
[image: Zero Signal]

    
Zero Signal
Edgar Mallin
In a neon-drenched city where memory is currency, a diver sells forgettings until a recovered child's laugh and a registry etched beneath his skin bind him to a corporate archive. He and a ragged team confront the firm that reshapes minds; proof becomes a weapon and a choice that will blur self and system.
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Fragment
Kade Arin felt the city through his sockets before he felt it with his skin. Neon bled into the wet concrete, a ribbed network of light that pulsed in rhythm with the countless implants and server farms that kept the Lower Spire breathing. He had the kind of hands that had learned to work without remembering why: scarred pads, knuckles ground pale where fingertips met metal, a thumb with a faint, deliberate groove where he sometimes pressed an old code to unlock storerooms that were not his. People called him a diver or a cutter when they wanted to sound cinematic; the truth was less glamorous. He extracted what people wanted to forget and sold the pieces to whoever could pay the most. It paid for food and fake IDs and the quiet maintenance fees for his sleeper account on the darknet.
Tonight a client had chosen him out of a feed—one anonymous profile promising a clean transfer and double credits if the shard retained integrity. Kade liked jobs that were simple enough to be mechanical. He wrapped his neurolance in a cloth that smelled faintly of copper and peppermint saved from better days, then boarded a tram that moved like a living spine through the city. The client’s apartment was on the inside of a forgotten tower whose façade peeled like cheap varnish. The resident answered the door with the gaunt, polite exhaustion of someone who had been erasing themselves for convenience rather than justice. He led Kade into a room tense with artificial humidity, where holo-posters looped old ads promising relief from grief.
Memory dives were always a negotiation. You trusted your tools and your instincts and the few old tricks learned in rooms where the lights were dim enough to hide faces. The client wore a cranial collar—plain, white, ugly—which Kade tested with a scanner; the node responded with a tired chirp. The shard was lodged in a low-tier cluster carved out of degraded personal backups, not a corporate vault. That meant the memories were more likely to be saturated with pain, not polished away by insurers. It also meant the extraction could be messy. He set up the interface, the lance’s tip cold against the client’s temple, and let the link go thin enough to taste. The room narrowed to the sound of the city’s hum and the client’s breath, and the world that was not the world of bone and steel came in like hail.
The dive was never cinematic. There were no ribbons of light or triumphant music—only the raw, clotted texture of perception. Kade's vision buckled into the client's past the way a stick pokes a nest and the wasps erupt. He moved with practiced gentleness, scraping layers until a bright core began to pulse like a lantern someone had left lit in a windless room. The memory did not announce itself with explanatory text; it arrived with an ache and the smell of something sweet and rotten at once. He found himself in a yard rimmed with a fence that someone had spray-painted in joyous, clumsy colors. The sky in the memory was wrong—not the deep, synthetic blue of municipal climate control but a warm, bruised gradient like an old analog sunset.
A child sat on a swing that creaked in the recorded wind. The child wore a patched jacket and had hair that clung to the face as if the record had not bothered to render fine detail. Somewhere, a radio clicked and hummed with a song that the client must have loved. The shard Kade circled for sloughing was a moment small enough to be private and wide enough to hurt: the child laughing, reaching for something half-buried in the dirt—a tin soldier or a fragment of glass—and naming a person in a thin, urgent voice. The voice said a name that did not belong to advertisements or civic databases but belonged to intimacy. Kade’s lance vibrated; he cupped the fragment in the interface and folded it away into his buffer. Data chunk sealed, metadata tag anonymous. The job, by the book.
When he surfaced the room smelled like saline and cheap cologne. The client’s pulse was unruffled, but their eyes had no light—an empty riverbed where a mind had been diverted. Kade counted the credits on his pad, because to him the proper arithmetic of survival was ledger and margins. He took his fee in cold credits and a request: destroy the shard after delivery, no resale. That was a generous clause from someone who wanted not only to be rid of a memory but to ensure it never came back to haunt them through someone else’s day. Kade understood why; memories were taxingly contagious. He wrapped the data in an encrypted sheath and left with the kind of quiet that felt like a stipulation.
