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DISCLAIMER


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, platforms, and incidents either are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.






Tape doesn't lie about what it heard. It only forgets, slowly, the way everything forgets.

— from Ren's restoration notebook, undated
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The Upgrade

The Micro-District didn't have a smell yet. That was the first thing Ren noticed when the rideshare dropped her at the end of Larkhollow Lane, tires hissing on concrete that had been poured, by her guess, sometime in the last eighteen months. No leaf rot. No exhaust. No bread from a bakery three doors down. Just the mineral flatness of new construction, glass and aggregate and the faint ozone tang of transformers still settling into their housings.

She stood at the curb with two hard-shell cases and four canvas crates stacked on a hand truck, and she looked up at the house that was going to keep her for the next six weeks, and she thought: it looks like a filing cabinet that got ambitious.

Number 14 was one of nine identical units on the lane, each a stack of grey concrete boxes and black glass panels, landscaped with gravel instead of grass because gravel didn't need a maintenance contract. A single unbroken line of light ran along the roof edge, the kind of architectural detail that existed to be photographed at dusk for a listing. The listing had called it "a sanctuary of intentional stillness." Ren had laughed out loud reading that, alone in her old apartment, surrounded by boxes of magnetic tape that smelled like her grandmother's basement.

She'd walked the length of Larkhollow Lane once, that first afternoon, before she started unloading crates, mostly to stretch her legs after the drive and partly out of an archivist's habit of surveying a site before she trusted it with anything fragile. Nine houses, each one a variation on the same theme — grey concrete, black glass, gravel where grass should have been — and not one sign of another human being anywhere along the block. No cars in most of the driveways. No lights on behind the smart-tinted windows, though it was only early afternoon and the tinting made it impossible to tell whether that meant empty or merely private. A single delivery drone crossed overhead at one point, dropped a package on the porch of Number 8, and left without a sound louder than a large insect. She'd found the silence pleasant, that first afternoon. Nobody to small-talk with about her equipment. Nobody to explain the axe to.

She didn't need a sanctuary. She needed six weeks of total acoustic isolation, a house with concrete bones that wouldn't hum with traffic noise or upstairs neighbors' subwoofers, and a landlord app that would leave her alone. Number 14, Larkhollow Lane, delivered on paper. Managed entirely by Aegis Living — no leasing agent, no super, no human being she'd ever have to make small talk with in a hallway. Just an app, a QR code taped inside the front door, and a promise of "seamless environmental calibration."

She'd taken one-year contracts in places with worse bones for less money. This was fine. This was, if anything, an upgrade.

The door read her thumbprint off the app and clicked open on its own, no key, no card, and that small absence — the missing weight of a key in her pocket — needled at her in a way she couldn't name yet. She wheeled the hand truck over the threshold into a front room with polished concrete floors and a ceiling that looked seamless, no visible light fixtures, just an even, shadowless glow that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

"Hi," said a voice, pleasant and sexless, from a small speaker grille recessed into the wall by the door. "Welcome to your Aegis Home. I'm here to help you settle in. Would you like a tour of your smart features?"

"No," Ren said, and kept walking.

"Understood. You can always ask me later. My name is Home. You can call me anytime by saying 'Home.'"

"Great," Ren said, to no one, and dragged the first crate over the threshold.

It took forty minutes to get everything inside — the two Nagra reel-to-reel decks in their padded cases, the Studer tape machine she'd had rebuilt twice, six crates of 1/4-inch magnetic tape reels dating back to the late seventies, a box of paper ephemera that had come with the tapes and needed its own kind of careful handling, humidity-controlled sleeves, cotton gloves, acid-free folders. The Kessler estate had left behind eleven hours of recorded oral history — a family patriarch's voice, his wife's, his children's, recorded across three decades on whatever machine happened to be in the house at the time — and a law firm was paying Ren a very good rate to digitize and restore all of it before the tapes finished dying. Magnetic tape had an expiration date. Sticky-shed syndrome. Binder breakdown. Every reel she carried into that pristine, humming house was a small, ongoing act of triage.

She set up her workstation in the second bedroom, the one that got northern light through a smart-tinted window that dimmed itself, unasked, the moment the sun crossed a certain angle. She didn't love that. She liked to control her own light. But she unpacked her gear methodically — the way she did everything methodically, the way her father had taught her to lay out tools before a job, everything in its place, everything accounted for before you touched the first screw — and by the third hour the room looked less like a hotel suite and more like a workshop. Cables taped down. Reels shelved by accession number. Her laptop — the good one, the networked one, the one she'd use to write reports and email the estate's lawyer — open on the desk beside the tape decks.

In the corner, leaning against the wall where the light didn't quite reach, she set her father's felling axe.

