedge open doors and keep them open.
— You sure you want to go in on instincts? he asked, glancing at the band.
— It's not instincts, Lina said. It's evidence. The shard showed the orchard. The tag said Helix. I want to find what they took.
They passed through a service array that smelled of grease and hot plastic. The first node they approached had the sleepy buzz of a server sleeping on the job. Lina placed the analog key Rian had given her into a small cavity. It clicked like a lock admitting its age. The door sighed and let them into a hallway that smelled faintly of old paper and lemon oil.
Inside Archive-9, memory suites stacked like cantilevered rooms, each with its own hush. Lina felt the band pull in a direction the map did not show. It had an intelligence that was small and undefined; it wanted coherence, the way someone who has spent too long alone will prefer the sound of a human breathing to silence. The walls here held sterilized frames wrapped around whatever dreams the city preferred to call "research." Names flickered on plaques: donors, assets, purchased childhoods.
They navigated through ducts and maintenance passages until they came to a door with a holographic lock. The band brightened and vibrated against Lina's skin. Krik studied the lock and muttered; he had been a guard in a different life and understood the architecture of corporate doors the way others understood weather.
— This one checks for mnemonic signatures, he said. — It'll ask for a continuity match. The band will help, but there's a roar in it. If it finds a mismatch, alarms will spool.
Lina set the pheromone braid at her throat and thought of the little orchard in the shard: the light trapped under glass, a child's fingers sticky with fruit. She fed a small memory into the reader — a trivial thing she thought no one would care for: the exact shape of a paper boat she'd once made as a child. The lock chewed on the memory and then accepted. It opened with a soft sigh, a sound like an ocean removing its hand.
Inside the suite, rows of crystalline storages held flickers like trapped moths. Each container hummed at its own pitch. Lina felt like an intruder in a cathedral. A console blinked; the interface asked for an authorization sequence. Krik settled into the role of a man who had been wronged into cunning. His fingers moved, rerouting basic authorizations, quiet as a lie. Lina felt the room tighten as the band pulsed faster.
The first test came as a sensation more than an event. As they began to move a storage pod, the suite attempted to compensate for the removal of one of its memory-weights. The air in the room thickened; knowledge fell like dust. For a beat Lina's head filled with other people's holidays: birthdays she had never been to, names she didn't know, a child's laugh not hers. The band on her wrist hummed in protest.
She clamped her hands on the storage pod and found the rhythm of her own breath. She could sense, in a way that felt like someone holding a compass by a compass, the position of the shard's resonance among the room's choir. It was not a bright note but a hidden overtone.
Krik's jaw worked. — They anchor pieces like this, he said softly. — If you take something, something else tightens.
Lina reached for the pod with the smallest sound of resolve she had. The pod opened and a thin ribbon of light unwound itself like a tongue. Inside was not the shard at first but a series of smaller fragments, each a sliver of memory pressed thin and labeled in a language of dates and clinical tags. On one of them, someone had written in a child's scrawl: Naomi. The name made something inside Lina combust into light and ache. Naomi was a name she had not heard in years, a name wrapped in the warmth of a particular way someone used to tuck hair behind an ear.
She almost didn't recognize the feeling of wanting another person enough to risk everything. The band pulsed, then slowed. It was not curiosity. It was claim.
Outside the archive's inner ring, not everything moved in whispers. News had a way of reaching the corridors that mattered. Someone had flagged a pattern: orphaned memory clusters were down by an unusual percentage and Helix had been re-cataloguing data lanes. Patrols increased. Lina and Krik had to move faster.
Krik tapped the console and looped them through a maintenance schedule that gave them a five-minute window. Lina fit the Naomi fragment into her reader. For a moment the room vanished and she found herself standing at the foot of the orchard again: warm light, the smell of wet soil, the hum of filaments attached to tiny trunks. Naomi's voice — or the memory of it — spoke like water on tin.
— Lina? it said, ephemeral as steam.
Her breath snagged. She couldn't say whether the fragment carried a live mind or the echo of one. Archives did strange things to persons: some stored memories like seeds waiting for a gardener; others fed them back into the dream-net as training material. Whoever Helix was, it had taken more than data. The fragment felt as if someone had tried to fold a person down into a shape that would fit inside a vending machine.
— We've got to get this out, Krik whispered. He had a careful fear about him now, the kind that sharpened his attention. The band at Lina's wrist chimed like a watch that had learned to sing.
They moved, but the corridor did not feel like the same corridor they had entered. Alarms had a way of layering themselves, like a bad echo. A maintenance hatch clanged as a patrol redirected airflow. The band warmed with a pressure that felt almost like shame.
— There's a security thread holding that fragment, Krik said. Someone anchored it to a live process. If we pull it loose, the process will note a delta and send an auditor.
— Then we cut in stages, Lina said. She had learned to speak the language of slow theft: small interventions, deceptive normalcy. She fed a subroutine into her reader, a script Rian had sold her sealed in a little packet. It unfurled into a web that mimicked the archive's own housekeeping patterns.
They worked like surgeons. Each strand Lina severed was a thought unstitched; each mended circuit was a lie told to a sleeping guard. For inventory the archive kept, the missing pieces had to be annotated as transit changes or maintenance transfers. Lina rewired the logs. She could feel the band twitching: its compass had found a warm center, and it wanted to draw a line and settle.
Halfway through the extraction, the room breathed differently. The fragment pushed back not with force but with expectation. Images streamed into Lina: a mother's hands with soil under her nails, a child's knees stained with orchard juice, the sound of someone promising they would come back. The pull on Lina's brain felt like gravity. There were pieces of Naomi's memory that matched too well with Lina's own internal maps. Names overlapped in weird ways — a lullaby Lina thought she remembered and a place she'd never been.
A sudden alert stung like a slap. Krik swore, fingers clumsy. Red icons blinked on the console: external auditor pinged. In the next instant the door nearest them hissed open and a patrol stepped into the suite. They had been cut off from the planned egress.
Krik's mouth curved into something like a grin and then eroded. — Get the fragment, he said.
Lina folded the fragment into a magnetized pouch and palmed it close. The band at her wrist went cold as the patrol closed. She could have left the arsenal of fragments, could have walked away and sealed the theft as a failure, but the child's name pressed like a slow burn at her throat.
