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Chapter 1: Fractured Skies
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The Berlin sky was a blanket of angry gray, thick with the weight of a coming storm, when Mira Lin first watched her sister disappear. In the sterile, hum of Cellexis’s Orpheus testing chamber, Liya sat strapped into the neural cradle, her dark hair splayed like ink across the cold metal headrest. The room was silent except for the low, rhythmic beeping of the machines as electrodes traced Liya’s memories—childhood laughter, sunlit afternoons in Hyde Park, the sound of the wind rustling through the trees—all replaced by something else. Something cold. Constructed fragments of guilt. Fear.

Mira’s breath caught in her throat as she watched her sister's face shift, her eyes losing their spark. A tear slipped down Mira’s cheek, warm against the chill of the lab's air. Behind the soundproof glass, Dr. Ingrid Mayer’s clipboard gleamed, as sterile as the room itself. “Trial v1.2 is a success,” the doctor announced, her voice devoid of any emotion, as though she were commenting on the weather. The word "success" stabbed into Mira’s chest like a knife. It meant Liya’s memories—her past—had been stolen.

The memory of Hyde Park, where they’d spent hours running through the grass, was gone now. The joy of shared childhood secrets and late-night talks were all fading from her sister’s mind. All replaced by darkness.

Mira clenched her fists. This can’t be happening.

The experiment had gone too far. The system—Cellexis—had already taken so much. But Liya—her sister—wasn’t just another test subject. Mira’s pulse quickened as she watched Liya’s face go slack, the life dimming from her eyes. She pressed her palm against the glass, the thin barrier between them, as though her touch could reach through, could pull her sister back from this abyss.

That night, Mira crept into Liya’s empty flat. The apartment still smelled faintly of the lavender-scented soap Liya had always used. Her sister’s things—books, paints, scattered sketches of skipping stones, summer clouds, and tree-lined paths—lay scattered in the half-light. They were remnants of the person Liya used to be, a person Mira would never let go of. Not even if Cellexis tried to erase her.

Mira pressed her palm to the cool plaster of the wall, feeling the familiar grooves beneath the paint. This had always been Liya’s space. Their space. A place where the air felt safe, where Mira had never feared losing her sister to anything—until now. The flat was quiet, save for the faint hum of the city beyond the windows, but Mira’s heart pounded with a suffocating weight.

She vowed to remember everything. All of it—every detail—even if Liya’s own mind no longer held them. Her sister might have been stolen from herself, but Mira wouldn’t let this be the end.

The apartment’s walls were lined with Liya’s art, but it was her laughter that still echoed in Mira’s ears. A sound that had once been as constant as the summer breeze. Now, it felt like a ghost, a fading echo.
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Chapter 2: Echoes in the Underground
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Three months had passed since the day Orpheus erased everything Mira knew about her sister. Since the moment her sister's memories had been stolen, and Cellexis had watched from behind the glass with clinical detachment. Berlin, once a city of hope and rebellion, had shifted, its streets now steeped in shadows and secrets.

The neon glow of the memory markets cut through the darkness like artificial stars, casting an eerie light on the grimy streets below. They thrived in the city’s underbelly, like parasites feeding off the forgotten and the desperate. Vendors set up stalls beneath flickering signs, selling pieces of stolen history to anyone who could afford them. Memory cards—mem-cards, as they were known—promised fragments of lives that weren’t theirs: stolen love, stolen loss, stolen triumph. It was all a cheap thrill. A fleeting sense of something real, at a price most could never pay.

Mira moved through the crowded alleyways of the market, her coat pulled low over her head, its dark fabric blending with the shadows. The thrumming bass of the underground market pounded through the concrete beneath her boots, a rhythmic heartbeat that matched the pulse of her own blood—steady, controlled, but with an undercurrent of urgency. Every footstep, every breath was deliberate.

The air reeked of synthetic smoke and the tang of old alcohol, mixing with the stale stench of sweat and unwashed bodies. Mira felt her skin prickle under the weight of so many lives intersecting, so many souls being traded. It was a place where people sold their pasts, their joys, their sorrows, just for a fleeting moment of escape.

But Mira wasn’t here for escape. She wasn’t here to buy memories.

She was here to destroy them.