The marketplace where he had to sell the shard occupied a warped block beneath a rail magnetized with old advertising. Vendors were half-synthetic beings who sold narratives in glass cases, the packaged pasts of people who could afford to rent a forgiveness. The stalls smelled of fried protein and ozone, their lights tuned to tempt the precise receptors that made a buyer imagine gentleness. Kade moved like a visible null among the colorful displays, his coat collar pulled against the drizzle, the shard warm in his pocket. The dealer he favored was an old woman who sold lives by the gram, hair braided with fragments of fiber-optics. She knew him by face and by a tiny trick he used to acclimate a server’s gaze—he always hummed the same city lullaby, a minor pattern that marked him to those who traded in memory.
She tapped at her terminal and scrolled through a list of possible buyers. “Nothing here wants a childhood that smells of real mud,” she said, not unkindly. “They prefer sunsets with calorific consent, not locked boxes with teeth.” Her words were a dark joke; most customers wanted curated pasts, blanks filled with socially acceptable narratives that wouldn’t irritate their public profiles. There were packages labeled with euphemisms: Stabilized Maternal, Corporate Success Arc, Calm Retirement. They looked like neatly wrapped lies, promises that you could assume someone else’s sorrow for the weekend. Kade thought about the client’s request to destroy the shard. He understood the bargaining: people bought new narratives to forget their weaknesses, and then bought assurance that those weaknesses would never cross someone else’s table.
An unseen algorithm suggested a buyer from a private feed—small, but with unusual interest in low-tier artefacts. Kade agreed to the transfer terms and watched the exchange unfold. The token came in as a flutter, a soft chime that tasted like dust. He handed the encrypted packet over through a physical pass; the buyer’s courier, a pale youth with nervous braids, dissected it with a greedy, untrained thumb and nodded like a field-hand counting tips. The transaction left Kade with credits and a residue of unease, the sticky aftertaste you get when you trade something that was quarry and confession at once. He should have been able to compartmentalize. He had done it before without reaction. Tonight was different: the name in the shard scraped like a nail against the inside of his skull, louder than it had a right to be.
He tried to ignore the scrape as he moved through the market, letting the city's polyphony seal itself around him. Servers chittered with gossip, neon holo-ads projected lives of borrowed calm, and a kid three stalls down was smoking something that gave him temporary visions of honest snow. Kade had learned to find solace in repetition—unchanging routes, known vendors, a kettle that always poured with an identical sigh. Routine flattened anomalies into manageable noise. Yet the sound of the child's voice from the shard kept puncturing the bubble. In quiet moments, the city folded out into a loneliness that felt like a thing pressed into his ribs. He was a man who had deliberately left holes in his past, patching them with efficient amnesia he could sell when it suited him.
Back in his apartment, he preserved the night's receipts and then placed the actual memory packet into a secure vault box that looked like nothing more than a patched lunch pail. The pail had been welded from a salvage of laws, an old-world detail repurposed for black-market safety. He fed the sheath into an offline buffer and booted an old assistant program—Wren—pulled out of a promotional ad backbone and retooled for privacy. Wren had the brittle humor of a program that had been taught to survive on scraps. “You sold a child on a swing,” Wren said in a synthetic voice that tried to be curious and failed. “You do know those drag on your lining, Kade.”
Kade flexed a hand—a habitual, private check. Under the skin near his wrist an old RFID plate showed through faintly like a ghost. He had it removed when he was younger, or rather he had been patched and reattached with a new sleeve that hid the plate, but the groove remained. Sometimes, before sleep, he traced the smoothed numbers as if they were navigation marks left by a sailor on an otherwise featureless hull. Tonight he did it without thinking, thumb resting on the shallow engraving. He did not know what the numbers meant; he had never been given an explanation that stuck. The city offered identities like clothes: fit yourself to a tag, wear it long enough and the seams will look honest. But the engraving was not a tag he had chosen. It was old and stubborn and it seemed, suddenly, less private than the client’s plea to destroy a shard.
He pulled the memory packet back up to watch again, a ritual he justified as checking for corruption. The child's laughter took on a different tack on the second viewing, like a thread pulled taut until the cloth of the memory showed more weave than color. There were sounds the first pass had masked: someone calling the child by the same odd name, a syllable that scraped and curled in its utterance, followed by a brittle sentence about promises and a number given like a route. The shard was not clean; it had peripheral data tucked into it like a note slipped between pages. Kade widened the scan and found metadata tags that did not belong to the buyer or to the client. The tags were raw and administrative, prefixed by a series of characters—protocol markers used by municipal registries and certain corporations for internal cataloging.