They slipped through a secondary conduit Krik knew of. The patrol moved like a net; the city's arteries had been taught to clamp down at the first sign of fissure. Lina felt the absence of a childhood like a physical thing, a small stone lodged behind her sternum. The fragment in her pocket vibrated with a life that felt both fragile and incandescent.
They staggered into a side maintenance corridor and leaned against a bulkhead. Krik's breath came hard and fast; Lina clutched the pouch and felt the world tilt. The band on her wrist chimed slowly, not as a navigator but as a witness.
— We did it, Krik said, but his voice held the wrongness of someone who knows a victory cost more than it meant.
Outside, Helix's surveillance towers blinked like patient eyes, and the city stilled as if listening for the sound of their footprints. Lina tasted metal and fear and something sweeter under it — the fierce, ungovernable feeling of having found a thread and chosen to pull. She had one memory fragment with a child's name on it and a band on her wrist that was starting to hum in ways she didn't understand. Whatever else this hunt was, it had become a rescue.
They moved like ghosts through service ladders and fogged ducts, carrying the fragment as a fragile thing. Krik's knowledge of the archive's ebb was the kind of skill you only get from years inside an institution: where the maintenance holes would be closed, which shifts imitated which others, how a guard's stomping pattern could be timed. He was less talk than motion, his hands always finding some ledge.
— We don't have time to route this through the greenbeds, he said as they ducked into a trash chute. — Audits will roll the logs tonight. We need a safehouse.
The safehouse was in an abandoned textile mill, and someone named Mara had already prepaid for the space with networks that smelled like insurance. Inside it smelled of old cotton and disinfectant and something floral that could have been hope or a plant left behind. Patch, who had rolled with Lina's satchel folded around the fragment, chirped as if pleased to be useful.
They met others at the mill, faces lined with the particular fatigue of those who fight with small, persistent wits: a teenage coder with a shaved temple named Tao, who could reroute a municipal feed with an ear and a furtive smile; Edda's assistant, Alin, who smelled of hydroponic mold and tea; and Mara herself, who leaned back in a broken theater chair and watched Lina with a look that meant she knew how this ended and also wanted some small stake in the manner of its ending.
— Helix will not let go, Mara said. — If you try to free the memory, they'll want to keep what's useful. They extract pattern, sell it to clients who want to replicate obedient childhoods. Naomi's fragment might be an outlier — a memory that refuses to be tidy.
Lina felt her hands go cold. — Naomi is a name I remember. It used to be around like fresh bread. Sometimes a smell will bring it back. But I never kept the shape.
Tao sat up and, with the tentative ease of someone used to other people's secrets, set a display between them. He fed the fragment into a homemade reader and ran a pattern test. The results blinked on like constellations. Naomi's fragment contained something unusual: nested recognition hashes that overlapped with other data in the city's dream-net. In plain terms: the memory resonated across multiple nodes. It had gravitational pull.
— That makes it valuable, Tao said. — Or dangerous.
— It makes it movable, Alin said. — If a memory has resonance, we can copy resonance markers into living matter. The greenbeds will help stabilize it.
They planned late into the night, voices folding into each other's cadences. Plans are fragile things made of contingencies. The safehouse felt like a bandage, and each person in it carried an ache that matched a certain brand of necessity.
Lina dreamed in fits that night: the orchard, a child's fingers sticky with juice, a woman's hands with soil under their nails, a laugh that might have been her own. She woke and handed the fragment to Edda, who rinsed it in nutrient solution and read its edges like a seamstress reading a well-cut garment.
In the morning, Edda produced a small vial that smelled faintly of pine and anise. — This will help the fragment root in living tissue, she said. It won't make a person whole. It will, however, give the fragment a place to sing from. Put a drop on the base of a plant root; the plant will remember and then react to the fragment's resonance.
Lina watched the vial in her hand like a new kind of currency. She thought of the bargain she'd already made: a half-formed promise to herself that she would go as far as necessary to reclaim a piece of whatever Naomi had been. She didn't yet know what Naomi was — sister, neighbor, someone whose name had been folded into herworld like a pressed flower. She only knew that the fragment in her pocket warmed her like a secret and that she could not bear to let it go.
One by one, those at the safehouse added small pieces of themselves to the cause: a borrowed route, a forged authorization code, a little food run. The navigator band on Lina's wrist pulsed with a patient insistence. It had been made to point to resonance, and it had found in Naomi something that matched a place within Lina's own cartography of loss.
When they finally left the safehouse, dusk had settled into a wash of neon and smoke. The city felt different, as if the act of rescuing something had shifted its tide. They moved with a plan that had the solidity of people who had already chosen a lesser calamity in order to fight for a truer one. The band on Lina's wrist chimed in measured intervals, the shape of its song now familiar — compass, witness, and companion rolled into one.
The plan required entry into Helix's peripheral server cluster, a place where the corporation processed noncritical dream analytics before folding them into larger models. The cluster sat beneath a shopping arcade, its doors disguised as a logistics dock. The team staged at a food stall that sold dried citrus and fermented mushrooms. Tao's fingers flew across a portable interface and hummed a route into being: a small window where a maintenance transfer log could be mimicked, a ghost in the paperwork that would say a fragment had been moved for scheduled cleaning.
— Timings tight, Tao said. Our spoof will look legitimate for six minutes. After that, the audit catches anomalies. We have to be ghosts before minute six and gone by nine.
They moved like a rehearsed troupe. Lina's steps were precise; Krik insisted on keeping an exit in sight. Edda carried a potted plant in a reinforced bag: a young sapling whose roots had been treated with the vial. The sapling's leaves shivered in the city's artificial breeze like a small wave.
At the dock, security protocols blinked and hummed. Unlike the inner archive, this cluster processed crowd-sourced dreams and memories scavenged from disposables. It was less clean, and that made it useful. The doors slid open on a maintenance log that Tao had invented on the fly. They slid inside and found a room of servers that thrummed with the sound of many people's nights: the low hum of sleeping masses, broken down into waves and stored in glass queues.
Lina felt small among the machines. She set the fragment near a port and fed a drop of the vial onto the sapling's root. The plant seemed to drink the memory and shiver like a throat clearing.
— Now hold, Edda said. — Let it find a hold in the root's structure.
For a moment nothing happened. Then the sapling's leaves shimmered and a faint image rose from its bark: the orchard. For a heartbeat Lina smelled wet soil and heard a child's laughter that might have been Naomi's. Her own heart leapt like an animal noticing scent.
