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The Helios Shard
Elena Marquet
In a near-future harbor city, a mechanic named Anya uncovers a missing sister's memory shard tied to a corporate trade in stolen recollections. With an old neuroscientist's decoder and a ragged crew, she breaks into archives, fights corporate security, and brings her sister back—exposing the market that would sell people's pasts.
ProseHub


    
Night Mechanics
Anya kept the night in the little shop at the corner of Third and the quay, like a measured temper saved for when the rest of the city slept. The sign above the door said ANYA'S REPAIRS in tired neon; the letters blinked on one by one as fog rolled in from the harbor. Inside the room smelled of machine oil and lemon polish, of burnt coffee left on the counter overnight, and of the faint ozone that came when she tested a resurrected circuit. Tools hung in an obedient row, each with the place in her hand that told her when it was cold to the touch.
She worked with the radio tuners of a city that never really turned off: streetlamps pulsed like slow heartbeats, drones cut the sky in faint silver tracks, and every now and then a freight of memory-data barges threaded the harbor with their dull hum. Anya's life was a set of quiet calibrations. She fixed broken street cameras, rewired a delivery drone with a stubborn propeller, smoothed out the jitter in a child's toy that had tried to short out in the rain. Precision comforted her; repetition made sense.
Lila had been the variable.
She had left two years and three months ago, on a morning that smelled of boiled onions and salt. She called once from a kiosk in the market, said she was chasing something that "couldn't be bought," and then the line filled with a high metallic shriek and cut. Anya had stared at that silence for months and decided it was a thing that could be fixed. She checked every record she could access, pulled logs with her own hands, and found only damp footprints of a life that had tried to step into a machine and been swallowed.
That evening the bell over the shop door clattered open and Tova came in with a bundle of laundromat sheets and a face like the inside of a closed purse. The old woman's voice slid over the tools.
— If you see Lila, you tell her Aunt Tova has soup.
Anya smiled because she could not tell Tova that "see" had become metaphoric: she saw everything but the thread she needed. The old woman set the bundle on the counter; a piece of paper fell out — a parking ticket, a lottery stub, a folded note with a smudged fingerprint. Anya picked it up with the same careful gentleness she used with delicate circuitry; she ran her thumb across the smudge and felt the sudden prickle behind her eyes, like ice under the skin. A scrap of handwriting read: "—harbor. Night." Underneath, someone had pressed a small, almost invisible symbol: a ring, interrupted by a slash that made it a broken key.
She did not sleep. She wrapped her hands in a rag and held the scrap against the light until the fibers glowed. Outside, the quay spread like an open palm of dark water and cranes. The city's surveillance lights hung at the edge of perception—security halos that watched for movement and looked away like cats that had chosen not to care. Anya's workshop window fogged with her breath; she could see the reflection of the city's arteries, red lines of buses and the pale long ribbons of delivery drones.
A sharp metallic knock startled the dog the neighborhood kept under two floors: a nameless mutt that waited for anyone who passed and was claimed by everyone and no one. The knock turned out to be nothing more than a courier dropping off a cracked streetlamp sensor she had ordered for a municipal contract. The courier left a square envelope with the sensor and a note in a looping hand that read, "If you dodge the lights long enough, the truth eats a map. —G." The courier's eyes flicked at Anya's face as if trying to read the place where she kept what was missing.
She fitted the sensor, calibrated the lens, and let the shop's light glow steady and warm. When Anya tightened the last screw, the glass face of an old watch that had been sitting on the counter since morning caught the work lamp; a hairline crack cast a tiny silver fracture across the dial. The watch had arrived in the packet with Tova's sheets. It was small, the kind that belonged to someone who traveled with nothing to weigh them down: a battered stainless case, a glass face fogged by salt, a movement that whirred like the last breathing machine at a clinic.
Anya turned it over. The case was loose. Under the backplate, in a locked cavity, someone had fitted a shard of memory substrate—a micro-layer of encoded data—sewn into the metal like a secret seed. Her throat went dry. She could tell by the tiny imprints on the substrate—an intentional smear of coffee, a pinhole of welding slag—that the data had been handled by hands she knew. The pattern matched a device her sister used to carry.
The watch tasted like salt and rust in her palm. She held it under the lamp and touched the shard with a gloved finger. There was a faint resistance, like the one you get the moment before a door opens on a place you once called into. It hummed once, the way things do right before they give up their secret, and the face flickered with an image so quick she had to blink to prove it was real: a white corridor, pale as an egg, and a child's voice singing something that sounded like a name clipped in two—"Li—"—then static.
She checked the shop's cameras to make sure no one had been watching this exchange between her and a dead loop of memory. The footage showed her at the counter, hands precise, the light golden and honest. The cameras did not show whose hands had later handled the watch, the ones with oil under the fingernails and a ring scarred across the knuckle. The cameras did not see the sound that had slipped under the door of her skull: a whisper in the city's hush, saying, Find the harbor at night.
By midnight she walked the quay. The smell of fish and old diesel came up like a promise. A few cargo lights remained—blades of white swung over containers like slow oars. She threaded through the tangle of metal and rope until the dock gave way to a narrow alley between two forgotten warehouses. Somewhere a generator clacked. The watch in her pocket felt like a heartbeat—it was small and steady, and in it was a piece of Lila.