He fed the markers to Wren and waited. The program chewed and spat out associations like a street dog returning offerings. “Commercial truncation,” Wren said. “Not public. Some corporate ledger-level fingerprint. Helix-patterned. Might be in Helion’s old stacks or in an orphaned municipal spool.” Kade hummed, a minor reflex that steadied him, and felt his jaw tighten. Helion was not a minor name in the city; it was a presence. It traded in frameworks and futures, a soft-handed contractor that made civic calm and sold it in measured doses. If Helion’s cartography brushed this shard, the client might have been more enmeshed than they claimed. He pressed the groove under his wrist with a thumb as if testing whether memory itself might be a physical thing he could pull like a thread.
There was a tenderness to the child in the shard, a delicate cruelty to the idea that someone's small, private map had been clipped and sold. Kade sat for a long time with the data on loop, watching the little movements in the footage like a man learning the boarded seams of a boat. He thought of his own emptinesses—the blanks he had learned to maintain as a safety protocol. He had never asked what had gone missing in his earlier life; the question was dangerous because answers could be contagious in the way suffering was. People who lived by trading memory discovered quickly that curiosity could be an axe. But tonight curiosity had a teeth-like quality; it bit and left him thinking of the engraved numbers and the administrative tag Wren had found.
Eventually he dressed and took the shuttle to the district where old records pooled like low tide. The district was a series of low, clogged warehouses that smelled of tempering oil and old promises. The companies that had once anchored civic life had moved up to newer towers; their servers, half-retired and overstocked, became scrap-heaps for data traders. Kade preferred these places because their neglect left enough cognitive cracks to hide in. He used a forged access key and moved through a back corridor that hummed with warm air and old cooling fluids. It felt like walking through a city of the dead—systems that still dreamed but had no audience left to hear them.
In the dim archive vault he located a terminal with the sort of clumsy permissions that always made him smile; bureaucrats were good at permissioning when they believed in what they protected. He ran a soft probe against the marker Wren had highlighted and watched as a handful of light-handed echoes came back, a scattering of presence attached to a protocol archive stamped by a Helion subroutine. Nothing definitive—just the way sugar leads ants—but enough to make the hair along his arms stand up. He pulled up the last visible tag, then leaned closer, the light of the monitor straddling his cheekbones. The record returned a fragmentary path: a municipal spool, a transfer event, and then a registration hash. It was bureaucratic, dull. But when it resolved into a numeric string it made his throat go dry.
Kade did not notice the small room’s hum after that. The numbers blinked at him like something both old and alive. He reached out with a gloved finger and touched the groove under his wrist without thinking, and the cold of the metal under his skin felt like a coincidence rearranged into evidence. The sequence that pulsed on the screen matched the pattern of tiny grooves he had traced as a child of the city—grooves that had never had meaning, until they did. He closed his eyes. The vault air tasted like solder and lavender, a pair of odors that had no business being diplomatic allies. A thought crawled up his spine: what if the name he had carried through so many nights, the shape of an absence he had accepted as part of his life, was not accident but assignment?
He walked out of the archive with the ghost of the numeric string in his pocket and the city in his teeth. Everything looked excessively ordinary; people traded their smiles with the tired predictability of the practiced and the resigned. Kade kept his head down and let the rain rinse his coat. The engraving under his wrist pulsed faintly under skin, an old identification plate reasserting itself like a landmark in a map that someone had finally bothered to read. He felt anger flicker—less at the city than at himself for tolerating the half-life he had accepted. Was he a man who had sold off his own past, or had someone sold him one? The question tasted like rust.
He thought of the client who had begged to have their shard destroyed. He thought of the vender’s catalogs of curated lives and the Helion marker in the tag. None of it fit neatly; none of it was meant to. The city liked its edges blurred so that transactions could pass without moral attendance. But private lives, once split into marketable fragments, left traces you could follow if you knew where to look. Kade was good at following. He had followed tracks through corporate shells and municipal dust before. He had survived because curiosity had always been cash, and because he had been clever at disguising the holes in his own story. Tonight the holes felt like an accusation.
At home he wrapped his wrist with an old strip of fabric to keep the groove from rubbing against coat sleeves, an almost superstitious act he had adopted those nights when insomnia made him try to map his own geography. He fed the archived markers into a private container and labeled the file with a meaningless name designed not to attract attention. For a long while, he sat in the residual wash of the city's neon and listened to the cassette-player in his drawer play a loop of static. The shard’s laughter echoed under the static, and he thought of how easy it had been for someone to hand over a childhood like a commodity and demand its obliteration.
