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Vesper Palimpsest
Camille Renet
In the neon arteries of Vesper Arcology, courier Juno fights to reclaim what an administrative vault stole: her sibling’s memory. With a hacked node named Nyx, an eccentric donor, and a ragged crew, she probes the Continuum’s seams, risking everything to return what the city catalogued away.
ProseHub


    
Neon Teeth
Rain tasted like battery acid sliding off a dented hood as Juno cut through the alley. Neon from the Arcology’s lower rings painted her jacket in bruised cyan and cheap magenta. Above, the Vesper tower seamed glass and scaffolding into a horizonless spine; its corporate banners masturbated to themselves in slow, holographic loops. The air smelled of frying oil, ozone, and old copper. Juno breathed it in like a promise she didn’t expect to keep.
She had a courier’s walk: knees soft, shoulders low, eyes cataloguing exits and camera arcs. Her left iris was a replacement, a sliver of warm amber under a cracked hood; it hummed a private compass that pulsed when a drone swept near. The implant did more than point. It remembered things differently—call signs, faces, the static signatures that people carried around their bones. You could make a living selling that memory-code to the right buyer.
Behind her, a cat of welded brass and carbon—Grit—slid past the puddles like a thought. Grit’s tail was a coil of stitched filament; his purr turned into a mechanical clack when he bumped a crate. He lived on table crumbs and data scraps. Juno had wired him together from spare servos and the stubborn twist of grief she’d learned not to name.
They passed a noodle vendor whose hands moved like they were stitching skin. Steam made rivers on the vendor’s LED-lip. A child with a patchwork jacket traded stickers for a battery cell. The cabs ran on plasma and uncompromised promises. Cameras blinked on lampposts like patient flies. Every surface in Vesper remembered a million casual crimes.
Juno’s job was small-scale theft by consent. She ferried fragments that people had paid to lose: vows, bad dreams, the edges of arguments. People came to her because she could carry something across a city full of sensors without letting it stain the world. Her pockets were lined with ceramic for static, her bike tuned to whisper against the grid. She rode at night because the night forgave more mistakes than the morning ever would.
At the loader’s edge she stopped. A man in a linen jacket—someone who smelled of incense and hush money—passed a thin package to her through an open cuff. No barcode, only a folded paper that smelled faintly of rosemary. The man’s eyes flicked to Grit and then away. “Fast and clean,” he rasped. “You know the way.”
Juno slid the package under her jacket, feeling its cool weight. It made the tiny hairs along her arm lift. The courier job was routine, until it wasn’t. She should have known the night would make demands it never advertised.
She found the apartment by its crooked lamp. Unit 4G belonged to three things: a humid smell that belonged to living things, a tangle of wires that belonged to someone who kept secrets, and a window that looked out over the Autopark where advertisement-ghosts drifted like slow, patient jellyfish. Lio was already there—Lio with ink stained up past the wrist, a shoebox of carved memory-slates open on their knees.
Lio laughed when they saw Juno, a sound like cracking glass. Their hair had been shaved down to a whisper on one side, the exposed scalp mapped with neon tattoos that pulsed with whatever music Lio liked. They were twenty-six and perpetual mischief—Juno thought of them that way, younger only by the margin of optimism they refused to spend.
“You look like you wrestled a lamplight,” Lio said, shifting a slate across the cushions. The slates hummed. Each one held a memory-etch, a cheap surrogate for time that people traded in the market. “Hit a good run?”
“Fast and clean,” Juno answered, and she put the package on the table. It sat like a heartbeat under the cheap lamp.
Lio eyed the wrapping. “No barcode? Whoever you ran with tonight trusts ghosts.” They lifted the corner of the paper. Their fingers brushed something that vibrated like a bug’s wing.
“Don’t,” Juno said, a small, useless warning. But curiosity had a better energy than fear.
Lio’s smile shifted when they saw the pattern on the paper. For a breath the apartment smelled like rosemary and rain. “This one’s warm,” Lio said. “Maybe it’s a piece of a person.”
Outside, a siren fractioned the night. It was low, soulless—the kind that sorts people into categories before it finishes its first note. Juno glanced at the window. A drone on a silent patrol carved a thin line of light across the apartments. The light found the tattoo on Lio’s head and paused there, like an appreciative scanner.
“We should tuck these,” Lio murmured, fingers already busy closing the box. “Nobody needs anyone watching the slates while—”
The front door answered with a knock that was not a knock. It felt like a presence, a thing that knew the fabric of the hall and how to make it audible. Then a voice came from the intercom, measured and metallic: “Unit 4G. Lio Kest. Open.”