A shadow moved across the mouth of the alley. She stopped and listened; the harbor made a sound like a closed fist. The shadow spoke without stepping into the light.
— You shouldn't pull that string, Anya.
The voice was a scrape of old leather. She smelled cigarettes and seawater. She did not ask who he was. She knew that whatever had made Lila vanish used voices like these: cheap and careful. In the figure's hand a glint caught the alley light—the curve of something metallic that might have been a knife or might have only been a bright nail.
— Who are you? she said.
— I'm the person who will tell you to stop, he said. They watch everything.
He dropped something in front of her feet and retreated into the black like he had all the time in the world. Anya crouched and picked it up. It was another small watch, older and rustier, its glass cracked into a spiderweb. When she turned it over, a veneer of dried blood clung to the rim. Under the backplate, someone had scratched three letters into the metal: EID.
The sound of engines then—far, then nearer. Someone had lit a searchlight. The shadow moved again, and Anya felt, in the small of her back, the sudden tightening that comes right before a chase begins.
She slipped the watches into her jacket and vanished between stacked crates, palms damp and heart beating a steady code. The ships' horns were like the human voice in a choir: loud, necessary, indifferent. She ran until the air thinned and the lamps bent away, until the city's oversight blurred into a long smear of neon. At the edge of the quay she allowed herself a single, ragged breath and checked the watches again. One sung with the echo of a memory; the other bore a name in a scratch like a coffin maker's initials.
Anya thought of all the things she could do at that moment: hand the watches to whoever policed the docks, catalog them, brand them as found property. She thought of the neat rows of tools on her bench, the methodical light of the shop, the way a thing could be fixed by knowing where it had broken. She did none of those things. Instead she turned her back on the harbor and walked north through alleys and threadbare cafés until the city's hum thickened and a rain began, fine and needle-fingered. When she finally reached the corner where the bookshop-lab she sometimes called a second home sat in a building that leaned as if listening, she knocked twice and listened for the clatter of a reply.
The old man who answered had the slack hands of someone who had been making things for a very long time: Varela. He looked at the watches with a face that was used to finding coded things in odd places. He closed the door behind her without a word and led her into a room of books and glass jars and a machine that blinked like a breathing animal. He took the watches, set them on the table, and said softly, almost apologetically,
— You'll have to come inside if you want to know what wasn't meant to be remembered.

    
The Donor
Varela's workshop smelled like glue and old paper and the tang of chemicals. Shelves bowed under the weight of journals and mechanical parts—small glass vials with labels, stacks of punched cards that dated back to when computation still fit in an organ. An alloy kettle hissed on a burner and over it a string of low lights braided shadows across a desk strewn with blueprints. Varela moved with the decelerated gait of someone who insisted things be done as though time were a thing to be measured and not stolen.
He examined the watches under a loupe. His fingers were the color of dried sap; his nails bright with the residue of solder. When he clicked on a small lamp and the lenses focused, the scratches on the metal spoke like tiny fossils of use.
— EID, he murmured. His voice had a rasp like someone who'd inhaled a lot of questions in his life. — Eidolon. You don't want that.
Anya had heard the name. People whispered it in the kind of tones that made public spaces smaller: a private laboratory that had become a market of memories. For a price, memories could be peeled, edited, sold back as nostalgia; micro-communities were stitched together from curated fragments. People lined up without thinking the way they'd once lined up for bread.
Varela put the cracked watch into a small metal cradle and opened a drawer. He produced a device the size of a cigarette tin, cabled with braided fiber and a soft pad of memory-silk. He set it on the table like something both useful and dangerous.
— This is a mnemonic decoder, he said. — It reads the imprint those shards leave when someone stores a memory and renders it into a map you can follow.
He warned her the way surgeons warn patients: with blunt patience.
— It doesn't just show you pictures. It lets you stand in them for a moment. You should know that your body feels the same as the recorded nerve responses will. You come out smelling the same smells. If you lose your center in there, you can forget how to find your way back.
Anya's hands, which tightened and released craftily around the edges of a circuit board all day, felt suddenly clumsy. She thought of the white corridor she had glimpsed and of the child's voice. She thought of Lila's laugh, small, and brittle as a dried leaf. She slid the decoder toward her like an offering and then like a promise. She wanted to pull the memory out of the watch and into a shape she could read.
Varela's eyes flicked at her. He had the tired suspicion of someone who'd seen too many of his inventions repurposed by greed.
— I help because I once put a thing back together and it cost me steadiness. He thumbed a scar on his chin. — If I'm wrong, you die in a way hard to explain at an inquest. If I'm right, you find something worth starting fights about.
They wired the decoder behind her left ear, a cold clamp that felt like a pair of necessity hands. When the contacts kissed her skin it was like a bee landing—sharp, electric. The first time the device hummed, her jaw clenched. Varela handed her a small mouthguard to bite on; he had the kind of practicalities that made the panic less like a thing happening to you and more like an experiment you could endure.
— Ready? he asked.
She nodded. The lights in his room dimmed. Outside, a delivery motor traced a white line down the street and then away. The machine warmed against her temple. It tasted like iron and the remainder of her coffee when the read engaged—a metallic aftertaste that placed her like the one who crosses a precise threshold.