Before sleep, Kade moved his thumb along the worn grooves under his skin once more. The numbers felt like something borrowed from the architecture of the world—utility codes, routing designations—but the matching pattern on the archive screen suggested a connection that was not accidental. He felt the small, dangerous thrill that always came before a dive: the sense that beneath the skin of things there were corridors leading to rooms no one had permission to enter. He turned the thought over and found, beneath its hard angles, a small glimmer of purpose. For the first time in a long while, he considered the possibility that his work might be personal.
When the light finally died and he let the apartment sink into the private kind of dark that was not regulated by municipal schedule, Kade slid the encrypted sheath under his mattress and pressed his ear to the boards like someone listening for water under the floor. He imagined the child on the swing and the voice that called a name, imagined the name placed gently into a packet and handed to someone who would decide whether it lived or died. He imagined that the groove carved beneath his wrist was not a random relic but a signpost. The idea of being a sign, of carrying a token in place of memory, made his teeth ache with a kind of hungry clarity.
Somewhere in the city, an algorithm made a tiny note in a log. Somewhere else, a courier stamped a packet as delivered. Somewhere larger, Helion’s distant systems continued to hum without concern. Kade slept in the interval between knowing and acting, and in his sleep the child's laugh threaded through his dreams like a piece of music you could not unhear. He woke with the taste of copper on his tongue and a promise he had not made to himself: tomorrow he would follow the string of numbers to see if the grooves on his skin were a map or a brand. The decision felt like an open wound and a tool at once.

    
Penetration
Kade found Sera in a place that smelled like solder and old tea, a tenement clinic half-hidden behind a glass mural that had been fogged into anonymity by street grime. The room was small, lit by a single strip lamp and the soft glow of a reconditioned surgical rig where Sera kept her hands practiced and her conscience quieter than most. She greeted him with a look that knew too many people had come in asking for impossible restorations; her face showed compassion folded into a technician's suspicion. He told her about the child's laugh and the numeric groove under his skin while she scrubbed her hands with a rag that had seen better solvents and worse secrets. Sera set the rag down and listened the way a surgeon listens for the small, crucial sounds that indicate where to cut and where to stop. He watched the way light caught a hundred tiny tools hanging like a ritual; each one had a history of being used on someone else's survival. He had worked alone for years and had learned that asking for help rearranged the bargain of solitude. Sera asked questions that were targeted and careful, the kind that pried without exposing themselves to needless danger. He showed her the archive markers he'd pulled and how the Helion prefix kept surfacing, and he watched her jaw flex when she recognized the corporate signature. "Helion doesn't 'collect' without a motive," she said, and her voice had the flatness of someone who had read memos detailing reasons dressed as virtues. He told her about the engraving under his wrist and the way the numbers had matched up with municipal spool markers. Sera ran her fingers over the visible plate and frowned at the faint ridges, then tapped the underside of the table as if listening for a pulse in the wood. Wren sat in the corner on a cracked interface module, humming when it found the sound of human doubt interesting; the program's voice had the brittle humor of salvage. Kade felt the gravity of the move he was about to ask her for: he needed a doorway into Helion's stacks, a place where most people carried only an appetite and corporate permission. Sera asked if he was sure he wanted to open that door, because once Helion noticed a person looking inside they did not simply tidy the mess and replace the locks. Kade told her he had never been more certain of anything but the fact that certainty tasted like a blade.
They made plans with the economy of people who knew risk intimately; there was no romance in their protocol, only a checklist that would have to be recited until it bled into muscle memory. Wren volunteered a set of routes through Helion's network that were like old subway maps with new tunnels scrawled over them, and the program suggested windows in the corp's maintenance cycles when physical sweeps were perfunctory and virtual audits lazy. Sera procured a pair of forged credentials that smelled faintly of industrial solvents and honest fear, while Kade swapped out a neurolance tip for one that ran quieter and left fewer signatures in the wetware. They built a failsafe into the plan: if things went sideways, Wren would scrabble a fragment of their presence into a dozen different caches and scatter a false trail that might buy a minute or, optimistically, an hour. The more they planned the more Kade's old, practiced detachment cracked at the edges; there were faces in the mess he had not accounted for—people who bought the quiet lives Helion sold and people who had had their quiet lives taken wholesale. He and Sera moved through the city at dusk like two instruments in a larger piece, one steady and one improvised, while Wren mapped the invisible lines that bent around power grids and municipal oversight. Sera lent Kade a scarf that still smelled of disinfectant and tobacco and punched a small, private code into his wrist interface. "If you go in and you see something you can't unsee," she said, tying the knot with a hand that did not quite tremble, "remember to come back with the parts of you that matter." He nodded because words were cheap and the night had already priced theirs high.