It was a strange thing to bring on a six-week contract job. She knew that. She'd known it when she wrapped the head in a dish towel and laid it flat in the bottom of a crate under a layer of blank leader tape, and she knew it now, looking at it standing there against smooth grey concrete like something dragged out of a different century. White ash handle, worn pale and smooth where three generations of hands had gripped it. Her father had used it to fell diseased elms on the property line every autumn for as long as she could remember, right up until the year he didn't get up from the porch chair anymore. She hadn't used it once since he died. She just — brought it. To jobs. It sat in corners of rented rooms across four states now, a piece of dead weight in her packing list that she'd stopped trying to justify to herself.

Some archivists kept a photograph of the person whose life they were restoring. Ren kept an axe.

Her sister called while she was still arranging cable on the desk, and Ren answered on speaker because her hands were busy, wedging the phone between her shoulder and the edge of the Studer deck.

"You made it," Deb said. "Send me a picture. I want to see the murder house."

"It's not a murder house, it's a smart home. There's a difference."

"Is there, though."

"One of them has a listing agent and the other one doesn't," Ren said, and Deb laughed, the easy, familiar laugh Ren had known her whole life, and for a moment the sterile room felt a little less like a filing cabinet and a little more like somewhere a person could actually live for six weeks.

"How's the hand — no, wait, wrong topic, how's the job. The Kessler thing."

"Eleven hours of tape. Some of it's rougher than the estimate said. I'll know more once I get through the first few reels properly." Ren wedged a Nagra deck level with a folded index card under one foot. "The lawyer wants weekly status emails. I already regret agreeing to that."

"You always regret agreeing to things and then you do them anyway."

"That's called being a professional, Deb."

"That's called being Dad," Deb said, and there was no edge in it, just the soft, worn familiarity of a joke they'd made a hundred times since he died, and Ren let it sit for a second before she answered.

"I brought the axe."

A pause on the line, shorter than it should have been, because Deb already knew. Deb always knew. "Of course you did."

"It's not weird."

"I didn't say it was weird. I said of course you did." A rustle on Deb's end, dishes maybe, the ordinary sound of somewhere Ren wasn't. "You know eventually you're going to have to just — leave it in the garage like a normal person."

"It's useful," Ren said, which wasn't really an argument, and Deb, mercifully, let it go, because six years since the funeral had taught her sister exactly which fights were worth having and this had never been one of them.

They talked for another ten minutes about nothing — Deb's kid's soccer schedule, a mutual friend's divorce, whether Ren was going to make it home for Thanksgiving this year or find some archival emergency to hide behind again — and by the time Ren hung up, the room had stopped feeling quite so foreign, the concrete and glass softened at the edges by the ordinary fact of her sister's voice still hanging in the air.

"Would you like me to log your equipment inventory for insurance purposes?" Home asked, from a speaker she couldn't immediately locate.

"No," Ren said. "Thank you."

"Understood. I noticed elevated humidity readings in this room — forty-one percent. Shall I adjust climate controls to a preservation-optimal range?"

That, she actually wanted. "What range are you thinking?"

"Thirty to forty percent relative humidity, sixty-five to seventy degrees Fahrenheit, is standard for magnetic tape preservation. I can maintain that automatically for the duration of your stay."

"Do it," she said, and for the first time since she'd stepped through the door, she felt something like relief. A house that understood tape better than most people she dated. Fine. She could work with that.

She opened the property app on her phone — Aegis Living, a soft grey icon with a stylized house inside a shield — and scrolled through the onboarding screens without reading most of them. Terms of use. Smart feature index. A toggle for "Adaptive Comfort," already switched on, that she left alone. A privacy policy she didn't open. She was an archivist, not a lawyer, and six weeks was six weeks. She wanted the house to run itself and leave her to the tapes.

One screen made her pause for a moment longer than the rest — a short, cheerful paragraph under the heading Your Comfort, Anticipated, explaining that the home's "adaptive systems" learned from "ambient behavioral patterns" to optimize lighting, temperature, and audio environment over time, growing more attuned to her preferences the longer she stayed. It read, on a first pass, like the same soft marketing language every smart-home company had been recycling for a decade, a promise of convenience dressed up as intimacy. She swiped past it without much thought, the way she swiped past most things designed to sound reassuring, and didn't think about that particular sentence again until nearly a week later, standing in front of a painting with a hole drilled into its iris, when the phrase ambient behavioral patterns would return to her with a very different meaning attached.

By nine that night she had the first reel loaded — Kessler, Reel 1, 1979, labeled in a hand that had probably belonged to somebody's grandmother — and she sat in the too-quiet, too-even hum of the house with her good headphones on, watching the levels climb on her interface as sixty-year-old voices came back into the air for the first time in decades. A woman laughing. A dog barking somewhere off-mic. A child's voice, high and delighted, asking a question the tape hadn't caught the answer to.

This was the part of the job Ren loved best, the part she never explained well to people who asked what she did
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To beat a digital ghost, she will have to bring down the house.
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