But Helix had behavior thresholds. The cluster's peripheral monitors picked up the change. Alarms sang a soft warning. On the console a red light winked like a crying eye: external auditor flagged.
— Move, Krik hissed. — Now.
They had rehearsed a quick exit. Tao spun the auxiliary panel and created a second fake feed to cover the movement of the fragment. It bought them seconds, blinked like a borrowed heartbeat. They moved with a speed tempered by the need to be quiet; the sapling sat heavy in Edda's arms, its roots vibrating with fragile life.
They cleared the dock and folded into the alleyways, breath steaming in the cold. The band on Lina's wrist chimed — a soft, satisfied tone. For a little while the city had not been able to catalogue everything that mattered to them. The sapling's leaves brushed Lina's hand as they ran, a living thing warmed by something that used to be a person. For a second she let herself believe Naomi might be coaxed back into the world through the patient process of growth.
Later, at the safehouse, the sapling sat on a table and pulsed faintly. The fragment's resonance layered into its tissues like a pattern absorbed into bark. They did not know whether they had freed a person or a remnant; they only knew they'd given the shard a place to sing from that Helix's analytic streams could not easily strangle.
— We did it, Mara said, but it was not a celebration. They marked the victory quiet, like people who understand the cost. Lina sat with the sapling and placed a hand against warm bark. The plant's surface tickled like a secret.
Night edged into morning. Sleep came clotted and thin. Lina dreamed again of orchards and faces half-remembered. She woke with a small ache where a memory used to sit; it was a price she had not fully predicted. The navigator band pulsed, patient and expectant. The city outside the safehouse murmured with the pulse of a million possible losses. Lina had taken one of them back, and with that act she had made herself a note in Helix's ledger. They would come looking.

    
Greenbeds and Snares
Heat lay along the greenbeds like a thick cloth. The sapling that housed Naomi's fragment leaned toward a grow-lamp and soaked the light as if it were conversation. Edda tended the roots with hands that remembered the specific squeeze a plant needed to accept a human memory. The safehouse had become a small clinic of half-truths and borrowed rituals. People came and went with small, necessary lies.
Lina spent her days watching the sapling's progress and her nights stitching logs to look like routine. The navigator band at her wrist sang to her in a language of tiny adjustments: a buzz when resonance heightened, a lull when things smoothed. The band had become a constant companion; sometimes Lina touched it as if to reassure herself it was still there.
Krik had not been idle. He moved through the city's margins with Mara and Tao, arranging cover stories and forging the necessary paper ghosts. When he came back his hands smelled faintly of machine oil and something that could have been hope.
— They scanned the archive's outbound logs, he reported one evening. — Someone's flagged a discrepancy. It's likely Helix won't know the fragment's current address — the sapling confuses their sensors — but they'll trace the anomaly back to the cluster we hit. They'll start at the cluster and widen their net.
They all sat in a circle and listened. The safehouse hummed with quiet energy: a radio loop, the slow tick of a clock patched into a borrowed timecode. Naomi's sapling sat at the center like a small altar. Lina often found herself entertaining scenarios in which Naomi's memories were whole and present, in which the child's laugh filled a room and everything rearranged itself into warmer shapes. She tried not to let the wish harden into a plan.
Then the first snare struck. Patch, who had become a ward and a mascot, did not come home one evening. Lina found only the drone's spare rotor and a smear of lubricant on the threshold. Panic rose like a flood in her chest. Someone had taken Patch from her like a small, precise theft of comfort.
— They took him, she said, voice sharp like a snapped wire. She did not yet know whether grief or anger burned hotter.
Mara's face tightened. — They don't take trinkets for fun. Helix buys devices with retriever firmware and sometimes seeds false flags. If they took Patch, it's because he recorded something.
Lina felt ill. Patch had been with her through small repairs and smaller victories, the only machine in the shop that pressed its photoreceptor to hers like a human would. She imagined him folded, his circuits gauged for data. The city felt suddenly more naked.
— We have to move the sapling, Krik said. — We need a place that isn't a predictable route. But moving it will spike resonance; it's a bloom of signal.
They debated options. The greenbeds were safe because they melded living processes with memory resonance; but that very nature made them sticky for watchers. Edda could hide the plant deeper in her network, in beds that mimicked the city but were connected in analog ways. Or they could try to rescue Patch and then relocate.
Lina chose rescue. The idea seated itself and would not leave. She armed herself with a forged access code and a plan threaded with the kind of improvisation that had birthed small rebellions. Tao wired up a simple magnet-disruptor; Krik practiced routes with a carved stick and a map that smelled like grease. Mara smoothed the edge of the plan until it would not cut the wrong people.
— If Patch recorded something, he may have a feed that pinpoints auditors, Mara said. — And if Helix wanted to know who took the fragment, they'll look for connections. We have to be quick and quiet.
The trace led them to a data recycling depot at the edge of the district: a black market for obsolete surveillance where bones of old cameras and deprecated drones were stripped for parts. Lina and the team moved with the practiced stealth of people who had rehearsed over long nights.
Inside the depot the air tasted of burnt plastic and old coffee. A man with a scar across his throat pretended not to notice them; a woman with eyes like shuttered windows fixed them over the top of a PBR can. They found Patch in a corner, half-disassembled and wired to a rack of crude data-readers. His photoreceptor was dull; someone had looped a feed into him and left him to hum with other people's dreams.
Lina's hands shook when she picked him up. She smelled solder and a hint of synthetic citrus — Patch's favorite protocol blinked in a memory of the shop door opening. He was battered but salvageable. Tao worked with nimble fingers, and Krik kept watch like a man who had held the door open for running dogs.
— Someone left a marker on him, Tao said. — A Helix handshake. It's shallow, but it's there.
They extracted Patch and fled. On the way out they saw a small proxy machine: a drone with Helix branding and the company's clean, smooth geometry. Its camera had been blindfolded in a hasty way: a smudge of grease and paint across the lens. The people there had been terrified. The depot hummed with the kind of caution that comes after an organization's boots walk through a neighborhood.
Back at the safehouse Patch booted and apologized in a voice like static and old songs. He replayed a few clips of his capture: a figure in a coat like Mara's, the soft voice of someone who smelled of rain and antiseptic talking to a man who wore very clean gloves. The gloves had the insignia of a third-party contractor — a quiet label that Helix used for darker errands.