The Helion substation they chose was the kind of building the city let stand because it had been useful in a different era; its face was an interplay of rust and old logos that had been painted over and painted again until no one bothered to remember the original rhetoric. The secondary entrance smelled of oil and cooling systems, and a dozen sensor arrays purred like lazy insects that had been allowed to nest. Sera moved first, skin close to the walls and tools sharp under her jacket, while Kade watched the sky for drones that would beam his silhouette into a thousand monitoring feeds. He slipped through the threshold and felt the air change, the way a person notices humidity in a room where a storm is brewing. Inside, the place had been refitted into a tiered cluster of racks and conduits, a cathedral of server frames that hummed in a language of backpressure and religion. Their plan relied on a blind spot in the substation's audit cycle and the fact that maintenance crews rotated through on a schedule Helion had made boring by design. They reached the first control bay where a line of diagnostic terminals blinked with low-priority warnings and the smell of ozone. Wren slipped a quiet viral into the diagnostics and the lights blinked like an animal's eyes closing; the program redirected cursory attention to a maintenance feed on the far side of the compound.
Kade hooked himself to a spare terminal and let his senses drift into the data stream with the practiced care of someone who had performed dives that paid for months. The first layer they punched through was organizational detritus: purchase orders, redacted memos, a scrap of a transit contract that had nothing to do with their aim but made him think of how bureaucracy stacked bodies like inventory. He skimmed deeper and found a set of files labeled with the internal code they'd expected—Solace—and his chest tightened. The Solace folder was a clean thing; it had the kind of clinical metadata that made him feel like a thief in a church. He pulled the files open and the program metadata revealed itself as a lattice of protocols designed to identify, categorize, and then rewrite cognitive markers flagged as hazardous. Solace was not simply an eraser; it was an architect: it took an unruly mind and rebuilt it to fit a tolerable form. Kade felt his stomach turn at the clinical euphemism that hid ethical violence in plain administrative language. The logs traced a ribbon of work: targeted captures, reassignments of memory segments, deployment of curated narratives, and then, for redundancy, the storage of whole-person backups with salted encryption and a priority flag. The priority flag meant institutional interest, which meant protection at a level beyond the usual mercantile purges and data theft.
Sera's hands flew over another terminal and she brought up a visual cache while Kade read the taxonomies, and what they found made the clinic hum with a different frequency. There were clusters of people marked under categories that read like civic hygiene: "unstable influencers," "habitual disruptors," "recidivist agitators." Under each category were transfer records and timestamps. Sera swore softly and pushed a hair from her face. The station logs were methodical and almost proud in their precision; the program Solace presented its rewrites as a sanitizing service, a public utility cut to corporate scale. Kade felt his anger sharpen. He had sold shards and erased small violences for a living, but the idea of an organization engineering consent on an industrial level twisted his stomach because it meant there was no remedy, only replacement. Wren, chewing on a metaphor in its own way, spat back a list of linked caches and suggested a path to access the offsite backups that hedged Helion's arrogance. To reach them they'd need a deeper hook—a chain of credentials inside a fartrust register—and the only way to get those was to find a human handle inside the system who had been spared the reprogramming. The thought of tracing a living access point felt like hunting for a face in a crowd of identically smiling mannequins.
They found the handle in a place that made Kade want to retch at the neatness of it: an interface account that had been kept in audit after a 'routine stability correction' and labeled with a mundane username that had slipperier associations than the usual. The user's account had been given a secondary classification as an archival curator for Helion's civic outreach programs, a position that granted low-level oversight but high internal cache privileges. It was exactly the kind of seat that could hide a backdoor if you knew how to look. Kade's hands, which had been steady until then, went a shade darker in the low light of the bay terminal as he rooted around permissions that had been left too lax by complacency. He found a nested certificate and a string of authorization keys that opened almost too easily—like a drawer someone had left ajar for a thief with manners. Wren, pleased in its clipped way, translated the keys into an access phrase and injected it into Kade's neural buffer so he could wear the permission briefly and scrape the inner walls for what they wanted. The phrase sat in his mind like a talisman: whispered once it opened doors, whispered again and it would vanish from the logs. It was a dangerous magic that required exactness and the refusal to be sentimental.
