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    To the echoes that linger in silence,to the shadows behind closed eyes,to the ones we loseand meet againin dreams too bright to hold—
may memory be a lantern,even when it burns.

      

    



  	
        
            
            For those we can't forget,and the pieces of ourselves we lose trying to remember them.
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Echoes of the Void
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The rain had been relentless for days, a constant downpour that blurred the city into streaks of gray. Elijah Harper stood by the window of his apartment, his eyes vacant, his gaze lost in the cascade of water against the glass. He hadn’t moved in hours. The room was as still as the air in his lungs—thick, heavy, suffocating. There was nothing left here except echoes. And memories. So many memories.

The apartment was filled with the remnants of a life he could no longer bear to live. The coffee table was cluttered with books, half-read, left untouched for months. A framed photograph of him and Lena sat on the mantle. Their smiling faces from a time before the darkness had overtaken everything. He hadn’t touched it in days, maybe weeks. He could hardly stand to look at it. The image of her was both too much and not enough.

Her absence clawed at him constantly, a gnawing hunger in the pit of his stomach. He had known grief before—had seen it in the eyes of patients, heard it in the voices of those who had lost loved ones—but nothing had prepared him for this. For the hollow, bottomless pit she had left inside him. He was a neuroscientist, a man who had spent his life unraveling the mysteries of the brain, yet he found himself lost in a maze of memories he couldn’t escape. Every moment spent awake was another moment spent drowning in the past.

Lena was gone. He had seen it happen. Watched her slip away in the sterile hospital room, a heart that had once been so full of life, now empty. She had looked up at him one last time, her eyes clouded with pain, but still trying to comfort him. "I’ll always be with you," she had whispered. But she was wrong. She wasn’t with him. She never would be again.

The worst part, Elijah thought, was that she had been the only one who understood him—who had ever truly seen him. And now, he was left with only this: grief so pure and raw it was like a living thing, gnawing at his insides, poisoning every waking thought. The hollow ache in his chest was his constant companion.

He had tried everything. Tried to numb the pain, to silence the memories. Alcohol didn’t work, nor did the pills the doctors had given him. Sleep was an elusive stranger, one that only came when his body gave out after days of exhaustion. But it was during those stolen moments of sleep that the memories truly tormented him, dragging him down into a dreamscape where he could see Lena again, hear her voice, touch her skin—but never in the way he had once known her. Each time he woke, the grief would return, sharper, deeper, more consuming.

There was only one thing that had given him a sliver of hope, a fragile thread to hold on to: the machine.

Elijah had always been fascinated by memory. The brain’s ability to capture moments, to store them and replay them at will, had been his passion for years. He had researched it, studied it, even experimented with ways to enhance it. But the machine—the device that promised to bring memories to life—had opened a door he couldn’t have imagined.

He had heard about it through a colleague, Dr. Eva Sinclair, a scientist working on cutting-edge neural technology. At first, Elijah had dismissed it as another wild idea, just another attempt at understanding the brain that would fail like so many others. But when she told him what it could do—when she described how it could simulate memories with perfect clarity, allowing the user to experience them as if they were happening in real-time—he had been drawn in. It was exactly what he needed.

Maybe, he thought, maybe this would be the key to finding her again. Not just in his mind, but in some tangible form. He could relive the moments with Lena, feel her presence again, if only for a little while.

He had waited for weeks, watching as the device was tested on other volunteers. And when his turn finally came, he had nearly run to the lab, desperate for a taste of the past, of her.

The first test had been perfect. They began with a simple memory—the first time they had met at a conference. It had been so clear, so vivid. He could hear her laugh, soft and melodic, the way her eyes had crinkled when she smiled. He could feel the warmth of her hand brushing against his as they walked down the hall together, and the scent of her perfume—a delicate mix of jasmine and lavender—that had lingered long after she was gone. Everything felt so real, so alive, as though she were standing right beside him.

But then... something had happened. A flicker. A momentary lapse in the memory, like a brief distortion in the fabric of time itself. It was subtle at first, easy to dismiss. The glitch was barely noticeable, a hiccup in the flow of time. But it was enough to make him pause. Enough to make him question whether this was really what he thought it was.

And so he had returned to the machine, over and over again. Each session, the memories became more vivid. The sound of her voice, the feeling of her touch—it was like he was living those moments all over again. But with each visit, the glitches grew more frequent. Sometimes Lena’s face would shift, subtly, like she was wearing a mask that didn’t quite fit. Other times, the conversations would feel off, like they were speaking in a language he didn’t fully understand.

Then, one night, during a memory he had revisited countless times—the night they had danced under the stars at a summer wedding—something changed. It wasn’t just a flicker this time. It was a voice. A whisper, faint but unmistakable. It cut through the memory like a blade.

“You’re not supposed to remember this.”

Elijah froze. He could feel his pulse racing as the words echoed in his mind. It wasn’t Lena’s voice. It wasn’t anyone’s voice he knew. The machine, which had always seemed like a window to the past, was suddenly something far darker. Something that didn’t belong in his memories. Something that shouldn’t have been there at all.

The machine flickered violently, and the memory began to warp, distorting like a broken film reel. He ripped the device off his head, heart pounding, sweat trickling down his face. But the words lingered in his ears, fading into the static, like a presence he couldn’t escape.

He had brushed it off at first—after all, it could have been a technical glitch, a simple error in the machine’s programming. But the doubt was there, creeping into his mind like a virus, infecting his thoughts. The machine wasn’t just replaying memories. It was doing something else. Something that he didn’t understand.

And so, he had returned again.

It wasn’t about Lena anymore. Not really. It was about something deeper, something gnawing at him, something that he couldn’t ignore. The grief, the loss—he was suffocating under it, drowning in it, and yet, the machine promised him
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