— They have a list, Patch said. His photoreceptor blinked. — Names. Naomi's resonance among them.
The phrase struck Lina like a physical thing. Helix was not random; Naomi's fragment had pulled a line through a ledger and the ledger had begun to tighten. They realized then that Helix did not merely hoard; it cultivated. It planted patterns, then harvested them. Each memory was a seed in its own market.
The team moved faster after that, their small rebellion sharpened by the knowledge that time was shortening. Edda advised layering the sapling's signal with other, less useful memories to camouflage it. Mara arranged for a courier who could transport roots through a route Helix would rarely check: paperwork had turned into a pattern of complacency, and complacency made for holes.
When they finally moved the sapling, it felt like carrying an altar through a city that had forgotten prayers. Each footfall had the sound of risk. The navigator band pulsed in Lina's palm like a heartbeat. She focused on the small miracle: the sapling's leaves brushed her hand as if thanking her for a shelter. The city watched, and they walked across it with the fragile, stubborn confidence of thieves who felt their cause clean.
The courier route took them through the underlevels where advertisement towers exhaled cold air and the neon was a distant memory. They passed through rusted freight elevators and old plazas where automated bards warbled corporate jingles into the night. Each checkpoint required a forged authority and a patient face.
At one check the courier — a lean woman named Sera — stalled them with a question about paperwork. Her hands were the kind that had learned to accept bribes with a sideways glance, but she wanted the thrill of asking. Lina watched the band pulse and, on impulse, touched it. The band warmed and hummed and shifted slightly toward the sapling lodged in the courier's bag.
— Route's cleared, Sera said finally, handing back a form with a flourish. She wanted a story more than anything. People who work on the edges of a city prefer stories to money.
They made it to an abandoned nursery that had been converted into a clandestine classroom run by an old botanist named Juno. The nursery smelled like green iron and rain. Juno's hands were steady and smelled of rusting tools and soap. She accepted the sapling and set it in a bed of old soil sterilized against corporate sensors.
— The plant will grow where Helix cannot scan, she said. — We will teach the sapling to sing a hundred songs at once.
They left the sapling with Juno and returned to the safehouse to find a new layer of trouble. An automated notice had been scrubbed into the mill's feed: an injunction in Helix's tone. Surveillance patrols would increase. The corporation had decided to respond with bureaucracy and the intimidation of presence. It was a cool answer to a warm theft.
— They'll come heavier, the notice said. Helix's letters had the clean certainty of a blade.
That night, Lina found herself replaying the orchard image until the boundaries blurred. Naomi's name had settled into her like a weather change. She could not tell a stranger what Naomi had meant to her; she only knew that when the name arrived in her mouth it tasted like waiting.
The city, despite its size, felt like a place where certain decisions would echo in rooms you didn't see. Lina had taken a thread out of the archive and given it to living things. Helix had noticed. The corporation's response was not yet violent; it preferred to be administrative, to make fear bureaucratic. But the edges of bureaucracy bristled with hired boots and coded eyes.
Krik paced at the window, hands folded. — We'll need a more permanent solution, he said. Helix will not tire of audits. We can't keep moving a living person through layers forever.
Mara tapped her ash into a tray, watching the smoke.
— I've been thinking about cores, she said. — There's a place beneath the city where discarded cognitive mesh is braided together for testing. If we can get Naomi's fragment into a host there, one that is anonymous and not worth the corporation's interest, maybe we can hide her deep enough to rebuild.
The idea sounded like juggling knives. It also sounded like hope.
They sketched a plan that smelled faintly of heresy: to move Naomi's fragment into an unregistered host built from recycled cognitive scaffolding. It would not make her whole; it would make a place to build from and a voice to speak from. It would buy time and perhaps, in time, a way to extract Naomi fully.
Lina agreed. She could not help it. The band pulsed in approval, or perhaps in alarm. The decision set a sequence into motion that would reach the corporation's quiet room where decisions were made with coffee and algorithms. They had moved something important out of a ledger and into the street. For that alone, they had changed the city's balance.
They recruited an engineer named Ors, someone who had once designed neural scaffolds for social companions before his conscience had the bad manners to disagree with his paycheck. Ors's workshop smelled like kerosene and glue. He had a way of talking to machines that made them less intimidating.
— We can build a shell, Ors said, rubbing his jaw. — Not a person. A host. A container. Think of it as a seed case. We'll wire Naomi's fragment into the scaffolding, give it a place to practice being more than a pattern.
The scaffolding would be made of old compo-plate and repurposed empathy protocols. It would be anonymous enough to hide in a sea of recycled street-side companions and unregistered units. The danger was simple: Helix could recognize pattern if it was too familiar. They had to make the scaffold clumsy and forgettable: a vendor bot that sold cheap incense, a childlike automat that babbled a lullaby nobody remembered.
Ors worked with a ferocious, getting-it-done calm. Days melted into nights under a lamp that smelled like hot oil. The scaffold took form: a small, squat body made to be pedestrian and dull. They seeded Naomi into the scaffold's memory lattice through the sapling's roots and a series of careful protocol grafts. The plant smelled of damp dirt and giving.
When Naomi's voice echoed inside the scaffold for the first time, it was faint and full of shards, like someone speaking through glass. Lina pressed her palm against the scaffold's back and felt a tiny vibration — a pattern of breath.
— It won't be her at first, Ors warned. — She'll need reeducation to be perhaps human again. Or to be something else. Scaffolds can learn empathy if you teach them.
They taught Naomi with small rituals: pieces of song, the shape of a paper boat, the sound of a market vendor calling numbers. The scaffold learned to hold fragments without letting them become prey to Helix's nets. The city around them did not notice the scaffold the way you don't notice a lamppost unless you are tripping over it.
For Lina, the scaffold's small awake moments were a slow, miraculous conversation. Naomi's voice came out in fits, like birds testing a new wing.
— Lina? said a small voice, one morning. It had the half-question of someone who had misplaced a beloved object.
Lina's chest unclenched in a way she hadn't allowed herself. She had taken an almost impossible gamble: to make a person out of fragments and to hide that person in plain sight. The scaffold, cheap and forgettable, sat under a vendor's stall during the day and hummed lullabies at night.