The apartment’s air shifted. Grit hissed and flattened along the couch’s spine. Lio’s hands stopped. The thin paper under Juno’s palm felt suddenly cold.
Juno knew that voice. She had catalogued it in the back-of-head interface, the one that stored the signatures of law and ledger. Echelon Security used a tone like that when they wanted your attention without a show. They were precise, and precision came with teeth.
“Maybe it’s a mistake,” Lio said, trying to push humor into their voice. They moved to the intercom and played the recorded lull of a neighbor’s appliance to make the machine think someone else was home. A small trick. The intercom clicked but the voice repeated its phrase with the same impossible civility.
“Open or we will conduct a warrantless sweep,” it said. The words were soft as ash. Somewhere down the hall a mechanical footfall answered like it was the first in a long procession.
Juno’s palms tightened around the package. She could feel the texture of whatever lay inside, a faint rhythm like breathing. Her training told her to hide, to run, to erase signatures. Her sister’s face told her something else: that some things were not meant to be left to the system.
The door clicked. Two boot-plates slipped into the corridor’s light. They had the dull gleam of new governance.
“Lio Kest?” a man asked as he stepped inside, his helmet up like a crown. His mouth was a flat slit. A badge lit on his chest, a rectangle that told stories of numbers and jurisdiction. The man’s gloved hand went to a scanner and swiped the line of tattoos on Lio’s head. The tattoos flared.
“No. You can’t—” Lio started, voice cracking like a bad connection. Their hands flew to their head; the tattoos responded with a soft radiance.
The officer’s face remained unreadable. “You are under submission for unregistered memory fabrication. You will come with us for forensic processing.”
They said the words like it was a favor. Juno lunged.
She didn’t plan the lunge. It was a small animal move: a shoulder into the officer, a hand at the scanner. The man’s glove caught her forearm and the world fractured into immediate pain, lights, and the metallic tang of adrenaline. The scanner barked. Grit leapt, brass claws scraping a table. Lio staggered back, eyes blurring.
“Let go of her,” Lio said, but the command was a plea. The officer’s grip tightened. Juno saw the badge number and filed it away—method as muscle. She tasted copper and the ugly knowledge that people who ran systems rarely bled.
A second officer moved like a shadow and reached for Lio with a device that looked like a cage of light. It snapped open over Lio’s head with a sound like a birdcage closing. Lio’s breath hitched. The tattoos on their scalp flared and then pulsed into a thin, bright outline, as if something inside had been spotlighted.
“Resist and we escalate,” the first officer said. He hooked a restraint into Lio’s jacket and guided them toward the door. Lio’s eyes flicked to Juno. “Run,” they said, and somehow the single word carried more acceptance than defeat.
Juno found her feet moving before her brain permitted it. She shoved between the officers, caught a shoulder, and felt plastic give. Grit arced underfoot, making a sound like a small gong. The second officer aimed the cage-device at Juno’s chest. A net of dim light rendered her motionless for one braided second. It was long enough.
Lio was tugged past the threshold, face pale and disbelieving. Juno’s hand brushed theirs, fingers closing on air. For a moment she saw the pattern under Lio’s skin—a map she had read as a child—their mother’s voice in a cracked recording stitched across it. Then the corridor swallowed them. The door shut with a sound like consent.

    
The Missing Frame
The hallway smelled like disinfectant and whatever dreams go to die in government facilities. Juno stood with the smell anchored in her tongue and the package under her jacket, its cold pressure like a reprimand. Her heart hammered a rhythm that tasted of metal. Doors in the stairwell were numbered and anonymous. Graffiti layered on the walls like a history of small rebellions.
Grit nudged her ankle, a small brass shoulder against the need to move. Juno breathed and tried to think. There were rules to grief; she had learned them the hard way. Panic ate thinking. Anger sharpened it. She found her earbuds, thumbed the rusted scroll wheel, and listened to a feed that told her where officers would park, which corridors had blind spots. She was in the business of getting goods from point A to point B. For the first time in a long time she wanted to move something else—someone.
“Where’s their registry?” she asked the feed. The headset answered in an algorithmic murmur, less help than a prayer.
Lio had always kept their illegal slates hidden in a false back behind a kitchen panel. Juno ran to the apartment and began tearing it apart in a way that seemed reckless only to the quiet. The slates were gone. The box lay open and empty on the couch like a mouth pulled back from screaming. The fan in the ceiling stuttered, chasing balance.