Memory is not a film. The decoder opened the shard like a hinge and Anya found herself in a place that smelled of bleach and safety glass. The corridor she had glimpsed in the watch's flash became full and immediate: a polishing of sound and sight so exact her throat learned to hold its breath. The heels of sterile shoes tapped a cadence she had once danced with; a white-jacketed figure moved in the periphery, a name on the chest—Eidolon Research. In the center, Lila held a small blue box, her fingers trembling.
Lila's face when memory made her whole was older and younger at the same time: the girl who used to climb onto the roof and watch satellites go by, and the woman who had become something dangerous to some people. Lila looked straight at Anya—at the position the decoder made for her—then smiled as if seeing a secret.
— If someone finds this—she said with a voice that rasped the same way Varela's did—tell Anya to look for the Helios buoy. It's anchored three miles off platform seven. They will pretend it's scrap.
The memory shuttered. The corridor narrowed and the smell of bleach turned to the tendril of ozone and something metallic—like the inside of a remembered storm. Anya came out of the decoder with tears she hadn't felt until they were already there. Varela removed the device with gentle hands and set it on the table as if it were a sleeping animal.
— So, he said finally. — Helios. That's not municipal salvage. That's corporate infrastructure. And whichever hand dropped that watch wanted whoever found it to start this whole thing.
They made a plan in a voice threaded with possibility and threat. Koji would handle the digital side; he knew things about code and municipal feeds that read like second languages. He was young, nineteen, with hair cropped close and a laugh that tried too hard to be casual. He came to Varela's with a backpack full of devices that rattled like a shop's spares bin when he set them down. He had been a courier once—good at finding gaps in the city's watchful skin—and then bored of honest work. He had a reason to hate Eidolon too.
— They wiped my brother's account a year back, he said without flinching. I pulled his profile and it was all gone. Nothing. They said he left. He didn't leave.
Koji's eyes moved like someone who couldn't keep still when new information came in. Anya liked that. It meant he could pivot when the world shifted under his boots. She told him what she had seen in the memory: the corridor, the blue box, the Helios buoy. He scanned the watches with a device that whistled like a kettle and spat out a string of coordinates and a rusted logo no one bothered to mention in the day: a small triangular sun with two lines beneath it.
They bought two tickets on a midnight freighter and collected borrowed equipment from Marta, a former port security officer who ran her own black-market of legitimate passes. Marta's hands were work-scarred and capable; she moved like the tide, indifferent and inevitable.
The plan was crude: get to platform seven, find the buoy, extract whatever memory-storage Helios might keep, and bring Lila home. Simple in the sense that it refused to account for the people who would rather keep their profits than let a few memories roam free.
On the night they left, the city felt like a living map that wanted to be redrawn. Koji grinned too hard as he tucked a packet of signal scramblers into his jacket; Marta lit a cigarette with the surety of someone who had lit many fires before she could put them out. Varela brewed a thermos of something that smelled like the inside of an old clock and handed it to Anya with a look that was equal parts warning and benediction.
They crossed the harbor under the hands of cranes, moving through water-breathing lights and the indifferent eyes of security lids. At the first checkpoint a municipal officer in a reflective vest stepped forward and peered at their papers like an animal weighing prey. He hummed, and Anya knew that every file in the city's registry could be breadth-sifted by a finger; she saw, in a single tiny mental motion, her life cataloged and reduced to a string. She felt protective and furious—little more than a human container hoping faith would not be updated to obsolescence.
The officer waved them through as if the city's bureaucracy had conspired to have mercy that night. They were almost at the freighter when Koji's phone hiccuped—an incoming ping that made his smile turn brittle. He swore under his breath and shoved the device into a pocket. Marta's face, lit by streetlight, hardened. The kind of people running networks for profit often left their fingerprints on alarms; someone had touched their trail and left the dustung print.
They boarded the freighter, lungs full of wind and the engine's pulse. The night closed behind them like a door. No one said it aloud, but the small, steady weight in Anya's jacket—the pair of watches—seemed suddenly enormous. It felt like holding the last bridge between two islands: fragile, necessary, and likely to buckle.

    
Into the Memory
The freighter cut through darkness with the gradual impatience of a blade. Waves slapped the hull like the city trying to follow. Platform seven rose from the water as a skeleton of metal and lights: cranes, conveyor belts, a web of pipes. Helios—the buoy they'd been told to expect—hung further out, a stub of rust and antennae, supposedly a defunct piece of salvage. From the deck the cold tasted of iron and salt and stale oil.
They reached the platform after a brief transfer on a squat launch that kept its lamps low. Marta used a forged badge to get them past a sleepy sensor-gate; it clicked like an old promise. The air was thick with salt and the faint electrical scent of standing power. Helios looked smaller up close: a single mast with a disc of glass at its center and clusters of wired canisters dangling like fruit. If memory could be canned, these things were the jars.
Koji moved with the nervous precision of someone who had once disassembled his own alarm system to make it sing different songs. He connected a scraping scanner to a central port and the device thrummed. The bow of the platform creaked as it accommodated the weight of their boots.
— Got a live node, he said. The scanner flashed green before he swallowed and looked at the horizon. Good signs do not always mean good things.