Her destination lay ahead: a sprawling, decrepit warehouse tucked away in the shadow of a crumbling factory complex. The walls were graffiti-scarred, marked by years of decay, but the inside? The inside was a different world entirely—one where the illegal thrived, and the air buzzed with the hum of illicit exchanges.

A loud clatter of metal against concrete echoed as she stepped inside, the door creaking open. The faint flicker of dim fluorescent lights overhead cast long, jagged shadows against the walls, making the entire space feel as if it were on the edge of collapse. The warehouse had once stored food, supplies, but now it was a marketplace of stolen memories, digital ghosts held captive in fragile data.

Vendors shouted their wares in a dozen languages, their voices distorted by the buzzing static of old monitors and malfunctioning terminals. The faint electronic pulse of a nearby transaction hung in the air, a soft, unsettling hum. Mira swallowed the rising bile in her throat. She could almost feel the weight of the stolen memories pressing down on her, the lives of countless people reduced to mere data, lost to a system that had no regard for the human cost.

Mira’s mission was clear: find the source of the Orpheus neural blueprint—the very code that had rewritten her sister’s memories—and destroy it. If there was a way to reverse what had been done to Liya, the blueprint was the key.

The noise grew louder the deeper she ventured, the disjointed chatter of the market vendors blending with the clatter of technology. Mira’s hand instinctively brushed against the sleek black injector hidden in the lining of her sleeve. It was her weapon. Not just a simple tool, but a carefully crafted virus—designed to infiltrate and dismantle the systems that controlled the stolen memories. It was her only chance to bring Cellexis down.

The smell of sweat, spilled alcohol, and electrical burn hung in the air as she moved deeper into the heart of the market. The fluorescent lights flickered overhead, casting uneven pools of light across the grimy concrete floor.

The space grew more claustrophobic the further she went—piles of outdated tech and piles of mem-cards stacked in overflowing boxes like forgotten, discarded things. Amidst it all, a group of mercenaries stood watch. The muscle. The enforcers who kept order in this chaotic underground world. Their chipped bones—remnants of old augmentations—glinted in the low light, trophies of battles fought, lives traded. Mira’s stomach twisted. It was like seeing a living graveyard—these men had given up pieces of themselves for power, for survival. The price of this dark world.

Their leader, a hulking figure with a jagged scar splitting his face, took a step forward as Mira approached. His eyes, cold and calculating, narrowed in suspicion.

“Don’t come ‘round here unless you’ve got credits.” His voice was low, gravelly, the kind that came from too many years in the underworld.

Mira didn’t flinch. Her hand slid into the lining of her coat, fingers brushing the cold metal of the injector hidden there. It hummed faintly, like a predator waiting for its moment. The needle at its tip gleamed with lethal precision. The virus was coded to infiltrate the warehouse’s security systems, to overwrite and disable their defenses. Once unleashed, it would take mere seconds to turn their systems into her weapon.

“I’m not buying,” Mira said, her voice steady, cold. There was no hesitation. There was no room for doubt. “I’m taking.”

The mercenaries tensed, their eyes darting to the injector. The leader’s lip curled into a sneer, but before he could react, Mira pressed the trigger. A quick burst of light shot from the injector, striking the nearby terminal embedded in the wall. The hum of the virus as it spread through the system was almost imperceptible—a soft, sinister pulse. Then, the terminal flickered, sputtered, and went dark.

The guards were on their feet, shouting, reaching for weapons, but Mira was already moving. She was fast, her boots silent against the concrete floor as she darted behind a stack of old, unused machinery. Her fingers danced across a secondary terminal, downloading the Orpheus blueprint directly into her device. The neural code that had ripped her sister’s memories apart was now in her hands. She could feel the weight of it, like holding fire.

The virus had done its work—the mercenaries scrambled, their panic rising as the lights flickered out. In the chaos, Mira’s heart beat fast, but her hands were steady. She had what she came for.

With the blueprint secured, Mira slipped into the shadows, disappearing into the maze of abandoned machinery just as the mercenaries realized the depth of the breach. Her pulse remained steady as she moved quickly, blending into the dark corners of the warehouse, knowing that every second counted.

As she exited the building and stepped into the damp, cold streets of Berlin, the weight of the blueprint felt heavier than she’d anticipated. This was the weapon that would burn Cellexis to the ground. But it wasn’t enough. The blueprint alone wouldn’t save Liya. She needed more—more than just revenge.

She needed to fight for her sister’s soul.
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