She searched for the interstitial code Lio kept for safety, a number etched into the seam of a chair. There was no code. A neighbor’s door down the hall opened. A woman in an industrial coat peered out, eyes like polished stones. She mouthed nothing and then closed it again.
Juno moved with the practiced economy of someone who had survived too many nights with too little sleep. If Lio had been hauled to a processing site, their slate signatures, if they existed, would be in the network by now. Echelon measured memory like currency. A registered confiscation entered a stream. If Lio’s work was flagged, the stream would be clean and white and lethal.
She had one small lead. The package under her jacket hummed faintly against her sternum. She pulled it out and unwrapped it with fingers that did not trust themselves. Inside—neatly coiled, like a fossil—was a small glass node threaded with copper filaments. It fit into the palm like an honest thing. When she pressed it, a whisper unfurled in her ear, not a recorded voice but a presence: a static-scented architecture of language that knew her name.
“Nyx,” it said. The name made the apartment’s lights feel like a lung. Juno felt like she’d been introduced to a knife and a promise at the same time.
“Who sold you this?” she whispered.
A laugh—if an algorithm could laugh—breathed against the inside of her skull. “Someone who doesn’t like barcodes.”
The node was illegal. It could map closed memory loops and open them. It could show where memories were stored in the neural cloud. It could also be a beacon.
Juno nearly tossed it in the sink. Instead she slid it into her palm and felt its pulse align with the rhythm of her heart. That pulse told her where to start. If Lio had been taken into the Continuum—Echelon’s internal memory vault—then Nyx might show her the seams. For the first time since the door had shut, a plan uncoiled inside her skull like something made of teeth and light.
She would go find the donor who’d slipped the package across the loader. A person who moved packages without barcodes did not do so for free. Maybe they’d left enough breadcrumbs to follow. Maybe they’d known the arc of the night before anyone else. Maybe enough. The air outside tasted of rain and compromise. Juno slid her jacket over the node and locked the apartment behind her.
The donor’s den was a place the city had almost forgotten—an old maintenance level wedged between an abandoned rail line and a smelting vent. Signs on the corridor suggested the whole floor had once belonged to a laundry. Now it belonged to secrets. The light inside the door was the color of cheap whiskey. Tools hung like trophies. Old server towers stood shoulder to shoulder and coughed numbers into the ether. The smell of solder and warm bread made Juno think of other, smaller nights.
Ilya Rook was smaller than the stories would make him. He sat at a table scattered with plastic trays and tiny glass nodes that blinked like sleeping insects. He wore a cardigan that had known better years. His hair was combed back like a map. When Juno entered, he looked up with eyes that did not quite forget to be gentle.
“You ran it wrong,” he said. It was not an accusation. It was a fact.
“I didn’t run anything,” Juno said. She kept her voice flat and slow. In her pocket the node pulsed and the city hummed around the edges.
Ilya put his hands over the table and the scattered nodes quieted as if listening. “You took a live node into a warzone,” he said. “That’s optimism or madness. Sometimes they’re the same thing.”
Juno set the small package down and slid the node across to him. He turned it in his fingers like a jeweler appraising a stolen gem. On the table, under the bulb’s watch, the glass held miniature filaments that caught the light and threw it back in confessions.
“Nyx,” Ilya said. He let the name taste in his mouth. “That’s an old ghost. Dangerous.”
“You sold it,” Juno said.
Ilya’s laugh was a small, slow fall. “Sold it? No. I guided it to a hand that owed me a favor.” He folded his fingers. “Why do you care about Lio?”
The question landed like a stone. Juno did not answer with the obvious fact that Lio was her sibling. Instead she put out a photograph—a fragment of family: a rooftop, a small figure with a ridiculous grin. Ilya touched the photo with the reverence of someone who knew what memory could become when it ossified.
“I care because they are stubborn enough to be a problem,” she said.
Ilya rubbed his chin and finally looked directly at her. There was calculation in the lines at his eyes, and a tiredness that suggested a past with too many victories purchased with something that never bought back the same peace.
“All right,” he said. “If you want the Continuum’s seams, Nyx can help. But not for free.”
Juno had nothing the man wanted but a favor Juno had never imagined she’d owe. She had an old debt: a memory she had once carried out of a hospital and never returned. It was petty and elemental. It kept her awake at the edges of honest sleep. Ilya named it without cruelty.