They pried open a hatch and descended into the belly of Helios where cables hung like veins and lights burned a slow, almost human blue. Server racks loomed, unlabelled but humming with the patience of machines. Memory canisters glinted in their racks like bottled moons; each jar held a stitched bundle of someone's past: a first kiss, a funeral, a child's forgotten lullaby. Anya felt a wave of something that might have been reverence and might have been fear. These were the things people paid to forget or to own.
They found a canister with a shard that matched Lila's imprint—faint coffee smudge, a hairline of copper solder. Koji's hands shook. He set a reading arm in place and watched as the interface spit out a string of phrases, a partial playback: "—Helios: operational. Store mode green. Attention: unauthorized extraction will prompt purge sequence. Priority label: R. Lidia Markova."
Anya's breath caught. R. Lidia was Lila's legal name. The reading confirmed the worst: the buoy was not scrap. It was a vault, and Lila's past sat inside like something that had been put away until convenient.
A noise like a sigh came from the corridor above—the sound of too much air moving too quickly. An alarm flashed an angry red, and the server racks shifted into an alerted stance. Someone had tripped a thread on the platform. Koji swore and started shepherding the reading arm off-line, but as he did a column of lights flared and the speakers around them filled with a voice that carried the inflection of corporate calm.
— Attention: unauthorized personnel detected. This platform operates under Eidolon protocols. For your safety and to preserve stored memory property, please vacate the premises.
Marta growled and hefted a crowbar. Anya had the shard between her fingertips; she felt the imprint like a second pulse. She should have run with it, but she could not. The memory had begun to bloom at the edges like a slow chemical burn. She connected the shard to a portable reader and placed the decoder in her ear. The machine's hum felt like a second heartbeat.
The memory opened around her like an old map unfurling: Lila in a white room, Lila's hands moving over a table covered in glass vials, her face lit by a cold green light. Above the table, shadows moved like stitched patterns; someone was watching. A figure in a suit—hands precise, voice oily—spoke about re-synchronizing a profile and about collateral alteration. Lila protested. She said something that made Anya's skin prick: "They're erasing names and selling the echoes. They think history is negotiable."
The voice from the speakers cut across the memory, insolent and thin.
— Cease unauthorized access. Surrender memory substrate now and no harm will come.
Koji slid into motion, cursing as he jammed the local feed and rerouted power. Sparks spat from a junction box. Marta smashed a console and the platform's lights pitched into an erratic strobe. They were not moving fast enough. Gates began to lower and the sound of booted steps marched toward the descent hatch like a drumline.
They grabbed the canisters they could and ran. The vault's door slammed behind them with a filament of light. A guard shouted a name: Gabriel. The man who answered the definition of a threat stepped into the corridor: neat hair, eyes the dry color of a winter street, and a smell like money. He carried a light rifle with the casual attention of someone who had been taught to use force as instrument. His mouth was a line of purpose.
— Stop, he said. Hands up.
Anya had her hands full of memory jars. She didn't raise them. She pivoted, shoved Koji toward a maintenance ladder, and took off in the opposite direction. The platform's layout was a pain of pipes and ladders, a place where you could lose someone in a blink. Gabriel moved like a shadow that had been given muscle. He stepped around a crate and slammed Anya's shoulder with a palm that felt like a lock picking her ribs.
She dropped one of the canisters. It hit metal and skittered. A thin crack lit in the glass. For a moment the world carried the sound of a choking memory—voices folded into one another—then a pressure valve blew and the corridor filled with steam like a theater fog. Anya coughed and tasted metallic ash. She could feel the cavity of the decoder in her ear whining; the machine's feed had gone haywire.
In the steam and light, she heard Lila's voice: "Find the buoy. Tell them I'm not theirs."
It was both command and fragment. Anya shoved her body through the fog and tore up a maintenance shaft, dragging Koji with her. Gabriel swore and followed. The sense of being inside someone else's life felt like walking barefoot across glass: every step a risk. At the top of the shaft, Anya jemmied a rusted hatch and shoved them out into the night air. The harbor opened wide and unhelpful.
They ran to the launch, breath burning and lungs raw. Koji had a small cut across his cheek; Marta limped. In the launch's dim, noisy engine room, Koji balanced a shard on his palm and swore because the file they had extracted was partial—key chunks missing. Anya's teeth tasted like iron and vinegar.
— Someone scrubbed the core, Koji said. — They left footprints, but the thing's been redacted.
Anya pressed the shard to her forehead. The decoder stuttered and, against her will, the fragment flared into a place that felt too personal. Not just a corridor—an office, a wall with a photograph of a child, Alton Rae's face—clear as if the world had been made to show it to her. A man in a suit staring too steady at a child. The pause between images felt like a breath held too long. Anya clenched fists that smelled of harbor rust and machine oil and realized the person in the suit had known Lila well enough to inventory her memory.
They limped back to the city with their haul and a sense of narrow survival. Varela worked through the night to patch together the fragments: matching code signatures, running error-correction, hand-untangling the edits someone had made to the memory seams. Anya sat with her hands wrapped in a towel and the watch on the counter beating a small rhythm. Koji slept like a boy who had been given too much adrenaline and not enough rest. Marta drank and frowned over a map of the docks.