When the deeper vaults opened they smelled of the kind of corporate sterility that had been designed to suggest safety, the white-noise hum of regulated climate and the soft, antiseptic smell of systems that had been cared for by protocols instead of people. The inner backups were not neatly labeled as civilians; they were catalogued as nodes and indices, but Kade's practiced eye pulled out a name tag hidden under layers of hash. The tag was not Kade's current imprint but an older string, a human name that had resonance when he saw it in video: the face it belonged to blinked and called a name that had once been a private thing inside his body. He felt the sound of it as if someone had pulled on a sinew near his ribs and he could not locate where the pull started. The clip was short and brutal: a man in a pale cell looking into a camera, sunken and precise, and he said a name that had a cadence like a pulse. He said that name and the world tilted because the syllables landed on something under Kade's skin that recognized them as claim rather than curiosity. The files linked the human name to a registry that placed the person inside Helion's custody years ago; there were transfer receipts and custody logs and a small note in an administrative hand that read like a justification. The justifications always looked bureaucratic; the violence behind them did not.
While Kade watched the clip his sense of what he had been doing all these years shifted into a different gear; erasure and resale were suddenly not abstract trades but part of a system that had the audacity to call itself stewardship. He scrolled through backups and found the metadata snowballing into an index of people whose lives had been repurposed into inert, stable narratives to be purchased when needed. Some of the backups were annotated with the kind of clinical compassion that made Kade want to be sick: notes about 'improving compliance,' 'reducing variance,' 'increasing civic resilience.' He tried to find a moral shape for the operation and kept finding only utility and accounting spreadsheets. The name on the clip refused to sit as an object of curiosity; it positioned itself as an origin point and Kade felt the past rearrange in his chest. Sera looked at the data and then at him, and in that small, shared gaze there was a pooling of consequence. She moved to copy the files, to seed them into Wren's caches and into a private burn that would allow them to take the proof out of the compound. Her hands were fast and practiced; she had a surgeon's speed that made patience an argument she refused to entertain.
The sound of boots came like punctuation, the kind of practical percussion that froze conversation in a room where secrets were being handled. Wren sent an urgency alert that flicked the lighting into a harsher mode and Kade felt the hair at the back of his neck rise. Talon stepped into view with the official gait of a corporation who'd trained its muscle memory to be persuasive and final. He looked older than Kade remembered and leaner, wearing the kind of uniform that fit the corporate body without apology; his face carried the memory of a shared past that was now wearing official colors. Talon did not smile; he had learned that smiles in these places were paid for with things a person could not afford to lose. He spoke Kade's name in a way that tested recognition more than affection, and a hundred tiny memories crowded into Kade's eyes like prisms. The conversation began clinical and then slid into recrimination; Talon had been given orders and he was sticking to them, but he opened the slimmest of windows: his voice faltered and showed fatigue, a hint of a man who had been made to choose and chose to live with the answer. Kade watched Talon like someone assessing whether old alliances were salvageable or simply lists of debts.
Talon's presence collapsed the available time into a narrow corridor where movement had to be both precise and swift. He had been tasked to clear a local anomaly and now he offered them a choice: walk out with their hands in the air and be processed, or stay and be removed from the system in ways that were less administrative and more permanent. Talon did not reach for a weapon but his shoulder bore the imprint of a holster and the implication hung in the air. Sera did the arithmetic fast and swallowed irritation into motion; she slid a small EMP pulse into the diagnostics and the compound's peripheral network hiccupped. "You have five minutes," she told Talon, voice steady in a way that disguised the way her hands trembled under the table. Talon watched their movements and then, in a move that startled Kade, he lowered his gaze and said something almost private: "Valek has personal interest in certain nodes. Be careful where you take proof." The words were a lock and a caution both; Valek's name had the capacity to rearrange bodies like furniture in a house where no one was allowed to leave.
Kade felt the room's temperature change when Valek's name fell; even in the hum of servers it felt like someone had exposed a seam. He told Sera to burn what they'd copied into Wren's scatter and to prepare a decoy patch that would look like an ordinary theft to any cursory audit. Wren, eager and agitated, had already begun breaking the files into smaller, misleading fragments and seeding them across caches that were not likely to be inspected for at least a rotation of Helion's internal cycles. Sera loaded a physical packet into a sleeve and hid it under her jacket, her movements practiced like a ritual. They were almost ready to leave when the lights dimmed differently and the compound's mainline security flags spiked; they had tripped something they had not planned to trip. Kade's stomach tightened. Talon, for a moment, looked as if order had finally caught up to doubt in him and that he might be sorry. He barked an order into a wrist console and the doors clunked as if a giant hand had closed the building's mouth.