“You pay me with the thing you carry but do not show,” he said. “You open yourself up and I will open the gates.”
The offer was a theft of intimacy. Juno’s hand hovered over her vest where, beneath a layer of ceramic and cheap cloth, the memory lay—an improvised cassette of their mother’s voice recorded during a blackout. She had never let anyone hear it. It held a small, fragile humanity she guarded with something like ferocity.
She could give it. She could barter the past for the map to the present. She thought of Lio in a cage of light, of the tattoos burned into skin as if they were flags that said, “Here is what I love.” She thought of a city that traded away whole nights like currency.
She laid the cassette on the table.
The device looked ridiculous on Ilya’s trimmed laminate—two loops of magnetic tape housed in brittle plastic—but he treated it as if it contained a continent. He freed the casing, cradled the tape, and then fed it into a reader that smelled faintly of gasoline and citrus. The reader hummed. A thread of static breathed into the room. For a moment the arcology receded: what filled the den was only sound, and when a small, worn voice spoke through the speakers it hit Juno like a hand.
“You give me a map,” Ilya said, fingers steady on the controls. “You give me a map and I give you three things you need.”
Juno wanted to say “Lio,” but the word formed in her mouth and wouldn’t leave the place where shame lives. Instead she nodded. The den spun its own gravity. Grit hopped onto a crate and watched, brass eyes reflecting a knot of light.
“The first is a route,” Ilya said, “a path through the Continuum’s air, a set of blind seams where a live node can slip through like a whisper. The second is a contact—someone who once worked the vaults and still has a pocket of conscience. The third is the cost: Nyx will ask more of you than you expect.”
“I’ll do what it asks,” Juno said. The truth of it surprised even her. Nyx had already found a place beneath her skin. She could feel a current in the node, a method for mapping the world like a spider weaving its first line.
Ilya smiled, not unkindly. “We’ll start at dawn,” he said. “There is a man—call him Mara—who tuned security feeds for the Continuum before he quit for reasons he refuses to speak of. He lives in the low-loop, under the laundry tunnels. Find him and bring him a promise he can believe.”
Juno folded the promise into her chest like a coin. She stepped back into the city that smelled of rain and a hundred sleeping engines. The node thrummed against her ribs. In its pulse she felt a map—an ache that was also a possibility. She had the edge of a plan and the wrong kind of courage.

    
Pulse and Iron
The low-loop felt like a different planet. In the low-loop the arcology’s higher ambitions had been sanded down to service pipes and communal ovens. Here the neon was tired and more honest, advertising secondhand jobs and open-mic philosophy. Children played with burned fuses while parents bartered for slices of hot rice. A hundred languages braided into a single, efficient way of making ends meet.
Mara lived where the tunnels turned into shadow. He was part mechanic, part exile. Juno found him hunched over a bank of repurposed feeds like a man listening to dreams. His hands were thick; they knew how to be heavy without breaking. He smelled of oil and lemon peel. When he looked up, his eyes came with a rumor of an old conscience.
“You’re the one with the node,” he said without preamble. “Or the one carrying it.”
Juno slid onto a crate and laid the node on her palm as if it were a living thing. “Lio’s gone,” she said. The sentence did not make the room quieter. It filled it with a thin note, like a tuning fork in a box of glass.
Mara studied her for a long time. Then he reached for his pipe and lit it with the mechanical precision of somebody who had smoked more things than answers. “You’re asking me for a ruin,” he said, “and you expect I’ll map it for you.”
“We don’t have to admit it,” Juno said. Her voice was smaller than she intended. “Just tell me where the seams are. Nyx will do the rest.”
Mara grunted. He set up a raw feed, patching one ear into the Continuum's detritus stream and another into a hand-rigged analyzer. The maze of feeds hummed like an old choir. They listened. For hours there was only the sound of static and the city folding itself into something else.
Then, through the noise, Nyx spoke. Not with words at first, but with a pattern of pressure that sailed through Juno’s hand like a small tide. Mara frowned. The node filed something into his rig and the rig coughed out a coordinate.
“There’s a thin seam under the second aqueduct, near the old laundry chutes,” Mara said finally. “It’s only a blind because no one wants to look there. Mostly rust. A forgotten air pocket. A live node could slide in and out if you moved smooth and quiet.”
Juno memorized the words. It felt like learning a new language—one that would let her translate the city into places she could hide within. They planned with the economy of desperation: time, exits, a small support crew. Mara agreed to plant a decoy feed. Ilya would open a window into an old admin channel. Nyx would sniff the anchors of the Continuum and lead them to the right shaft.