The partial fragments revealed more than they had meant to. The name Alton Rae appeared in a corporate watermark; a file meta-tag marked several extractions as "requisitioned for advertisement simulations." There were people in the files—doctors with too-clean uniforms, children with curious eyes, lists of demographic features without names. Whoever ran the platform was sifting identity into categories and selling the results as targeted experiences. Lila had been marked as a "priority profile" for reasons the file did not explain.
Anya stared at a freeze-frame still of Lila touching a sensor plate and felt something hard and clean settle in her chest. She had expected rage. She had not prepared for the way grief could become a tool, sharp and efficient, that cut strategy into shape.
They had an address now, a corporate front office with polished glass and a building that reached to the clouds like a hand. Everything about it was designed to reflect the city's light and spread a thin scent of trust. The cameras there were probably better than the ones Anya had seen in the quay; the security nervous, practiced. But the memory shard contained a sequence of keypad codes and security phrases, like a breadcrumb map for inside work. It was a narrow chance.
Koji's face hardened in that way young people do when they make a choice: a line between youth and responsibility.
— We go in, he said. — We get more. We get everything Lila took and everything she stood for. Make it public. Make them squirm.
Anya felt the contour of the decision like a tool pressed into her palm. It would be dangerous. It would be criminal. It would, if anything went right, make people listen. She could turn the watches in, let the city file the incident and bury the rest in bureaucracy. Or she could stitch together an exposure. Something in her answered to the second option like a muscle recoiling toward a load it recognized.
— We do it, she said.
There was no bravado in it. It was simply the movement of someone who was done being a bystander to their own loss.
The night before the planned entry, Anya hardly slept. She went through her tools like a priest going through relics—every wire checked, every latch tested, the decoder box smoothed and wrapped. Koji double-checked his scripts and ran a simulation across municipal data feeds that mapped possible blind spots. Marta counted the passes they'd need and sketched the route they would take: loading dock twelve, a service elevator poorly monitored at night, a maintenance corridor with blind tiles. Varela pored through schematic files and murmured calibrations like a man testing the rim of a cup. He pressed a folded sheet of paper into Anya's hands: a simple line drawing of a room, a single name at the center.
— This is where they keep the archive, he said. — You'll have maybe three minutes if they do a system flush. That's all you get.
On the morning of the entry, the building rose before them like a clean lit bone. The city hummed and moved, slow and consumerist, as if the people inside those glass boxes were performing prayer to a different god. Anya felt a small flash of misplaced envy for them: for the smoothness of their certainties.
They slipped through the city's skin in the dark and slid into the building with forged IDs and a pace that did not falter. Security was polite and trained to be invisible. Anya's palms sweated. When they reached the maintenance corridor, the smell of the building changed: floral air fresheners overworked to hide the industrial smell, the hum of vending machines. They took the elevator that stuttered like a beat missing in a song. The doors opened into a corridor lined with glass that reflected them back as ghostly doubles.
At the archive door Koji worked his magic. He jammed a feed and fed a synthetic sound loop into the corridor cameras, a small white noise that looked like a janitor's trolley. The door unlocked with an electronic sigh and Anya stepped inside.

    
The Fight
The archive was colder than the rest of the building; climate control kept the canisters in a sensorially neutral state. Rows of vaults glowed faintly blue, each one annotated with tags and timestamps. The air smelled like ozone and lemon cleaner. For a moment Anya felt a surreal detachment: she was a tourist in the room where other people's lives were boxed and ordered.
She started inserting the recovered shard into a port on the archive console. Koji fed through a stream of code that had the polite cruelty of an artist breaking a glass box without damaging the object inside. Marta watched the door like a wolf that had learned the art of waiting. The screen flickered and then disclosed a list: R. Lidia Markova—Archived. Supplementary profiles attached. There were rows of names, hundreds and hundreds, and behind them, the files released like lists in a ledger.
A siren found them.
The door marked ACCESS CONTROL slammed and Gabriel stepped through it like bad weather. His rifle hung easy against his chest and there were two more men. He smiled the practiced smile of someone who was about to play a part he had learned too well.
— You shouldn't be here, he said. — You have no idea what you are taking.
Anya's response was practical. She pushed a cable into the console and reversed the feed; the archive's cameras looped and showed nothing more than racks of inert canisters. Koji's fingers moved like a man's who had memorized music: fast, small, precise. Marta jammed her elbow into a panel and a cloud of sparks—toothless as fireworks—filled the air. The lights blinked and for a breath the world was reduced to two colors: motion and no motion.
Gabriel didn't hesitate. He kicked a console, threw his weight and flattened Koji into the floor. Koji's script fell out of his pocket and scuttled like a roach across the tile. Anya lunged and met Gabriel in a lock that smelled of oil and old lathes. Their bodies spoke in a language that did not need words: a shove, an elbow, then a hand on his face where she could feel both the cheapness of his anger and the tightness of his training.
She saw fear flare in his eyes—something cheap and human beneath the corporate mask. She grabbed at the rifle and felt the metal and the heft like a reality check. The gun's safety wasn't off. She yanked, twisted, and the barrel clacked into the floor. A sound like a church bell echoed down the archive. An alarm was already taking up the song its owners had planned for it.
Koji rolled and set to his feet with a bruise making a black bruise under one eye. Marta came up swinging and knocked a guard back into a rack. Glass shattered; canned memories rolled and spewed tiny motes of light that glittered like a constellation. The canisters released a faint perfume of citrus and Paris in a summer—micro-nostalgias that went out into the room with the strength of something meant to sell.