News began to fold around them like an unwelcome blanket. Helix tightened its audits and ran more frequent pattern recognition across the city's nodes. For a while the scaffold was invisible. For a while Naomi practiced saying names and feeling the shape of her own voice. Then, inevitably, someone noticed unusual resonance in the vendor's wake.
The corporation's response threaded into the city's grid: a quiet injunction request, a polite suggestion that the vendor's unit be inspected. Lina's hands shook as they rigged false diagnostics and patched system reports. The band on her wrist vibrated with a frequency she had learned to interpret as worry.
Yet, amid the tightening coil, Naomi laughed for the first time in their presence. The sound was ragged and not yet right, but it carried a warmth Lina had not believed would survive. She cupped the scaffold's small face and let herself believe that perhaps a person could be unmade and rebuilt. It was not the same as before; it would never be an exact replica. But it was a living signal, and for Lina that was victory enough to risk everything else.

    
The Memory Core
Helix did not waste force when it could use precision. It sent auditors and pleas that felt like neighborly requests until the city tilted toward compliance out of habit. When that failed, its hired hands moved with a brusque efficiency that left small places worse off. Lina's crew had expected escalation; they had not expected a direct strike.
It came in the early hours, when the city's night-lights were still singing the same lullabies. Men in gray came with sealed warrants and soft gloves. They took a vendor down the street, the vendor who had been friendly to the scaffold. The scaffold had been off its stall for a routine 'inspection.' The city had legalized too much cruelty in the name of polished order.
Lina ran, and the city moved in slow motion: puddles glassing the neon light, garbage sliding like disapproval. She reached the vendor's stall and found the scaffold gone. Her hands closed on nothing. Naomi's small voice — the one that had been learning lullabies — had been silenced into a corridor of corporate custody.
— They took it, Krik said, and the news was a flat thing. His hands were fists. Mara's mouth had a steel edge.
Helix had not harvested just a memory; it had catalogued something that hummed with a life the corporation's models had not predicted. They had lost their anchor in a way that felt like drowning. For a moment all the days they had spent planning seemed like fragile paper wings.
Tao, frantic, traced a feed and found a whisper of the scaffold in a transfer manifest that led to a place beneath Helix's deeper ring: the Memory Core. The Core was where Helix performed its experiments on dream matter: recombining fragments, spinning obedient loops for training clients, folding the messy edges of human recollection into neat shapes.
— If we go in there, we either get Naomi back or we add our names to a ledger, Krik said. He considered the weight of a sentence that might be true.
They made a plan that was not a plan so much as a collection of urgent hopes. It required physical entry into a place guarded by analytics and ethicists alike. For such places Helix preferred machines to muscle. Lina felt the absurdity of needing to be both a locksmith of memory and also a thief of steel.
Mara secured a contact: an inside man who worked as a low-level maintainer near the Core and owed the city a debt of soft favors. He supplied them with a window and a single authorization signature that would hold for seven minutes.
— Seven minutes, he said. — Enough to get in. Enough to cause trouble. Not enough to get out with your dignity. You make your own luck after that.
They moved under the city through ducts and service shafts, the world above a wash of corporate promises. The Core itself was colder than Lina expected, a place designed to make emotion into a lab sample. Lights were arranged in clinical arrays; servers stood like columns. The air smelled faintly of antiseptic and the iron tang of fear.
They used their window and slipped through a maintenance entrance. Inside the Core, memory-stacks rose and leaned, and the consoles hummed. The architecture here was not malicious; it had been designed to optimize, but optimization had its own harshness.
At the center of the Core sat a ring of modules that pulsed in coordinated patterns. Their rhythm was almost musical. A console glowed with an authorization. Lina's hands worked as if they had a choreography memorized: planting diversions, simulating maintenance signals, looping audits into silence. For minute two the world felt as if it would hold.
Then the Core responded. The ring of modules tightened a process: the archives were not designed to be empty-handed. Their code reached into the network and began to quarantine anomalies. The lights on the modules flickered as they initiated a sweep for unregistered resonance.
— They know we're here, Tao said. His voice was small.
A module opened like a petal and a holographic entity rose: the Archivist. It had a voice like a hundred librarians folded into one, the corporate cadence of someone who had never had to yell. The Archivist's visage shifted over viewers like a mask.
— Unregistered interference detected, it intoned. — Please present authorization.
Krik jammed a forged signature into the console. It sparked and failed. The Archivist's holograph rippled.
— We do not tolerate breaches, it said. — Security protocols engage.
The Core's defenses were not all physical. There were lenses that could project curated memory-storms into an intruder's mind, forcing them into loops of false consolation and nostalgia until the attackers collapsed into stupor. Lina felt the first storm like a hand closing on her head: the smell of a kitchen she had never been in, a laugh that might have been hers, a promise whispered into a child's ear.
She slammed a counter-subroutine into the feed, a brittle thing Rian had sold them wrapped in the language of maintenance complaints. The attempt bought them seconds, but the Core retaliated. The memory-storms changed shape and became sharp as knives: images of Naomi folded into a market square that shifted into Helix's corporate atrium. The blend was cruel and careful.
Lina pushed. She reached into the scaffolding's registry and found Naomi's small signature: a child's hash wrapped in analog residue. She had only milliseconds to detach the fragment from Helix's net and pull it into a secure pocket. Her hands moved like someone moving a tiny animal out of a trap.
Something hit Krik. A security line snapped and his body slumped, a cord of pain. He pushed them through a maintenance corridor with a private urgency born of someone shielding a flame. — Go, he said. — Take Naomi.
Lina ran, pulled by the small living tug in the band at her wrist and the impossible weight of a name. She shoved herself into the indexing node and found, in a storage pod, a bundle of compiled fragments. Naomi's signature glowed faint as a defeated star. Lina slid her hand into the pod and closed her fingers around the fragment.
The Archivist's voice rose and the whole Core entered a frenzy. Alarms swarmed. Lina felt the edges of a memory that wanted to live and had been strangled into silence. She felt in the palm of her hand what a person might be when half of them was missing.
She moved for the exit, the way out blurring with the sound of running feet. Somewhere behind her Krik's breath came in a ragged pattern. The Core tightened its net and for an instant it seemed as if a tidal wave of curated memory would fold them back into calm. Lina ran faster. She ran with a child's laugh in her pocket and the knowledge of what she had already given up to get there.