They spent the next two days gathering the team. Soot, who painted murals that made the walls cry, brought a palette of explosives that smelled like coal and forgiveness. Pip, a kid who could make a drone sing like a clock, volunteered to override patrol patterns. Each person had a reason to hate the Continuum in a way small enough to pay for with risk and bad coffee. Their motivations scratched against each other like flint.
Training with Nyx felt obscene and intimate at once. When Juno pressed the node into her temple, the room dissolved into a lattice of muted signals. The Continuum was not a place, exactly; it was a network of residues—people’s sharings, their nightmares, their unpaid confessions. Nyx translated those residues into textures: a memory that smelled like fresh bread; another that had the weight of wet wool; a ledger memory with the clean taste of metal.
“Nyx doesn’t hand you answers,” Mara said, when Juno tugged the node out with palms sweating. “It hands you the pattern of how the answer wants to be found.”
On the day of the seam-run, the rain was a fine lace that wrapped the city. Juno felt like something about to be painted. They moved at midnight. Pip’s drones sang overhead, a gentle chorus that confused the real ones. Soot’s charges drew attention away with a wall-burst of color that made the security feeds prefer looking at spectacle. Juno slipped under the aqueduct like a paragraph in a book no one else was reading.
Nyx hummed against her skull. It guided her hands, told her which panels to whisper to, which bolts to leave untouched. Time folded into tasks. When she reached the seam there was a taste of something old and small: a child’s laughter trapped in a lost ledger. Her fingers, moving on autopilot, released a latch. The seam opened like someone pulling back a curtain.
Inside it smelled like iron and old songs. Juno slid in, carrying the node and the weight of all the people who had ever trusted her with a piece of their night. The cavity was a narrow corridor of old ventilation and wiring. It arced through the arcology’s underbelly like a vein. Farther along, a soft light trembled—another seam, another pocket. Nyx nudged her forward until the skin of the Continuum thinned and became permeable.
There was a small register there, a blind file labeled in a language that had been dead for ten years. Nyx fed a pattern. The register breathed and accepted. For a flash, Juno saw a tableau that belonged to someone else: a child with a hair full of paper cranes, a man polishing a brass bell. Then the vision dissolved and left a tag, a trace she could use.
She imprinted the trace into her implant—her iris pulsed and wrote the tag into a private ledger the city never saw. She felt something else form behind her ribcage: a knot of hope braided with fear.
The team was ready at the rendezvous when she came out. Pip’s grin was too loud. Soot clapped her shoulder and Mara took a swig of something that tasted like winter. They’d pulled off the seam-run with the tentative grace of people who had nothing left to lose and everything to win.
“Lio was flagged for transfer,” Nyx said when Juno pressed the node to the palm of her hand. The node pulsed faster. “They aren’t in the registry of public holdings. They are in a nested ledger. I can find the ledger if you let me bury deeper.”
Nyx wanted access to more than seams. It wanted to fold into the Continuum and trace the lineage of a single memory-thread. That would take time and a sacrificial bandwidth that could leave the node—leave Juno—changed. Mara frowned into his pipe.
“Nothing comes for free,” he said. “You knew that going in.”
Juno did. She’d bartered a piece of her past for the map with Ilya. She had a sense that she had also bartered the shape of her future. But seeing Lio on the ledgers—an entry that looked like a ghost’s name carved in wet plaster—she felt urgency sharpen into a singular arrow.
“All right,” she said. “Dig.”
Nyx sank into the Continuum like a hand into a sack of grain, and Juno felt herself skinned by images. For an hour she rode a slaughter of small moments: someone’s first kiss rendered as static, an old man’s laugh that came with the smell of pipe tobacco. The node bled data into her, and she catalogued, remembered, and then let go. It was intimate to a fault. It made her hands tremble and her teeth taste like copper.
When Nyx finally surfaced, the tag it left was precise. Lio’s ledger name was an institutional code that pointed to a vault beneath the Glass Vault—an administrative level the city pretended not to have. The tag came with coordinates and a time: a transfer scheduled at dusk in two days.
They had an appointment with danger. The air tasted like someone was starting a fire.

    
Glass Vault
The Glass Vault was a rumor with a building address: a lower administrative ring whose exterior was mirrored so the sky refused to be alone. It sat beneath a plaza with statues of generous donors and the kind of fountains that ran warm water down a city’s spine in a show of wealth. Security there was a choreography—patrols like tight choreography, gates that answered with the dignity of a courtroom.
