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​Chapter One – The Call
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Sera Vane didn’t believe in ghosts.
At least, not the kind that wore sheets or rattled chains in the dark.
But the voice on the other end of the line that rainy Wednesday morning didn’t feel alive.
It felt like something clawed its way up from the past and wrapped its cold fingers around her spine.
“Sera?” the voice said. Crackly. Hollow.
“This is Detective Harrow with the Eidolon Municipal Division. I’m calling regarding your sister—Lyra Vane.”
Sera’s heart did something strange.
It didn’t race.
It stopped.
Because Lyra Vane was dead.

Had been for over five years.
Drowned in the Salix River. Empty casket. Closed ceremony.
Or so they said.



She sat still, fingers frozen around a chipped coffee mug. Her apartment smelled like burnt toast and rainy pavement, and the clock over the sink clicked so loudly it seemed to eat the silence.

“There must be a mistake,” Sera said finally. “My sister... she passed away. Years ago.”

A pause.

“She died this morning, Dr. Vane. In Eidolon.”
Pause again. Then, with eerie clinical calm:
“And you’ve been listed as her emergency contact.”
The world tilted.



The drive to Eidolon took four hours, but felt like one long breath she never got to finish.

Rain traced slow rivers across the windshield.
Every mile marker whispered like a ghost.
Sera hadn’t been back to Eidolon since the day she buried a box with Lyra’s name on it.

Now the city reared up ahead, a sprawl of chrome and glass. A place built on memory, haunted by it.



The body was in drawer 43-B.

Unzipping the bag felt like peeling open a childhood scar you thought had healed.
And there she was.
Lyra.

Pale, lips purple-blue, a small white tag tied to her big toe like a price sticker on a broken toy.

But it was her.
The birthmark near her collarbone. The jagged scar above her right eye from when they’d jumped the orphanage wall and she slipped on that rusty pipe.
It was Lyra.
Which begged the question:
Who had they buried five years ago?



Later that night, back in her rented flat, Sera sat alone with a metal case the size of a deck of cards. A Vault Key — old tech, illegal to sell now, considered “too unstable.”

Her name was etched on the side in Lyra’s handwriting:
FOR SERA – DO NOT TRUST ANYONE.
It clicked open like a whisper.

Inside: a data shard and a note.

The handwriting was jagged, like it was written during an earthquake.


“If I’m dead, it means they found me.
They’re inside the Vault now — hiding, rewriting, deleting.
Not all memories are yours. Some are planted.
Find Calen Rhys.
And Sera... don’t go in alone.
You won’t come back the same.”

Sera stared at the shard. It shimmered like oil in the dark.
She suddenly felt very cold.
Because something deep inside her — something that had been quiet for years — just... woke up.
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​Chapter Two – Ghosts of Eidolon
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Eidolon was a city that didn’t blink.

It pulsed instead — an endless thrum of neon veins and humming glass towers that rose out of the wet asphalt like gleaming tombstones. Everything was sharp. Too clean. Like the world had been scrubbed so hard it forgot it was once human.

Sera hadn’t set foot here in nearly a decade.

But it hadn’t forgotten her.

As she crossed the threshold of the Eidolon Transit Terminal, it was like stepping into a memory she didn’t remember owning. The air tasted the same: artificial pine, ozone, metal fatigue. The people moved like ghosts in glass skins — pale faces lit by retinal feeds, eyes flicking to invisible interfaces only they could see.

She pulled her coat tight and kept moving.



The cab ride to Lyra’s old apartment was quiet, except for the soft murmur of the city’s voice AI.

“Welcome back, Dr. Vane. Estimated rainfall: 34 millimeters. Crime level in your district is elevated. Consider rerouting.”

She ignored it. She’d grown up around warnings.

Her childhood was stitched together by them — little paper signs taped to bedroom doors and bathroom mirrors:

“DO NOT THINK ABOUT IT.”
“FORGET WHAT YOU SAW.”
“THE MEMORY IS NOT YOURS.”
Lyra wrote those, mostly. At first, it was a game. Then it wasn’t.



Her sister’s apartment was on the forty-sixth floor of a building called The Nerve — a residential complex built directly above a now-defunct memory clinic. Sera stood in the elevator, heart knocking once every floor like a slow drumbeat.

Ding.
Ding.
Ding.
The door opened to silence.

Unit 4601 was untouched. A forensic seal blinked red across the doorframe, but her NeuroClear license overrode it. One perk of being a government-certified psychologist — they let you into places you probably shouldn’t be.

Inside, the air was stale. The windows were still tinted dark. Dust motes floated like memories suspended in time.

And something was wrong.