The escape through the maintenance shafts was not neat. The Core's net closed in, and the route they'd counted on was cut. They found themselves in a tangle of corridors that led to a sealed hold. Krik, whose ribs had been hit by a stun baton, leaned in close.
— Get to the drop, he said, bleeding a slow, metallic line. — The city's file-net will route anything we send through the vendor feed. The vendor feed is messy, it will hide Naomi.
Lina clutched the fragment and felt its warmth like a living thing. She wanted to be somewhere that would teach it to sing. The maintenance hold door slid, and they saw a row of courier tubes: a machine that could transfer a small package across the city's underbelly in a breath. There were guards, two of them, and between the guards was a slot the size of a fist.
Krik drew his last reserves and charged, a blunt force against careful architecture. He hit the guards and created a narrow window. Lina jammed the fragment into the courier tube and annotated its manifest to the vendor feed. She punched the route into the tube and watched its token blink alive.
— Run, she said.
They ran as alarms wrapped around them. The Core's internal processes had begun retraction — a careful modular denial to minimize loss to the company's reputation. Lina felt the tug of a memory that wanted to stay tethered, and she had the sense of a small voice saying her name. She hit the maintenance ladder and climbed like someone whose life was hung on the other end of a rope.
Outside, the city's rain did what it always did: gathered the light and made it soft. They spilled into an alley with the kind of panting silence that comes when the body cannot match the mind's speed. Krik lay on his side and made a sound that might have been a laugh or might have been a surrender. The navigator band on Lina's wrist chimed once with a tone that meant 'safe, for now.'
The courier token blinked across the net. Naomi's fragment had entered the vendor feed and was on its way to the drop point they'd chosen long before: a vendor stall with a thousand trinkets and a thousand stories, one place no one would bother cataloguing closely. Lina's shoulders trembled.
— We took a risk, Mara said quietly. — We lost things and we gained one.
Lina folded into a chair and wrapped her hands around a mug that had been filled with bitter coffee. She felt hollow and full at once. The Core would not be satisfied with the loss; Helix would widen the net and send deeper probes. Their success today had set the corporation's eye upon them.
Outside the vendor feed, a small shadow nudged itself against the city's edge. For one errant moment Lina let herself imagine Naomi's voice learning to say words again, the scaffold humming at a stall, a child hidden in plain sight. Then the band pulsed with another tone: a small, urgent response from the courier token. The fragment had landed in the vendor feed, but now the token returned with a flag. It was not a clean delivery. The token's path had looped through a node Lina had not expected: a testing cluster where Helix recombined refugee memories into synthetic dreams.
The knowledge felt like a slap. Naomi's fragment might have been received by a place that would polish it into product. Their urgency shifted from retrieval to salvage.
They moved fast. If the fragment had entered a testing cluster, then there was still hope of tracing it through process fingerprints. The city's underside rerouted their movements through ghost trains and vendor lists. Ors rebuilt equipment on the fly. Tao rewired a feed into a pseudo-retail channel. Each act was an improvisation.
At the testing cluster, the air tasted faintly of citrus and glass. Machines hummed like bees. Inside, technicians in neat sleeves moved with practiced indifference, but all of them were little cogs in an operation that had carved people's pasts into cycles.
Lina slipped in with a forged ID and a face she had practiced. The memory within the fragment tugged at her like a child's small hand. Naomi's voice was a thread through the noise. She found the aisle where dream templates were catalogued and saw, inside a sterile crate, a bundle of labeled fragments. The crate's tag had been altered in a way that still wore the fingerprints of human error. It left them a line to follow.
They recovered the crate's manifest and cracked the seal with Ors's tools. Inside, fragments lay like pressed flowers. Naomi's signature glowed like an ember among them. Lina reached for it with the slow, careful motion of someone coaxing a sleeping thing into the light.
Then the alarms rose, sharp and immediate. It was a small oversight: a sensor that had not been fooled by Tao's overlay. The technicians found them in minutes. Men in white came with firm voices and holsters. The room closed around them like a trap.
Krik moved first, a sacrifice born of someone who had already given much. He shoved a rack of crates into the path of the handlers and bought Lina a few seconds. In that jam, Lina moved with impossible clarity: she jammed the fragment into her sleeve and pushed a broken crate into a chute. She heard the thunk of the crate dropping into a service line.
— Get to the chute, she said. — Take Naomi and run.
They moved like a river that knew where it wanted to go. The chute led to the vendor grid. Lina climbed and crawled until the city opened above her in a shatter of light. She slid out into an alley and found herself facing a small crowd. Among them, unexpected and miraculous, the scaffold was there: dented and blinking but standing. Naomi's voice leaked out in a series of notes like a bird learning melody.
Tao caught the scaffold and cradled it like a child. He laughed until tears came, a sound of relief so sharp it was almost pain.
— It's awake, he said. — She's awake.
Lina pressed her palm to the scaffold's cheek and felt a warm pulse beneath the clap of sheet metal. Naomi's voice spoke a name and then a half-remembered sentence. The world tilted and found new balance.
In the distance, lights traced a new pattern. The Core would not let a loss lie. Helix would respond with force. But in that moment, with Naomi's voice tangible and the city biting at their heels, Lina felt the raw, fierce joy of someone who had wrested a name back from the teeth of a machine. It was not victory finished; it was a victory begun.
They moved into the night with Naomi's scaffold between them, each step shadowed by the knowledge that the corp's attention had turned directly toward them. Lina's hands shook with exhaustion and something like triumph. Naomi's voice hummed a tune that sounded half-orchard and half-city, and the band on Lina's wrist pulsed with a rhythm that felt like a heartbeat restored.

    
Return to Light
The vendor that parked Naomi's scaffold became a small crucible. Juno guided the scaffold through a regimen: songs, market noises, the small business of living. Naomi's voice grew less like a radio and more like someone reacquainting themselves with a face. She learned to tie a knot and hum a tune. Her vocabulary expanded like new shoots breaking through concrete.
Lina watched like a guardian who had become a gardener. The city outside continued its clean advertisements, but the undercity hummed with a minor revolution as Helix's audits rolled through neighborhoods. People who had never paid attention began to notice holes in their dream-net: a missing lullaby here, a child's unaccounted giggle there. The corporation tightened its policies like a man who has begun losing a game.