Varela's voice came through the comms on Koji's cuff, steady as a keel.
— Burn everything marked 'priority', he said. — They do not deserve to keep it.
Anya hesitated. She felt Lila's face in the shard—his voice threaded through it like a chord. If they destroyed the files they might remove evidence; if they left them, they risked letting Eidolon sell them again. She had to choose a partial justice. She pushed the console hard and triggered a selective purge of the copied archives, leaving only the fragments they had slipped into their jackets: the shards that mattered.
They ran as sirens dragged the night's lungs wide. The building's corridors spat them out into a stairway that smelled of bleach and the sound of their boots. Gabriel called orders and men came in a wedge. Anya heard the game of numbers—the way security rotated like well-prepared chess pieces. She felt, beneath the rush, the brittle knowledge that exposure would rip the city's skin.
They burst out into the alley under a sky that had been scrubbed clean. A van waited—Marta's earlier provision—and they jumped in as if it were a lifeboat. Koji slammed the van into motion and they peeled down the street. In the rearview Anya saw forms in the building's windows—the blurred faces of people who had no idea they lived inside other people's curated moods.
But victory is not simple. Alton Rae left a calling card in the form of a live feed that hit every municipal screen within twenty seconds. His face washed onto the city in high definition: a man with a quiet jaw and the smile of someone who had rehearsed regret. The audio carried the same smoothness as the archive's public voice. He spoke about safety and responsibility, about the inevitability of technological advancement, and he framed their raid as criminal and dangerous. He promised a legal response that would be "swift and dispassionate." He said, in a tone meant to quell, that "memories in expert hands are less painful than a life lived with all of them intact."
The feed finished and left a taste of iron in the air. Protesters assembled in the street like an afterthought, but the net had already spun a mood. The city's algorithm had learned how to sway the narrative with a quickness that felt like wet paint.
They had taken what they needed, though. In the van Anya pressed the shard to her forehead and ran the decoder once more. The memory unfolded with clarity—Lila, bound to a chair, her hand branded with a manufacturer's mark; the face of a doctor who hesitated. It was the proof they needed: not just that Eidolon stored memories, but that they had used force to collect them.
Koji added an overlay and encrypted it. Marta exhaled and said, simply:
— We put it up, or they bury it.
Anya nodded. She had a single drive left in her pocket: a device that could broadcast across the city's theater network if she could crack the building's firewall. They would need to be quick; the corporate PR machine had already started to tape over reality with softer explanations. They had an hour before Alton Rae's legal team moved.
She put the drive in her hand like an amulet and felt, for the first time since Lila had gone, that she was carrying the weight for something larger than blame. The city outside the van's windows seethed like a pot on a slow stove—heating, not boiling yet, but close.
They drove toward the broadcast spire like thieves toward a cathedral. The spire cut its shadow into the sky; cables ran from it like strings attached to the city's heartbeat. Koji worked with a concentration that changed his features; it was the old musician's face: the one who hears the music no one else does and knows where the wrong notes hide.
Anya sat with the shard between her palms and felt Lila's breath in the edges. She kept trying to remember the sound of her sister's earliest laugh—clean and sharp—and each time she found it the memory felt more human and less like data. Varela had told them the decoder made the memory real by way of sensation, and Anya had never understood how threatened she could be by the simple fact of remembering. Memory made you responsible to the past in a new way.
Koji found the breach. He slapped the drive into the spire's transmission interface, a small metal mouth grafted to the city's communal throat, and waited for a response. For one suspended moment the world held its breath. Then the firewall spat and they dove.
Images tore across the city's screens—faces of people who thought their lives were private, images of doctors loading canisters into transport crates, the rusted face of Helios buoy with the code imprinted on its shell. Lila's voice, recorded as raw as any plea, played over the city.
— If you're hearing this, Anya, Lila said in the broadcast like a fragile monument. — Don't let them buy our ghosts.
The message hit like a wave. For a while the city had nothing else to look at but truth in motion. People stopped in doorways and in their beds and stared at the glow. Social feeds rewound and multiple feeds layered like an audio chorus. There was a chaos that felt like a cleansing.
Then the legal engine started grinding. Alton Rae's lawyers hit back with claims of "fabricated content," "unauthorized access," and an assertion that militant activists were trying to manipulate the public. City services, wired into the corporate world in a thousand polite and invisible ways, hesitated—some feeds went black, some telescoped into repair. But the seed had been cast. Complaints filed, hashtags formed, voices grew collaborative.
From a million different apartments and bars and trams people began to call each other, to check on forgotten siblings, to ask whether the things they had started to sell—memories, nostalgia capsules—were a thing they wanted in their lives. For the first time in months, Anya felt like the world had shifted under her feet not by the pressure of a corporation but by the pressure of the public's gaze.
At dawn, as the city's lights leaned away, Varela called her. He had a tremor in his hand when he spoke, the tremor of someone who had given up a form of control for an ideal.
— They've gone quiet upstairs, he said. — We may have bought a day.
But there was another sound—an undertow of it—that rose and fell beneath his words. Distant alarms; legal hounds picking through the night's torn fabric. On the other end of the line, in a small facility that had for two years held Lila like a labeled jar, something else stirred. It was faint: an eye blinking, a respirator's hiccup. Anya listened to the pause between breaths and then, because she had no patience left, she got in her coat and went to the quay where she could watch the horizon tilt toward a morning that smelled like change.