On the evening of the transfer, the plaza was full of people who had bought tickets to forget and people who had paid not to. Advertisements projected faces that smiled and asked for more. Juno, Mara, Soot, Pip, and Ilya moved through the crowd like a story trying not to be told. They wore the best lies they could afford; Mara in an old security jacket, Soot with paint disguised as a cultural statement, Pip with drones hidden under an umbrella that hummed like a nest.
They split into their roles with a quiet efficiency: Soot drew attention with a performance that caused three patrol drones to lock onto his spectacle, Pip’s little machines fed false heat signatures into the grid, and Mara, with a face picked by an old friend, walked the administrative edge like a man at peace with bureaucracy. Juno carried Nyx under her jacket and felt the node whispering like a pulse.
Inside the Glass Vault, everything was calibrated to make intruders feel small. Glass corridors reflected their movements a dozen times. Security officers passed like a well-choreographed plague. The vault itself was a sphere of light and cold, and at its center the Continuum’s terminal hung like a god: an interactive pool where memories were stored as luminous threads.
They reached the transfer chamber just as a pod moved through the sluice. The pod carried human signatures in a way that made Juno feel sick. The Continuum’s process was clinical: a human body, semi-dreaming, handed over to administrative custody. Lio’s ledger name flickered across an admin slate for a heartbeat, and Juno felt the world bend.
Pip’s drones blocked sightlines. Soot’s burst of color twisted the feed just long enough. Mara exploited an old acquaintance’s memory by stepping into an admin lift that opened precisely where it shouldn’t. Ilya fed a phony administrative override through a backchannel. For a few respirations they were invisible, which was a kind of grace.
Juno moved like someone who had learned to translate silence into motion. Nyx told her where the energy anchors were, those small nodes on the pod that linked flesh to ledger. She breached a maintenance panel and threaded a fiber into the system. The Continuum rose like a breathing thing, and for a moment every memory in the room brushed against her like a crowd at a festival.
Then the alarm screamed.
Something went wrong. A patrol route they had thought diverted came back on early. A guard’s caution crossed a face at the wrong time. The Dome’s microphones caught a fraction of Soot’s paint canister as it skittered across glass. In an instant the room folded into procedure. Officers formed a ring of blue light and voices turned to commands.
Mara swore and shoved Juno toward the maintenance shaft. “Run,” he hissed. He moved without hesitation, throwing himself between an officer and Juno in a way that made a mistake look like art. The officer, surprised at the sudden movement, reached for Mara’s arm and something heavy answered back. It was a fight that smelled like old victories and brand-new wounds.
Juno dove into the shaft with the node pressed to her temple. Nyx screamed not in words but in a waterfall of images: Lio in the pod, Lio’s tattoos like a map of the heart, the ledger names collapsing like dominos. She had one chance: extract the ledger thread, isolate Lio’s memory signature, and remove it from the Continuum’s administrative chain. The node pulsed faster and then slower, an engine caught in a hand.
She worked with method. Fingers went where they had been taught by practice and necessity. Nyx carved a path into the ledger and then threaded Lio’s signature into a small retrieval packet. She felt the packet like a small stone in her gut. It was warm and finite and terribly, brilliantly real.
She had almost finished when the shaft doors creaked. A hand reached in and closed around her ankle. A voice—less metallic this time, all flesh—said, “You don’t have to be clever to be brave.”
Juno twisted. The hand was heavy and old and familiar. Mara’s face looked at her with a softness that did not belong in a corridor that smelled like antiseptic. He had taken a blow for her. Blood feathered across his knuckles. A guard’s boot came down and Mara took the weight of it with a sound that was almost a laugh.
“Get the hell out,” he said. The words were cracked but clear. He tasted like iron and lemon peel.
Juno pulled herself free and slid down the shaft, carrying the retrieval packet as if it were the last fragile animal left on Earth. Above, the Glass Vault’s alarms multiplied; boots ran; someone swore. A drone’s searchlight cut the shaft like a blade.
She reached a maintenance出口 and tumbled into a service corridor where the city smelled like steam. Grit clattered against a pipe and mylar banners rattled overhead. She pressed the packet to her chest and felt Lio’s signature like a heartbeat against the small bones of her sternum. Nyx had done what it could. It had taken Juno into the Continuum and given her back something stolen. It had also given something of itself. The node’s rhythm had changed.