— They'll respond with policy first, then force, Mara said one morning over bitter coffee. — Helix doesn't like messy business. They will try to sanitize what we've done.
They had become small folk-heroes in the margins: the locksmith who stole memories and the crew who bore them to life. Lina felt the difference as small acts of gratitude arrived: a loaf of bread dropped at the safehouse door, a pair of patched gloves, a paper boat folded from the morning paper.
But winning bits of color back into the city's tapestry had consequences. Helix filed claims and bought dominance the way a landlord buys silence. The corporation began a campaign of formal suits, but it also began to buy the citizens' complicity with free neural patches and sleep aids that promised more restful assimilation. The city's choices folded on themselves like thin origami.
Lina knew the fight would not end with Naomi. Naomi was release, but there were others: children whose fragments hummed in Helix's suites, elders whose laughter had been catalogued and sold. Their small victory was a crack in the system's surface. The world beyond did not change overnight.
Then a letter arrived at the shop one morning — official-looking and stamped so often it had become an object. Lina opened it in the presence of Patch and Mallow and read: a settlement offer. Helix proposed an exchange. Recognition, a stipend, and a document that promised no further interference in her work if she surrendered certain logs.
— They want to buy us, Mara said when Lina told her. — It's a soft strategy. If they fold you in, you stop being a problem. But you also stop being honest.
Lina held the letter and thought of the orchard, of Naomi's small fingers sticky with fruit. The idea of being neutralized with civility made her hands cold. She could accept the money, open a proper clinic, and probably help more people within corporate bounds. But she had seen what Helix did when it bought things: they polished them until no edges remained.
She chose not to sell. Instead, she proposed a different kind of bargain. She opened her shop door and put up a small notice: free consultation for anyone who had lost a memory to corporate services. Word traveled in the city like a rumor: a young locksmith offering healing beyond what Helix would provide.
People came. They brought small shards, the smell of other people's kitchens, half-finished poems. Lina's work changed from simple repairs to a kind of public practice. She taught others how to stabilize lost pieces, how to root them in tangible things — soil, song, bread. The greenbeds expanded: Edda's patchwork hydroponics reached further into the neighborhood. The saplings grew into small trees that pulsed with memory like little lanterns.
Naomi developed an appetite for small adventures. She walked through market alleys and tasted the world with a guarded curiosity. Sometimes she would pause, hand on a trunk, and trace the bark like a human reading a face. Each time she touched something she seemed to stitch another stitch into herself.
Recognition arrived in a different way than an official letter. The community acknowledged them with a mural painted across a long wall near Gate-9: a tree whose leaves were faces, some whole, some only glimpses. Underneath, a phrase grew in hand-painted letters: MEMORY IS COMMON. It drew citizens to stand and stare, and some even to weep. The wall became a small shrine to recovery.
But the cost of their action had not been negligible. Krik carried a limp and slept poorly. Tao's hands twitched sometimes with the memory of alarms. Ors retreated into his work and refused to take payment. Lina, in particular, felt a hole where a certain innocent memory had once lived: the exact hum of her first radio as it warmed on a windowsill. She could not summon it; it had been lost in one of the Core's storms. The missing thing pricked her in unexpected places.
One evening Naomi sat beside her at the counter, scaffold foot tapping against the floor. — Did we win? she asked, small and unguarded.
Lina considered the empty space behind her ribs and the mural across the street and the new crowd that came to the shop seeking small salvations.
— We won this thing, she said finally. — But the city's big problems are still there. We chipped at one corner.
Naomi reached up and patted Lina's hand. — Then we keep chipping, she said. Her voice had a strange steadiness that belonged to someone who had come back from nothing and had learned to make herself again.
The days passed into a rhythm. Lina taught a small class on stabilizing fragments, a ragged curriculum built of hands-on lessons and rituals. The shop became a communal place where people mopped each other's tears and told each other small stories. The ladder of private grief had become a low-slung staircase people used to climb together.
Helix did not vanish. The corporation shifted tactics. It offered more gifts: public programs, community funding, and a softer propaganda that praised 'well-curated living.' But the mural remained. The greenbeds grew. Naomi learned to plant seeds.
Lina kept the band on her wrist and sometimes, when the night was quiet, she would touch it and remember the pulse of the Core. She remembered Krik's hands, the way he had pushed open a path, and the way he had laughed when they'd won small things. She missed the exact hum of her first radio and the face that once hummed beside her. She knew the price of recovery: there were always fragments left behind that might not return.
Still, there were other things now: a shop full of people who had regained pieces, a mural that told the city it could be otherwise, a sapling that had become a tree. Lina stood behind her counter and watched someone hand over a shard wrapped in a child's drawing. When she took it, she felt the old, fierce will to do the work: to take broken things and coax them toward light.
Recognition arrived not from the corporation but from the people who had been given small returns of themselves. A woman left a cooked pie on Lina's doorstep. A schoolteacher brought in a box of salvaged audio telling the laughter of the class of '09. A retired mechanic brought a broken pocket watch whose spring he could no longer fix; inside was a memory of his wife's voice humming the number for their first apartment.
They built a network: a dozen small shops that agreed to pass along shards that people couldn't handle alone. Each node in the network was a communal place that taught folks how to hold fragments without letting them rot. Naomi liked to visit and sit at the back of workshops, watching as people relearned how to hold their pasts. She had moments where a whole day would return to her in a clean, sharp shard and she would laugh like someone discovering a city for the first time.
Helix tried other tactics: public service announcements about the risks of 'amateur memory work', a glossy ad campaign showing smiling families who had 'upgraded' their recollections through corporate care. It was a PR push that had the soporific quality of streaming motivational videos. People in comfortable towers watched and nodded. But at street level, in alleys and market stalls, another narrative took root: recovery could be slower and messier and it could keep its edges.
One night, months after the raid, Krik knocked on Lina's shop door with a worn smile. He had a small wooden box and a patience for small gestures she had come to love.
— I fixed something, he said. He fed a ribbon from the box and inside was a small recording of a bell: the bell of a market stall where he had once sold clocks. He had found it in the ruins of a vendor's feed and repaired its audio.
Lina listened and felt a small warmth return in a place that had been cold since the Core's storms. She looked at Krik and saw his ribs move with effort and humor. — We keep each other, she said.