    
Return and Reckoning
The city took a lazy kind of indignation at first—enough to tilt markets for a day but not enough to topple skyscrapers. Then the wave folded: more disclosures, whistleblowers with hair like patched signals, a sullen set of employees leaving the labs in pairs and sharing their stories with hand-recorded corroborations. The municipal oversight committee, embarrassed at the thought of being outwitted by a single freighter break-in, appointed an investigator with a carefully neutral face and the public demeanor of someone who would prefer everything to be resolved by lawyers rather than shouts.
Alton Rae's smile cracked in public appearance as the stories stung. He put out statements in the practiced sequences companies use when they believe damage control can be a texture. But behind his cold eyes something read like panic: the city had arms too long, and one of them had wrapped around his business model and shaken.
Anya, Koji, Marta, and Varela kept to a small orbit of safety and paranoia. Koji took to sleeping with a toolbelt; Marta bought stronger locks for her door. Varela, who once moved like a man tacitly resigned, kept to his bench and made small contraptions that hummed with the quiet satisfaction of someone who had seen harm turned to good. The shard of Lila's memory sat in a case in Anya's shop. She kept it under a lamp and if anyone asked she would only say, "It's charging." The truth was simpler: she did not trust the rest of the world with the last pieces.
Weeks passed. People argued on forums and in subway cars. Some defended the idea of curated memory as comfort; others said the whole structure was a man-made fog to keep consumers docile. Lawsuits threaded through the judiciary the way vines will climb a fence. Someone filed a criminal complaint, and another person from inside Eidolon fed documents to a newspaper that liked the sensation of other people's scandal as if it were a breakfast cereal.
Then, just when the city had started to adapt to the new narrative, there was a video leak that showed a lab worker entering a code and walking away while a canister labelled R. Lidia Markova hummed and the camera recorded the woman in the canister fidgeting. It was a grainy clip, but the caption on the upload said plainly: "They kept her. They are trying to sell her back to us."
Varela took a breath when Anya showed him the clip. He paced his cramped room and then sat down with the careful gloom of a man who'd been reminded of an old sorrow.
— She's alive, he said.
It was the word that made the world tilt toward a particular North. Alive. Not a statistic. Not a loss.
They moved quickly after that. Koji used his contacts to map the warehouse where the clip had originated. It was a small facility far from the glass-and-steel headquarters, a place that smelled of diesel and was used for things a corporation did not want to advertise. They put together a legal plan—two lawyers who had been persuaded by argument and the potential of public momentum—and a tactical one: a small, precise movement that would aim only to extract the woman in the clip.
The night they left, the docks were quiet and the air smelled like rain. Lila's memory had given them coordinates before, and the coordinates had pointed to a place that looked like a storage facility for appliances. The door opened with a groan and a smell of old coffee. Inside the machine hum and dust, they found a room with rows of beds, each carved with tiny labels, each bed connected to a machine that looked like it belonged in a lab. They found cameras, yes, and they found a receptionist's desk with an empty chair. The old woman in charge—or the last person who had been left on shift—stared at them like someone who had been waiting for righteousness and got it in a messy, loud way.
— We want the woman in bed three, Anya said. Her voice had the particular flat edge of someone who had practiced necessary commands.
The woman hesitated and then nodded. She guided them down a corridor lined with numbered doors and opened the third. Inside, a face turned toward the thin light.
— Lila. Anya said it aloud and felt the name like a stone dropped into water.
The woman in the bed blinked. Her hair had thinned; there was a faint scar at her temple. At first she looked across the room with a clarity that was almost bored, as if she had come to expect noise and be ignored. Then she looked at Anya and something inside her moved like an animal remembering its home. Her fingers twitched. She tried to say the simplest thing and could not find the word. The sound she made was a gurgle between a name and a prayer.
Anya leaned in and took her hand. Lila's skin was warm but brittle. The machine at her side whispered as if keeping time.
— Do you remember me? Anya asked.
For a long breath Lila looked at her and then, like a light recognizing a familiar touch, she smiled and said a single word: "— Anya."
The reconstruction took time. Lila's memories were like a vase someone had tried to glue together: the seams showed and some pieces were missing. The decoder—patched and handled by Varela—became a slow and gentle instrument. They placed Lila in a quiet room and fed the early pieces of her life in with tastes and smells: coffee for school mornings, sea breeze for summers on the roof, the sound of the old radio that had played children's songs. Memory is associative and stubborn. Giving it one sense often anchorde another.
Varela supervised with a tenderness that had something ritualistic about it. He spoke softly while he adjusted the decoder's frequency so it would not overwhelm. Koji sat nearby and patched holes in the feed with small improvisations; Marta kept a thermos near at hand and made sure nobody in the small team slept on their watch.
It worked, piece by slow piece. Lila started by opening her eyes and following a sound with one brow lifted. Then she curled her fingers in Anya's and remembered the smell of an old sweater. A day later she remembered a childhood game. It came in small, punchy bursts: shopping lists, names of neighbors, the heat of a summer day. Some scenes opened like a curtain. One day she saw a small wooden boat and for a moment Anya watched the whole room tilt as Lila recited a scene in startling color.