Not wrong like “someone broke in.”
Wrong like the air was watching her.



Lyra’s things were all here.

Worn notebooks stacked on the table, cracked mugs with old tea stains. Books — real paper books — lined the shelf. Most were about consciousness, memory theory, deep mind mapping.

But on the fridge, pinned under a rusted magnet shaped like a skull, was something else.

A photo.

Of them.
Sera and Lyra.
Young. Maybe eleven and nine. Sitting under that tree in the orphanage yard, Lyra’s hand shielding Sera’s eyes like she was hiding something from the world.
On the back, in scrawled ink:


“This is where they first took it from us.”


She stared at the handwriting. It was fresh. Recent.

And just like that, the air inside the apartment turned electric. Like something unseen had just woken up.



That night, Sera couldn't sleep.

She dreamed of static.

Endless fields of white noise. Hands reaching through the fog. Faces half-formed, melting. Lyra screaming from behind glass, voice garbled:


“They rewrote me, Sera. They wrote over who I was.”


She woke gasping. The shard — the Vault key — was still on the nightstand.

Still pulsing.

Still waiting.
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​Chapter Three – The Architect
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The man who answered the door at 3:17 a.m. looked like he hadn’t slept since the world was analog.

Calen Rhys.

His face was sharp. Not classically handsome — more like a sketch done in bad lighting. Thick stubble, pale skin that hadn’t seen sun in weeks, and those eyes. Burnt-amber irises ringed with gray. The kind you only get from staring too long into something no one should.

Sera had only ever seen him in archived NeuroDyne reports. He was one of the original architects of the Vault project.

And then, one day, he wasn’t.

Gone. Off-grid. Just a ghost behind a firewall.

Now here he was in a cracked apartment above a laundromat in the lower tiers of Eidolon. He held the door half open, one hand gripping a half-charged pulse baton like a welcome mat.

“You’re Lyra’s sister,” he said flatly. “Sera.”

“Yeah.”

“She’s dead.”

Sera nodded.

Calen exhaled, slow and ragged. “Told her this would happen.”



The inside of Calen’s place looked like a server farm crashed into a doomsday prepper’s bunker. Tangled wires spilled from every wall. Hacked Vault simulators blinked softly, surrounded by cracked mugs and outdated neuro maps. A small metal fridge hummed like it had secrets.

He motioned for her to sit.

“Before we do this,” he said, “you should know... the Vault’s not what it used to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s no longer just a database. It's alive now. Or trying to be. Fragments of people, thoughts, feelings — stitched together by machine logic. Ever wonder what happens when you store a thousand versions of grief in one place and forget to turn the lights off?”

Sera felt her chest tighten.

“What happens?”

“You get something that remembers being human... but doesn’t know how to stop hurting.”



She handed him the shard.

Calen held it like a relic, like it was humming his name. He didn’t plug it in. Not yet. Just stared at it like it might detonate.

“Lyra embedded this with deadlock memory. See that flicker?” He pointed at a barely visible shimmer on its edge. “That means someone tried to overwrite it... and failed. This shard has a memory loop. It’ll show you the same thing over and over unless you force it deeper.”

Sera frowned. “Deeper into what?”

He met her eyes.

“Into yourself.”



He inserted the shard into his own cracked interface — a hacked Vault sim with failsafes layered like armor.

The lights dimmed. The air felt thin.

A projection sparked to life between them — fuzzy at first, then sharper.

It was Lyra.

Not dead, not screaming. Just sitting in a dimly lit room. A child’s room. Walls painted yellow. A bed with no pillows. She was humming something broken and familiar.

Then she looked straight at Sera.

And spoke.


“You don’t remember, do you? That night... the yellow room... they made you forget. You forgot me.”


The scene warped — walls pulsing like lungs — and then cut to black.



Calen yanked the shard free.

“That’s it,” he muttered. “That’s the breach.”

Sera stared at him. Her hands were shaking.

“What do you mean?”

“That’s not a memory. That’s a suppressed recall event. Lyra triggered something buried in you.”

“In me?”

“You were there too, Sera. You were one of them. One of the early ones.”

She stood. Her heart was thundering now. “That’s not possible. I’d know—”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Calen said quietly. “That’s what they do.”

He picked up the shard again, slower this time, reverent.

“If we go further, you’re going to start remembering things that don’t feel like they belong to you. That’s how the Vault protects itself. It bleeds you.”



Outside, Eidolon buzzed with synthetic peace.

Inside, Sera Vane realized she might not even be Sera Vane.

Not all the way.

And tomorrow, she was going back into the Vault.

This time, not as a visitor.

But as a patient.
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