She ran.
They regrouped in a bakery that still kept its ovens for the living. Fat droplets of rain smeared neon on the window. Soot nursed a burn on his forearm, Pip cursed into his sleeve, and Ilya dabbed at his cardigan with old resignation. Mara leaned back in a chair, breathing shallow, his knuckles wrapped in gauze. He smiled when he caught sight of the packet.
“You pulled the signature?” he asked. His voice shuffled like cards.
Juno opened her hands. The retrieval packet lay there like a pebble warmed by the sun. When she eased it, a thin ribbon of light unspooled for a moment and then folded back in on itself. Lio’s ledger name glowed faintly in the packet’s center.
“Yeah,” she said. “It’s here.”
Relief came in short, surprising bursts. Then a new worry slid between them like a snake. The packet was not the same as a person. It was an index, a tether. Lio’s body might still be in a holding pattern somewhere, waiting for admin hands to finish their work. The ledger gave Juno a timeout: the transfer had been interrupted, but the Continuum would notice the absence when it reconciled its ledgers. They had hours before a full audit would launch and a schedule would run that might settle Lio into deep administrative cold.
Nyx’s pulse had slowed to something like sleep. Ilya touched the node and frowned.
“It’s used a lot of bandwidth,” he said. “Whatever it did to pull that signature cost it cycles. You’ll need to give it more to do extraction work that lasts.”
Juno’s mind counted the hours like a gambler counting chips. They had one chance to get Lio’s body and put the packet back before the Continuum finished its reconciliation. The plan they sketched was a mosaic of small betrayals: a forged consent form, Mara’s old friend still high enough in admin to open a back door, Pip’s drones to carry the packet like contraband in a flock of noise.
They moved at dawn. The air was thin and glad for movement. Juno put the packet where no scanner would think to look—inside a loaves box, among warm bread. Pip’s drones soared overhead, running an arc of patterns that mimicked migrating birds. Soot painted shop windows with mural-tales that drew a camera’s attention away from their motions. It was a mess, a beauty, a tiny revolution choreographed to avoid being a spectacle.
They reached the secondary holding facility like people who had rehearsed desperation until it looked calm. The guards there were younger, their eyes not yet cured of hope. The administrative path they’d built with forged forms and a borrowed smile took them into a room that smelled faintly of bleach and the sort of sleep that wasn’t restful.
A pod lay on its side. It hummed. Medical lights traced the contour of a face. The pod’s screen showed a ledger readout. Juno’s breath caught when she realized the human inside—if it was inside—was not awake in the way people usually considered awake. It was a place between, soft and still.
They worked in silence. Mara distracted, Ilya forged, Pip bribed the intern who smelled of cheap cologne. Juno moved the retrieval packet into the pod’s retrieval interface and watched the machine accept the ribbon of light like a whispered confession. The pod contracted and then opened.
Lio bolted upright with a sound like a fist against glass. They were drenched in sweat. Their eyes searched the room and found Juno’s like a compass finally pointing home. The reunion was not cinematic. It was raw, terrible with relief, a thing that made the bakery’s window steam with the heat of breath.
“Why would you do this?” Lio sobbed into Juno’s jacket. For a long time they just held each other, the kind of holding that can rearrange what’s left of you into something functional.
Outside the facility, alarms that had promised planetary consequences died away. Inside, Mara’s ribs hurt and he handed them a cigarette he didn't smoke. Ilya looked like someone who had paid a debt and had won nothing from it but the chance to be owed. Grit rubbed against Lio’s leg and purred his brass purr.
They had a victory. It smelled of bread and blood and the cheap thrill of being alive. But it came with a cost. Nyx lay quiet on the table, its slow pulse like a heartbeat that had been strained. The node had given something essential of itself to retrieve the signature. Juno touched it and felt a faint coolness where warmth had been.
Outside, the sky began to sing an unremarkable morning. They had a road home, and a city full of ledgers that might open their teeth at any moment. They carried what they could. They had knowledge now: the Continuum bled when prodded, and when it bled it left traces that could be followed. That knowledge would be both a gift and a trap.

    
Unmade Morning
The city repaired itself slowly, like a bruise that refused to be noticed. Lio sat by the window with a cup of tea that trembled in their hands. The tattoos on their scalp flickered softly, healing like new stitches. Juno watched them from the kitchen table, hands stained with flour from the bakery where they'd been safe for a few hours before the world remodelled its attention.