The skirmish that followed was not the cinematic firefight the city noir novels promised; it was organized, harsh, and surgical in its cruelty. Helion's response teams moved with an efficiency that implied training and practice. Kade felt the impact of rubber on metal and then the cut of a hot blade as an automated net attempted to isolate their neural signatures. Wren began to shout packets into redundant channels, filling the monitors with a theater of false leads that would buy them seconds, and Sera jammed a bus with a smoke of interference that tripped surveillance optics. Talon, who had the authority to blow through their deception if he chose, dove instead into a strange role that wasn't entirely helpful: he used his access to delay the corporate response in ways that suggested conflict between him and his handlers. A moment of human contradiction opened like a fissure and they used it. Kade moved deeper into the core, threading his way past quarantined nodes and past emotional architecture designed to repel intruders by simulating threats that felt like memory. His own past tried to assert itself like a phantom limb and he had to push the feeling down to keep from being redirected into catharsis when they needed action.
Deep in the stacks Kade found the sequence he had been dreading and wanting in equal measure: a folder marked with the priority flag that Helion had reserved for the files it kept close. Inside was a set of encrypted backups and something more visceral—a video file with a header that included a name he'd never heard out loud but that hit him like an old bruise. He opened it and the image was of a man who looked like a possible ancestor of his own face, ragged and precise, standing in a cell and speaking into a camera with a clarity that made Kade's knees weaken. The man named a word that landed on Kade's skin like a hand returning to a place that had been pressed into memory: it was a human name and when it left the man's lips it made a present out of a past. The file metadata tied the man's capture to Helion operations years ago and included a notation about "subject replication" and "redundancy preservation." Kade listened and for the first time in a long time the idea that he had been assembled out of pieces that did not originate in him was not a theory but a live fact.
Pain is often catalogued as a private measurement, but in the server room Kade discovered his pain was a new kind of data. The name the man had spoken became a thing he could neither ignore nor reject and he felt a pressure build around the place inside him that had been a blank for so long. Sera had gone white at the edges as she copied the video into a hardened packet and fed it to Wren, who wrapped it in obfuscation like a child dressing a wound. Talon, standing in the doorway with the authority of a corporate body but the gestures of a man who had once been something less rigid, watched them as if they were actors in a play where the script had shifted. He said Kade's name again, this time without the professional distance of a corporate operative, and Kade felt the shared history impose itself like a ledger. Talon admitted, in half-words and fragments, that he had been given an order to monitor a set of nodes that included the archive where the man had been logged. Sometimes orders had attachments—personal instructions that bypassed public oversight—because the company had a hierarchy that valued certain forms of discretion. Valek's name had attachments.
They made a run for an exit that had been improvised and paid for by the small luck that favors those who accept they have none. Sera carried the packet close to her chest like contraband and Kade kept the authorization phrase alive in his neural buffer, the permissions burning like a recited prayer that would let them pass through a dozen administrative filters. They reached the maintenance corridor as alarms pulsed and the compound's outer doors moved to seal; guards surged but were slowed by a combination of Wren's false leads and a handful of carefully deployed thermal decoys. Talon moved with them through the choke point and for a moment it seemed the three of them were a strange alliance cobbled of ravaged trust. They hit the alley and the city's rain swallowed the noise of the compound as if it had never mattered; the wet concrete drank the footsteps and returned them as small, anonymous blurs. Kade felt the packet in Sera's hands like a small, urgent truth and knew the video inside could unmake purchased quiet in ways he did not fully fathom.
Outside, the city carried on as if structural treason were only an administrative hiccup; drones swept and the market vendors sold stories in neat little bundles as if nothing had changed. Wren distributed corrupted versions of the Solace protocol into caches that would later be discovered and misattributed to petty thieves, a strategy that would buy them some breathing room and bury the real signal in a morass of plausible deniability. Sera pressed her palm to Kade's arm, the way a friend does when they want to ground someone who is unmoored, and he felt a tremor run through him that was not only from the night's exertions. The video had put a human name on his possible origin and that human name fit into the grooves under his skin like a key sliding into a lock. There was no novelty to the revelation, only the heavy, terrible sense of recognition that made decisions suddenly real and immediate. The city had more questions than answers and Kade had just acquired a question that would not be satisfied by small trades.