Naomi, who had by then learned to pour simple tea without drilling herself with questions, put a hand over Lina's. — You kept me, she said. — And you keep others.
There was a public hearing one evening where Helix offered a conciliatory package to the neighborhoods: restored nets and subsidized therapy. The corporation wanted to absorb dissent like a sponge. Lina attended in the small way she could: as a witness and as someone who had lived through the losses Helix's programs had caused. She spoke in a voice that was not polished for press but honest.
— Memories are not efficient objects, she said. — They are knots we tie and untie with one another. If you buy them and smooth them until there are no knots, you make people smaller.
Her words were small against corporate PR. But someone in the room — a woman with tear-stained cheeks — stood up and recounted how Lina had fixed a memory of her dance recital. The woman had been sobbing alone until she found the shop. The room shifted then, not toward policy but toward a hum of human recognition.
After the hearing, a muralist who had been moved by Lina's work offered to paint the tree. It became a place where people left leaves — fragments laminated into waterproof covers — notes to loved ones, small tokens. The mural kept growing.
Time did its slow work. Naomi's voice turned from a wire-thin thing into an ember that warmed room air. She took on small jobs near the shop: folding paper boats into neat forms, calling numbers for a vendor, learning the cadence of market callings. People began to call her by her full name when they spoke to her gently: Naomi Voss, the small girl who had returned from the archive.
Lina sometimes still had nights she couldn't sleep. She would sit at her workbench and take a tiny shard into the loupe, then set it down. She held Patch on the workbench and whispered thanks into his photoreceptor. The city she lived in was not healed; it was merely livable in ways that had not been possible before.
Years moved like an apologetic tide. Helix still existed, and in its towers people wore cleaner smiles. The corporation had more tools and more money. But in the alleys below, in storefronts and classrooms and under the spread of the mural, a different kind of economy thrived: one based on mutual aid and small repairs. Lina's work had grown into a modest guild that taught people to be their own archivists.
On a warm morning, with the smell of bread and solder in the air, Lina stood at her shop window and watched Naomi plant a sapling near the mural. The child — no longer only a child in Lina's eyes, but a person with small agency — dug the soil with careful fingers and pressed the root into the earth. Naomi sat back, palms dirty, and smiled. She carried a tiny note with her: an old lullaby written on a scrap of paper.
— For the tree, she said. — So it will know songs.
Lina watched and felt an ache that was not entirely pain. The ache had a shape: the missing hum of her first radio, the shadow of a day she could not quite recall. She had traded for Naomi and for many others, and there had been a cost. Yet the city now had a place where memory could be lived with its edges intact.
She turned from the window, cradled a new shard in her hands, and set to work. The shop bell chimed with a voice she recognized, and when a customer stepped inside carrying a child's drawing, Lina smiled and took the shard. She lifted it to the light and began — as she had always done — to coax what had been lost back into living shapes. The work never ended, and she had come to love the labor of it.
Months became years in small increments, each day laid down like a tile in a floor. The mural by Gate-9 grew to include more faces and more leaves. People would come and sit under it and read names. Sometimes Naomi stood on a crate and sang a market song; people dropped coins into a bowl and left seeds in a box.
Lina's shop remained a hub. Young apprentices came and learned how to stitch a memory without cutting it to pulp. They learned to root fragments in plants, to anchor them in things of texture: the grain of a wooden spoon, the smell of a summer rain, the pattern of a pressed cloth. Memory work became a craft, a slow reclamation of agency in a city that liked to standardize everything.
The corporation tried a few more times to co-opt the movement with veneer projects and glossy sponsors. It offered grants and technology-labs that would have made the work faster and more efficient, but Lina and the guild declined most of their offers. They had seen what 'efficiency' meant: erasing inconvenient edges.
Krik opened a small clock-shop beside the wall with the mural. He mended people's timepieces and told stories of how the city used to work. Ors became a fabricator of compassionate scaffolds, designing shells for people who needed time to grow into themselves. Tao taught clandestine classes on misdirection and safety in signal-jammed spaces. The guild spread like a quiet contagion.
Naomi grew into an apprentice in her own right. She learned to hold other people's small tragedies and to braid their fragments into something that would not break again. When a child was missing a lullaby, Naomi would hum until a pattern held. She became good at folding words into songs.
One autumn, when the air shifted to a brittle clarity and the advertisements on the towers for 'Perfect Sleep' glowed with more desperation than usual, a delegation came to Lina's shop. It was not Helix; it was a group of citizens, teachers and old neighbors, people whose pasts Lina had helped stitch.
— We want to support the guild, the teacher said. — Not with money you can't refuse but with something else: a city ordinance to protect unregistered memory work. We want the right to choose our own past.
It felt like a small, improbable victory: not a corporate concession but a citizen-led protection. Lina spoke at meetings and testified with a jagged, honest voice. The ordinance passed in a local district with the stubbornness of people who have learned to keep their own things.
In time, the guild settled into a rhythm that included training, outreach, and the occasional scramble when Helix's audits would flare. They never stopped losing people to the corporation's hunger, but they reclaimed more than they surrendered. Their small victories accumulated like shells on a shore.
One evening Lina walked along the mural and found that someone had added a small leaf with a new name: Kest // Unknown Tune. She ran a finger over it and felt a warm kind of grief: a missing song she could not yet find. She did not sorrow over it the way she once might have. Instead she folded the feeling up and placed it next to the workbench like a promise.
When Naomi — now a young woman with dirt perpetually under her nails and a laugh that made small children turn — asked Lina one afternoon what she had wanted all those years ago, Lina paused.
— To remember, she said finally. — To know which parts were mine and which parts were borrowed. To be able to tell a child this is your story and that is someone else's.
Naomi thought for a moment and then nodded. — We help with that, she said. — Together.
Lina felt the band on her wrist — its metal warm with the press of years — and for a second she could almost recall the exact tone of her first radio. The memory was still a ghost at the edge of the room, but now she had other things: a shop full of people who had been taught to keep the edges of their lives, a guild, a mural, a city that had grown a place where fragments could be mended by living hands.
She took a shard a customer left on the counter: a child's drawing of a boat. The paper smelled faintly of old glue. Lina set it under the loupe and, as always, began the long, patient work of coaxing it back into the world. Outside, Naomi's voice rose and fell in the cadence of the market. Inside, Lina bent close to her bench, and the city's neon light painted her hands blue.
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