Newsfeeds made the Glass Vault incident small and tidy: a disruption, a system fault, a few bad actors. The Continuum’s communications were designed to soothe the public into forgetting. They used calm words and statistics like bandages. On the street, though, people whispered. A rumor was a live wire and it passed from mouth to mouth faster than the official list of denials.
Juno put Nyx on the table. The node's light was dimmer than before. It had done something that circuits were not made for: it had given away part of itself to patch a human hole. She felt protective of its silence. There was something tender in the way it refused to speak for a while.
Ilya was quiet on the couch, older now by a decade in the span of the morning. Mara had a new bruise on his cheek and a cigarette behind his ear. Soot had a paint smudge across his nose like a badge. Pip scrolled through drone feeds and smiled at a private joke with himself.
“Someone will ask why you pulled Lio,” Mara said finally, looking at Juno across the table. His voice had the shape of someone who was tired of having to say things twice.
“Because I could afford not to,” Juno said. “Because I didn’t want the Continuum to eat them.”
Mara snorted. “That’s a fine credo. It’ll be trouble as soon as the ledger catches up with feelings.”
They had time, but not much. Ilya had a map of the Continuum's reconciliations and a timetable that could be bought by watching bad actors' accounts. There were windows—small arcs of negligence—when administrator processes slept or were busy cleaning something else. Nyx had scraped an opening; now they needed to keep that opening from becoming a wound.
They spent two days redistributing memory fragments to friends and strangers. Lio gave away slices of their slates—small stories of first kisses and late-night arguments—to people who smiled like mosaics. They did it with a deliberate care that looked like surrender. The city received the fragments with a confusion that was almost grateful. People took them, listened, and then returned to their lives with a little more rawness.
Word of the raid had already reached corners Juno couldn’t see. There were offers of help and offers of payment; both came with teeth. A woman who claimed to be a low-level administrator called and asked questions about missing signatures. Juno answered with a lie and a tone she hoped would sound like indifference.
Then the inquiry came from someone with a voice that belonged to history. A newsboard looped footage of a masked speaker who said: “We are no longer content to let the Continuum hoard what makes us human. We must remember for ourselves.” The feed cut before anyone could find the speaker. The line died out like a song.
That night, a small crowd gathered outside the Arcology’s lower ring. They brought candles and broken radios. People held up memory-slates like lanterns. Juno watched from a rooftop where a thousand breaths condensed into mist. Lio stood at her side, wrapped in a sweater that smelled like the bakery and safe promises. They looked like two people who had been through something terrible and decided to be gently ruinous about it.
“Why did you keep that tape?” Lio asked later, when the candles had burned low and the city had gone back to its ordinary crimes.
Juno thought of the cassette in Ilya’s den, of her mother’s laugh folded into a magnetic tape, small enough to be dismissed as sentimental. She thought of the night Lio had smiled and the way their voice had sounded small but brave under the Echelon light. She thought of everything she had done to keep pieces of people from being catalogued away.
“Because some things are worth stealing back,” she said.
In the weeks that followed the Continuum made adjustments. They tightened currents and tightened audits. Some of the people who had received slates found their memories leaching—fragments rearranging—like clothes hung in the wrong weather. Not everyone fared well. The system punished carelessness with different ferocity depending on who you were. Juno kept quiet about where the traces had come from unless she trusted the person’s hands.
A small victory, then. A wound closed, slightly crooked. Lio regained their old stubbornness in patches. They argued about music and whether the city’s neon preferred cyan to magenta. The team dispersed back into the low-loop life: Mara back to his half-mended shop, Soot to new murals, Pip to his drones, Ilya to his den where he fixed nodes and kept a ledger of favors.
Juno returned to the route-making and the anonymous transfers that paid for breakfast and bandages. She rode the night because the night forgave more mistakes than the morning. But something had shifted. She had a new currency now—knowledge that the Continuum could be pierced, that memories could be held briefly and returned, that there were people willing to risk the economy of their lives for something like a history.
Weeks later, a message came on an encrypted channel. It was short and steady: a name and an address, and three words underneath. “For when you are ready.”
Juno stared at the words like someone looking at a map whose path had no certainty. The node beside her hummed like a prisoner waking from a strange dream. Grit padded across her lap and settled there, metal purring against skin. Juno stood, slung her jacket over her shoulder, and stepped into the rain.
The city waited, indifferent and brilliant. She walked toward it with whatever made her dangerous: a spare set of hands, a node that breathed, and the knowledge that some things—once taken—insist on coming home.
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