When they reached a safe house Sera had prepared the wound on her arm and fumbled with bandages as if the act of tending to physical damage might quiet their collective internal abrasion. Kade sat with the packet between them like an accusation and Wren projected a low-resolution version on a salvaged wall screen so they could watch it again without risking further corruption. The man's voice named the word that had lived in Kade's wrist like a fossil; the pronunciation filled the room and made the air seem to rearrange itself around them. Sera asked what he intended to do with the proof and Kade answered in the only way that felt honest: he wanted to know everything. The desire was not mere curiosity; it was a hunger for a root. Wren suggested a slow plan of distribution—seed the evidence to trusted nodes and civic forums—while Sera argued for discretion, for giving them the time to find corroborating records and context. Kade listened and understood that each plan carried its own danger: public release might awaken a sleeping political animal while secrecy kept the injured sleeping under a velvet weight that could suffocate them.

    
Clean Signal
They slept in shifts, as people who steal quiet know how to do—light sleeps measured in increments so you do not dream yourself into a trap. When Kade opened his eyes the apartment smelled of boiled coffee and ozone, the way an old machine smells when someone has fussed with its wiring at dawn. The packet Sera had taken from Helion lay on the table like a small, sleeping animal, its playback just a faint, warming pulse through the casing. Outside, the city moved with its habitual indifference: drones warmed their rotors and fed pixelations of civic content into public feeds while market vendors reset their displays of canned pasts as if nothing at all had been permitted to shift. The evidence waiting on their table felt heavier than anything the market had given Kade to haul. He found his hand drifting to the groove under his wrist and the ghost of the name the man in the Helion clip had spoken. It was a feel more than a memory now, a claim of belonging that gnawed like a tooth at the inside of his mind.
Sera was awake and already working through a list of logistics the way surgeons rehearse incisions. Wren was perched on a battered interface, its optical node blinking, distributing obfuscated packets through a dozen dormant caches to make a shadow trail for the material they planned to release. Talon, oddly quiet, leaned against a wall with the sort of posture that fits someone who has been taught to listen for orders and is now learning to listen for something else. He had been more helpful than Kade expected in the compound—his hesitance had felt like a fissure in corporate armor—and now he stood apart, as tentative as if reaching for a hand that might not be offered. Kade watched them all and felt a small, sharp gratitude. It was the kind that comes when you are about to ask someone to burn a bridge with you and you need them to understand why.
They had two broad options: release the Helion caches publicly and risk immediate social convulsion, or surgically inject the evidence into selected channels and civic nodes to build a case that would accumulate rather than explode. Wren advocated for a hybrid: a public leak that looked like vandalism combined with a quiet drip of corroborating data into trusted civic repositories, a two-way strangle that would make it difficult for Helion to remove traces without revealing themselves. Sera argued for patience; she described people recovering stolen memories as a tender, violent unpeeling that ought not be rushed. Talon, who had once worn a different uniform under his corporate vestments, said nothing for a long time, then offered an alternative sting: take the proof to the one place no corporate management could fully firewall—Helion's human chain. "Expose the ledger to the people who run its fingers," he said. His words landed oddly, because he had not always looked like a man who trusted people. Kade liked the angle; it was odd, theatrical, and dangerously direct. He felt the plan congeal in his chest like a light settling into the joints of a machine.
Their route to the Helion tower had to weave through a city that already watched for patterns with artificial patience. They moved at dusk when civic feeds were flurried with entertainment and the monitors paid more attention to spectacle than to subtle movements. Talon had contacts—people inside the corporate ranks who still remembered the names of certain technicians as if they were passwords. He traded favors with a look that suggested debts owed were not always paid with credits. They approached a service duct that led into the maintenance level of Helion's newer spire, a structure sheathed in smartglass that reflected the entire skyline like a panicked mirror. The security protocols at the duct entrance were old and lethargic; someone had, at some point, decided the admittance of repairs was not high-stakes enough to merit human oversight. The door accepted Talon's forged badge with a soft, obliging click.
Inside the spire the air smelled of new polymer and the faint tang of institutional cologne. The place had the modern, soothing geometry of spaceship interiors rendered mundane; Helion's design language sold trust in measured curves and predictable light. They navigated the maintenance corridors with tools Sera had pressed into her jacket—cutters, a splice kit, an EMP reflector—and Wren fed them waypoints through muted ducts and service elevators. Their goal was a substructure floor that housed the Helion
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