— We were on the roof, she said, and then stopped. The word sat like a coin in her mouth.
Then the big things sank back in with more time and patience: the corridor in Helios, the moment that had led to her capture. She spoke of a man in a suit who had promised her that the world could be "kept clean" if people paid to forget. She spoke too of trying to fight and of the blackness after a syringe's sting.
The public court case moved slowly, as the legal world often does, but the documentary proof they had assembled from the archive, from the release, and from Lila's own recovered words began to make a dent. People convened, and committees took testimony. Journals published accounts. Alton Rae was subpoenaed. He walked into hearings with a smile that had been reheated.
In the end the law did something that surprised a lot of people: it split the corporation, carved its assets, mandated oversight, and sent a flurry of indictments to the people who had directed the more brutal field work. Some of those men took plea deals; others walked, their reputations in tatters but not their freedom. Rae's shareholders sulked. He gave interviews and cultivated contrition in the way of men who can spend public contrition as currency. The system, which had once fed on private experience, now needed a quicker, clearer accountability structure.
It wasn't a perfect justice. Some files were missing, sold on back alleys or encrypted into oblivion. Some of the victims would never get back what had been taken from them. But Lila came back. That mattered, in a way that was larger than the sum of laws.
On the morning the indictments were read, the city had a week of rain and then a clear dawn. People stood in doorways and watched the sky. Anya, who had begun this as a quiet mechanic with tools and a knot of missing, stood at the quay with Lila beside her and the cracked watch resting on the table between them. The watch was silent like a small religious relic; its glass glinted in the sunlight.
— What now? Lila asked.
Anya looked at her sister—the woman who had been edited and sold and then pieced back together—and felt the city like an instrument she had learned to tune by hand.
— Now, she said, we choose. Whatever memory is left will be ours to keep. We'll decide what to do with the rest.
They spoke then of small things, ridiculous and domestic: what to cook for dinner, whether the dog on the third floor still barked at pigeons. Conversation was a miracle. It filled the empty space in a way only ordinary life can: clumsy, necessary, and stubbornly human.
The public outcomes rippled outward. New regulations were written and nongovernmental groups sprang up to audit memory markets. Varela's old designs, the ones that had once looked like potential currency to the wrong kind of hand, were retooled into protections—small devices that could watermark personal interfaces so a memory could not be siphoned without consent. Koji started a small cooperative with other hackers who wanted to build tools that kept people safe; Marta sold her forged badges and invested in a locksmith business. The harbor was quieter in a citizen-way, as if people had begun to trust the air between one another a little more.
Anya's arc was less about applause and more about the slow reassembly of a life. People thanked her in the street. She never sought glory—she had been raised to fix and be finished—but the acknowledgments accumulated like small stones that warmed in her pocket. An envelope arrived months later with a municipal provision: a modest stipend for "service to the civic archive." She used it to replace a broken lathe and to buy stronger locks for the shop.
Alton Rae kept his polish and most of his wealth, but he no longer appeared in the evenings without a mediator nearby. The scandals had cost him influence, and he had to step back into strategy until he could justify reentry. Sometimes when Anya passed his old headquarters she felt the gaze of a man measuring whether memory could be bought anew.
At the quay, life returned to its practical rhythms. Lila took to sweeping the shop's floor with exaggerated care. She laughed awkwardly at Anya's jokes and cried at small commercials on television. Her presence made the city seem less like a machine and more like a community stitched of imperfect people who owed each other basic decency.
On a late afternoon when the light slanted gold, Anya tightened the final screw on a drone's casing. Lila sat on a crate and told a story about a market she had seen in a memory—somewhere with bright peppers and a busker who played a song she could not remember the name of. Koji leaned in the doorway debugging a new firmware patch. Varela walked past with a parcel of parts clutched in his arms and hummed a tune he had not whistled in years.
For a few moments, in that sun, everything felt salvageable.
When dusk came they locked the shop and walked to the quay. The watch lay between them on the bench, its face cracked but otherwise intact. Lila placed her hand over it and smiled in a way that made the world feel coherent.
— Thank you, she said.
Anya nodded and found that there were no grand sentences to meet that gratitude. The city, after all, had not been saved so much as argued with until a few spaces opened up that might be filled by better things. She picked the watch up and felt the tiny, familiar vibration in the metal: it was like the echo of a heart. She slid it into a box with other things marked "Irreplaceable."
They walked away from the table and toward the light. Behind them the harbor breathed and the cranes loomed like watchful sentinels. Ahead, the path twisted in a way that promised no tidy endings, only the steady repetition of choices. Anya kept her hand near her jacket where the decoder rested. It was repaired and quieter now, a device that would not be invited to memory without someone asking. Lila laughed, low and private, and Anya realized that the simplest acts—tending to someone else's life, keeping a watch on the quay—had become the work she would do for as long as it made sense.
The city continued to demand bargains and to show new faces, and sometimes she still heard the distant echo of men who thought a memory was nothing more than a commodity. But when she paused at the rail and looked out at the water, she could see little things bobbing: the Helios buoy, patched and silent, and the lights of other ships that kept their own watch. She felt, finally, like a woman who had been given back one of the things that make people human—connection—and she vowed not to let it be easily taken again.
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